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“In the end persuasion is the only weapon we have. We do not have the power, 
only the power of our discourse, the strength of our argument. That’s it.” 
 

Statement of a Brazilian Black Movement actor during an interview,  
Rio de Janeiro January 2008 

 

“Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of the younger 
generation into the logic of the present system and bring about conformity or it becomes the 
practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and creatively with reality 
and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world.”  

 
Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970)
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PREFACE 

This book is a study of change in education. Its focus is on the ways in which claims of minorities 
in terms of power are integrated in educational reforms. It thus concerns itself with what is too 
often left off the agenda, unless driving actors put it on the agenda. The present study, however, 
goes a step further –questioning what happens after the moment the “alternative” agenda proposed 
by a minority group is taken up – inquiring as well how the new policy discourse is institutionalized 
in the political arena, and translated in practices in the school.   

Two main interests lie at the heart of this study: an interest in issues concerning the 
emancipation of minorities, or so-called “subordinate social groups” (Santos, 2001b: 186), and a 
concern with the possible role of education in this emancipation process. Education is considered a 
contested field within which different actors try to propagate distinct and sometimes conflicting 
discourses regarding society. Hence, education is understood as playing a powerful role with regard 
to the creation but also reproduction of discourses and views that lie at the basis of understanding 
society, and acting in it.  

My interest in such issues dates much further back than the decade I have been living in 
Brazil. This book argues that, what people do is often closely linked to beliefs, and these in turn are 
closely linked to personal experience. Hence, my interest in these issues was also triggered by 
personal experiences. For example, I remember being different compared to the majority of the 
pupils in the classroom of my primary school in the Amsterdam Bijlmer district. When I was going 
to primary school this neighborhood began to show a lack of social services, high unemployment 
rates, and a concentration of social problems. Recently arrived families from the former Dutch 
colonies of Surinam and the Dutch Antilles, and families from other parts of the world looking for 
better opportunities found a home in the neighborhood. This experience triggered me, among many 
others, to reflect on and deal with “being different” and to value others for being so. My interest in 
issues related to “otherness” was awakened. After secondary school, the opportunity to live in Latin 
America and work in social and cultural projects made me realize – sometimes in very confronting 
ways – that I had grown up in privileged circumstances. I also realized that the same context where 
I grew up and went to school might have entailed a completely different experience for other 
people around me. Even when I was never very interested in the traditional school subjects in 
primary education, why did I manage to “make it” in life? And what happened to all my other 
classmates? Had we received the same opportunities to develop ourselves? I developed a more 
critical view on the possible emancipatory but often also restricting role of education. Accordingly, 
a few years later, inequality, social justice, reproduction, and emancipation became central themes 
throughout my studies in Educational Sciences.  

My reflections developed from an interest in the “pedagogy of the oppressed” to an interest 
in a “pedagogy for the oppressors.” When envisioning the emancipation of minorities, should focus 
not also go to – changing – the societal structures and processes that make people sharing certain 
identities, lived realities, and histories become designated “minorities”? These “minorities,” in fact, 
in many contexts – such as, for example, in the Amsterdam Bijlmer – are not numerical minorities, 
but groups with less – political – power. Therefore, in this book, I refer to “minorities in power,”1 
meaning minorities in terms of power.  

The course “Race, Ethnicity and Education” at the University of Amsterdam offered me the 
first conceptual tools for studying these specific issues in the contemporary Dutch context. I 

                                                            
1 I am thankful to Renato Emerson dos Santos, who I first heard using this concept. 
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investigated discourses in the Dutch press concerning Dutch-Moroccan youth in an Amsterdam 
suburb and, at a later stage, studied a Dutch teacher training college and the beliefs and practices I 
found there regarding working in ethnically/racially diverse contexts.  

In late 2003 I arrived in Brazil hoping to continue working on similar issues. Soon I realized 
that, although generally speaking the discussion about education and exclusion was the same, the 
history of exploitation in Brazilian society was very different than the Dutch one. The ways in 
which these issues were dealt with were also very different to the Duth experience. In 2005, the 
opportunity to continue studying at Rio de Janeiro State University (UERJ) provided me an 
interesting gateway into Brazil. At the time, UERJ was at the center of the heated societal debate on 
quota policies for Afro-Brazilian students, as it was the first university to implement such a policy in 
2002. The societal debate came to the university in the form of various seminars, debates, and 
activities organized by black student organizations. I remember finding posters stuck on the walls of 
the long corridors reading such things as: Brazil is a country of the indigenous, built by blacks for the privilege 
of whites. I, as a young white Dutch woman, moved about in this field washed in tension. Here I had 
the chance to meet Brazilian students, lecturers, and scholars, and to participate in ongoing 
discussions in the field of education. With regard to education, minority issues, and inequality, most 
attention in media and academia went to the debate on quota policies. Hence, I was surprised when 
I heard about Law 10.639, a policy initiative that – instead of only focusing on access to educational 
institutions – also proposed to critically look at the contents of education. I became interested in 
issues of recognition and tension between this concept and the concept of redistribution. Two years 
later Law 10.639 became the object of my study, and subject of this dissertation.   

At the heart of this study lies the desire to shed light on the issue of recognition of 
“minorities in power.” 2  I started with the idea that recognition of minorities always implies 
recognition of a majority as well. This thesis seeks to understand the process of curriculum 
formation and transformation concerning ethnicity/race in contemporary Brazilian education. The 
focus is on discourses and multi-scalar interactions between different arenas and actors. It sets out 
the analysis of the process of agenda-setting and implementation regarding Law 10.639 as being a 
central policy initiative designed with the intention to respond to the situation of the still remaining 
racial inequalities and exclusion of Afro-Brazilians in education. The policy initiative focuses 
primarily on the promotion of recognition of (own) identities, history, achievements, and struggles 
of this part of the population through educational contents. It should be considered complementary 
to policies that envision addressing institutional inequalities, for example through promoting access 
of Afro-Brazilians (and other excluded social groups in Brazil) to educational institutions, such as 
the quota policies in higher education institutions. While the study focuses on Brazil, it is an interest 
not merely related to that country. I argue that the issue of political manifestation of “minorities in 
power” (in education and other sectors of society) is in fact currently highly relevant in many parts 
of the world.  

This book is a product of several years of work, and –most of all – a challenging and still 
ongoing learning process. Now, finalizing my PhD work with this publication, I hope that it 
inspires the reader to share his or her understanding on issues related to social justice in education 

                                                            
2 As explained in the introduction of this book: I believe this concept is useful as it clarifies the reference to certain 
groups as “minorities,” has, in fact, not always to do with a certain group in society being smaller as percentage of the 
population (this is, for example, the case in Brazil regarding the Afro-Brazilian population). Referring to a certain group 
as a minority has often much more to do with lack of access of these groups to power, therefore they may be 
considered “minorities in power.” 
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in general, and ethnic/racial inequality in particular. In this manner, I hope this book contributes to 
stimulating further reflection and work on these issues, also in other contexts than Brazil.  
 

———————— 
 

The book consists of seven chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction to the context of the study. Here 
inequality, race, and education in emerging Brazil are discussed. In Chapter 2 the theoretical 
framework of the study is presented and the research questions are formulated. Chapter 3 focuses 
on the design of the research and the methodological choices made. The findings of the study are 
discussed in Chapters 4 through 6. Chapter 4 examines the agenda-setting process concerning Law 
10.639. In Chapter 5 attention goes to the implementation of Law 10.639 in the political arena, and 
in Chapter 6 recontextualization of Law 10.639 at the school level is discussed. The final chapter of 
the book (Chapter 7) provides a conclusion. The key findings of the study are highlighted and an 
attempt to respond the research questions is made. 
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Context of  the Study: Inequality, Race, and Education in 
Emerging Brazil 

 
From the mid 1990’s, Brazil gained importance as a global economic power and as a country with a 
mission to reform international economic and political relations, both regionally and globally. 
Currently, as a so-called “middle power,” the country plays an important role internationally, well 
positioned to have influence in crucial arenas (Koonings, 2012: 16). These developments are in line 
with the expectation that Brazil, together with the other BRIC(S) countries, Russia, India, China, 
and later also South Africa,3 would become a single important “brick,” forming the base of wealth 
around the globe in 2030. However, analysis of macro-economic data and insight into income, 
consumption, and wealth needs to be accompanied by an investigation of the distribution of 
growth. Nowadays, it is known that these same BRICS, notwithstanding their growth, are still home 
to over half the poor population of the world (Neri, 2011: 12). Economic growth, in the way that it 
is currently dominated by a hegemonic form of globalization (Santos, 2001b: 185), does not 
necessarily imply inclusive, emancipatory, and sustainable development. Accordingly, increase of 
national averages regarding, for example, income, participation in education, but also “expected 
happiness,”4 can mask important lived realities of “minorities in power,”5 or so-called “subordinate 
social groups” (Santos, 2001b). Henceforth, research that provides insight into whether Brazil is on 
the right track in developing a new development paradigm (Koonings, 2012), enabling it to become 
an example (or a “brick”) that other nations around the globe can build on, needs to include an 
investigation of present struggles for a more equal society.  

This study engages with one of these struggles strongly present in contemporary Brazil: the 
struggle for an ethnically and racially just society. It focuses on this struggle in the education field, 
which is an important sector for social mobility. This chapter presents the relevance and rationale of 
this research in the context of current Brazil, by discussing the persistent inequalities in Brazilian 
society, specifically focusing on ethnic/racial inequality. Subsequently, the discussion turns to the 
development of the Brazilian education system, highlighting the current challenges and 
opportunities regarding ethnic/racial inequalities in education. It finishes by presenting the object of 
study. 

                                                            
3 In 2001 head of the section Global Economic Research of the Goldman Sachs bank O’Neill argued (O’Neill, 2001) 
that Brazil, Russia, India, and China would become the important “bricks” forming the base of wealth around the globe 
in 2030. The S was added more recently to the acronym, when South Africa was included in the list in 2010. 
4 The Gallup World Poll project, realized by the International Development Bank, concluded that in 2009, on a scale 
from 0 to 10 on the “future felicity index,” the “average Brazilian” gave an 8.7 for expectations regarding happiness in 
the year 2014. This was considerably more than the 7 they gave to the present and the 6 with which they valued the 
past. Based on these outcomes Brazil was referred to as the “world champion where it concerns expectations of future 
happiness” (Neri, 2011: 10).  
5 This concept, first heard from R.E. Santos, I believe, is useful as it clarifies that the reference to certain groups as 
“minorities,” has, in fact, not always to do with a certain group in society being smaller as percentage of the population 
(this is, for example, the case in Brazil regarding the Afro-Brazilian population). Referring to a certain group as a 
minority has often much more to do with access of these groups to power, therefore “minorities in power.”       
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1.1 Progress and Remaining Challenges in Brazilian Society 

With an average annual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth rate of more than five percent, 
Brazil is at present the seventh economy measured by nominal GDP6, one of the fastest-growing 
major economies in the world, and the largest economy in South America. The largest components 
of the country’s economy are the service sector, the industrial sector, and agriculture.  

With regard to income, inequalities are slowly decreasing in Brazil; on average, the income 
of the poorest population has grown relatively more strongly compared to that of the richest 
sections of the population.7 The Human Development Index (HDI)8 of Brazil has also risen in the 
last thirty years from 0.549 in 1980 to 0.718 in 2011. However, as Figure 1.1 shows, the HDI of 
Brazil is still lower than the mean HDI of other countries in the region (Koonings, 2012: 20).   
 
Figure1.1  Human Development Index Brazil, 1980-2011 

 
Source: UNDP http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/BRA.html 
  
With a Gini score of 0.53 in 2011, Brazil is still one of the countries with the greatest inequality in 
the world.9 Yet given the drop from 0.6 in 2001 to 0.53 in 2010, it is one of the top countries in 

                                                            
6 Economy measured by nominal GDP is the measure most economists prefer when looking at per-capita welfare and 
when comparing living conditions or use of resources across countries. It indicates the gross domestic product or value 
of all final goods and services produced within a nation in a given year. “A nation's GDP at purchasing power parity 
(PPP) exchange rates is the sum value of all goods and services produced in the country valued at prices prevailing in 
the United States.” (see Indexmundi: http://www.indexmundi.com/g/r.aspx?t=10&v=65&l=en, accessed August 12, 
2013). 
7 Since the new millennium, the income of the poorest 50 percent of Brazil’s population increased 67.9 percent against 
10.3 percent for the richest 10 percent (Neri, 2011: 23). 
8 This index was originally created by the UNDP in order to measure the level of human development in countries 
based on education indicators, longevity, and income. 
9 A Gini score is an economic measure of income inequality. A society that scores 0.0 on the Gini scale has perfect 
equality in income distribution. The higher the number is above 0, the higher the inequality. A score of 1.0 (or 100) 
indicates total inequality, where only one person possesses all the income (see also Neri, 2011: 21). With a score of 0.53 
Brazil is still closer to maximum inequality than to minimum inequality. 
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terms of decreasing income inequalities.10 A more significant and continuous decrease started in the 
year 2003. A consequence of this decrease in income inequality was that since 2003 about 50 million 
people joined the higher socioeconomic classes A, B, or C11 (Neri, 2011: 23). The middle incomes 
form the fastest growing socioeconomic group in Brazil in the recent years. Currently, poverty and 
extreme poverty rates are reduced to half of the early 1990’s level when 43 percent of the Brazilian 
population was living below the poverty line (Koonings, 2012: 9).12  

The reduction of poverty levels is considered an important trend of the past decade in 
Brazil. This development is linked to the redemocratization process and the systematic introduction 
of anti-poverty policies slowly being introduced in the country since the mid 1990’s and which 
intensified during the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT) government of Luiz Ignacio da Silva (commonly 
known as “Lula”) since 2003 (Morais & Saad-Filho, 2011). In this period the gradual (re)emergence 
of elements of a so-called welfare state could be observed. 

In extending social provisions, the Lula administration focused on three issues: growth of 
social programs such as Bolsa Família, 13  which in 2011 reached 11.4 million households; the 
expansion of social security coverage, which was 51 percent in 2010 (compared to 45 percent in 
2002); and a rapid increase of the (real) minimum wage by 67 percent between 2003 and 2010 
(Morais & Saad-Filho, 2011: 35). Due to these policies Brazil currently has 24.6 million poor (13% 
of the total population) with a household income of no more than BRL 751,14 representing a 
decrease in the number of poor by 54 percent in the period from 2003 to 2011 (Neri, 2011: 34).  
Some authors, however, point to the modest effects of these social programs when considered in 
the light of the huge economic growth Brazil went through in the last decade. For example, where it 
concerns the effect of the Bolsa Família program, Koonings (2012: 9) rightly points to the fact that, 
in actual fact, the program consists of only 2.5 percent of the federal budget, which is just a half 
percent of the Brazilian Gross National Product (GNP).15 Notwithstanding the fact that in the 
period from 2001 to the present the inequalities in income in the Brazilian population have 
diminished, huge disparities still exist between various groups in society. In 2011 the richest 20 
percent Brazilians owned 57.7 percent of the country’s wealth (compared to 63.7 percent in 2001), 
while the poorest 20 percent, on the other hand, increased their share of wealth from 2.6 to 3.5 
percent during the same period (IBGE, 2012).  

                                                            
10 For example, in other BRICS, and in all European countries, with the exception of France and Belgium, inequalities 
have continuously increased since 1985 (Neri, 2011: 23).  
11 The Brazilian Institute of Economic and Applied Studies (Ipea) states that the Brazilian population can be divided 
economically and socially in classes A, B, C, D, and E. Households belonging to class A have an income of above 
twenty minimum salaries, households belonging to class B between ten and twenty minimum salaries, households 
belonging to class C (also referred to as the middle class) between four and ten minimum salaries. Households 
belonging to class D have between two and four minimum salaries, while in class E households are grouped that earn 
up to two minimum salaries a month. The national minimum salary in 2011 was BRL 545 (at that time worth about 
EUR 231). 
12 In 2009 the percentage of people living in poverty decreased to 20 percent, while the percentage of people living in 
extreme poverty was 7.3 percent. 
13 Inspired by experiences in over 50 municipalities in Brazil, in 2001 the government of Fernando Henrique Cardoso 
introduced the Bolsa Escola program nation-wide (see also Koonings, 2012: 8). It provided cash payments to families 
with a monthly income below BRL 90 with children age six to fifteen, on the condition that those children enrolled in 
school and attended at least 85 percent of school days (Glewwe & Kassouf, 2010). The families received BRL 15 per 
pupil on a monthly basis, with a limit of BRL 45 per family. In 2003 President “Lula” merged other programs into Bolsa 
Escola and renamed it Bolsa Familía. Benefits were extended to include, for example, poor families with children 0 to 5 
years old, or including a pregnant or breastfeeding woman (Glewwe & Kassouf, 2010).  
14 Approximately EUR 279 (exchange rate December 7, 2012). 
15 See also on the effects of the Bolsa Familía program, specifically on education, Bonal (2012). 
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Several studies on income, employment, education, violence, and health have shown that 
opportunities for development in Brazil have a regional, gender, and ethnic/racial bias. 
Discrimination in political, economic, and social life prevails in the country against women, black, 
brown, and indigenous population groups, and people born in the Northeast and Northern regions 
of the country (Silva, 2010; UN Brazil, 2005: 8; Agénor & Canuto, 2013).  

When analyzing regional inequalities, the size of the country should be taken into account. 
With its 27 federal units16 Brazil is the biggest country in Latin America in terms of geographical 
area and the fifth largest in the world, surpassed only by Russia, Canada, China, and the United 
States. Considering its large territorial area, with about 191 million inhabitants (IBGE, 2011) its 
demographic density is relatively low. Most of the population is concentrated in urban areas (84% 
in 2010), mainly in the large state capitals. Today, twelve of the capitals of the 27 federal units have 
more than a million inhabitants – São Paulo being among the ten largest cities in the world. The 
federal units are grouped into five regions: North, Northeast, Center West, Southeast, and South. 
As can be seen in Figure 1.2, a clear concentration of higher income levels, in terms of wages, can 
be identified in the Southeast, Center West, and South of the country, while the North East and 
North have the highest percentage of people with low incomes or living below national poverty 
levels.    
 
Figure 1.2  Map of Brazil indicating percentages of population belonging to classes A, B, 
   and C17  

 
Source: Neri (2011: 59), adapted by the author 
                                                            
16 This comprises 26 states and one Federal district (Brasília). 
17 Households belonging to class A have an income of above twenty minimum salaries, household belonging to class B 
between ten and twenty minimum salaries, household belonging to class C (also referred to as the middle class) between 
four and ten minimum salaries 
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In the past two decades, Brazil has made significant progress in reducing gender inequality. 
However, while women are increasingly educated 18  and active in the job market, professional 
segmentation on the basis of gender and wage inequality persists. Unemployment among Brazilian 
women is still higher than among men. Moreover, gender-based disparities in employment and 
compensation are illustrated by the fact that women engaged in market activities on average still 
earn about 30 percent less than men (Agénor & Canuto, 2013). 

Where ethnic/racial inequality is concerned, several studies report on the discrimination of 
black and indigenous populations in political, economic, and social life in Brazil (UN Brazil, 2005: 
8). The next section focuses on this dimension of inequality in Brazil, focusing on the Afro-
Descendant population. 
  
Ethnic/Racial Inequalities 
More in-depth analysis of inequality along ethnic/race categories is only possible when data on 
ethnic/race identity are collected. The inclusion of a question on self-identification along race/color 
categories in the yearly household censuses since the 1970’s made it possible to more precisely 
analyze this dimension of stratification in the country. On the basis of census data collected since 
that period, five main categories were defined. These categories are Branca (white), Preta (black), 
Amarela (yellow),19 Parda (brown),20 and Indigena (indigenous)21 (see Petrucelli, 2000, 2007; Santos, 
S.A., 2006). As most research on race relations and racial inequalities in one way or the other builds 
on the statistical data collected by the Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics (Instituto 
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, IBGE), these five race/color categories are often used in research 
and policies. However, as will be shown later in this chapter, the two categories black and brown 
are often combined as household census data show that the living conditions of these two groups 
are very similar and both groups share similar realities of racial discrimination (Santos, S.A., 2006: 
42; see also Paixão et al., 2010). When combining these two categories, often the classification 
black/brown is used. The concept Negro is, however, also used in academic, social movement, and 
policy discourses. By reintroducing this word in the 1970’s, which was originally used by colonizers 
to pejoratively refer to the enslaved people of African descent, the Brazilian Black Movement gave 
it a new political meaning.22 In Chapter 2, I will elaborate on the political meaning of race/racial 
identities. Here it is interesting to highlight that since the 1980’s the number of people that identify 
themselves as black or brown increased. In 2011, for the first time ever the Afro-Brazilian 
population formed a slight majority of the country’s population (see Figure 1.3 below) (IBGE, 

                                                            
18 Illiteracy rates for women aged 15 years and older fell from 20.3 percent in 1991 to 13.5 percent in 2000, falling 
further to 9.8 percent in 2008. Brazilian women are now generally more highly educated, with female participation in 
tertiary education significantly exceeding male participation (IBGE, 2010 in Agénor & Canuto, 2013). 
19 In this category are included those persons that declared themselves of Asian origin (e.g., Japanese, Chinese, Korean) 
(see IBGE, 2012: 24). 
20 In this category are included those persons that declare themselves Mulatta (a person of mixed white and black 
ancestry), Cabocla (offspring of indigenous and other non-white inhabitants), Cafuza (offspring of Afro-Descendant and 
indigenous inhabitants), Mameluca (offspring of indigenous and white inhabitants) or Mestiça (offspring of black and 
non-white inhabitants) (see IBGE, 2012: 24). 
21 In this category are included those persons that declare themselves indigenous or índio (see IBGE, 2012: 24). 
22 As this thesis is written in English, and in both the United Stated of America and in most English-speaking countries 
the concept “negro” was not re-signified the way it was in Brazil, in this research I decided to use the concepts black, 
brown, Afro-Descendant, and Afro-Brazilian. 
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2012: 49). 23  Research indicates that this increase is a result of a combination of increased 
recognition of African descent in recent years and higher birth rates among the Afro-Descendant 
population (Ipea, 2011). 
 
Figure 1.3  Race/color self-identification of the Brazilian population, black/brown and 
   white, per 1,000 inhabitants, 1980 to 2010 

 
Source: IBGE (2010), adapted by the author 
  
The 2011 national household survey conducted by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics (IBGE, 2012: 49) concluded that 51.3 percent of the Brazilian population (100 million 
people) identified themselves as Afro-Descendant (black or brown, Preta or Parda24). This gives 
Brazil currently the largest Afro-Descendant population in the world outside the African continent 
(Htun, 2004). Some 47.8 percent (93.3 million) people identified themselves as white, 0.4 percent 
(784 thousand) as indigenous, and 6 percent (1.1 million) as yellow (see Figure 1.4 below). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
23 Compared to the data collected in 2009, the census from 2011 showed a decrease in the white population of 0.4 
percent, and in the brown population of 0.9 percent. The number of people  identifying themselves as black rose by 1.4 
percent, however. 
24 Some 8.2 percent (16.0 million) people identified themselves as black (Preta) and 43.1 percent (84.1 million) identified 
themselves as black (Parda). 
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Figure 1.4  Race/color self-identification of the Brazilian population, 2011 

 
Source: IBGE (2011), adapted by the author 
 
When the focus is on the Afro-Descendant population, several academic and government-linked 
publications in the last decades have shown that the country is profoundly stratified by color. In 
Brazil, ethnicity/race is correlated with poverty, uneven income distribution, inadequate housing, 
and inequality in education (see, e.g., Htun, 2004; Silva, 2010; Ipea, 2008, 2011; Pinheiro et. al., 
2006, 2008; Theodoro, 2008). Authors of the chapter on racial inequalities in a report of the 
Brazilian Institute of Applied Economics already stated in 2007: 
 

After extensive qualitative and quantitative production [of research], it is difficult to neglect the 
huge differences observed in almost all spheres of daily life. Black and brown people are born 
with an inferior weight compared to whites, they have a bigger chance to die before completing 
one year, there is a smaller probability for them to frequent a crèche and they suffer higher 
repetition rates at school, what brings them to abandon their studies with lower education levels 
than whites. A bigger number of black and brown youngsters die in a violent way then white 
youngsters and there is a smaller probability that they will find a job. If they find a job, they 
receive less than the half of the salary received by whites, what brings them to retire later and 
with lower benefits, if they do. During all life, black and brown Brazilians suffer the worst 
services in the health system and they end up living less in greater poverty than white Brazilians. 
(Ipea, 2007: 281) 

 
The 2005 Human Development Report with a special focus on racism (UNDP, 2005) shows how 
the Human Development Index25 of the Brazilian population grew in the periods between 1980, 
1991, and 2000. However, at the same time, inequalities between ethnic/racial groups did not 
decrease in relation to the evolution of the Index (see Figure 1.5).  
  
 
 
 
 

                                                            
25  The Human Development Index (HDI) was originally created by the United Nations Development Program 
(UNDP) in order to measure the level of human development in countries based on education indicators, longevity and 
income. 
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Figure 1.5  HDI of the Brazilian population, total and by race/color, in 1980, 1991, and 
   2000 
 

                          
Source: UNDP (2005), adapted by the author    
 
Based on household census data from 2006, the report stated that, while the clear tendency of 
decreasing inequalities in income is celebrated, the slowness in which this happened should be 
lamented. If the decrease in income inequality between the black and brown population and the 
white population in Brazil continues at this pace, 32 years would still be needed for Afro-
Descendant and white Brazilians to have, on average, the same income (Theodoro, 2008). A more 
recent national household survey (IBGE, 2012) shows how, in 2011, among the richest one percent 
of the Brazilian population, only 16.3 percent were Afro-Descendants. While this represents a 
significant increase from the 9.6 percent in 2001, the share is still very small. A similar observation 
can be made regarding the job market. In 2011, controlling for variables such as level of education, 
gender, professional activity and sector, and region of the country, an Afro-Descendant worker was 
expected to earn 60 percent of the income a white person would earn, while in 2001 this was 50.5 
percent. Accordingly, while significant improvements from the beginning of this new century are 
observed, the gap is still huge.  

Bearing in mind the fact that the last decades – marked by the positive effect of the increase 
of minimum income, social policies, and cash transfer programs like Bolsa Familia – reflect a positive 
political period, it must be stressed that it is not expected that this rate of decrease in inequality will 
persist. In the view of some scholars, this proves the positive effect of universal policies in reducing 
specific types of inequality such as ethnic/racial inequality, but also portrays its limits. A universal 
social system, access to universal education, and institutions that guarantee good results and access 
to the labor market for all are important for reducing racial inequality. In the current Brazilian 
context, nevertheless, they seem not to be enough:  
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In order to combat racial inequality more than universalistic policies are needed. Policies based 
on affirmative action are necessary. [...] Given the existence of personal and institutional racism, 
affirmative actions are transformed in the only way toward a more comprehensive reduction of 
racial inequalities in Brazil.26 (Theodoro, 2008: 13)  

 
It would not make sense stating that the “race factor” (the effect on creating inequalities of  
ethnicity/race-based discrimination) explains all the asymmetries existing in Brazilian society 
(Paixão et al., 2010). Critical reflection is always necessary on models of analysis and processes of 
sense-making of data (both quantitative and qualitative) related to the issue. The challenge is to go 
beyond the collection of data captured through the use of already existing theoretical models 
(Paixão et al., 2010). For example, using new tools developed for qualitative investigation of this 
issue, several studies have pointed to the fact that in the context of complex race relations in Brazil, 
class and ethnicity/race factors continuously strengthen the others negative effects. In section 1.3, 
some studies reporting on discrimination and racism in education will be highlighted.   
Since the mid 1990’s, Brazilian government has slowly started to consider racial inequalities in 
society and the need to formulate race-based policies. This was – and is – done very cautiously, as 
the myth of Brazil as a “racial democracy,” still sustains discourses that deny the existence of a race 
factor related to social and economic inequalities in Brazil.    
 
The Myth of Racial Democracy 
The myth of Brazil being a racial democracy has widely been propagated since the 1950’s, when 
Brazil started to make an important quantitative and qualitative leap in its process of 
industrialization (Santos, 2008). 27  The politics and ideologies of whitening of the Brazilian 
population, propagated during previous decades (Dávila, 2006; Costa, 2010), were not sustainable 
for industrialization to be successful since the black population was also needed as workforce. 
Therefore, especially since the 1950’s and 1960’s, the need existed to create a new national identity 
through the propagation of a new collective imagination and ideology that did not exclude the black 
population. Accordingly, in the mid 19th century the Brazilian elite started to support the 
consolidation of an ideology that valued the uniqueness of the nation and its people. In this process 
of nation-building, the valuing of the mixing of  European-white, African-black, and indigenous 
people and cultures took an important place (Paixão et al., 2010: 23). In this ideology there was no 
space for the history and experiences of (racial) exclusion, oppression and resistance between 
different ethnic/racial groups in the country. Hence, the myth of Brazil being a racial democracy 
also matched the propagation of the idea of the Brazilian people being cordial (o homem cordial). 
Hence, the ideology of the mixing of people of different origins was an important element in the 
symbolic constitution of what is dominantly understood to be “modern Brazil.”   

Paixão and colleagues (2010) rightly point to the fact that the development of these ideas in 
the 1950’s and 1960’s should not be underestimated in itself. Considering the context of the 
growing strength of ideologies such as scientific racism and Nazism around the world, the ideas 
could even be considered quite advanced for their time. However, affirming the need to critically 
examine the ideologies on which the Brazilian model of socioeconomic development in the 20th 
century was based, the authors argue that “recognizing the important role these ideologies played in 

                                                            
26 All quotes from literature in languages other than English were translated by the author. 
27 It is widely affirmed that the founding ideas of the myth of the racial democracy were established much earlier.  The 
work of the Brazilian anthropologist Gilberto Freyre is said to have played an important role here. Special reference is 
often made to his book Casa grande e Senzala, published in 1933. 
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the modernization of the country, the fact is that their capacity to bring new and energizing support 
for the contemporary dramas lived in Brazil have exhausted” (Paixão et al., 2010: 23). 

Currently, the influence of the ideological framework described above is still strong. This 
framework can still be recognized in the dominant explanations given for the disproportionate 
impoverishment of blacks and their absence among Brazilian elite; given the unique Brazilian 
history of racial mixing, and the absence of state-sponsored segregation, class discrimination and 
the legacy of slavery are pointed to as the only explaining factors for the lack of blacks among the 
elites (Htun, 2004: 64). Accordingly, the myth forms the basis for the strong resistance existing to 
race-based policies. Ferez (2004) explains that discourses expressing resistance to race-based 
policies are based on the following ideas: 1) persistence of the idea that discrimination and racism 
do not exist in Brazilian society (or in other words: the persistent myth of Brazil as a racial 
democracy); 2) the conviction that universal policies (such as, e.g., policies to improve the quality of 
public education), instead of focused policies, should be promoted; and 3) the idea that policies that 
focus on promoting access to institutions for certain groups, like quotas for Afro-Descendants, by 
violating the criteria of merit would contribute to the decline of the quality of these institutions. 
Within this discourse, the perspective is often defended that equal opportunities for all Brazilians 
exist, and that success depends on individual performance. Failure to obtain success is explained by 
referring to factors pertaining to the personal background of individuals, such as family 
circumstances, socioeconomic situation, and culture. 
 Consequently, the racial factor involved in inequalities is neglected, and often the use of the 
concepts of “race” and “racism” are considered taboo when referring to Brazilian reality. In media 
and publications of a group of influential Brazilian intellectuals these concepts and use of the 
race/color categories are criticized as comprising the “racialization” of society and an attack on the 
so-called Brazilian “racial democracy.” This argument is based on the idea that using the concepts 
race, Afro-Descendant, black, brown, or white, when referring to the Brazilian population, implies 
stimulating polarization and conflict in society. The view is disseminated that the race/color 
categories – and mainly the distinction between who is Afro-Descendant (black or brown) and who 
is white – are invalid in Brazilian society. Accordingly, Santos (Santos S.A., 2006: 33) highlights that 
one of the principal arguments used against affirmative action-based policies for the black and 
brown population in Brazil is that, given substantial racial mixing in the country, it is impossible to 
know who is black. The author states: 
  

[at] the very moment when certain progressive elements of the Brazilian government and society 
began to discuss and propose the implementation of affirmative action programs for blacks, the 
myth of racial democracy, [ …] once again resurged among social scientists with even more 
powerful and seductive appeal through such questions as the ubiquitous “Who is black in 
Brazil?” (Santos S.A., 2006: 33) 

 
While on the one hand Brazil has a history of (partial) racial mixing, on the other hand decades of 
research have shown that the country is also stratified along ethnic/racial lines. It is true that studies 
indicate that both black and brown people maintained an unquestionably strong statistical presence 
and visibility in the national censuses, including when individuals were asked to identify their 
ethnic/racial identity in their own words (Santos, S.A., 2006: 33, see also Petrucelli, 2000, 2007; 
Paixão et al., 2010). Henceforth, in discussions about inequality in Brazil, “biological racial mixture” 
should not be confused with “sociological racial interactions” (Santos, S.A., 2006: 41). Santos 
(Santos, S.A., 2006), referring to the work of Hasenbalg, argues that actors resist recognizing racial 
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inequality and racism in Brazilian society, often building on the biological understanding of race. 
These actors often do not understand the functioning (and impact) of race as a social construct.28 
Hence, touching directly on social relations and subjectivities, the strength of the ideology of Brazil 
as racial democracy still makes it difficult to unravel the social processes going on between the two. 
Santos (Santos, S.A., 2006) then concludes that: 
  

[it] is impossible to answer the question who is black in Brazil not because Brazilians cannot 
identify blacks but because, when faced with the task of defining racial boundaries and admitting 
our society’s tremendous discrimination against those excluded from the inner sanctum of racial 
privilege, we inevitably fall back on the comforting myth of racial democracy and offer racial 
mixture and multiculturalism as definitive proof and symbols of our supposedly harmonious 
race relations. This myth of racial democracy, shrouded in the mantle of illusions such as the 
belief that racial mixture has made it impossible to tell groups apart, thus bringing an end to 
color distinctions in Brazil, is quite seductive and overwhelming. And with the elimination of 
color boundaries and affirmation of a Brazilian “moreno-ness” we would arrive at the utopist 
“meta-race” theorized by Gilberto Freyre, the principal proponent of the myth of racial 
democracy. (Santos S.A., 2006: 40-41)  

 
Referring to the role played by the ideology of Brazil as a racial democracy in the complexity of race 
relations in Brazil nowadays, Santos (Santos, R.E., 2008) summarizes: 
   

We [in Brazil] have moments, [...] contexts of interaction marked by integration, by symmetry, 
by racial equality, [...] where race is not an important regulator of social relations. While on other 
moments race is a marking element, a regulating element within social relations. And we have 
learned with the ideology of the racial democracy that that is not important, race is not 
important because we have integration, we have interaction. [...] It is an ideology that puts 
within the daily interactions the idea that when you talk about the existence of an inequality, 
when you point to the fact that there is a racial problem, you are bringing into that context a 
conflict that did not exist before. [...] Today there exist studies about racial inequalities in almost 
all the fields of social study. These studies provide evidence for the fact that we have a 
differentiated organization, a racialized structuring of the economic and social opportunities, 
and also in our daily life and interactions we are confronted with the practices of discrimination 
and prejudice, but we learn through this ideological construction to naturalize these practices. 
(Santos, R.E., 2008) 

 
In sum, the often expressed resistance to the use of the concept of race and the difficulty of 
identifying who is black in Brazil should be understood as being linked to the still living myth of 
racial democracy. 

While the difficulties and remaining challenges regarding investigation of race issues have to 
be understood in the context of the dominant discourses on race in Brazilian society, from the mid 
1990’s onward more people started to be convinced by the idea that racism is pervasive in Brazilian 
society, and that something needed to be done about racial inequalities. In political discourses in the 
field of education, it also became increasingly recognized that in Brazil racism is manifest in social 
relations. Before turning to the new opportunities and challenges in the education field in this 
regard, the next section first discusses the development of the Brazilian education system. 

                                                            
28 In Chapter 2 I will return to the discussion of the biological versus sociological understanding of race. 
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1.2  Development of the Brazilian Education System: A Process Full of Dispute 

In order to understand the present state of art of Brazil and its developments in education, the 
historical frame of the formation of the society and (struggles related to) its education system must 
be considered. Though there is little space here to elaborate on this history extensively,29 it should 
be mentioned that part of the current issues and problems in the development of the Brazilian 
educational system have their roots in the country’s colonial history, the periods of authoritarian 
regime and redemocratization, and regional and global developments, such as globalization and the 
increased power of regional and global actors and organizations.  

Brazil has made great advances over the last 70-80 years in creating a broad and diversified 
education system, ranging from early childhood education to the postgraduate level. In the 1930’s, 
the country was still essentially agrarian and education was only available to a few. At that time, only 
two in every ten Brazilian children attended school, and of those that studied, most only remained 
in school until the 5th grade of primary school (Souza, 2005). In the 1930’s, national educational 
policies slowly began to take shape due to the creation of the Ministry of Education (Ministério da 
Educação, MEC) in 1930. In the first 30 years of the MEC’s existence, the state emphasized the 
development of quality public education. This objective was achieved to some degree; however, this 
was still at the cost of access to education for all (Souza, 2005).30  

In the period 1930-1960, the education field in Brazil was also characterized by the 
emergence of pedagogical conceptions that formulated alternatives to traditional humanist 
conceptions of education prevailing in the country (Saviani, 2005). This movement of 
“modernizers,” commonly referred to as “the pioneers,” propagated the transformation of what 
they called traditional reactionary education into a new type of education, in a new type of school.31 
In this period, when the Roman Catholic church was still a strong actor competing with the state in 
the field of education, the movement campaigned for a state-led organization of one type of public, 
secular school, which would need to be compulsory and free for all (Saviani, 2005). Mainly due to 
this movement, in 1934 the new federal constitution defined education as a right for all, and a 
responsibility of families and of the state.    

In the late 1950’s and early 1960’s, processes of popular mobilization with regard to 
education intensified, putting cultural and popular education issues on the agenda. The Movimento de 
Educacao de Base (Movement for Basic Education, MEB), linked to the Roman Catholic Church, and 
the Movimento Paulo Freire de Educacao de Adultos (the Paulo Freire Movement for Adult Education) 
linked mainly to Catholic student movements played the most significant role (Gohn, 2005; Saviani, 
2005). In the projects of both the Movimento de Educacao de Base and the Paulo Freire Movement a 
political-social orientation can be recognized that focused primarily on education of the poor. 
Hence, the focus was particularly on education as a process of development and liberation of 
oppressed people. 

The early 1960’s was also marked by changes in the organization of the education system. 
Until the 1960’s, Brazil had a centralized education system, with all the states and municipalities 
following the same organization model defined by the central government. However, with the 
approval of the first National Education Act (Lei de Diretrizes e Bases da Educação Nacional, LDB), that 
                                                            
29 Parts of the developments and the struggles surrounding it were related to the setting the agenda for the development 
of a curriculum that included ethnicity/race issues, will be more extensively discussed in Chapter 4. See also Appendix I 
for an explanation of the functioning of the Brazilian education system.   
30 Until the 1950’s, 60 percent of the Brazilian population aged 15 and older was still illiterate (Souza, 2005). 
31 This movement was led by Fernando de Azevedo. Many other important thinkers in the field of education, such as 
Anísio Teixeira, joined the movement. 
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established the National Curriculum Directives and Bases for Education in 1961, state and 
municipal institutions gained more autonomy, reducing the central role of the MEC. This reform 
fitted into the “first cycle of decentralization in Latin America” (Casassus, 2001; Sene, 2008). This 
cycle of reforms focused primarily on expansion of the education systems and increased enrolment 
rates in primary education. A focus on technical aspects of education to better qualify people for 
the labor market started to dominate (see Corbucci et al., 2009: 19). Inspired by theories of human 
capital, educational reforms in this period were strongly oriented to the economic value of 
education for the country (Saviani, 2005: 17). This was the official orientation of the group of 
military and technocrats taking power after the military coup in 1964,  and dominated from the mid 
1960’s onward. The productivist/technical approach to education resisted several critiques during 
the 1970’s and 1980’s and even gained new strength in the context of neoliberalism. In 1971, with 
the approval of the second education act, education became obligatory for all children between 
seven and fourteen years old.  

From the 1970’s onwards, Brazilian society passed through a period of struggle for 
redemocratization that culminated in the transition from the military regime to a democratically 
elected government in 1985. In this period various groups in society campaigned for reinstating civil 
and political rights that had dissapeared during the dictatorial period. Various institutions and 
organizations within Brazilian society participated in this process. New social movements emerged 
and new mechanisms of representation of sectors of civil society within the structures of executive 
power were created (Burity, 2006: 70). Movements linked to the education sector, like the National 
Forum for the Defence of the Public School (Fórum Nacional em Defesa da Escola Pública, FNDEP)32 
were important actors in this period (Gohn, 2005). Through this Forum, educators and other actors 
loyal to the movement mobilized around the reconstruction of the social and political functions and 
meaning of schooling.33 This happened in a context in which the average number of years of 
schooling of the population aged between 7 and 14 was only 5.1 years – significantly less than the 
eight years of schooling proposed in the 1971 education act. In this period twenty percent of the 
population in this age range still did not even complete a single year of schooling (Corbucci et al., 
2009: 19).  

The creation of new mechanisms for the representation of sectors of civil society in political 
decision-making in this period of redemocratization resulted in the 1988 constitution reflecting –at 
least in some points- the pressure of civil society (see also Corbucci et al., 2009: 24). For example, it 
affirms the public character of education where it refers to the responsibility of the state to provide 
free education from preschool to higher education levels. It also includes the principle of 
democratic management of public education (Article 206, clause IV, Brasil, 1988: 136). Likewise, 
redemocratization and growing political freedom, and the process of political organization in the 
field of education, together with the proclamation of the new constitution, set the ground for 
elaboration of a new Education Act (Lei 9.394/96 de Diretrizes e Bases da Educação Nacional [LDB], 
Brasil, 1996).34 The latter was a process in which various social movements (many joined in the 
above mentioned FNDEP) participated. Since the beginning of the 1990’s, many important 

                                                            
32 This was a national movement consisting of diverse entities and representations that, since the process of the drafting 
of the new national constitution in 1987, participated in the struggle for the defense of the public school.    
33 Sarubi (2005) explains that the main issues on the agenda of the FNDEP were the improvement of the quality of 
public education, the democratization of education, and inclusion in the constitution of the principle of and democratic 
management of the education system. 
34 After the 1988 Constitution had been drawn up, the 1996 Education Act was one of the first pieces of legislation to 
be considered by the Federal Chamber. 
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developments have taken place in the education sector. New powerful actors and events have 
profoundly influenced educational reforms taking place in the country. In this context the contents 
of the new Education Act, as originally proposed by the social movements, would also change 
radically (Frigotto & Ciavatta, 2003; Zanetti, 1998).   

The situation of Brazilian basic education in the early 1990’s was still characterized by 
alarming figures regarding access, literacy, repetition, dropout rates, and quality. In that period, 12.5 
percent of children in primary school age did not go to school. Among more vulnerable groups, 
such as children living in the Northeast Region, children from poor families, and blacks, this 
percentage was even higher (25% of children in the Northeast, 25% of poor children, and 20% of 
black children, respectively). Moreover, 17 percent of the population aged 15 and over was illiterate. 
Among youngsters between 15 and 19 years old around the country this was 6.8 percent, while in 
the Northeast Region this was 16.3 percent. High rates of repetition and dropout existed, resulting 
in a negative impact on school careers in general. The quality of teaching and teacher training was 
also low, and adequate teaching materials were absent. Furthermore the provision of vocational and 
higher education was extremely limited, and of low quality. The accreditation of new institutions 
also was a heavily bureaucratic process, and evaluation of and efficient spending of public funds 
was non-existent (Souza, 2005).   

From the 1980’s onwards, reforms took place in several countries around the world that 
influenced various aspects of education, including school governance, teacher education, teaching 
and learning methods, school inspection, school financing, evaluation, and community participation 
(Altinyelken, 2010: 10). Hence, change became central to education discourses both in the Western 
world and in low-income countries. The focus on change was accompanied by a gradual 
substitution of humanistic, social justice, and the human rights orientations – propagated since the 
1960’s by global actors such as UNESCO – by key concepts taken from the global economy 
discourse, such as productivity, competitiveness, efficiency, and profit maximization (Altinyelken, 
2010). Hence “Neoliberalism has become the dominant ideology which perceives education as a 
producer of goods and services that foster economic development.” (Altinyelken, 2010: 11). 

Starting in the 1990’s, education reforms were introduced in several Latin American 
countries. The influence of global35 and regional36 organizations on the reforms can indeed be 
recognized. In Latin America organizations such as the World Bank and the Inter-American 
Development Bank started to propose agendas regarding the organization of the education system 
as well as ones concerning the pedagogical contents. The activities of these organizations in this 
period were characterized by their organizing major events, providing technical advice, and the 
production of learning material (Frigotto & Ciavatta 2003: 97). In line with the neoliberal agenda, 
these organizations considered education primarily to be the producer of human capital, and as 
such strategic in the overall process of development and competitive insertion of the country in 
global markets (Frigotto & Ciavatta, 2003; Sene, 2008). 

In addition to education reforms in the 1990’s being linked to globalization and the 
diffusion of neoliberal political ideas, these reforms should be understood as being related to other 

                                                            
35 Examples include the National Monetary Fund, the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank, the United 
Nations development program, and the World Trade Organization. 
36 In Latin America, Frigotto and Ciavatta (2003: 96) highlight the role played in the economic sphere by the Comissão 
Econômica para a América Latina e Caribe (CEPAL), while in the education field they point to the role played by the Oficina 
Regional para a Educação na América Latina e no Caribe (OREALC). Moreover, they indicate the influence of the Acordo de 
Livre Comércio das Américas (ALCA).  
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developments in the political sphere, such as the consolidation of democracy in several countries in 
the region and increasing technological-scientific developments.  

In the education reforms taking place in Brazil in the 1990’s, a struggle emerged between 
demands for adaptation of the education system to the demand for new human capital and the 
demand for and effective democratization of access to knowledge at all levels of education coming 
from organized civil society. Frigotto and Ciavatta (2003: 106) - giving the example of the drafting 
of the new Education Act 37 - argue that in the education reforms in Brazil, the voice of civil society 
was subordinated to the socioeconomic project of adjustment reforming educational organization, 
and the end result of three complementary strategies: deregulation, decentralization combined with 
autonomy, and privatization.  

While political and economic developments in this period resulted in almost total access to 
primary education by children in the age of seven to fourteen years from the mid 1990’s until the 
beginning of this century (EFA Global Monitoring Report 2005), it is currently admitted that the 
education reforms and policies that mainly focused on access did not succeed in addressing the 
social and political meaning and function of schooling. In many regards, in the late 20th and early 
21st century, the Brazilian educational system continued to replicate and increase the enormous 
social inequalities in the country (Senna, Glatt & Mattos, 2005; Souza, 2005). Senna, Glatt and 
Mattos argue that in Brazil “school inclusion has not managed to go beyond the level of simple 
integration into the institutional space of the school” (Senna, Glatt & Mattos, 2005: 17): 
  

Over the centuries, a Brazil was created with on the one hand Brazilians aligned with modern 
culture – legitimate beings shaped through school education – and, on the other hand, Brazilians 
not aligned with modern culture – with or without schooling – constrained by the paradoxical 
feeling of inferiority in relation to others. [...] Brazilian modernity would draw up boundaries of 
national citizenship around itself, leaving most of the population of the country in exile. Access 
to writing – and, more recently, access to basic schooling – would take in modern Brazil the 
place of nationality. (Senna, Glatt and Mattos, 2005: 8) 

 
Currently, Brazil is lagging behind on several goals included in the promise of Education for All by 
2015 (see Box 1.1 below). It is clear to many that a lot still has to be done in relation to improving 
the quality of education. In 2007, an Ipea document already stated: 
    

The near-universalization of access to schools in the 1990’s of the population aged seven to 
fourteen years old brought one of the principal advances in the Brazilian society in the 
educational field. However, as the improvement regarding job vacancies had been attained, new 
challenges came to the fore. In addition to the still considerable number of children and 
adolescents remaining out of school, among those registered there are those who do not learn 
or who progress very slowly, who repeat years, and in the end drop out of school. The factors 
that contribute to these difficulties are related to the quality of education, the management of 
schools and educational systems, the conditions of access and permanence, and – still – the 
social inequalities.38 (Ipea, 2007: 158)  
 

                                                       
 
 
 

                                                            
37 The new Education Act was finally approved by government in 1996 after radically changing the proposal elaborated 
since 1988 by organized civil society (see Zanetti, 1998) 
38 Translation from the Portuguese by the author. 
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In 2011, the national household census concluded that 98.2 percent of the children aged between 6 
and 14 years old were attending school (IBGE, 2012). Research has shown, however, that in Brazil, 
at the level of primary and secondary education, attending school does not mean the same as to be 
schooled (Ipea, 2007). When liquid rates of registration are considered – meaning the percent of children 
visiting school at the right level according to their age – it turns out that only 64.9 percent of 
youngsters conclude the nine years of primary education at the right age (between 14 and 15 years 
old). Accordingly, repetition and late enrolment are still serious problems. The same applies to 
dropouts: in 2011 only 64.9 percent of youngsters aged 16 concluded primary education. These data 
show that currently in Brazil only about two thirds of children that enter primary school manage to 
finish it. The tendency towards repeating years and dropout seems to intensify along the way, from 
primary education through to higher education.39 Moreover, as part of this tendency the exclusion 
of members of certain groups in Brazilian society can be clearly identified. Here too, children and 
youngsters of Afro-Brazilian or indigenous descent, people born in the North Region and 
Northeast Region, and persons originating from families with low income per capita are structurally 
excluded from participation in formal education (UNESCO, 2012; see also Ipea, 2007).  
  The discussion in this section has highlighted that throughout the history of Brazil, 
education has been a field full of tensions and disputes. Different actors, operating in different areas 
and in various political arenas at all levels, constantly transformed projects with regard to the 

                                                            
39 In the 15-year-old to 17-year-old age range, 80.6 percent of youngsters was attending secondary school. When one 
looks at 19-year-olds concluding secondary education in 2011, 51.1 percent managed to achieve this level of education 
(IBGE, 2012). Brazil, when compared with its neighbors Argentina, Chile, Paraguay, Uruguay, and Venezuela, shows 
the highest dropout rate in secondary education (IBGE 2010) (see also UNESCO, 2008, 2012).  

Box 1.1  “Education for All” goals in Brazil

Goal 1: Expand early childhood care and education 
There is a strong possibility of achieving Goal 1 in Brazil.  

Goal 2: Provide free and compulsory primary education for all 
Progress regarding access conditions in primary education has been made and Goal 2 is 
highly achievable in Brazil. However, taking failure and dropout rates and poor school 
performance into account, access conditions are not very favorable. This implies that 
universal access to primary education has not led to universal access to basic knowledge. 

Goal 3: Promote learning, life skills for youth and adults 
There are unequal conditions with regard to access and school achievement of Brazilian 
youth and adults. This could jeopardize the achievement of Goal 3 by 2015. 

Goal 4: Increase adult literacy by 50 per cent 
Brazil is highly unlikely to achieve the reduction in illiteracy set out in Goal 4. 

Goal 5: Achieve gender parity by 2005, gender equality by 2015 
Brazil is very unlikely to achieve the gender parity and equality given as aim in Goal 5 by 
2015. 

Goal 6: Improve the quality of education 
Even considering the efforts and the progress Brazil has made, it is also very unlikely that 
the country will achieve Goal 6 by 2015.  
 
Source: UNESCO (2012), adapted by the author 
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organization, purpose, and the learning contents of education provided. Many challenges and battles 
still remain. Understanding that the Brazilian education system is a field of dispute, is also crucial 
towards understanding the object of this thesis. One of the challenges still existing in the Brazilian 
education system is combatting ethnic/racial inequality. This issue will be discussed in the next 
section. 
 

1.3  Ethnic/Racial Inequality and Racism in Brazilian Education: Current Opportunities 
  and Challenges 

From the end of the 1970’s onwards, studies already showed that repetition and dropout rates in 
education existed to the disadvantage of the black and brown population (cf., Hasenbalg, 1979).40 
This section discusses the current situation concerning ethnic/racial inequality and racism in 
Brazilian education. It shows that from the late 1990’s onwards, some aspects of educational 
inequality have decreased, while other inequalities still remain.     
 
Access, Participation and Progress in the Education of the Black and Brown Brazilian 
Population  
Acess to school is a major dimension in assessing inequality in education. Enrolment in education at 
various levels is correlated with a significant reduction of ethnic/racial inequality in the last decade.41 
As Figure 1.6 shows, in the age range corresponding to primary education (6-14 years old), in 2001, 
the percentage of black and brown children excluded from school was 5.8 percent (a difference of 
2.3 percent compared to the group of whites excluded from school). In 2009 this difference was 
reduced to 0.6 percent (Barreto, Codes & Duarte, 2012: 13). Figure 1.7 shows that, for youngsters 
in the 15-17 age range, a decrease in inequality between Afro-Descendant and white Brazilians also 
took place. In 2001 the percentage of Afro-Descendants excluded from the education system was 6 
percent higher than the percentage of whites. Towards the end of the decade, this gap decreased to 
2.9 percent. Moreover, when children aged 4 and 5 years old are considered, the gap decreased from 
4.5 to 2.4 percent (see Figure 1.8). Hence, inequalities between whites and Afro-Descendants 
regarding access to education decreased for all age ranges, except for the 0-3 year olds. In this age 
range the difference rose from 1.8 to 3.1 percent (see Figure 1.9) (Barreto, Codes & Duarte, 2012: 
14). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
40 In this research factors such as the socioeconomic status of the family, profession of the parents, family structure, 
differences in participation were controlled (see eg. Hasenbalg, 1979). 
41 This trend corresponds with the decrease in inequalities where gender, age, residence locale (rural/ urban), and region 
are considered (Corbucci et al., 2005). 
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Figure 1.6 Percentage of the population aged 6-14 who are out of school, 
                      by race/color, Brazil 2001-2009 

  

  Source: Barreto, Codes and Duarte (2012: 13), adapted by the author                
 
Figure 1.7 Percentage of the population aged 15-17 who are out of school,  
                  by race/color, Brazil 2001-2009 

 

  Source: Barreto, Codes and Duarte (2012: 13), adapted by the author             
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Figure 1.8 Percentage of the population aged 4-5 who are out of school,  
                  by race/color, Brazil 2001-2009 

Source: Barreto, Codes and Duarte (2012: 14), adapted by the author  
 
Figure 1.9 Percentage of the population aged 0-3 who are out of school,  
                  by race/color, Brazil 2001-2009 

Source: Barreto, Codes and Duarte (2012: 14), adapted by the author                              
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The data presented above show the need to recognize the improved situation of the Afro-Brazilian 
population regarding access to school. However, two points should be highlighted. Firstly, 
significant differences still exist between the groups concerning participation in education (see 
Figure 1.10 below). Secondly, increased enrolment does not say anything about success and 
progress, repetition and dropout within the education institutions. When the average number of years of 
study of the white, black, and brown population in the 1988-2008 period are analyzed, it is found 
that on average the white population aged 15 and older increased the years of study by 3.1 years, 
while the black and brown population aged 15 and older increased the years of study by 2.9 years 
(Ipea, 2007). Accordingly, with an increase of difference between the two groups from 1.6 year to 
1.8 year of study a small increase in inequality between the white, black, and brown population 
ocurred (see Table 1.1 below).     
 
Figure 1.10 Percentage of black and brown children in the Brazilian population excluded 
                    from education, by age, Brazil 2009 
 

 

 
Source: Paixão et al. (2010: 215), adapted by the author 
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Table 1.1         Average number of years of study, by age and race/color groups (white, black and brown), Brazil 1988, 1998, 200842 43 
 

 
      
                Source: Paixão et al. (2010: 218), adapted by the author  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
42 The category “total” includes individuals in the race/color identities yellow and indigenous, and those individuals that did not report on their race/color identity. 
43 In the years 1988 and 1998 populations resident in the rural areas of the North were not included in the household census, with the exception of those residing in Tocantins in 1998 
(Paixão et al., 2010: 207). 
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In 2008 an IBGE report stated that the difference in average number of years of study remained the 
same over the years. It also indicated that among youngsters between 15 and 27 years old, in the 
year 2007 nearly 85.2 percent of whites were studying, with 58.7 percent in secondary education 
(the level that corresponds with that age group). Among the black adolescents and young adults in 
this age range, 79.8 percent were going to school; however, only 39.4 percent were in secondary 
education, indicating possible late enrolment and a high percentage of repetition among this group. 
Also, while in 2007 the percentage of white students in the 18-24 age range in higher education was 
57.9 percent, the number of black students made up only 25 percent. The illiteracy rate among 
people aged 15 years and over in 2008 was 6.2 percent among whites, while among blacks this was 
still 13.6 percent (Paixão et al., 2010: 207).  
 Racial inequalities also exist when comparing educational achievements of white and non-
white pupils in Brazilian education. Castro and Abramovay (2006), for example, discuss the analysis 
of the exams of the Evaluation System of Primary Education (SAEB) in 2003. Based on this 
analysis the conclusion was drawn that not only did white pupils reach a higher proficiency level in 
all analyzed year groups, but also that the differences between the mean scores of white students 
and the mean scores of the black and brown students had increased – to the disadvantage of the 
black and brown students. In sum, it could be stated that the higher the education level, the greater 
the differences in participation and achievement rates between white and black and brown pupils.  
 
Discrimination and Racism in Brazilian Education 
Studies investigating the factors that (re)produce racial inequalities in Brazilian education have also 
been conducted. Several of these studies (e.g., Carvalho, 2005; Castro & Abramovay, 2006) point to 
experiences of discrimination and racism undergone by black and brown pupils, and the existence 
of discriminating and racist practices in schools, both at primary and secondary levels. 
 For example, the annual National Exam of Secondary Education (ENEM) in 2007 brought 
to light that 55.7 percent of the pupils had at some point witnessed an act of discrimination or 
racism (60.2% of white pupils, and 63.7% of black and brown pupils). Moreover, 24.1 percent of 
the black and brown pupils confirmed that they had personally suffered discrimination regarding 
their physical appearance or ethnicity/race at least once in their lives (among white pupils this was 
6.6%) (MEC, 2007 in Paixão et al., 2010: 237). Such investigations are essential, as they show the 
need to also investigate experiences and micro-processes taking place within education. These 
studies could shed a different light on the question of why black and brown pupils repeat more and 
show higher percentages of dropout in education. Paixão and collegues (2010) for example point 
out that, given the context of low socioeconomic status, lack of role models, and absence of 
relatives in stable and valued professional positions, combined with experiencing low expectations, 
discrimination, and racism in educational context, could explain the relative early entry into the job 
market of black younsters.       

Castro and Abramovay (2006), focusing in their study on race relations in primary schools in 
Brazil, conclude that the differences in educational participation and achievement between white 
and black and brown Brazilians are caused by disadvantages that black and brown pupils face based 
on their racial attribution during their school career. The authors state that during school careers 
within the Brazilian education system, different processes of discrimination and racism create 
barriers for the academic development of black and brown students, barriers that do not affect the 
participation and achievement of white students.   
 In her study entitled Educational Achievement and Racial Classification of Pupils, Carvalho (2005) 
succeeded in unraveling how such processes of discrimination and racism work in classrooms. By 
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collecting data through observations of teacher-pupil and pupil-pupil interactions in the classroom, 
from interviews and surveys, and through qualitative and quantitative analysis, Carvalho tried to 
unravel the relationship between school success (in terms of academic achievement, as well as 
behavior and discipline, among other things), gender, and family income and the racial classification 
of pupils by teachers. The study identified the dominance of the valorization of whiteness. It was 
observed that, as cultural construction, in the school whiteness was clearly valued as signifying being 
more beautiful, stronger, more powerful, and more intelligent. When asked to identify the pupils in 
the classrooms along the race/color categories, the category black was often left as the last option 
(Carvalho, 2005: 17). Moreover, teachers tended to predominantly classify the higher achieving 
pupils as white, leaving the category black for the lower achieving pupils. Based on her findings 
Carvalho concludes that racial attribution by teachers was not only related to physical characteristics 
of pupils, but also to academic achievement (Carvalho, 2005: 94).44 Hence, the study highlights how 
racial inequality marks daily processes such as the evaluation of learning in schools, reflecting the 
present challenges surrounding the recognition of ethnicity/race issues in general, and blackness in 
particular, within the school.    
 
Recognition of Racial Inequalities in School 
Research has also shown how resistance to recognizing racial inequalities and addressing race issues 
is still strong in certain educational contexts. Castro and Abramovay (2006) conclude that the 
majority of actors involved in schools deny the existence of racial inequalities. And when some 
actors do recognize the existence of racial inequalities in educational achievement, these inequalities 
are explained in most cases by referring to a lack of personal effort. Discrimination and racism go 
unmentioned. In addition, the responsibility of the school with regard to the school careers of all 
their students often is not considered (Castro & Abramovay, 2006: 26). The authors state: 
    

[...] inequalities in principle are neglected and the idea is defended that all are equal and all can 
put effort if they want in equal conditions. Those that agree that black and brown students have 
lower achievements, when the children and youngsters themselves are not blamed for it, their 
families are blamed, the families of the black and brown students […] or the blame is 
transferred with general reference to the socioeconomic situation, considered inferior in the case 
of black and brown people. (Castro & Abramovay, 2006: 27).       

 
Silva Souza and Croso (2007) make a similar observation when they state that in the schools of their 
study a “discourse of equality” dominates that masks existing differences and feeds the myth of 
racial democracy. The authors state that although 51 percent of the teaching staff of the investigated 
schools argued that they did not agree with the statement “In my school everybody is equal,” 
analysis of the answers showed that a lot of these participants still in some way affirm the idea that 
“We are all equal.”  

In relation to investigation of the question how educational inequalities between black and 
white pupils were explained by the teaching staff of the school, Silva Souza and Croso (2007: 55) 
state that almost two thirds of them attributed the differences in access, permanence, and school 
success between the white and black population (to the disadvantage of the black population) to 
socioeconomic differences. Only six percent relates this fact to racism, and 4 percent to the 
dominance in society of the myth of Brazil as a racial democracy. The authors argue that racism and 

                                                            
44 The author highlights that similarly a link was also found between school success and gender, and perception of the 
socioeconomic status of pupils’ families. 
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racial discrimination are still not recognized by many actors in the school as playing a part in the 
school careers of black pupils. This explains how “class” still is dominant as an analytical category 
to explain inequalities in Brazilian society in general, and in education in particular.  
 
New Opportunities 
The political context of Brazil since the mid 1990s offers new opportunities in the battle against 
racial inequalities. Several policies and laws have been constituted that help in the analysis and 
recognition of the structural and historically excluded position of Afro-Descendant Brazilians in 
society. Many of these policies envision improving the social, economic, and educational situation 
of this part of the Brazilian population. The actual political context and the policies and laws 
deriving from this context offer possibilities to de-naturalize the discriminatory treatment of Afro-
Brazilians, and improve their de facto social position, also in schools. This transformation process 
could lead schools to become institutions that really can play a part in the emancipation of all 
citizens.   
 The focus of this research project – Law 10.639, passed in 2003 – is one of the outcomes of 
the new political context. Adding three articles and two sub-clauses to the 1996 Education Act, this 
policy instrument (see Box 1.2) indicates the necessity to revise educational content by explicitly 
recognizing and discussing (the history of) the contributions of the Afro-Descendant population in 
and to Brazilian society. The law affirms the need of transforming the existing curriculum in terms 
of what is taught, and also of how these contents are taught.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Box 1.2  Law 10.639 

 

LAW No. 10.639, FROM THE 9th OF JANUARY 2003.  

Modifies Law no. 9.394, from the 20th of December 1996 [1996 Education Act], that 
establishes the National Curriculum Directives and Bases for Education, in order to include in 
the official curricula of the education system the obligatory character of the theme “Afro-
Brazilian History and Culture,” and other measures.  
 
THE PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC announces that the National Congress declares 
and I sanction the following Law:  

Article 1 of Law no. 9.394, of the 20th of December 1996, comes to force with the following 
Articles 26-A, 79-A, and 79-B added to it:  
Article 26-A In public and private establishments of primary and secondary education, it will be 
obligatory to teach Afro-Brazilian History and Culture. 
§ 1o The program content referred to at the beginning of this Article, will include the study of 
the History of Africa and of the African population, the resistance of blacks in Brazil, the 
Brazilian black culture, and the role of blacks in the formation of the nation state, reaffirming 
the contributions of the black population in the social, economic, and political sectors, of 
importance for the History of Brazil.  
§ 2o The contents with regard to the Afro-Brazilian History and Culture will be addressed in the 
entire school curriculum, especially in the subjects Art, Literature, and Brazilian History.     
Art. 79-B The school calendar will include the 20th of November as “National Black 
Consciousness Day.”   
Source: Brasil (2003) 



25 
 

This thesis analyzes the process of agenda-setting and enactments related to Law 10.639 as a central 
policy initiative designed with the intention of responding to existing racial inequalities and 
exclusion of Afro-Brazilians in education. The policy initiative focuses primarily on promoting 
recognition of the identities, history, achievements, and struggles of this group in the Brazilian 
context through educational content. Law 10.639 is considered complementary to policies 
addressing institutional inequalities by promoting access, in that is focuses on revising and changing 
what is taught and how it is taught, allowing for a more profound transformation process concerned 
with changing visions of the self, the world and society. This study starts from the idea that 
focusing on educational content in this way, will contribute more effectively to creating a more just 
society in which all individuals independent of their identity have the same opportunities. 

The next chapter presents the theoretical/analytical framework and the main concepts used 
in this study. 
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   2 

Framing the Issues 
 

Education is a site of struggle and compromise. [...] education is both cause and effect, 
determining and determined. (Apple, 1998: 182) 

 
One key interest in this research is learning to understand processes of change in education. The 
focus is on the contents of education – what is taught – and the processes by which these contents 
are developed and subsequently put into practice. These development processes are understood as 
consisting of initial formation processes – in which contents are shaped that did not previously exist – 
but also of transformation processes, in which already existing contents are altered. The result of these 
processes can be transformation in and through educational practices, but also reproduction. 

In this case the focus is on Law 10.639, education legislation that envisions changing 
contents and processes in education in order to combat racial inequality and racism. This chapter 
presents the theoretical framework and main concepts used in the investigation of change in 
education and the creation and reproduction of ethnicity/race issues in Brazil in and through 
education. 
 

2.1  Structure, Agency and Processes of Change 

This thesis started from the idea that teachers – as well as other members of the pedagogical and 
management team in schools (such as educationists, principals, and coordinators) – are crucial 
agents in the (de)construction of mechanisms of exclusion in education and as such play a 
fundamental role in the combatting of racial inequalities in education. Hence, a pure structuralist or 
intentionalist approach would not help in explaining and understanding the rationales and processes 
underlying transformation or reproduction in education. In an attempt to understand the dialectic 
between structure and agency in the process of educational change (and reproduction) from a 
critical sociological perspective (see Bonal, 2012; Mathers and Novelli, 2007), this study has been 
informed by the strategic-relational approach (SRA) (Hay, 2002a, 2002b; Jessop, 2008, 2009). The 
study also assumes that, in order to understand the actions of agents, we should understand the 
relationship between the agents as political actors and the environment in which they find 
themselves. In other words: we need to understand “the extent to which political conduct shapes 
and is shaped by political context” (Hay, 2002a: 89). Actors are conceptualized as conscious, 
reflexive, and strategic. Strategy of actors is understood as “intentional conduct oriented towards 
the environment in which it is to occur” (Hay, 2002a: 128). Actors, reflecting on their identities and 
interests, are able to learn from experience and, by acting in contexts that involve strategically 
selective constraints and opportunities, can and do transform social structures (Jessop, 2008: 42). 
Hence, strategic action yields both direct effects upon the structured context as well as strategic 
learning on the part of the actor(s) involved (see also Hay, 2002a: 133).  

The strategic-relational approach to the question of structure and agency, however, also 
affirms that structures present “an unevenly distributed configuration of opportunity and constraint 
to actors” (Hay, 2002b: 380-381). Strategic selectivity and discursive selectivity are central concepts in the 
approach. In relation to strategic selectivity Hay states: “Structures are selective of strategy in the 
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sense that, given a specific context, only certain courses of strategic action are likely to see actors 
realize their intentions. Social, political and economic contexts are densely structured and highly 
contoured” (2002b: 380-381). Thereby it is important to note the temporality and spatiality of these 
constraints: “Structural constraints always operate selectively; they are not absolute and 
unconditional but are always temporally, spatially, agency- and strategy-specific. The latter term 
implies that agents are reflexive, capable of reformulating within limits their own identities and 
interests, and able to engage in strategic calculation about their current situation” (Jessop, 2008: 41). 

Accordingly, this thesis starts from the idea that it is important to keep in mind that 
contexts never ultimately determine strategies. It is then best to think of strategic selectivity favoring 
certain strategies over others. Environments always favor certain strategies over others as means to 
realize a given set of intentions or preferences (Hay, 2002a: 129). When the focus is on the 
institutional environment, for example, this “favoring of certain strategies over others” happens 
through mechanisms of institutional constraints such as implicit or explicit norms and codes, rules, 
and logic of appropriate behavior. This idea of the strategic selectivity of the context is then the second 
building block of the strategic-relational approach. 

In the same way that a given context selects for certain strategies over others, the strategic-
relational approach emphasizes that contexts are also discursively selective: contexts also select for 
(however also here never ultimately determine) the discourses through which they might be 
appropriated (Hay 2002b: 382). Hence, through including the concept discursive selectivity, Hay 
(2002b: 382) also points to the centrality of ideas and discourse in the relationship between agents 
and structure, and conduct and context. Discursive selectivity of the context has then to do with the 
place of different ideas within certain selective contexts. Discourse is considered a mechanism that 
mediates between structure and agent (see Figure 2.1 below).  
 
 

 
Source: Hay (2002a: 212), adapted by the author 
 
Discourse is understood as texts in many “forms,” such as written or spoken, as well as other forms 
of semiosis, such as visual images, and body language (Fairclough, 2005: 924). Henceforth texts are 
considered “social spaces in which two fundamental social processes simultaneously occur: 
cognition and representation of the world, and social interaction” (Fairclough, 1995: 4). Discourses 
are situated in social contexts in which the participants are not only speakers, writers, listeners, or 
readers, but also social actors, and members of certain groups and sectors of society. Discourse 
norms, rules, conditions, and functions and their effects are socially shared. The mental dimensions 
linked to discourses are embedded in social situations and social structures. And, vice versa, social 
representations, relations, and structures are often constituted, constructed, valued, normalized, 
evaluated, and legitimated through text and speech. 

Structure Discourse Actor

Figure 2.1   Discourse as a mediating mechanism between structure and actor  
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Accordingly, many theories on discourse recognize the knowledge and power issues linked 
to discourse.45 An often expressed argument is that the knowledge produced by a certain discourse 
exercises power over that what is known or those that are known. One of the most important 
functions of discourse is defining parts of reality, thereby demarcating that reality. Dominant 
discourses often exclude alternative points of view, making it very difficult to look at, think about 
and speak about certain issues in an alternative way. Discourses distinguish the “thinkable” from 
the “unthinkable.” Accordingly all major social and political processes have a partly linguistic-
discursive character: their “texts” constitute subjects, society, and culture, and vice versa. 
Henceforth reference to discourse as a “social practice” implies a dialectical relationship between a 
particular discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s), and social structures which frame it 
(Fairclough, 1995, 2005; Fairclough & Wodak, 1997). This entails that every instance of language 
use makes its own small contribution to reproducing and/or transforming society and culture, 
including power relations (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 273).  

Accordingly, the critical approach has its theoretical underpinnings in views of the 
relationship between “micro” events (e.g., verbal events) and “macro” structures which see the 
latter as both the conditions for and the products of the former, and which therefore reject rigid 
barriers between the study of the “micro” and the “macro” (Fairclough, 1995: 28). In Chapter 3, I 
will come back to this point, discussing the role of discourse and discourse analysis in this research.  
  
Taking together the approaches to structure, agent, and discourse discussed above, this research 
project focuses on the relationship between: (1) the strategic selective context of the governance of 
ethnicity/race issues in education, and (2) the strategic actions of actors within institutions. Hence, 
instead of simply studying these two subjects, the intention is to gain insight into the relationship 
between the two. For example, where it concerns the actions developed in schools, it is understood 
that the formation and transformation of (pedagogical) practices of actors should be understood as 
created in dialectical relation with the constraints of these institutions as an institution (with its – 
sometimes implicit – codes, cultures, conventions, value systems, social beliefs, and ideologies) 
(Hay, 2002a: 105). These constraints of the school as institution should in turn also be understood 
in a broader societal and political context. It is recognized, however, that actors are often not 
blessed with perfect information regarding the contexts in which they operate. In fact, as Hay 
(2002b: 381) states: “At best their knowledge of the terrain and its strategic selectivity is partial; at 
worst it is demonstrably false.” Due to the complex, contingent, and unpredictable quality of many 
contexts, often actors routinely rely upon cognitive shortcuts in the form of more or less 
conventional mappings of the terrain in which they find themselves (Hay, 2002b: 382). This in itself 
may lead to an elimination of other alternatives, or sometimes perhaps even more suitable 
interpretations of the context. Hence, while actors might acquire cumulative knowledge over time, 
this is most probably in environments that are essentially unchanging. Various theories affirm that 
in situations characterized by a density of existing institutions and practices, and a proliferation of 
strategic actors, this is rarely, if ever, the case (see, e.g., Hay, 2002b: 381). Hence, while it should be 
taken into account that strategic action almost always includes unintended consequences (Hay 
2002a: 382),46 it should be affirmed that, even when actors may also act intuitively and/or out of 

                                                            
45 Thereby these works oftentimes draw on the work of Michel Foucault (1984) (see for example Soeterik, 2001; Van 
der Valk, 1993). 
46 See also Giddens (1990: 53-54) on the idea of unintended consequences of actions as one of the sources of the 
dynamism of modernity. 
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habit, strategic actors are assumed to be able to render explicitly their intentions and their 
motivations (Hay, 2002a: 131).  

In the next section, the discussion turns to the issue of how change in education regarding 
ethnicity/race issues is considered.   
 

2.2 Alternative to the Linear View on Processes of Change in Education 

The process of educational change will now be discussed more in depth. I will start off by briefly 
discussing the work of Fullan, an often cited thinker on change in education. I will argue that, in the 
case of this study, his approach does not suffice to grasp the complexity of the policy change 
process in education.    

When discussing the meaning of educational change, Fullan (2007: 30) argues that “there are 
at least three components or dimensions at stake in implementing any new program or policy: (1) 
the possible use of new or revised materials (instructional resources such as curriculum materials or 
technologies), (2) the possible use of new teaching approaches (i.e., new teaching strategies or 
activities), and (3) the possible alteration of beliefs (e.g., pedagogical assumptions and theories 
underlying particular new policies or programs).” While individuals may implement either none, 
one, two, or all three dimensions of the change process, the author argues that in practice the 
change has to occur along the three dimensions in order for it to have a chance of affecting the 
outcome. Reflecting on the process of implementation, Fullan (2007: 87) states that evidence of 
research over the past 35 years points to a small number of key variables. Nine “critical factors” are 
identified that in the view of the author commonly influence change in educational practice. These 
factors are organized into three main categories: (1) the characteristics of the innovation or change 
project, (2) local characteristics, and (3) external factors. The factors are listed in Figure 2.2 below.  
 
Figure 2.2  Interactive factors affecting implementation  
 

 
Source: Fullan (2007: 86) 
 
While it is not my intention to discuss all nine factors here, building on the discussion in the last 
section, I start this study from the idea that the relationship between the above mentioned “factors” 
and change in education is not so linear as Fullan’s model suggests. In fact, the author himself also 
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recognizes that, when considering change in education, there is more than the aggregation of a set 
of factors and characteristics. Referring to instigating successful change as “a highly complex and 
subtle social process” (2007: 86), he admits that “more than anything else, effective strategies for 
improvement require an understanding of the process, a way of thinking that cannot be captured in 
any list of steps or phases to be followed” (2007: 86). One of the expectations in this study is that 
distinctions between effects of so-called “local” or “external” factors are actually very blurred. 
Thereby I agree with authors like Dale (1983), Ball and colleagues (2012), Bowe and colleagues 
(1992), Ball (1992), Lopes (2005, 2006), and Macedo (2006), that it is necessary to examine the 
relationship between education policymaking and what goes on in schools much more open-
mindedly than an a priori commitment to the top-down, one-way approach of “implementation” 
allows (Dale, 1983: 201-203).  

Looking at transformation and reproduction in education, this study specifically focuses on 
the curriculum. It starts from the recognition of the need to understand both the processes of 
formal curriculum development (development of what is also referred to as the intended curriculum) 
and the processes of enactment related to this in schools. For this understanding it is necessary to 
deconstruct the implicit binaries present in many studies that distinguish (education) politics and 
practice as two instances in which dominance and resistance, action and reaction are polarized 
(Lopes, 2006: 38-39) (see also Lopes 2005 and Macedo, 2006). Similarly Ball and colleagues (2012: 
2) argue: “In much writing on education policy, the meaning of policy itself is frequently just taken 
for granted and/or defined superficially as an attempt to ‘solve a problem’.” The authors point to 
the fact that many of these writings refer to the production of policy texts such as legislation or 
other locally or nationally driven prescriptions as merely based on the intention to solve existing 
problems. The authors argue that “this kind of ‘normative’ policy analysis generally ‘takes’ policy as 
a closed preserve of the formal government apparatus of policy making” (Ozga, in Ball et al., 2012: 
2). However, building on Taylor and colleagues the authors argue that if policy is only seen in these 
terms, then all the other moments in processes of policy and policy enactments that go on in and 
around schools are marginalized or go unrecognized (Taylor et al., in Ball et al., 2012: 2).   

Macedo (2006: 99), a Brazilian scholar working in the field of curriculum studies, also 
emphasizes the need to avoid the “bipartite conception of curriculum” predominantly used in 
education policy and curriculum analysis. The author refers to conceptions of the curriculum that 
distinguish, for example, the binaries “preactive curriculum” versus “interactive curriculum,” or 
“active curriculum” and “curriculum as a fact” versus “curriculum as practice” (Macedo, 2006: 101). 
These conceptions always represent a polarization between something “dynamic,” that is, active, 
interactive, in action, and something “static,” that is, pre-active or given.47 While some theories do 
advocate the idea of interaction between these different dimensions of curriculum, the use of the 
bipartite categories by themselves would reinforce the idea of a separation between production and 
implementation. The author argues that these conceptions of curriculum happen to sustain a linear 
vision of the relation between these dimensions. This, to her view, does not help to recognize the 
“paradoxical character of the relation between autonomy and control that characterizes the political 
construction of curricula” (Macedo, 2006: 103). Based on the critiques described in this section, 
Lopes (2005) argues that the dominant (linear and hierarchic) view on education policy, curriculum, 
and schools – besides limiting understanding of the phenomena – also has political implications, as 
                                                            
47 Macedo (2006: 101) points to the fact that, for example in Brazil, the studies of Young and Whitty (1977), who 
propagated the idea of “curriculum as fact” and “curriculum as practice,” and the studies of Goodson (1975), who 
works with the concept of “pre-active curriculum” and “active curriculum,” are the most widely accepted among 
scholars. 
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it contributes to a hierarchical understanding of power (top down, i.e., policy defines practice, but 
also bottom up, i.e., practice understood as not linked to policy and as such independent). 
According to the author, these binaries between politics and practice relate to an understanding of 
the state as centralizing the production of education policies (see also Lopes, 2005, 2006). Hence, a 
more comprehensive approach to the process of policymaking and curriculum formation and 
transformation in education also implies a non-linear view of scale. I will come back to this point 
later.  

Guided by the objective to “not fall in the ‘trap’ of explaining education from within 
education,” Dale also points to the need to understand the dialectic dynamics between processes 
outside and inside schools (Dale, 1994: 35). Thereby the author refers to “the politics of education” 
(understood as “the agenda for education and the processes and structures through which it is 
created,” p. 35) and “education politics” (being “the processes whereby the agenda is translated into 
problems and issues for schools, and schools’ responses to those problems and issues”). Besides a 
hierarchical understanding of power, the de-linking of “politics of education” and “education 
politics” (Dale, 1994: 35) would also contribute to the depoliticization of educational contexts, 
contents, and processes. This approach, also referred to as a neoliberal tendency, tends to present 
and understand educational institutions and educational processes as independent, that is, not 
connected to inequalities and power structures in society (Apple, 2005).48  
 

2.3 The Policy Cycle 

The policy cycle model developed by Bowe, Ball, and Gold (1992) includes both macro and micro 
processes in the analysis of education policy, making it possible to analyze the dialectic relationship 
between structure and agent and the role of discourse in this relationship. Emphasizing the 
dynamics between policy formulation and implementation, the model brings out the complex and 
controversial nature of the process of policymaking in education. It also highlights the importance 
of recognizing the variety of contexts and actors, intentions, disputes, and clashes that influence the 
policy process (Ball et al., 2012). The authors (Bowe et al., 1992; Ball et al., 2012) argue that the 
focus in analyzing policy processes should be on the formation of the policy discourse on the one 
hand, and the active interpretations and translations of policy texts in to practice on the other. This 
implies identifying processes of resistance, assimilation, and conformism within and between the 
contexts of practice, and the outlining of conflicts between the discourses within these contexts.    

The policy cycle model (Figure 2.3 below) (Bowe et al., 1992), visualizes a continuous cycle 
containing three contexts of policy production and reproduction: the context of influence, the 
context of text making, and the context of practice. Each of the three represents a domain within 
which policy is initiated, developed, and redeveloped. All contexts consist of a number of arenas of 
action and interest groups and involve struggle, compromise, and “ad hocery” (Ball, 1993: 16). The 
author explains that the three contexts are interrelated in the sense that they are “loosely coupled 
and there is no simple one direction of flow of information among them” (1993: 16). Consequently, 
in the model the contexts do not have a time dimension, which means the contexts are not 
sequential and linear stages do not exist.  
 

                                                            
48 This depoliticization in itself could be understood as linked to what Ball et al. (2012) call the “dematerialisation of 
education contexts,” the “non-consideration of teachers” work in relation to micro and macro contextual factors.  
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Figure 2.3   The Policy Cycle 
 

 
Source: Bowe et al. (1992: 20) 
 
The context of influence is the context where public policies are initiated and the political 
discourses are constructed. In this context different interest groups compete to influence the 
definition of the social objectives of education and of what it means to be educated. Instead of 
referring to interest groups, Lopes (2006), building on the works by Ball, refers to “epistemic 
communities” playing a central role in the circulation of discourses that produce curriculum policies. 
Lopes argues that use of the concept “epistemic communities” allows for a deeper understanding of 
power-knowledge relationships in making curricular politics in the contemporary globalized world. 
She starts from the idea that “those communities are responsible for the circulation, within the 
education field, of discourses that lie at the basis of the production of directions and meanings for 
the curricular politics within different contexts” (Lopes, 2006: 40). She highlights the intellectual 
community, but other actors such as social movements, professional organizations, or unions could 
be thought of as well.49 Nevertheless, the core idea is that in a given context certain concepts gain 
legitimacy and together shape a discourse that forms the basis for policies.  

The context of influence has a symbiotic, yet complex relationship with the second context: 
the context of policy text production. While the first context represents specific interests of certain 
groups, the policy texts represent the outcome of disputes in the political arena. Representation in 
the context of policy text production can take various forms, such as legal official texts, political 
texts, formal or informal comments on official texts, official statements, visual material, etc. Bowe 
and colleagues (1992) argue that these texts are not necessarily internally coherent and clear, and 
that they can also be contradictory. For example, in the texts’ key concepts can be used in different 
ways. The texts are the result of dispute and agreements, as the groups that act in the different 
contexts of text production also compete for the control of political representation.  

The idea of “hybrid discourses,” used by Lopes (2006: 40, 2005), is considered useful when 
trying to understand the policy process in education. The notion of hybridity refers to the multiple 
interpretations, reinterpretations, and negotiations of meanings at different moments during the 
production of texts and discourses related to a specific reform (Lopes, 2005, 2006). This negotiation 
happens specifically regarding conceptions related to the curriculum and agreements that have to be 
made between the different “epistemic communities” (Lopes, 2004; see also Macedo, 2006). Lopes 
(2005: 45) gives the example of the national curriculum, that due to the hybrid character of related 
discourses, oftentimes becomes a horizon imagined by collective subjects who articulate their 

                                                            
49 In Chapter 4, therefore, theories on social movements, agenda-setting processes, and framing will be presented.   
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interests and power relations related to the project. Lopes emphasizes that this hybridity does not 
resolve the tensions and contradictions between the multiple texts and discourses, but produces 
ambiguities, “zones of escape of meaning” (2006: 40). In the same line, curriculum is defined by 
Macedo as a cultural practice involving negotiation of ambivalent positions of control and 
resistance (2006: 105). Macedo (2006) argues that curriculum itself is culture, a “place of 
enunciation,” hybrid, a space where cultures negotiate with difference. Therefore, negotiation is a 
central notion when trying to understand processes of policymaking and curriculum development. 
This notion in itself links up to the notion of recontextualization that will be discussed later.  

Bowe and colleagues (1992), referring to policies as “textual interventions,” point to the fact 
that policies, while being “textual interventions,” also have real consequences and produce effects. 
As already stated earlier, discourses also carry with them material limitations and possibilities. These 
consequences are lived in the third context: the context of practice.  

The context of practice is where policies are subject to interpretation and recreation and 
where the policy produces effects and consequences in practice that can represent change and 
significant transformation in the original policies. Bowe and colleagues (1992: 22), emphasize the 
idea that politicians (those who create the policy texts in the arena of policy text production) cannot 
control the meanings given to texts in practice. Professionals acting in practice are no “naïve readers 
[of policy texts], they observe [the policies] based on their own histories, experiences, values, and 
intentions.” However, while Bowe and colleagues argue that politicians cannot control the 
meanings given to texts in practice, in a later publication Ball (1993), when distinguishing the 
concepts of “policy as text” and “policy as discourse,” explains, using Foucault’s theory on 
discourse, that policy as discourse definitely establishes limits in possibilities of thinking, and in that 
sense indeed influences the possible development and transformation of practices. He argues that 
discourses incorporate meanings and use propositions and words on the basis of which certain 
possibilities of thinking are constructed. Discourse then distributes “voice” in the sense that in 
certain contexts only certain voices will be heard as legitimate and given some authority. In sum, the 
interpretation process is characterized by disputes, as different interpretations and interests are 
contested. For the authors (Bowe et al., 1992) the key issue is that – in this arena – policies are not 
simply implemented, but are subject to interpretation and recreation. Ball and colleagues (2012) 
therefore prefer to use the concept enactment instead of implementation. The authors indicate that 
such enactment should, in addition to the “limits in possibilities of thinking,” be understood in 
relation to contextual factors such as the – sometimes contradictory – policy demands and the “real 
material conditions” and “varying resources” present in schools (Ball et al., 2012: 1).  

The policy cycle model discussed here matches the approach regarding structure and agency 
adopted in this study, as it also starts from the idea that actors involved in the process, while dealing 
with real material conditions and varying resources, can have an active role in the processes of 
developing education policy. When discussing the idea of policy as discourse, the concepts 
“strategic and discursive selectivity,” introduced in the first section of this chapter, must be 
addressed. It is worth recalling Hay (2002b: 380-381), who states that in a specific context only 
certain courses of strategic action are likely to see actors realize their intentions, as contexts present 
an unevenly distributed configuration of opportunity and constraint. Moreover, the notion of 
“discursive selectivity” also pointed to the fact that, due to a selection of discourses in contexts, 
only certain strategies might be appropriated (Hay 2002b: 382). As will also be shown in the 
analytical model presented at the end of this chapter, this study then builds to a great extent on the 
policy cycle model.  
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2.4 Conceptual Tools for Understanding Formation and Transformation of Education 
  Policy and Practice  

In order to understand the relationships and processes of sense-making between the different 
arenas, sub-arenas, and actors in the process of construction of Law 10.639, from its approval to its 
coming into force in schools, use is made of the concepts recontextualization, scale, power, beliefs, 
ideology, and discourse.     
 

2.4.1 Recontextualization, Scale, and Power 

Recontextualization 
The policy model suggests that, while it may be possible to discern a set of principles or theoretical 
model underlying policy, these rarely translate into policy texts or practice in direct or pristine form, 
but are interpreted, re-interpreted, and translated. When trying to understand these processes and 
the way they shape practices, often Bernstein’s (1990, 1996) concept of recontextualization is used 
(see, e.g., Bonal & Rambla, 1999; Lopes, 2005; Rambla & Verger, 2009; Robertson, 2011; 
Robertson et al., 2004).    

With his notion of pedagogy as a “cultural relay,” Bernstein (1996) points to how education 
is governed by particular regulative structures and practices that take place in and through the way 
elements like space, time, and discourse work together to regulate social life (Robertson et al., 2004: 
4). The author developed his theory based on the perception that most studies, and especially the 
ones that refer to theories of cultural reproduction, often study only what is transferred or relayed 
in education and not the constitution of the relay itself. Bernstein, however, affirms the importance 
of studying the process itself as “the relay and relayed are not neutral [...] rather particular ‘rules’ act 
selectively (or restrict or enhance) the meaning potentials and thus what is available to be realised 
and pedagogized” (Robertson et al., 2004: 4). Accordingly, Bernstein’s theory emphasizes that the 
discourse of education is not only a “voice” through which other discourses (such as, e.g., 
discourses on class, gender, religion, race, and region) speak. Instead, Bernstein’s work clarifies: 
“Education is a site of struggle and compromise. [...] education is both cause and effect, 
determining and determined” (Apple, 1998: 182). Accordingly, the author theorizes on the structure 
that allows and enables education to carry the (power) relations existing external to itself (Apple, 
2002: 612, see also Apple, 1992). In the attempt to construct the sociological nature of pedagogic 
knowledge the concept recontextualization takes a central place in the work of Bernstein (1996: 39). 
Explaining the concept, the author states:   
 

As the discourse moves from its original site to its new positioning as pedagogic discourse, a 
transformation takes place. The transformation takes place because every time a discourse 
moves from one position to another, there is a space in which ideology can play. [...] the 
pedagogic discourse is constructed by a recontextualizing principle which selectively 
appropriates, relocates, refocuses and relates other discourses to constitute its own order. 
(Bernstein, 1996: 47)  

 
To the view of the author, processes of recontextualization have a crucial function in creating the 
fundamental autonomy of education (Bernstein & Solomon, 1999: 269; see also Apple, 2002). The 
author argues that struggle for control over the pedagogic discourses takes place in the 
“recontextualization field.” This field is composed of two sub-fields: the official recontextualizing 
field (ORF) and the pedagogic recontextualizing field (PRF). In the struggles in both the ORF and 
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the PRF so called “agents of recontextualization” regulate the production of pedagogic contexts, 
the relationships between agents in these contexts, and the texts produced by these agents at the 
macro levels of state policy formation, and micro levels of classroom interactions (Singh, 2002). The 
ORF, which produces the official pedagogic discourse, consists of specialized departments and sub-
agencies of the State, and local educational authorities. The PRF, the field in which the non-official 
pedagogic discourse arises, consists of university departments of education, the literature of their 
research, as well as specialized educational media (Bernstein, 1990: 192). However, Bernstein 
recognized that the PRF may also “extend to fields not specialized in education discourse and its 
practices, but which are able to exert influence both on the state and its various arrangements 
and/or upon special sites, agents and practices within education” (Bernstein, 1990: 192).  

Important to highlight here is the fact that more recently the concept of recontextualization 
acquired other dimensions. Linked to processes of globalization, recontextualization increasingly 
involves agencies and actors at different scales. As highlighted in literature from the field of 
education and development and global governance of education,50 increasingly regulatory authorities 
operate at different scales, “including a thickening global scale” (Robertson, 2011:5).51 Ball (1998: 
127), in an article in which he introduces an international perspective on education policy, 
emphasizes that “in our attempts to understand the ways in which education policies are 
interpreted, re-interpreted and translated in their context, we need to understand the complex 
relationship between ideas, the dissemination of ideas and the recontextualization of ideas at 
different scales.” He then expands the context of influence to the global scale, recognizing “the 
‘problems’ of globalization which frame and ‘produce’ the contemporary ‘problems’ of education” 
(Ball, 1998: 127). The author thereby states that “the careful investigation of local variations, 
exceptions and hybridity should not divert attention from the general patterns of practical and 
ideological, first-and-second-order effects achieved by the ensemble of [e.g., global] influences and 
policy mechanisms” (Ball, 1998: 128). With these more recent contributions in mind, in the 
conclusion of this chapter I will return to the recontextualizing field and the two sub-fields 
identified by Bernstein, elaborating on them, as well as on elements from the policy cycle, in an 
analytical model. Now I will proceed with a discussion on the concept of scale.     
 
Scale 
Scale is indeed a concept that lies at the heart of understanding the contemporary world. The 
almost omnipresent use of the idea of globalization to explain phenomena and processes in a wide 
variety of areas brings scale center stage in many narratives. Accordingly, increasing reference is 
made to relations between the global, the regional, the national, and the local, in order to 
understand processes and transformations around the world. However, the way in which one 
understands the concept of scale itself has a major influence on constructing explanations for 
phenomena (Santos & Soeterik, 2012). For example, Santos and Soeterik (2012; see also Santos, 
R.E., 2006) highlight the difference between more traditional and contemporary academic work in 
the visions they present of the scalar ordering in the world. The traditional vision is often 
dominated by an idea of preconceived and reified scales interrelating hierarchically: a set of 
locations forms a region, a set of regions forms a country, a set of countries forms a continent, and  
a set of continents forms the world. In this vision the metaphor of the level (as a vertical 

                                                            
50 See for example, Robertson (2011, 2012);  Robertson et al. (2007); Robertson et al. (2012); Mundy, (1998, 2006, 
2007); Verger, Novelli and Altinyelken (2012); Jacobi (2009). 
51 The work of Dale clarifies how these authorities act through mechanisms such as imposition, dissemination, harmonization, 
standardization, and installing interdependence (Dale, 1999). 
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overlapping of different horizontal planes) constructs an image of hierarchy between spatial scales: 
each level is formed of the summation and embedding of territorial divisions on the scale 
immediately below in terms of area covered (Santos & Soeterik, 2012: 183). Often this metaphor is 
accompanied by an idea of a relation of subordination and hierarchy between scales. The world 
appears, therefore, as the result of the so-called “embedding” of scales (Vainer, in Santos & 
Soeterik, 2012: 183). 
 This traditional scale-based model of the world is lacking, as it dissociates scales and thereby 
presents processes and actors as autonomous (making local processes and actors separate from 
others that are called national or global, for example). Therefore, it is argued that the very idea of 
scale needs to be revised. Scale should be understood as a social construct based on power relations. 
As a heuristic instrument, scale enables one to distinguish levels of analysis of the real: Yet, in the 
real, such levels are not levels, but rather simultaneities – of social actors, objects and actions that 
construct geographic space (Santos, R.E., 2006). Indeed, what justifies scalar narratives is the 
assertion that phenomena, as interrelated simultaneities, have impacts and effects on distinct 
environments and spatial units. Local, regional, national, and global are in the same place, so that 
elements (actors, processes, phenomena, and objects) are multi-scalar, with one scale influenced by 
other phenomena within other scales. This is the complexity (and the importance) of the scalar 
organization of political relationships: It enables actors, relationships, processes, and phenomena 
that coexist in space to be ordered so as to establish systems of domination and power. The scalar 
character of “political games” is therefore related to the hierarchy of social actors, of arenas in 
which they participate, and of contexts of interaction that serve or do not serve as arenas. 
Moreover, it is clearly related to legitimations and exclusions imposed on social actors in each scale. 
It is thereby understood to be an ordered power game, with defined spatial coverage, recognized 
(and non-recognized) actors, its own rules and standards of conduct, and specific objects of dispute. 
To be a “global actor,” one must then be recognized globally by other actors, cause global impacts, 
and be capable of engaging in dialogue and imposing one’s projects in environments where others 
are unable to. What has become increasingly clear is that social actors “confined” to local or 
national scales have learned to manipulate and use this form of scalar organization of power games 
(Santos & Soeterik, 2012). This is how expressions such as “disembedding and re-embedding” 
(Giddens, 1990) and “boomerang effect” (Keck & Sikkink, 1998)52 have arisen.  
 
Power 
Reflecting on the concepts recontextualization and scale, the concept of power appeared in various 
forms. In the last paragraphs reference was made to “power relations,” including mentioning 
“systems of power,” “power games,” and “spheres of power.” In this project the understanding of 
power is based on the work of Hay (2002a), Bernstein (1996), Lukes (1974), and Jessop (2008: 29).  

Related to the reflections on recontextualization and scale, Hay (2002a) explains that power 
is about context-shaping. In his view power is about the capacity of actors to redefine the 
parameters of what is socially, politically, and economically possible for others. The author then 
proposes to define power as “the ability of actors (whether individual or collective) to ‘have an 
effect’ upon the context which defines the range of possibilities of others” (p.185). Elaborating on 
Lukes’s (1974) three-dimensional view of power, Hay (2002a) highlights the importance of distinguishing 

                                                            
52 “Boomerang effect” and “indirect pressure” are concepts the authors use when referring to the situation where 
groups within a repressive political context forge alliances with transnational actors that can bring pressure on that state 
through international institutions (see also Verger & Novelli, 2012: 12; Tarrow, 2001). 
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between direct and indirect power. When referring to power as context-shaping, it is about an indirect 
form of power in which power is mediated by and instantiated in structures. The author states, 
however, that power is also exercised in a direct sense. Therefore, to power as context-shaping, he adds 
power as conduct-shaping: 
 

Indirect power is evidenced in the capacity of a government, say, to pass legislation. This does 
not directly and instantaneously affect the conduct of B, but once instantiated in statute serves 
to redefine the parameters within which B will continue to act while providing a power resource 
for the potential exercise of direct power by the law-enforcement agencies of the state. (Hay, 
2002a: 186) 

 
Hay (2002a) clarifies that, to his understanding, direct power is immediate, visible, behavioral, and 
manifest in such practices as physical and psychological coercion, persuasion, and blackmail. This in 
contrast to indirect power that refers much more to “the capacity to redefine structured contexts 
and is indirect, latent and often an unintended consequence” (2002a: 186).  
  Bernstein’s (1996) concept of power is much more linked to the idea of indirect power 
described by Hay (2002a). This is definitely the case where he explains that power produces and 
reproduces dislocations and boundaries, because it operates between categories of groups (of e.g., 
gender, class, race), different categories of discourse, and different categories of agents, thereby 
reproducing boundaries in relations of social order (Bernstein, 1996: 19). The work of Bernstein 
shows that power relations are never static or stable. They are challenged, contested, and negotiated 
in relationships, such as, for example, those characterized by pedagogic communication. Bernstein 
explains how power relations are internalized via pedagogic communication and social relations of 
control between, for example, teacher and student (Singh, 2002: 577). The concept control is linked 
to the concept power as, to the view of Bernstein, control legitimates forms of communication 
appropriate to the different categories: “[p]ower constructs relations between and control relations 
within given forms of interaction” (Bernstein, 1996: 19).    

With his three-dimensional view of power, Lukes (1974, 1993, 2005) envisions to offer “the 
prospect of a serious sociological explanation of how political systems prevent demands from 
becoming political issues or even from being made” (Lukes, 1974: 47). In order to understand the 
working of power, he argues, a framework is necessary that is capable of recognizing: “(i) the 
strategies, struggles and practices that characterize the decision making process; (ii) the actions and 
inactions involved in shaping the agenda for the decision-making process; and (iii) the actions and 
inactions similarly implicated in the shaping of perceived interests and political preferences” (Lukes 
in Hay, 2002a: 179). Lukes then proposes to focus analysis on: a) decision making and control over 
political agendas; b) issues and potential issues; c) observable (overt and covert) and latent conflict; 
and d) subjective and real interests. Thereby he recognizes that power can be exercised, consciously 
or unconsciously, by individuals, by groups, or by institutions (Lukes, 1974: 45).   

In this research project, the interest in the theoretical concept power is reflected in a focus on 
understanding who sets the agenda on race issues in education in Brazil (i.e., what actors in what 
arenas play a role in this process, and who defines what is included and what is excluded from this 
agenda). In addition, questions are also raised involving understanding the pedagogic discourse on 
race issues in education (the identification of contents). 
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2.4.2 Beliefs, Ideology, and Discourse 

For understanding the process of development (initial formation, transformation, and reproduction) 
of pedagogical practices and the meaning of strategy in education contexts, it should be interesting 
to also discuss more in depth the concepts beliefs, social beliefs, and ideology, and the ways in 
which these concepts, in processes of educational change and particularly in shaping pedagogical 
practices, relate to discourse as a mediating entity. 
 
Beliefs 
The strategic-relational approach (SRA) referred to in the first section of this chapter emphasizes 
the importance of the concept strategy in relation to the concept pedagogical practice. The interactions 
of actors are understood as conscious, reflexive, and strategic. However, the strategic-relational 
approach also recognizes that actors are not blessed with perfect information on the context in 
which they act. The latter is especially the case in situations characterized by a density of existing 
institutions and practices, and a proliferation of strategic actors. 

Hay (2002b) sees the education field as a field where such matters as “density of practices,” 
and “proliferation of strategic actors,” as well as “unpredictable factors” play a part; this is also 
recognized by other authors. Nespor (1987), in the article where he discusses the role of beliefs in 
the practice of teaching, argues that, due to the chaotic character of many educational contexts, 
beliefs play a central role in shaping pedagogical practices and structuring knowledge and 
information necessary to create these practices. This brings Hay’s statement to mind that not all 
action is strategic in the sense that it is based on the information presented by the context and 
knowledge of the actor (Hay, 2002b). Nespor argues that it is important to comprehend the 
distinction between beliefs and knowledge. In contrast to knowledge, he states, beliefs are 
characterized by a strong affective and evaluative component. Affect would operate independently 
from cognition, which is associated with “factual knowledge.” Knowledge of something is therefore 
distinct from feelings in relation to something. This evaluative component also results in the 
judgmental function of beliefs.53 Moreover, Nespor explains that knowledge is stored in a semantic 
way, while beliefs reside in the episodic part of memory, as they are normally based on earlier 
experiences (episodes) lived through by the individual. These earlier experiences guide perception 
and “color” subsequent experiences. From the perspective of the strategic-relational approach, Hay 
(2002a: 212) also recognizes the role of earlier experiences of actors in the formation of their 
strategies of action, thereby using the concept “cognitive templates,” instead of “beliefs.” He writes: 
“For particular ideas, narratives and paradigms to continue to provide cognitive templates through 
which actors interpret the world, they must retain a certain resonance with those actors’ direct and 
mediated experiences.” With regard to this study, for example, a combination of factors such as 
personal ethnic/racial consciousness, own educational experience, approach to race issues in the 
own family context, or lived experiences in relation to racism could play a role in the way in which 
an education professional gives shape to pedagogical practices with regard to race issues in the work 
context. Also interesting to highlight here is the point made by Nespor that individual beliefs, due 
to their episodic structure, are not dynamic, and as such are difficult to change. This does not mean 
that beliefs cannot change at all, but simply that they do not always change, even if this would be 
logical or necessary – for example in the context of teacher training. Also, following Nespor’s 
                                                            
53 Other authors (e.g., Pajares, 1992) make this distinction as well between general knowledge as a structure consisting 
of systematically organized cognitive elements, and the belief component, containing elements of evaluation and 
judgment. 
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theory, change is more probable when new knowledge links up with personal beliefs. For example, 
a teacher with strong racial consciousness or lived experiences related to racism could be more 
receptive to the acquisition of new knowledge concerning race issues, while those teachers who do 
not have this consciousness or experience would not be so open to this acquisition, tending to fall 
back on their personal beliefs. This points to the need to reflect on the different roles knowledge – 
in this case with regard to race issues – presented in the context of teacher training could play in the 
formation and transformation of pedagogical practices of different actors. 

Nespor (1987) refers to the often chaotic daily routine in schools and argues that, due to 
this context, teachers frequently do not base their actions on knowledge, acquired for example 
during teacher training, but – also due to “immediatism” – often fall back on their personal beliefs. 
This would mean that the “density of practices” and the “proliferation of strategic actors” that 
characterize educational contexts could make the consequences of actions unpredictable, and lead 
to actors oftentimes performing not based on knowledge but on beliefs. Actors within educational 
contexts would then (also unconsciously) fall back on their “primary” – more “episodic” – beliefs, 
which are linked to personal experience and therefore more difficult to change (Nespor, 1987: 321, 
see also Soeterik, 2001, and Hay, 2002b).  

However, keeping “analytical dualism” (Willmott, 1999) in mind, it is important not to draw 
deterministic conclusions in which in the end all change depends on the individual actor and his or 
her personal beliefs. Beliefs, like practices, should be understood in their social context. The issue is 
indeed the material-ideational dialectic mentioned earlier. The notion of strategic selectivity of the context 
discussed earlier helps to understand both the strategic character of actions and the strategic 
selective context in which the (reinforcement of some, and/or neglect of other) beliefs also play a 
role in (trans)forming and/or reproducing practices.  
 
Social Beliefs and Ideology 
Theory on ideology enriches the understanding of the ways in which structure is strategically and 
discursively selective. The approach to ideology presented by Van Dijk is characterized by a 
conceptual triangle that connects cognition, society, and discourse (1998: 6). Hence this 
conceptualization links up to the idea of discourse as a mechanism that mediates between structure 
and agency, as proposed by the strategic-relational approach.   

Van Dijk (1998) explains that clusters of beliefs together form ideology, and that in turn 
ideologies (also “social belief systems”) make up the social structure of society. Ideologies help 
individuals to identify themselves with one another and form groups and social systems. In this 
manner they provide a certain social cohesion – both at individual and societal level they provide 
structure, order, direction, and shared values. This explains the fact that in discourse certain social 
beliefs are often (and sometimes unconsciously) considered to be familiar to the audience by the 
narrator. Ideology is frequently laid down in discourses in which certain beliefs are presupposed by 
the narrator and not considered explicitly as information. In this regard a good example is the fact 
that in contexts marked by ethnic/racial diversity actors often only reflect on the “blackness” of 
certain individuals or issues, while “whiteness” – also being a racial identity created throughout 
history – is not considered. Thereby whiteness is often implicitly taken as the norm.  

Regarding the topic of this study, it is important to clarify that ideology not only provides 
social cohesion. Ideology is also connected to societal conflict and power relations. In other words: 
here, too, agency/strategy and power of certain actors located in certain arenas play a role. In fact, it 
is often precisely (societal) conflict that helps to shape and strengthen certain ideologies as opposed 
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to others. In reaction to campaigns for legitimation of alternative points of view held by “minorities 
in power,” dominant groups in society can use their power to impose and disseminate discourses 
through which certain ideologies are strengthened. Building on the work of Fairclough (2003) and 
Jessop (2008), Rambla and Verger (2009) explain how this works: “In a given society, now and then 
powerful individuals recall discourse variation, select a singular discourse and harness its resonance. 
Actually, the core of modern politics intermingles with these processes in so far as states define and 
enforce collectively binding decisions in the name of the general will” (2009: 465).   

Hence, diverse strategies can be used by the dominant group to disseminate and strengthen 
certain discourses. Accordingly, ideology is not fixed or unchanging. This brings Bernstein’s 
statement to mind that “every time a discourse moves from one position to another, there is space 
in which ideology can play” (1996: 47). Regarding the elaboration and dissemination of certain 
social beliefs or ideologies, diverse actors can (try to) use their power. For example, ideologies are 
expressed, communicated, and strengthened through discourses in different “genres,” such as, for 
example, news reports or research articles. There, messages are transmitted and shaped that qualify 
a coherent discourse, modulate its connotations, combine different discourses, or create new ones 
(Fairclough in Rambla & Verger, 2009: 465). In sum, the dominance of certain ideologies often goes 
accompanied by conflict, contestation, and dispute between different actors and groups. Ideologies 
show the power relations and struggles in society and, at the same time, play a part in governing 
relations of domination between groups. This is where theory on the working of social movements, 
agenda setting, and framing comes in.54  

Up until this point the focus of the discussion was on understanding the process of change 
in education. The specific focus of this research, however, is on the formation, transformation, and 
reproduction of education processes and contents towards education that combats racial inequality 
and racism, and promotes a more racially just society. Therefore, before presenting the specific 
research questions, it is time now to turn the discussion to what I mean by race. 
 

2.5 Defining Ethnicity and Race 

O negro não é. Tampouco o branco. 
(The black person does not exist, nor the white person.)  
(Fanon, 1983) 

  
Ethnicity and race are central concepts in this thesis. Because the concepts are contested in many 
contexts, it is important to make explicit how they are understood here. This section starts by 
briefly explaining the difference between the concepts ethnicity and race and clarifying why in this 
study the two concepts are used in tandem. Then race as a social construct and race in relation to 
other categories of exclusion will be discussed.   
 

2.5.1 Why Ethnicity/Race? 

Within societal, scientific, and media debates, preference is often given to use of the concept 
ethnicity instead of race. In many contexts people have difficulty with or do not agree with use of 
the concept race. This is the case, for example, in the Netherlands – where a strong societal taboo 
actually exists on using the concept race (see, e.g., Soeterik, 2001; Essed, 1991). As we will see, this 

                                                            
54 These theories will be discussed in Chapter 4. 
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taboo also exists in dominant media and public opinion in Brazil. It is often argued that when 
reference is made to race we remain stuck to biological determinism that defends the idea that the 
human species can be divided in different –  superior and inferior – races.55 While biology and 
genetics have already laid waste to this biologically determinist conception (see, e.g., Pena in Santos, 
2009:4), during periods in history the concept race was used in the oppression of certain groups in 
society (Gomes, 2005), one historical example being Nazism. The recognition of the horrors caused 
during the Second World War made nations around the world organize themselves based on the 
idea avoiding other cruelties from happening. It was in this global context that racism and use of 
the idea of race in its biologically determinist conception was increasingly seen as unacceptable.56   

Parallel to the rejection of racism and the biologically determinist notion of race, use of the 
alternative concept ethnicity took off. Ethnicity became the alternative concept used to refer to 
different people such as Jews, indigenous, and blacks. The intention of the introduction of the 
concept ethnicity was to emphasize that these different groups of people were not in the first 
instance marked by biological characteristics inherited from their parents, but mostly by historical 
and cultural processes. In this sense ethnicity is the other concept used to refer to the ancestry, 
heritage, and background of certain groups in society. The concept ethnicity and the idea of ethnic 
group is then understood as:  
 

A group that knows some degree of coherence and solidarity, composed by people who are 
conscious that they, at least in a latent way, share the same origins and interests. An ethnic 
group is not merely a group of people or a part of the population, but a conscious association of 
people united or proximately related through shared experiences. (Cashmore in Gomes, 2005: 
50)   

 

2.5.2 Race as a Social Construct 

When I started writing down my ideas and observations during fieldwork, I first used quotation 
marks when referring to the concept race, always writing “race.” When the time passed, it became 
clear to me that these quotation marks allowed me to distance myself and not be explicit on how I 
understood the concept. As the discussion in this book shows, the debate in Brazil exists whether 
or not race is a valid concept to use in Brazilian society. In dominant media and public opinion, use 
of the concept race is often criticized as “racialization” of society and an attack on the Brazil’s so-
called “racial democracy.” This argument is based on the idea that using the concept race in 
referring to the Brazilian population implies stimulating polarization and conflict in the society by 
creating different categories of people. These advocates do not consider, however, the already 
existing societal polarization due to huge inequalities between white and non-white Brazilians, 
inequalities, indisputably proven by (statistical) research. Insight regarding this point also came 
through the conversations and interviews I held with various actors. The words of these actors 
made me understand how – in different contexts – different people use and manipulate the concept 
race in different ways. For example, one black activist and scholar stated very accurately: 

                                                            
55 For an understanding how this argument is currently used and disseminated in Brazil see, e.g., Kamel (2006) or Fry 
and colleagues (2007). 
56 Albuquerque (2008: 39) explains how entities linked to the United Nations, and specifically to UNESCO, played a 
prominent role in the period right after the Second World War in this process, developing studies and (educational) 
programs that disseminated scientific facts that helped to deconstruct the notion of race as a biological concept. With 
regard to the “normative project in education around the ideas of universality” that UNESCO became associated with 
in this period, see also Robertson (2011). 
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Here in Brazil it is funny because… these people… our advisors [scholars and media actors who 
argue that racism does not exist in Brazil] [...], they use this argument “race doesn’t exist,” while they 
know that race exists from a social point of view [...] And then they put the concepts between quotation 
marks, like for example “black” etc. But the funny thing is that mestizo they do not put in quotation 
marks! As if mestizo has a real... The other categories aren’t real, but mestizo is!? Mestiçagem [the 
mixture of people of different skin color and/or physiognomic traces] is also a social 
construction. [...] They say that race does not exist, but they praise the racial democracy. This in my view is a 
contradiction [...]. (A2:555-562)  

 
While coming back to the specific meaning and contestations related to the concept of race in 
Brazil in Chapter 4, here it is important to highlight that this study takes as starting point the idea 
that race is a social construct (or social construction, as the quoted activist has it). As I understand 
that race is just one more social construct of reality, in this book I will not use quotation marks 
when referring to the term.57 

When referring to race as a social construct, I agree with the idea expressed by the Brazilian 
scholar Petruccelli58 that no objective element exists inherent to people that makes some belong to a 
certain racial group and not to others. The racial classification is an order based on the emphasized 
perception of some physical elements in order to suggest a symbolic representation. This means 
that the classification is present at all levels of social relations. As Petrucelli states: “It is the first 
thing you perceive of someone, but it is not an inherent attribute […] There exist certain physical 
characteristics that are arranged in a hierarchical order with the objective to construct a notion of 
Race, a notion of Ethnicity or of Racial group.”59   

The Brazilian scholars Castro & Abramovay (2006), building on the idea of race being a 
social construct, point to the “social materiality” of race, and the way race as a discursive category is 
sustained on the level of social relations, writing: 
   

“Race,” a discursive category, is sustained on the level of relations, unifying identifications, 
otherness,60 stereotypes and delimitations of codes of conduct, which give it a singular meaning 
as a system of reference and socialization. The racial attribution or self-attribution makes it 
possible to situate the subject in a social context positioning him or her, based on a supposed 
exteriority, in the relations that are established. (Castro & Abramovay, 2006: 149)  

 
Referring to race as a social construct and the “social materiality” of the concept links to the 
strategic-relational approach as discussed earlier in this chapter. Based on the considerations above, 
it can be understood that within societies race obtains meaning through structural and discursive 
selectivity (Hay, 2002b). In that sense race also has an operational function in culture and social life 
(Gomes, 2005: 44). Gomes, affirming this idea, writes:  
 

[...] we can understand that races, actually, are social, political and cultural constructions 
produced through social and power relations throughout the historical process. They do not 
refer, in any sense, to facts of nature. It is in the context of culture that we learn to see races. This 
means that we learn to see blacks and whites as different in the way they are educated and 

                                                            
57 I agree with the above cited actor that – when putting race between quotation marks – I need to be consistent and 
also put other social constructs and categories such as black, white, and brown between quotation marks.   
58 Speech by José Luiz Petruccelli on the seminar “Inserção e Realidade,” SENAC, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 22/11/2007.  
59 Statement made by José Luiz Petruccelli on the seminar “Inserção e Realidade,” SENAC, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
November 22nd, 2007 (See also Petrucelli, 2000, 2007).  
60 Translation of the Portuguese concept “Alteridade.”  
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socialized to the point that these so called differences are incorporated in our way of being and 
seeing the other, in our subjectivity and social relations in a broader sense. We learned, through 
culture and in society, to perceive differences, to compare, to classify. (Gomes, 2005: 49) 

 
The author continues:  
 

If things would stay on that level, we would not have so many complications. The problem is 
that, in that same context we do not resist the temptation to put these social, racial, gender and 
other classifications in a hierarchical order. In other words: we also learn to deal with these 
differences in an unequal way. And this, indeed, is very complicated!  (Gomes, 2005: 49) 

 
Paixão and colleagues (2010) put it even stronger, linking the operational function of race in social 
life to the concept racism. They state: 
 

Racist ideology works through the moral justification of prejudice, discrimination and chronic 
situations of inequality proven to exist between people that are phenotypically or culturally 
different. In other words, racist ideology trains the eyes and minds of all society for an uncritical 
acceptance of the verified coincidence between class hierarchies and ethnic/race hierarchies. 
(Paixão et al., 2010: 21)           

  
Essed (1991: 50) explains racism as being made up of cognitions, actions, and procedures that 
contribute to the development and affirmation of a system in which whites dominate blacks. This 
definition of racism fits the approach in this study, as it points to the mutual dependence of the 
macro and micro dimensions of racism. Considered from a macro point of view, racism would be a 
system of structural inequality, a historical process that is reproduced in practices that became 
routine. In her definition, however, Essed (1991) accentuates how, at micro level, routines and 
repetitive everyday practices play an important role in the creation of societal structures. Her theory 
on “everyday racism” explains that specific practices can only be considered racist when they 
correspond with existing racial inequalities in the system. In this way, structures of racism cannot 
exist without a connection to acting agents. Specific practices can only be considered racist when 
they activate the structural racial inequality within the system. The author gives the following 
definition of racism: 
 

An ideology, a structure and a process in which inequality that is inherent to a broader structure 
in society, is connected in deterministic ways to biological and cultural factors attributed to a 
group that is considered of another “race” or of another “ethnical group.” (Essed, 1991: 54)   

 
In line with the theory discussed above, individual racism and institutional racism are often identified as 
two (often interconnected) forms through which racial inequality is (re)produced in daily life. In its 
individual form, racism manifests itself in discriminating acts committed by an individual against 
another individual. These acts can have various forms (verbal, visual, and/or physical) and can 
reach high levels of aggression (Borges, Medeiros & d’Adesky, 2002 in Gomes, 2005: 52). 
Institutional racism refers to systematic discriminating practices promoted or indirectly supported 
by the state (Borges, Medeiros & d’Adesky, 2002 in Gomes, 2005: 53). Here one could think, for 
example, of the systematic failure of an organization, state-linked or otherwise, to provide 
appropriate and professional services (e.g., in education) to people belonging to a certain social, 
cultural, color, or ethnic group. 

As observed in the definition given above, Essed (1991) also refers to socially shared beliefs 
when she states that ideology is the binding element in everyday practices in which several acting 
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individuals are involved. The author argues that there are two levels on which racism as an ideology 
operates: on the level of daily practices and the interpretation of these practices, and on the level of 
thinking and the refusal to recognize racism and take responsibility for it.   

Similarly, critical race theorists, also emphasizing the concept race as a social construct, 
point to the importance of looking at lived realities of racism in daily life when trying to understand the 
operational function of the concept. Stovall (2006: 247) highlights, for example, that while race as a 
concept has no biological foundation, “it would be a critical mistake to deny the lived realities of 
racism in daily life.” During fieldwork I was confronted with many stories that would fit the idea of 
lived reality of racism. For example, a black woman, leader of Rio de Janeiro private school teachers 
union, stated:  
     

Nobody is born racist, nobody is born as a man, nobody is born as a woman, nobody is born homosexual, 
we learn to see… we go there… and we go there… and people when they are born they are like Dalmatians, 
they get color afterwards. You know that you are black; you know that you are white; you know what the 
difference is: One skin is black and the other white, but the difference is like this, you remain outside and he 
enters. We only start to see these differences when we grow up. (A13:39) 

 
While the concept of racism is further discussed below, here it is worthwhile to emphasize how the 
idea of lived realities of racism points to the importance of understanding the multiple meanings the 
concept is imbued with, based on site-specific experiences and relationships to structures of power 
(in, e.g., education institutions) (see Stovall, 2006: 247). It is important then to emphasize the 
relational and contextual dependency of the significance and meaning the concept race gains in daily life 
(see on this point also Sansone, 1996; Carvalho, 2005).  

Fanon (1983) explained that blackness and whiteness are not essential categories. As the 
author states in the quote opening this section: “The black person does not exist, nor the white 
person.” These two (and other) categories can only be understood considering the relation these 
have with one another in a certain context. Similarly Gomes writes: “My world, myself, my culture, 
are all also translated through the other, his/her world and his/her culture, [my identity is created] in 
the process of decipherment of the other, the different. It is like a process of reflection” (2005: 42). 
Identity to become real presupposes interaction. No identity exists that is constructed in isolation 
(see also d’Adesky, 2001). 

This brings the discussion back to the idea of the relation between structure and agent 
discussed in the beginning of this chapter: existing contexts, processes, and structures in society give 
meaning to certain categories (e.g., of people). At the same time, actors operate and define strategies 
(and identities) in relation to these contexts, processes and structures.61 It is important therefore to 
understand (ethnic/racial) identities as something relational and dynamic. Consequently, as critical 
race theorists clarify, when reference to race as a social construct is made, not only blackness, but 
also whiteness and related white privilege should be considered. Referring to a sustained investment 
in ensuring the continued invisibility of whiteness, Solomon and colleagues (2005: 159) explain that 
negating whiteness and its attendant capital is also a refusal to acknowledge how white people are 
implicated in relations of social domination, subordination, and instances of economic exploitation. 
Kailin (in Solomon et al., 2005) also writes:  
 

                                                            
61 In this regard the notion of “political race,” that surged within critical race theory, is important, as it reframes race as 
a concept that denotes both social location and political commitment (May & Sleeter, 2010: 8).  
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“Whiteness” as a social identity is invisible to whites, and the social and economic benefits that 
have accrued to whites over the course of our history must be understood in the context of 
white supremacy. (Kailin in Solomon et al., 2005: 159) 

 
Referring to the meaning of the concept race in Brazil, Gomes (2005: 43) clarifies that black 
identity, as a social, historical, cultural, and plural construction, is gradually built “in a movement 
that involves numerous variables, causes and effects. [...] It implies the construction of a way of 
looking of one ethnic/racial group, or from subjects that belong to the same ethnic/racial group, on 
themselves, based on the relation with the other.” Thereby, referring to the difficult task of creating 
a black identity in Brazilian society,62 the author affirms that thinking and reflecting on identity and 
concepts, such as race and ethnicity, is not only a task of the black population, writing:  
 

[r]eflecting on race issues in Brazil should not be something particular that only interests people 
belonging to the black ethnic/race group. It is a social, political and cultural issue that involves 
all Brazilians. In fact, it is an issue of Brazilian society and also a global issue when we amplify 
our reflection on relation between blacks and whites, between different racial-ethnic groups, in 
the different international contexts. In the end it is an issue of all humanity. (Gomes, 2005: 51)      

 
Based on the last two sections on ethnicity and race, it can be stated that use of the concept 
ethnicity in combination with race (ethnicity/race), serves to emphasize that the tense relations due 
to differences in skin color and physiognomic traces (the social construct of race) are, in the case of 
Brazil, also related to the cultural roots linked to African ancestry that present different visions of 
the world, values, and principles of indigenous, European, and Asian origin (Brasil, 2004c: 13).   
 

2.5.3 Race and Other Categories of Exclusion  

The understanding of the relation and mutual linkages between race and dynamics related to other 
social (or socially created) categories such as class and gender lies at the heart of understanding and 
recognizing (lived realities of) racism and racial inequalities. Several theorists agree that without 
understanding class dynamics, the dynamics of race cannot be understood, and vice versa (Apple, 
1992; Stovall, 2006). They argue that individuals and groups are inevitably located – and often 
differentially constrained – by wider structural forces such as capitalism, racism, colonialism, and 
sexism (May & Sleeter: 2010: 6). Critical race theory (CRT) also emphasizes that both race and class 
are central to the analysis of hegemony. This approach points to the structural function of racism as 
relevant and significant, in addition to class. In this sense Critical race theory highlights that “the 
ruling class continues to be white” (Stovall, 2006: 248). Therefore, Stovall argues, 
 

[t]he social justice project in education will require the recognition of the interplay of race and 
class to assess political, social, racial and economic dynamic. Doing so will require those on the 
side of CRT to recognize that there may be intra-racial issues that need class analysis, while not 
separating them from the larger construct of White supremacy. Those who engage class analysis 
will have to recognize the dynamics of racialization in discussions of the ruling classes, in 
understanding that racism is not the sole byproduct of capitalism. Instead [...], the dynamics of 

                                                            
62 As I will discuss in Chapters 5 and 6, many actors confirm the difficulty of constructing a positive black identity in a 
society that historically and from childhood onwards educates black people that, in order to be accepted, they need to 
negate themselves (Gomes, 2005: 43). 
 
 



47 
 

race inextricably identify a system of shifting hierarchies that are not married to a stringent 
interpretation of class analysis. (Stovall, 2006: 257) 

  
Similarly, Apple (1992), reflecting on the categories race, class and gender, refers to the importance 
of understanding the processes of class “becoming raced (and/or gendered)” in order to understand 
cultural reproduction. He states:  
 

We cannot marginalize race and gender as constitutive categories in any cultural analysis. If there 
are indeed basic cultural forms and orientations that are specifically gendered and raced, and 
have their own partly autonomous histories, then we need to integrate theories of patriarchal and 
racial forms into the very core of our attempt to comprehend what is being reproduced and 
changed. At the very least, a theory that allows for the contradictions within and among these 
dynamics would be essential. (Apple, 1992: 143) 

 
Based on the recognition of the interplay between race and class, but also dynamics involving other 
social constructs such as, for example, gender, when in this study I refer to ethnicity/race issues, it 
is about the reformulation of social relations and the structuring of social opportunities and 
structures (the race-related issues that ask for restructuring and redistribution), as well as about the 
cultural-symbolic dimensions of social justice that ask for recognition. I affirm the importance of 
the idea formulated by Boaventura Sousa Santos of the “double sided” fundamental human right 
we have “to be equal whenever difference diminishes us,” and “to be different whenever equality 
decharacterizes us” (Santos, 2001b: 193, see also Santos, 1999b).  

Linking up with the above, it is worth highlighting that though I disagree with the argument 
made by Fraser (1995) that – because (counteracting) racial inequality has both to do with 
redistribution and recognition issues – a dilemma exists. Concerning the fact that both redistributive 
and sociocultural injustices related to racial inequality are often intertwined, Fraser (1995) refers to 
race as being a “bivalent collectivity” that brings up dilemmas for those campaigning for racial 
justice. She summarizes the dilemma as follows: 
 

Recognition claims often take the form of calling attention to, if not performatively creating, the 
putative specificity of some group, and then of affirming the value of that specificity. Thus they 
tend to promote group differentiation. Redistribution claims, in contrast, often call for 
abolishing economic arrangements that underpin group specificity. [...] Thus they tend to 
promote group de-differentiation. (Fraser, 1995: 74).  

 
The author then argues that from the redistribution perspective that race would be put out of 
business if it provided more (distributive) justice, while the recognition perspective would seem to 
affirm that more social justice would mean exactly the social and cultural (re)valuing of oppressed 
racial groups. Fraser (1995) explains the tension by stating: “If ‘race’ were nothing but a political-
economic differentiation, [...], justice would require its abolition” (1995: 80). In the view of the 
author, race as a bivalent collectivity creates the situation that people who suffer economic and 
cultural injustice need to simultaneously claim and deny their specificity. Fraser points to the 
contradiction within the politics regarding these bivalent identities by stating that “the two remedies 
pull in opposite directions, however. They are not easily pursued simultaneously” (1995: 79). Fraser 
formulates the anti-racist redistribution-recognition dilemma as follows: “How can anti-racist fight 
simultaneously abolish ‘race’ and valorize racialized group specificity?” (1995: 81).  

This study starts from the idea that, when the issues at hand are racial inequality and racism, 
and definition of policies to counteract this type of exclusion, it is not the intention to abolish race, 
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but racism, and consequently racial inequality – as the discussion in this section clarifies: race is a social 
construct. Consequently, when racial inequality and exclusion is addressed through policies and 
enactment in such a way that racial inequalities become non-existent, then indeed the concept race 
will no longer have any meaning in relation to lived realities – at least not when referring to the 
present time. However the ethnic (including the cultural) dimension will still exist, as ethnic/racial 
equality implies a recognition of origins, language, culture, traditions, interests, different visions of 
the world, values, principles, historical monuments, and/or territories. In sum, in the context of this 
study it is understood that the abolition of race is not an objective in itself – in fact the concept is 
the essential conceptual tool in the struggle against racial inequality, as it helps to understand and 
recognize this dimension of inequality.  
 

2.5.4 The Coloniality Debate and Other Counter-Hegemonic Globalization Struggles 

Many writings and other forms of expression exist that elaborate on the idea of the 
interconnectedness of dimensions such as ethnicity/race, class, and gender in processes of 
exclusion (see, for example, Santos 1999b, 2001b, 2003). Often these works fit in larger theoretical 
and societal projects that resist and/or offer alternatives to the Eurocentric “modernity” project 
(see Santos, 2001b, 2003, 2004). Escobar (2004, 2007), for example, refers to the emergence of self-
organizing global, regional, national, and local social movement networks, which operate under a 
new logic, fostering forms of counter-hegemonic globalization worldwide.63  

In the Latin American context, connected to the global rise of social movements, as well as 
wider processes of economic and cultural globalization, the coloniality debate opened up alternative 
ways of looking at political, theoretical, and epistemic debates (Saavedra, 2007). Theories on 
coloniality argue that the Eurocentric character of the world is constituted through the imposition 
of a relation of domination referred to as “coloniality” – a concept that differs from colonialism, 
which is a concept that implies the existence of a colonial administration. In explanations of the 
concept, reference is made to the coloniality of being, of power, and of knowing (see, e.g., Escobar, 2007; 
Grosfoguel 2007a, 2007b; Mignolo, 2007; Quijano 2005; Walsh 2007a, 2007b). Modernity is 
understood as establishing itself as a universal pattern together with this other face of coloniality. 
Coloniality, then, is a pattern of power that interacts with and influences various dimensions of 
social existence such as, among other things, work, subjectivity, authority, sexuality, culture, and 
identity. All these dimensions of the social experiences of individuals and groups determine the 
intersection of multiple power relations that, taken together, serve coloniality (Santos, 2009: 8). 
Coloniality thus is about the various sexual, political, epistemic, economic, spiritual, linguistic, and 
racial hierarchies that operate on various scales, from the global to the interactions between 
individuals. Debates on coloniality then help to understand the fact that – when we think of societal 
inequalities – we cannot reduce it to the exploration and domination in work and class relations. 
And this is an important point, as reference to the exploration and domination in work and class 

                                                            
63 The fact that many of these works are not widely known and disseminated is again linked to the scalar character of 
“political games” in the globalized world that result in legitimations and exclusions of social actors and their discourses 
on different scales. As mentioned before, to be a “global actor,” one must be recognized globally by other actors, cause 
global impacts, and be capable of engaging in dialogue and imposing one’s projects in environments where others are 
not able to. As a response to what Boaventura de Sousa Santos refers to as “sociology of absences,” the World Social 
Forum can be considered one initiative that envisions to strengthen these global “local” social struggles in particular, 
joining them in one event and offering a “global stage” (see Santos, 2003; see also Dale & Robertson, 2004; Mathers & 
Novelli, 2007). 
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relations still forms the dominant frame in many societies when societal inequalities (in education, 
housing, income etc.) are explained. The coloniality approach thus makes it possible to understand 
that modernity, apart from capitalist structures, also was accompanied by various other dimensions 
of domination and hierarchization in order to function in societies (Santos, 2009:8).  

Where it concerns education, the coloniality approach considers education systems in many 
post-colonial countries to be conservative, Eurocentric, and exclusionary (see for the case of Brazil, 
e.g., Santos, 2009; on the case of Bolivia see e.g., Lopes Cardozo, 2011). In thinking about 
education reform, the aim is then to understand and at the same time deconstruct historical 
structures of injustice, and construct an equitable and social, political, and economically just future. 
The coloniality approach then suggests that an epistemic dialogue between Eurocentric and other 
approaches to thinking and knowledge is necessary in order to understand and deconstruct 
injustices (Escobar, 2007; Gorfoguel, 2007; Walsh, 2007b). The deconstruction of knowledge is 
thus central to the coloniality debate. Instead of only adding new curriculum contents, effort should 
be made to also revise existing curriculum contents. In the revision of contents it is then the 
objective to combat Eurocentrism through the deconstruction of narratives that structure the 
reading of the world and create dominant world visions (Santos, 2009: 11). It is emphasized in this 
regard that “other” (such as indigenous) knowledge also needs to be valued (see, e.g., Walsh 2007a, 
2007b). Often designed in cooperation between social movement actors, intellectuals, and 
progressive political leaders, these reform agendas envision going against the “Western,” 
“European” or neoliberal ideas that until present dominate education systems. 

Summarizing, the coloniality debate helps in understanding the importance of recognizing 
the interplay between race, class, and other social constructs, such as gender, in lived realities of 
exclusion. Particularly regarding education it also helps to understand that the revision of existing 
curriculum contents is more important than the addition of new curriculum contents. 
 

2.6 A Critical Approach to Identity, Difference, and Inequality in Education 

When investigating the institutionalization of and enactments concerning ethnicity/race issues in 
education, this study makes use of the critical multicultural paradigm as discussed by May and 
Sleeter (2010) (see also May, 1999). Having its roots in a social movement that initially grew out of 
the civil rights movement in the United States, multicultural education is now a globally 
acknowledged idea. Thinking about multicultural education initially emerged from the search for 
ways to deal with the condition of cultural plurality in broader society and within the school, or, in 
the words of Sutton: “It speaks to questions of how school children are taught about their own 
social identity and the identity of others” (2005: 98). Accordingly, multicultural education developed 
as an alternative to the “universalists approach” to education that considered it the social mission of 
the school to “universalize knowledge” based on the Greek, Latin, and medieval heritage of the 
Western world, with this being considered the most highly developed human knowledge (Granato, 
2003). 
 Due to the worldwide massification of education since the 1980’s, which has further 
intensified since the 1990’s – and the resultant increased diversity within schools and classrooms – 
the need to reflect on how educational institutions, processes, and contents should respond to the 
“multicultural” population was reinforced. The process of massification of education was also 
accompanied, however, by a spreading and strengthening of the human capital paradigm, 
disseminating the idea that education is predominantly an investment opportunity in “human 
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capital” (Bonal, 2012; Robertson, 2011, 2012), leaving aside complex issues such as identity, 
diversity, and citizenship (Sutton, 2005: 97).   
 While from the 1980’s onwards several alternative approaches appeared that 
developed more elaborate theories about identity, difference, and inequality in education, many 
authors point to the fact that the spreading of the multicultural discourse was accompanied by an 
increase in superficial interpretations of the issue of diversity and ways to work with it in education 
(May & Sleeter, 2010; Sleeter, 1996; Sutton, 2005; Gorski, 2006). These authors point to the fact 
that currently the dominant understanding of multicultural education is based on a vague appeal to 
“tolerance,” and “respect for diversity and difference,” that disassociates multicultural education 
from power issues. Some refer to these as “liberal” (see May & Sleeter, 2010), or “conservative” 
approaches (Gorski, 2006). I refer to this approach as the cultural approach and juxtapose it against 
the sociopolitical approach (see Table 2.1). This dominant approach is characterized in educational 
institutions by a primary focus on education about different ethnic/racial groups (studying the 
“other” and “their culture”). Thereby a naturalization of differences and a reification of the concept 
culture can often be perceived. In so doing, the “other” is (implicitly) discussed from a perspective 
in which the identity, customs, and worldviews of the (white) majority are taken as norm. The 
(often implicit) objective is then assimilation of minorities into the majority culture in terms of 
power. The discussion of exclusion, discrimination, and racism is not included in this dominant 
discourse. And when inequalities enter the debate, “minorities in power” are held responsible for 
their own situation of exclusion – a phenomenon also referred to as “blaming the victim.” Essed 
(1991) refers to the refusal to recognize racism and take responsibility for it as one of the two levels 
on which racism as an ideology operates. This is accompanied by the level of daily practices and the 
interpretation of these practices.   
 The dominant interpretation of issues related to identity, difference, and inequality in 
education were strengthened concomitant with the massification of education worldwide that 
propagates the value of meritocracy in education while carrying within a “universal cultural 
blueprint” (Sutton, 2005: 99). Dubet (2003: 40) argues that – due to the massification of public 
education in recent decades – the school as institution finds itself in a paradoxical situation: on the 
one hand the modern school affirms the equality of all (all children have, a priori, the same value), 
while on the other hand the school is meritocratic, since it ranks and classifies individuals based 
solely on their “merits.” The author indicates a dangerous trend in this regard of “blaming the 
victim”: 
 

Exclusion is not only an “objective” systemic phenomenon, it is also a subjective experience of 
exclusion lived potentially as self-destructive, since each one is responsible for his or her own 
education, for his or her own adventure. In other words, excluded subjects are under the threat 
of being destroyed by their exclusion, which would be the sign of their own “nullity.” (Dubet, 
2004: 41) 

 
This dominant interpretation of issues related to identity, difference, and inequality in education fits 
in an allover formal interpretation of equal opportunities and social justice identified by Van Parijs 
(2004). In education, this formal interpretation is also characterized by a focus on distributive 
elements of justice, such as those related to access and permanence, and does not consider the 
recognition dimensions that relate to educational contents and processes (on the recognition and 
redistribution dimension of social justice, see also Fraser, 1995). Education in general, and its 
contexts, processes, actors, and role are depoliticized (see also Apple, 2005). Schools are considered 
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neutral (concerning ethnicity/race issues also color-blind) institutions, not connected to differences 
and inequalities in society. Within this perspective no recognition exists of the sociohistoric context 
in which education takes place and in which identities are shaped. Consequently, in the formulation 
of policies and practices, no (or a minimal) analysis takes place of how power is used (both 
explicitly, as well as in implicit ways). Informal rules for distribution are not considered. Moreover, 
the fact that in practice we do not treat each other equally is not recognized. Taboos exist regarding 
differentiation. The focus is, instead, on improving formal participation structures, equal access, and 
stimulation of permanence.  

As opposed to the cultural approach, a critical paradigm exists that criticizes – and at the 
same time formulates – an alternative to this liberal/conservative approach to education in general, 
and the curriculum and ethnic/racial inequalities in particular. The critical perspectives include 
elements of various other approaches, such as antiracist education (see, e.g., Troyna, 1987; 1993), 
critical race theory (see, e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1998, Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Stovall, 2006), 
and critical pedagogy (see for example, Apple, 1995, 1996, 2004; Giroux, 1988, 2003). In its initial 
stage, the work by these critical scholars was strongly inspired by the writings of Brazilian educator 
and philosopher Paulo Freire, who in his work emphasized students’ ability to think critically about 
their education, and to recognize connections between their individual problems and experiences, 
and the social contexts in which they are embedded. Freire’s basic argument is that education can 
only become “liberating” when it stimulates the creation of consciousness (conscientização). Creation 
of consciousness is then considered to be the first step towards power and know-how for taking 
action against oppression (also referred to as praxis) (Freire, 1970).  

The key issue addressed in the different critical approaches that have been developed since 
the 1970’s – specifically in their criticism of the liberal/conservative approach to diversity and 
inequality in education – is that it fails to recognize the power-grounded relationships within 
processes of identity construction, cultural representation, struggles over resources, and multiple 
interpretations, reinterpretations, and negotiations of meanings happening with regard to education 
in general, and “school knowledge,” or the curriculum, in particular. I therefore refer to this 
approach as the sociopolitical approach. In essence, this more critical paradigm intends to avoid an 
approach that essentializes and depoliticizes education and culture – treating both culture and 
education (policy) as neutral and unchanging “things” – thereby ignoring the wider social and 
political context (see May & Sleeter, 2010: 6). This approach to ethnicity/race issues in education 
fits in with the approach of the “cultural political economy of education” (CPE/E) that inspired 
this study (Robertson, 2009, 2011, see also Lopes Cardozo, 2011), as this approach also sees 
education “as a complex terrain and outcome of discursive, material and institutionalized struggles 
over education (knowledge, learning, teaching, assessment) in the ‘social contract,’ and the scales at 
which they are governed” (Robertson, 2011). The approach gives priority to structural analysis of 
unequal power relations, studying the role of institutionalized inequities, including – but not 
necessarily limited to – racism. 

The sociopolitical approach identifies the importance of recognizing the way concerns 
regarding identity, difference, and inequality in education are played out differently in each (global, 
regional, national, state, municipal, or community) context. As Sutton (2005: 100) argues regarding 
the national context of education policymaking: controversies connected to multicultural education 
go to the heart of the meaning of citizenship in a nation-state, since mass schooling – besides 
strengthening debates on diversity – has also universally promoted certain concepts of citizenship in 
nations. Each national debate concerning cultural difference and education is embedded in the 
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“topography of diversity” that is unique to that nation. The differences refer to complex issues of 
identity, diversity, and citizenship ensuing from different local histories. Knowing the “lay of the 
land” thus provides the critical context for understanding each specific debate (Sutton, 2005). In the 
same line, Sleeter, in her article “Multicultural Education as a Social Movement” (1996), emphasizes 
that the political engagement of local social movement actors is essential for progressive change in 
education. Children of oppressed groups, their parents, their communities, and their grassroots 
advocacy organizations need to be seen as the natural constituency of processes of educational 
change towards more social, ethnical, and racial justice and recognition. It should be noted, 
however, that effective change will only be realized when the majority groups and their children, 
parents, and communities also take up their responsibility to engage in these processes of change.  

 
Table 2.1 Considering identity, difference and inequality in education:  
                 two interpretations 

Cultural approach Sociopolitical approach 

Philosophical/Political point of departure 

Formal interpretation of equal opportunities: 
Focus on distributive elements of justice 
(access, permanence) 
 

Holistic interpretation of equal opportunities: 
Focus on distributive and recognition 
dimensions of justice (access, permanence and 
processes and contents)  
 

Pedagogical practices characterized by 

-Equal treatment through formal 
participation structures (reward individual 
outcomes/focus on “merit”) 
-Non-problematization and avoidance 
conflict 
 
 
 
-Depoliticization of education context, 
processes, and contents (naturalization of 
differences and essentialization of identities) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
-Static approach to/reification of culture, as 
linked to “the other” (assimilation) 
 
-No interrogation of modernity (no 
theorization of the concepts ethnicity/race, 
whiteness; and intersection with categories as 
class and gender) 
 

-Recognition of differences and unveiling 
inequalities and informal rules for distribution 
-Unequals treated differently (positive  
discrimination allowed in some 
circumstances/contexts) 
-Working with difference and inequalities, 
making use of conflicts that surge in context 
 
-Recognition of political context and role 
education (school as a sociohistorical 
construct; traditional curricula product of 
power relations)  
-Attention to how power is used in shaping 
education (systems, institutions, processes, and 
contents) 
-Investigate/support grassroots activism (link 
community) 
 
-Interrogate differences (hybridism of cultures 
& social and individual identities) 
 
-Interrogates modernity (and concepts such as 
ethnicity/race, whiteness; and intersection with 
categories such as class and gender in lived 
realities of exclusion) 
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Building on the critical sociopolitical approach, in this study ethnicity/race issues are understood in 
the social, political, and historical meaning that the concepts have in Brazilian society. In the 
context of Brazil, it can be observed that those groups that debate identity, cultural representation, 
resources, and meaning of education in general, and “school knowledge” regarding Law 10.639 in 
particular – in line with “coloniality thinking” discussed in the last section – understand these issues 
in the context of Brazil as a country with a colonial history that influenced and still influences the 
“topography of diversity” that marks the country. 
 

2.7 Raising the Questions 

This chapter discussed the theoretical approach and concepts central in this study. It offers the 
basis for formulating the research questions and the conceptual framework. As foundation for the 
discussion in the rest of this book, the research questions and conceptual framework are presented.  
 
The central research question of this study is:  
 
What policy discourses and multi-scalar interactions influence the process of curriculum development with regard to 
ethnicity/race and education in contemporary Brazil?  
 
The process of curriculum development (understood as initial formation and transformation) is the 
main focus of study in this thesis. My interest is in understanding both the process of framing 
“alternative” policy discourses with regard to ethnicity/race and education, and the process of 
recontextualization of these in pedagogical practices and strategies. Therefore, the study consists of two 
levels of analysis. One level deals with the arenas in which policies are designed and negotiated in an 
interactive process between political institutions and organized civil society actors acting 
independently from these institutions, while the other level deals with the arenas in which the 
outcome of this process is received and translated into educational institutions and practices.   

Based on the theory discussed in this chapter, three main arenas are expected to play a role 
in the process of curriculum development regarding ethnicity/race and education in contemporary 
Brazil. Similar to the policy cycle model discussed earlier, I also refer to three main arenas involved: 
a first arena where the policies as texts are constructed; a second one in which the strategy of actors 
is mainly focused on problem framing and influencing agenda setting and; a third one where 
enactment on the policy agenda takes place. The three arenas are referred to as the “official political 
arena” (OPA), the “civil society arena” (CSA) and the “pedagogical arena” (PA). The three arenas 
and their expected relationships are visualized in Figure 2.4 below. I identify the official political 
arena as the arena in which policies – as texts – are constructed and institutionalized in political 
institutions at different scales. The civil society arena is the arena where the strategy of actors, 
operating outside the official political arena, is mainly focused on influencing the agenda-setting 
processes (which mostly happens in the official political arena) through framing specific issues in a 
specific way. The third arena, the pedagogical arena, is the arena where the policy agenda is 
recontextualized and translated in practices in educational institutions. In understanding the process 
in the pedagogical arena, focus is on what happens with outcomes of the agenda (in this case 
specifically Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives) at the school level.   
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The sub-questions, each relating to one of the two levels of analysis (A and B), are: 
 

A) What discourses and multi-scalar interactions explain the uneven policy change process with regard to 
ethnicity/race and education in Brazil? 

B) How is the new policy discourse received and recontextualized at the school level in Brazil and what 
conditions contribute to its effective implementation? 

 
Linked to sub-question A, the following empirical questions were formulated:  
 
a1) What arenas, actors, and events influenced the agenda-setting process concerning ethnicity/race issues in 

education until the moment when Law 10.639 was passed and its regulation came about?  
a2)  What arenas, actors, and events have (had) an effect on the process of institutionalization of Law 10.639 

and the Curriculum Directives 003/2004? 
a3)  How do different actors interpret, maintain, or contest (the constitution of) this agenda and its 

institutionalization? 
 
Linked to sub-question B, the following empirical questions were formulated: 
  
b1)  What contextual factors affect the enactments related to Law 10.639 and the Curriculum  

Directive 003/2004 in the case of a municipality school in Niterói, Rio de Janeiro? 
b2)  How do members of the pedagogical/management team and teachers in the school receive and 

translate the content of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directive 003/2004? 
b3)  How does personal background influence the way teachers in the school work with ethnicity/race issues?  
  
Concerning the first sub-question, various actors active in official political arenas and civil society 
arenas, were expected to play a role. It was presumed that in the official political arena at national 
level the Ministry of Education (MEC) and the National Education Council (Conselho Nacional de 
Educação, CNE) either played or had played a role. Moreover, at state and municipal levels, the 
secretariats of education and related institutions, such as the school inspection and the education 
councils, were presumed to be the important actors. In the civil society arena, actors such as the 
Brazilian Black Movement and teachers unions, were expected to play a key role, but it was also 
expected that other organizations, such as NGOs (non-governmental organizations), INGOs 
(international non-governmental organizations) and the media played a role. Moreover in the 
pedagogical arena (an arena that is the focus of analysis in the second sub-question), schools, 
teacher training initiatives, scholars and, research entities were expected to play the most important 
roles (the last three, in fact, operating from spaces in which the pedagogical arena overlapp with the 
civil society arena).    

Based on the theory, preliminary assumptions were also made regarding the relationships 
and interactions between the three different arenas. As the model illustrates, the three arenas were 
expected to be embedded in, and related to six different contexts at different scales. Besides the 
national, state, municipal, and community contexts, the regional and global contexts are indicated as 
well. This was done based on the expectation that events and developments taking place at these 
scales influence the process too. The different sub-arenas and actors involved in the processes of 
curriculum development regarding ethnicity/race were expected to be related to different contexts 
and scales, (sometimes) simultaneously. This expectation regarding the interaction and simultaneity 
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is visualized in the (partial overlap of the) three arenas. Hence, starting point for the study was the 
idea that it is mostly in the overlapping spheres that the agenda is strengthened.64 Besides a dynamic 
interaction between arenas, actors were also expected to be mobile between and within the arenas.  
It was also assumed that in these overlapping spheres the dynamic interaction between the arenas, 
and mobility of actors within and between these, is also characterized by hybrid discourses (Lopes, 
2006) and power struggles. The concepts “official political arena” and “pedagogical arena” used in 
this study bring the two recontextualization fields Bernstein describes to mind. Indeed: this study 
affirms the idea that recontextualization plays a crucial role in the initial formation and 
transformation of official pedagogic discourses of federal and state policy at the macro level in the 
official political arena, and of local pedagogic practice (e.g., classroom interactions) at the micro 
level in the pedagogical arena. However, similar to the policy cycle, a third arena was included in the 
model. The “civil society arena” was added based on the expectation that – in the specific case and 
context studied – social movements play(ed) a crucial role in the agenda-setting process, acting inside, 
but at the same time also independently of both the official political arena and pedagogical arena. In 
the context of this study it was then considered important to analytically distinguish the civil society 
arena as a third arena. Accordingly, it is argued that this model – in which, in addition to the two 
arenas (official political arena and pedagogical arena) that frame the “official” and the “non-official” 
pedagogic discourse, another arena has been added where “alternative” pedagogic discourses are 
framed – does better justice to the expected central role played by social movements (specifically 
the Brazilian Black Movement) in the process. 

Regarding the second sub-question, which focuses on how the new policy discourse is received and 
recontextualized at the school level and what conditions contribute to its effective implementation, expectations are 
also elaborated (these are visualized in Figure 2.5 below, which in itself should be considered as 
fitting into the pedagogical arena in Figure 2.4). Informed by the strategic-relational approach, 
characteristics are identified on both the actors’ beliefs/knowledge side (left-hand side of the 
model) as well as on the structural, context side (right-hand side of the model). It must be 
mentioned that, where Hay (2002a: 212) in his model refers to “cognitions,” in this study this has 
been replaced by the concepts “knowledge” and “beliefs.” The model indicates the importance of 
making a distinction between beliefs and knowledge since, as the discussion in this chapter has 
shown, personal and social beliefs play a central role in the (change of) practices. Accordingly, 
considering beliefs and the relationship between beliefs and knowledge is of great importance when 
trying to understand (possibilities of) change in education.  

Hence, the factors linked in the model by dotted lines were expected to play a part in the 
dynamics and enactments related to Law 10.639 involving actors in the pedagogical arena. Those 

                                                            
64 While on this point my work shows similarities with the theory of Ball, it should be noted that this author describes 
the relation between the context of influence, the context of text production, and the context of practice as 
“interrelated,” or “loosely coupled” (Ball, 1993: 16). In this study, instead, the relation is seen more as “interaction” and 
(partly) “overlapping.” Thereby I build on the insights from Gale (1999: 404), who observes that – by presenting the 
three contexts as separated from each other – Bowe, Ball, and Gold (1992) seem to hinder their own attempts to break 
away from the rigidity in policy production they identify in the work of others, where policy is considered “simply 
something done to people” (Bowe et al., 1992: 15). Gale, instead, prefers to understand the relation between the three 
contexts as “fluid.” It is about “different descriptions of the same social reality – as textual elements discursively 
selected and ordered to differently construct them” (1999: 404). While this exact description does not completely 
correspond with the sometimes highly conflictive character of the relationships between and also within the different 
arenas, the idea expressed by Gale that at some moments “contexts of policy text production […] [can] also be 
understood as contexts of practice and of influence, depending on the emphasis within any one hegemonic moment” 
(1999: 404) applies in this study.  
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issues and factors are – on the actors side – five factors linked to beliefs (own role perception, 
personal experiences, own racial consciousness, identity, opinion versus the law, and the directives), 
and three factors linked to knowledge (knowledge on racial inequality and racism, knowledge on the 
law and the directives, and reflection on own and social beliefs). On the structural side three main 
contextual factors (training, “local” and “external” factors and ideologies, norms and rules) and 
several related sub-factors were identified.    
 
Figure 2.4  Conceptual framework: the policy process concerning ethnicity/race and 

education in Brazil    
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Figure 2.5  The dialectical process between politics of ethnicity/race and education and 
pedagogical practices and strategies 

 

 
 
Source: Hay (2002a: 212), adapted by the author  
  
The discussion in this chapter on the strategic relational approach made clear – and the models 
above also visualize – that actors are considered part of a social structure in which certain practices 
are more difficult to realize, and where certain beliefs are shaped, supported, and/or given meaning, 
while others are not. The school context in particular is recognized as a context characterized by a 
density of (inter)actions in which individual professionals (such as, for example, those in the school 
administration, the educationists, coordinators, and teachers) often will have to develop pedagogical 
practices ad hoc, responding to life situations in the institution or in the classroom. Therefore, it is 
easy in this context to rely or fall back on personal beliefs, even more so if certain beliefs also reside 
in or are reinforced by the social belief structure within the institution and the society in a broader 
sense. However, based on the strategic relational approach, and taking up elements from other 
theories discussed in this chapter, actors and their actions are also considered strategic. It is through 
the actions and strategies applied by actors that “local” or “external” characteristics in fact have an 
effect in certain situations. For understanding how and why actors reproduce or transform 
particular education practices, I embark from the idea expressed by Dale that different factors 
should be considered as jointly forming the (changing) context in which both education policy and 
practice is made (1983: 201-202). In attempting to understand the processes of initial formation and 
transformation of the curriculum with regard to ethnicity/race by actors within the school, it is then 
the interaction between different factors, and structural and discursive selectivity, that should be 
taken into account.  
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Chapters 4 and 5 address sub-question A, and the related model, while Chapter 6 addresses 
sub-question B, and the associated model. In the conclusions of this book (Chapter 7) both models 
will be critically examined. This theoretical framework served as the point of departure for 
methodological choices made in conducting the research. In the next chapter, these methodological 
choices and the methods used for gathering data and conducting analysis will be presented.
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 3 
Research Design and Methodology 

 
This chapter presents the methodology and the research design of this study. It explains which 
concrete events were analyzed, where these events took place, and who the participants were. It also 
discusses how the collected data were analyzed, what ethical issues were considered, and what the 
limitations of this approach are. I will start off by briefly highlighting the theoretical foundations of 
the methodological choices. 
 

3.1  Theoretical Foundations and Methodological Considerations  

As briefly mentioned in Chapter 2, in the investigation of social reality in general and ethnicity/race 
issues in education in particular, the theoretical framework offered by the “cultural political 
economy of education” (CPE/E) approach (Robertson, 2011; Robertson, 2009) has inspired this 
work. Based on insights from the “cultural political economy” analysis of social formations, 
relations, and subjectivities (Jessop, 2004; 2008), CPE/E sees education “not as a pre-given 
container, or a universal, unchanging, category of social relations and life worlds, but as a complex 
terrain and outcome of discursive, material and institutionalized struggles over education [...] in the 
‘social contract,’ and the scales at which they are governed” (Robertson, 2011: 4). The CPE/E 
focuses, then, on what Jessop describes as:   
 

[e]xamining how a given structure may privilege some actors, some identities, some strategies, 
some spatial and temporal horizons, some actions over others; and the ways, if any, in which 
actors (individual and/or collective) take account of this differential privileging through 
“strategic-context” analysis when choosing a course of action. (Jessop, 2008: 236) 

 
Within CPE/E, elements from scientific or critical realism, as presented by Bhaskar and Archer 
(Hay, 2002: 122; see also Danermark et al., 2002; Robertson, 2000: 9, Jessop, 2005), can be 
recognized. Critical realism claims that the world is structured in such a way that it exhibits a 
separation of appearance and reality. Arguing that social reality consists of structures and internal 
related objects containing causally operating properties, the critical realist approach goes beyond 
what is empirically observable through formulating questions about, and developing concepts of, 
the more fundamental, transfactual conditions for the events and phenomena under study 
(Danermark et al., 2002: 96). It is affirmed that “if we are to reveal the structured reality of the 
world we inhabit, we must cast our gaze beyond the superficial realm of appearances, deploying a 
theory as a sensitizing instrument to reveal the structured reality beneath the surface” (Hay, 2002: 
122). It embarks from the idea that we cannot understand (political) behavior and power relations 
without understanding the ideas actors hold about their environment. Thus, it recognizes a complex 
and dialectical interaction between material and ideational factors (Hay, 2002a: 208). Critical realists 
argue that, in trying to understand reality, ontology must be distinguished from epistemology. 
Presenting critical realism as an alternative to both positivism and postmodernism, Fairclough 
(2005) affirms that “we must avoid the ‘epistemic fallacy’ of confusing the nature of reality with our 
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knowledge of reality” (2005: 922). In critical realist theory reference is made to a “stratified 
ontology,” which sees processes/events and structures as different strata of social reality with 
different properties (Fairclough, 2005: 922). In critical realism a distinction is drawn between the 
“real,” the “actual,” and the “empirical”: “the ‘real’ is the domain of structures with their associated 
‘causal powers’; the ‘actual’ is the domain of events and processes; the ‘empirical’ is the part of the 
real and the actual that is experienced by social actors” (Fairclough, 2005: 922). However, the 
author continues: “[t]he ‘actual’ does not in any simple or straightforward way reflect the ‘real’: the 
extent to which and ways in which the particular causal powers are activated to affect actual events 
is contingent on the complex interaction of different structures and causal powers in the causing of 
events.” Causal powers thus are not exclusively the properties of structures: social agents also have 
causal powers which affect the actual. Henceforth critical realism aims to explain social processes 
and events in terms of the causal powers of both structures and human agency and their eventual 
effects (Fairclough, 2005: 923).   

The theoretical approach discussed above influenced to a great extent the design of the 
research and the methodological choices made. These will be discussed in this section, grouping 
them in four topics: the focus on discursive manifestations; the view on the relationship between 
“micro” and “macro”; the relationship between engagement and commitment, and; the qualitative 
approach. 
 
Focus on Discursive Manifestations 
As explained in Chapter 2, investigation of discourse as mediating entity is necessary to account for 
the relationship between structures, and processes or events. Discourse was referred to as a social 
practice that, through defining the “thinkable” and the “unthinkable,” constitutes issues and 
subjects through “language.” It was argued that discourse is a form of social action and interaction, 
situated in social contexts in which the participants are not only speakers, writers, listeners, or 
readers, but also social actors, and members of certain groups and sectors of society (Fairclough, 
1995, 1997, 2005; Van Dijk, 1997). Discourse norms, rules, conditions, and functions and their 
effects are socially shared. Discourses and the mental dimensions linked to it are embedded in social 
situations and social structures. And, vice versa, social representations, relations, and structures are 
often constituted, constructed, valued, normalized, evaluated, and legitimated through text and 
speech.   

In understanding the nature, function, and effects of discourse in the formation of social 
practices related to ethnicity/race issues in education, this work draws on the approach of “critical 
discourse analysis” (CDA). The critical discourse analysis approach clarifies that, if one wants to 
know what ideology looks like, how it is disseminated through discourse, and how it can be 
changed and reproduced, we need to look at its “discursive manifestations,” that is, the ways in 
which they are expressed in language use, text, speech, and communication (Van Dijk, 1997). 
Hence, the fact that critical discourse analysis is not merely concerned with languages and orders of 
discourse, but also with texts as (elements of) processes, and with the relations of tension between 
the two (Fairclough, 2005: 922), distinguishes it from more descriptive approaches in discourse 
analysis. Instead of focusing upon language – or the use of language – in and for itself, critical 
discourse analysis concentrates on the analysis of linguistic and semiotic aspects of social processes, 
structures, and problems (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 271). The existence of different levels, 
strategies, and structures of discourse, all with distinct mental, interaction, and social functions, and 
the role these play in the constitution and expression of discourses is recognized.  
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Critical discourse analysis, focusing on the analysis of texts in their societal context, makes it 
possible to deconstruct discourses and unveil their articulations and underlying ideologies. In critical 
discourse analysis, it is claimed that naturalized implicit propositions of an ideological character are 
pervasive in discourse, contributing to the positioning of people as social subjects (Fairclough, 
1995: 23). Hence, as this study aims to adopt a critical approach, it aims to “elucidate such 
naturalizations, and more generally to identify social determinations and effects of discourse which 
are characteristically opaque to participants” (Fairclough, 1995: 23). 

One of the characteristics of critical discourse analysis is that it is interpretative and 
explanatory. As discourse is linked to ideologies and power relations, these need to be 
deconstructed and embedded in the related social conditions (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 279). 
Therefore a systematic methodology and a thorough investigation of the context are needed. In the 
case of this study, in order to unveil the different interpretations and translations of Law 10.639 as a 
policy instrument, and the processes of agenda setting and enactment related to it, the attempt was 
made to aquire knowledge concerning (dominant societal) argumentation structures related to 
ethnicity/race, racism, and inequality in Brazil. This was done based on the idea that this knowledge 
makes it possible to disentangle manifest and latent meanings and find out more about (political) 
rhetoric concerning the issue of ethnicity/race. Thereby it was recognized that only in this way the 
analysis of a discourse can lead to an explanatory contribution, instead of merely having an 
interpretative character.  

Attempting to deconstruct discourses related to ethnicity/race and education in general, and 
Law 10.639 in particular, in the analysis of the texts (in a broad sense), this study focused on the 
unraveling of the different discourse strategies used to express certain ideas. Special attention was 
paid to the analysis of the ways in which discourses had an evaluative, affective, comparative, 
normative, or judgmental function. These functions were recognized in elements of discourse such 
as local meaning, style, and rhetoric. 

First, local meaning was analyzed, relating it to the ways in which a certain subject is 
specified, implications are formulated, and strategic expressions such as negation or concession are 
used. Analysis of local meaning helped to unveil the underlying beliefs and attitudes regarding 
ethnicity/race issues in general, and Law 10.639 specifically. Thereby special focus went to the ways 
in which ethnicity/race issues were problematized. Coherence, implications, presumptions, and 
negation expressed in the structure of the sentences and choice of words were considered. 
Moreover, the following questions guided the analysis: What are the implications of or 
presumptions behind the statements? From what pre-established truths does the speaker seem to 
start? What implicit relations are intimated between statements? Does the speaker express a(n 
implicit) view on causal or explanatory relations? Do the statements have a judgmental connotation? 
What other causal relations between statements and facts are (implicitly) suggested? Moreover, 
adhering to the perspective of critical discourse analysis, it was also considered important to 
investigate implicit propositions, since ideologies are also often embedded in the “unsaid” 
(Fairclough, 1995: 24). Hence, the intention of this study was to also to develop a view on “what is 
not said, […] what is hidden, and […] of what it might be but is not” (Bonal, 2012: 6).    

Second, when studying style and rhetoric, the focus is on answering the question regarding 
which implicit or explicit argumentation can be unveiled in the statements. Style and rhetoric refer 
to the different ways in which in a specific context meaning is given through the selection of special 
words or the use of certain pronouns, such as “us” and “them.” They can also allude to more distant 
ways of referring to other groups, such as “those people.” Use of this terminology is considered an 
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important strategy (unconsciously) used to create and strengthen polarization in society. Linked to 
this, attention is paid to negative representation of the other and positive representation of the self. Discourse 
structures that present “them” as bad, and “us” as good, could very well play a significant role in the 
expression and reproduction of polarized underlying attitudes and ideologies (Van Dijk, 1997). 
Attention is also paid to use of the expressions such as “You know what I mean,” or “normal,” as these 
are considered strategies speakers use that allow them to remain implicit on some issues. It is a 
strategy speakers use to demarcate what they consider “information” and what they do not. This 
links up to the interest regarding the “unsaid” already referred to above. Moreover, when 
considering style, the order of words, the use of active or passive sentences (or other structural ways 
to make the “agency” of certain actors more or less prominent), the use of contrast, metaphors, 
hyperbole, and euphemisms are also significant.  
 
A Critical View of the Relationship Between “Micro” and “Macro” 
This study adopts a critical view of the relationship between micro events (such as verbal events), 
and “macro” structures, considering the latter as both the condition for and the product of the 
former. Hence, in critical discourse analysis rigid barriers between the study of the “micro” and the 
“macro” are rejected (Fairclough, 1995: 28). Recognizing the idea that analysis of text should not be 
isolated from analysis of institutional and discursive practices within which texts are embedded, a 
framework was developed that integrated both “micro” and “macro.” Based on the three-
dimensional framework of critical discourse analysis that includes both the analysis of text, 
discourse practice, and sociocultural practice, this study focuses on the investigation of processes of 
text production and distribution as well as of interpretation, translation, and recontextualization of 
these in different contexts.65 Considerations from the extended case method (Burawoy, 1998) also 
helped in establishing how – through reflexive analysis, and “extending from the field” – to extract 
“the general from the unique.” As formulated by Burawoy (1998: 5), the extended case method 
entails a process where “moving from the ‘micro’ to the ‘macro,’ it tries to connect the present to 
the past in anticipation of the future by building on preexisting theory.” 
 
Engagement and Commitment 
Discourse analysis as a socially committed scientific paradigm (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 279-280) 
is a form of social action because it intends to uncover opaqueness and power relations. Ideally, this 
uncovering will lead to the formulation of new guidelines for different patterns of behavior. In this 
study, I intended to uncover and unveil (at least some) rationales, motives, and frames existing 
behind the non-recognition and recognition of racial inequality in Brazilian society in general, and in 
education in particular. While starting from a clear commitment, in critical discourse analysis, 
interpretations and explanations are also never considered finished and authoritative: “[t]hey are 
dynamic and open, open to new contexts and new information” (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 279). 
Scholars working from a critical discourse analysis perspective do not consider themselves as 
producing dispassionate and objective social science. Instead, they position themselves as engaged 
and committed. While affirming the idea that a critical approach does not imply an exception to the 
normal objectivity of social sciences, in this research I do start from a position of solidarity with 
“minorities in power” and “subordinate social groups” (Santos, 2001b); in this case those actors in 
Brazilian society campaigning for a more just society, also in an ethnic/racial sense.  

                                                            
65 This is an element that fits nicely with the approach to the policy process adopted in this study (see Chapter 2).     
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Thereby I also identify with the statement made in relation to critical discourse analysis 
(Fairclough & Wodak, 1997: 279) that research, and the different moments that are part of it, such 
as interviewing and observing, is also a form of intervention in social practice and social 
relationships. The act of entering spaces – such as schools, social movement organizations, and 
institutions linked to the official political arena – that are not part of my own daily routine entails 
my “intervening” in these situations. This does not mean that the “situations” and reactions I might 
provoke reflect reality to any lesser degree. But it is important to recognize that I also am playing a 
role in this reality. Among many other things, the following factors played a role in collecting data: 
1) my being a researcher and not an education professional or actor working in the state apparatus; 
2) my not being Brazilian; 3) my being a woman; and 4) my being white. These aspects affected the 
ways in which others presented themselves to me and the extent to which they opened themselves 
up to me, when reflecting on reality and their own acting in it. In the words of Burawoy (1998: 22), 
several “layers of power” have a part to play in the contexts and situations I studied, and I as a 
researcher was also part of these.  

Regarding the importance afforded to reflection on the own role as researcher, some 
elements of the “extended case method” (ECM) (Burawoy, 1998) are relevant to highlight here. The 
extended case method uses a reflexive model of science that takes as its premise the inter-
subjectivity of scientist and subject of study. In the extended case method, instead of suspending 
participation in the world studied, for instance through standardization of data collection and the 
“bracketing” of external conditions (Burawoy, 1998: 5), the researcher tries to thematize the own 
participation in the world studied. I adhere here to the words of Mathers and Novelli (2007: 230) 
that the extended case method, in the attempt to construct a bridge between academia and activism, 
is characterized by a critically engaged approach to researching resistance to neoliberal globalization 
(see also Santos, 1999a). The extended case method fits thereby in a “reflexive model of science” – 
a model that embraces not detachment but engagement as the road to knowledge, or, in the words 
of Mathers and Novelli (2007: 231), “a social science that is both intellectually critical and oriented 
to intervention in the public sphere.”  

This study closely adheres to the idea expressed by Santos regarding the existence of a need 
to move from a focus on knowledge that serves regulation, to a focus on knowledge that serves 
emancipation (Santos, 1999a: 48). Santos calls for a “sociology of absences” that uncovers the 
hidden histories and struggles of the resisting “other” and a “sociology of emergences” that charts 
possible alternative tendencies and counter-hegemonic futures (Santos, 2001b: 191). In developing 
this approach, the first step is to start “listening to the south” (Santos in Mathers & Novelli, 2007: 
234). Thereby I agree with Mathers and Novelli (2007: 234) that the South “is used metaphorically, 
regardless of geographical location, for the site inhabited by those suffering under global capitalism, 
and resisting it.” Boaventura de Sousa Santos (in Mathers & Novelli, 2007: 234) rightly highlights 
that more innovative ideas and practices often come from both outside the North and outside 
academia. 66  Accordingly, in the search for developing “a dialogue with ‘active’ and ‘counter-
hegemonic’ publics” (Burawoy, 1998, 2004: 1607), for this study the participation in the project 
“Law 10.639 and Teaching Geography” conducted by the research group Geography, Race 
Relations and Social Movements (Núcleo de Estudos e Pesquisas em Geografia, Relações Raciais e Movimentos 
Sociais, NEGRAM), linked to the department of teacher training from the Rio de Janeiro State 
University was considered as positively influencing and to a great extent nurturing the development 
of this study.  

                                                            
66 In fact, as one of the sites, Santos (2004a) refers to the World Social Forum.  
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A Qualitative Approach 
These methodological considerations influenced choices made concerning methods. For this study, 
the conscious choice for a dominant qualitative approach was made. This was based on the idea 
that the unveiling of processes, strategies, ideas, and discourses is difficult, or even impossible, to 
realize through a mere quantitative approach. It is a fact that in quantitative attitude research 
questions are often programmed in such a way that details – essential for the understanding of 
processes, strategies, ideas, and discourses – are lost. Accordingly, a critical ethnographic approach 
was used in which the focus was on unraveling micro-processes while embedding these in the 
macro-structural environment of Brazil. Thereby I build on the idea expressed by Gillborn (1994: 
162) regarding the key role of ethnography in documenting power and understanding processes of 
change and resistance. 

Nonetheless, in the second part of this study some quantitative contextual data are 
presented as well. Given the fact that no systematic evaluation on implementation of Law 10.639 in 
schools by national or local authorities existed, a wide variety of data garnered from surveys and a 
more quantitative analysis of these provided me a first general overview with regard to “the state of 
art.” These quantitative data served to illustrate the context in which certain processes, strategies, 
ideas, and discourses in the specific case school I analyzed took place. 

In this project different sampling strategies were adopted at different stages of the research 
project. In all these stages, instead of selecting elements based on a specific calculation of chances, 
the characteristics of the population were used as the basis of selection (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 78). 
As will be detailed below, in the initial stage of the project, while categories were still being 
identified and named, sampling was more open and unstructured. As theory developed during the 
project, categories were integrated along dimensional levels, and sampling became more purposive 
and discriminate (Straus & Corbin in Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 81). As a criterion for selection of 
participant institutions and actors, the principle of in-depth coverage (instead of breadth in terms of 
sample) was adhered to. The intention was to achieve symbolic representation and diversity, not 
necessarily to produce a sample sufficiently large to allow independent commentary, as would be 
the case in statistical research (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 102). Accordingly, the samples are relatively 
small. This approach had its effects on the generalizability of the findings. While the in-depth 
analysis of one case school helped in recognizing, uncovering, and unveiling processes, strategies, 
ideas, and discourses, no statements can be made regarding “the implementation of Law 10.639” in 
general. 
 

3.2 Research Design 

Focusing on the relationship between professional educators in the school as strategic actors and 
the strategic selective context of the governance of race issues in education, this research project 
was divided in two parts: one (A) that started from the analysis of the strategic selective context of 
politics of race and education, and another (B) that started from the analysis of the strategies of 
actors in the school regarding race issues in their daily educational practice.  

In first instance, the politics of race and education were studied (part A). The intention was 
to understand who the main actors are on the different scales of governance (e.g., the global, the 
national, the state, the municipal) and within different arenas (e.g., the community and social 
movements) that have the dominant power in the governance of race issues in education. I was also 
interested to know what roles these different actors play in the constitution of this agenda. The 
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politics of race and education is thereby understood as the “structured context” (Hay, 2002) 
wherein professional educators in the school work.  

In second instance, the day-to-day recontextualization of education politics on race was 
studied (part B). Here the intention was to gain an understanding of why actors in the school (in 
this case, members of the pedagogical/management team and teachers, being: educationists, 
coordinators, principal, and vice-principal) work with race issues in the way they do, and what the 
mechanisms are that regulate these practices. Thereby the strategies and practices of teachers and 
other actors in the school are understood as shaped in dialectical relation with the “structured 
context” (A).  

In presenting A and B as two parts of the research, the objective was to analyze the relation 
between the politics of race and education as the structured context, and the pedagogical practices 
and strategies as strategic actions of teachers and the pedagogical/management team in the school. 
As the theoretical discussion on the strategic relational approach in Chapter 2 made clear, I consider 
it important not only to study A and B, but also propose to study the relationship between the two. 
Inspired by the work of Dale (1994), I consider it important to understand the dialectical relation 
between A and B, in order to not only gain insight into what happens and exists in school in 
relation to race issues, but to also try to explain this phenomenon in its broader context, while 
attempting “not to fall in the ‘trap’ of explaining education from within education” (Dale, 1994: 35). 
Now the discussion will turn to the methodological choices made in the two parts of the study.  
 

3.2.1  Part A: The Structured Context 

Location 
For part A of the research, data were collected in both the city of Rio de Janeiro (capital of the like-
named state) and Brasília, the political capital of Brazil. Law 10.639, the object of research, is a law 
that was approved in and disseminated from the national official political arena. Therefore it was 
important to collect data on the process of agenda-setting aided by actors working in or previously 
involved in this arena. Secondary literature and the first exploratory interviews pointed, however, to 
the fact that the contents of the law were in the first instance developed within the civil society 
arena and circulated on state and municipal levels of governance. Accordingly, in this first part of 
the study the local level of governance and social movements also needed to be included. The 
decision then needed to be made on what local government needed to be included. Considering 
relevance of scope in a country of such monumental proportions as Brazil is not easy. Because of its 
enormous dimensions it is also a very diverse country in several aspects, such as with regard to its 
people and its geography. This diversity also exists in its politics and policymaking. Rio de Janeiro is 
one of the states with the highest percentage of blacks in the population. Moreover, it is also a 
center that historically played an important role strengthening the political debate and agenda-
setting with regard to ethnicity/race and education (A11:22). These reasons, combined with 
practical considerations, led to the decision to collect data for the first part of the study (as well as 
for the second part, as will be discussed below) in this state.  
 
Arenas and Actors 
For the selection of specific actors in part A of the research I mainly used “theoretical” (or 
“purposive”) sampling. As Ritchie and Lewis (2003: 80) explain, theoretical sampling is a kind of 
sampling “in which the researcher samples incidents, people or units on the basis of their potential 
contribution to the development and testing of theoretical constructs.” Theoretical sampling is 
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characterized by being an iterative process in which “the researcher picks an initial sample, analyses 
the data, and then selects a further sample in order to refine his or her emerging categories and 
theories” (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 80). Accordingly, this sampling strategy is particularly appropriate 
for exploratory studies in unfamiliar areas where it may be difficult to identify in advance the groups 
and characteristics that need to be included in the sample (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 80). 

In first instance, key arenas and actors were identified in secondary literature and policy 
documents. Afterwards, during the first interviews a snowball method was used to get to the 
participants who ultimately were interviewed. Interviews were held with different actors, either 
directly or indirectly involved in the constitution or monitoring of Law 10.639 and/or the theme of 
ethnic/racial issues and education. Participants were actors from the official political arena, from 
the civil society arena and from the pedagogical arena. 

The interviews were held between October 2007 and February 2009. Fieldwork started in 
city of Rio de Janeiro, where the actors interviewed were mainly activists within, or someone linked 
to or solidary with, the Brazilian Black Movement; data were otherwise collected in local (Rio de 
Janeiro state and Niterói municipality) representations of education authorities. In that same period 
a one-week stay in Brasília offered the opportunity to interview actors (formerly) operating in the 
official political arena. These were activists within the Brazilian Black Movement, persons linked to 
or empathizing with the Movement, scholars, and persons working in authorities linked to the 
official political arena at the national level.  

In total, sixteen actors working in the political arena at national and at local (state and 
municipal) levels were interviewed. In addition to interviews with these actors, information was 
collected in the form of documents and during several seminars on the theme. Fourteen actors 
from the civil society arena were interviewed. These were actors from the Brazilian Black 
Movement and entities such as teachers unions and NGOs, most of them linked to or empathizing 
with the Black Movement. Some of these actors also operated in the pedagogical arena, working as 
independent scholars, or within research institutes, universities, or teacher training colleges. Here 
too, besides interviews with these actors, information was collected in the form of documents and 
during seminars. In the pedagogical arena, apart from the fieldwork done in Niterói in part B of the 
research, I interviewed seventeen actors.67  
 
Methods 
The focus in the semi-structured in-depth interviews was on understanding the politics of race and 
education and the arenas, actors, and agendas involved. The interviews, all conducted in 
Portuguese, consisted of three parts: one in which I focused on the history preceding the creation 
of Law 10.639, one in which I focused on the process after enactment of the law 
(implementation/agenda-setting), and one in which emphasis was on the personal and/or 
professional and/or institutional role and experiences in relation to ethnicity/race issues and 
education. With the exception of one interview,68 after asking for permission, all the interviews with 
both the official political arena and civil society arena actors were recorded on a digital recorder, 
and notes were taken during and worked out after the meeting. The sessions with the actors 
operating in the official political arena in all cases took place within the official political institution 

                                                            
67 Tables IIa, IIb and IIc in Appendix II list the institutes and organizations within the official political arena, civil 
society arena, and pedagogical arena where I interviewed actors during fieldwork.  
68 In one case in an interview with a high-positioned actor in the State Secretary of Education in Rio de Janeiro, as a lot 
of resistance was felt when entering the room, the decision was taken not to record the interview. 
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the actor worked in, and lasted 1-1½ hours. In general, the conversations took place in a good 
atmosphere as most actors were willing to collaborate and open to sharing their ideas.  

The interviews with the actors linked to the civil society arena and the pedagogical arena 
took place in a variety of locations proposed by the interviewees.69 Sessions lasted between 1½ and 
2½ hours. Actors were all very collaborative, and open to sharing their opinions, ideas, and 
professional and personal experiences in the interviews.  
 
3.2.2  Part B: Strategic Practice 

In the second part of the study in which I investigated the “translations” of the agenda into 
problems and issues for schools, and schools’ responses to those problems and issues, I focused on 
the ways in which members of the pedagogical/management team (educationists, coordinators, 
principal, and vice-principal) and primary school teachers reflect on their own work and the work of 
others in the institution related to ethnicity/race issues.  
 
Location 
The decision to collect data for the first part of the study in the city of Rio de Janeiro led to the 
decision to also focus on schools within the state of Rio de Janeiro. In the explorative phase of the 
study, through first contacts made, schools in three different municipalities within the metropolitan 
region of Rio de Janeiro (São Gonçalo, Duque de Caxias and Rio de Janeiro, see Figure 3.1) were 
visited. Thereafter, for fieldwork based data collection, the decision was taken to focus on one 
municipality in the state of Rio de Janeiro, the municipality of Niterói. In the interviews held in part 
A of the study, several actors mentioned Niterói as being one of the two municipalities within the 
state that engaged the most with ethnicity/race issues in education70 (A11:34). Moreover, it was 
considered important to take a relatively small municipality as case, as this offered the possibility to 
include in the research schools from all the five education districts (see Figure 3.1) 

The city of Niterói is one of the nineteen municipalities located in the metropolitan region 
of Rio de Janeiro state. It is located 14 km away from Rio de Janeiro City, to which it is linked by 
the Rio-Niterói bridge. The municipality is sub-divided into 12 administrative districts (see Figure 
3.2). Occupying an area of 129,375 km, it belongs to the smaller municipalities in the region. At the 
same time it is the sixth most populous city in the state, with an estimated population of 487,562 
inhabitants in 2010 (IBGE, 2010: 178).   

Recent studies published by the Getúlio Vargas Foundation showed that Niterói is the 
richest municipality of the some 5,600 municipalities in Brazil. Of the population, 30.7 percent 
belongs to the highest socioeconomic class A71 and 42.9 percent belongs to category A/B (Neri, 
2011: 51-57). Outcomes from the 2010 household census show, however, that this quality of life – 
like in many other regions and capitals in Brazil – is distributed very unequally. Outcomes of the 
same census indicate that in 2010 another 45 percent of the Niterói population above the age of 
ten, with some kind of income, lived on two minimum salaries or less, thus belonging to the lowest 
socioeconomic class E (Chistofori, 2011). 
 
 
 
                                                            
69 In the majority of cases interviews were held at the official quarters of a social movement organization or at  a 
university. Some, however, also took place in more informal settings, such as a cafeteria. 
70 The other municipality was Nova Iguaçu. 
71 For an explanation on the meaning of the classes A, B, C, D, and E, see Chapter 1.  
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Figure 3.1  Metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro state, with its municipalities  
 

 
     Source: GADM/geographical database of global administrative areas, adapted by the author 
 

In the fieldwork period, I visited schools in the five different education districts of the 
municipality which all had different economic characteristics. The neighborhood in which the case 
school was located is one of the most heavily populated neighborhoods of the municipality. 
Household census data confirm that in 2010 almost a quarter of the inhabitants earned less than 
one minimum salary. The data I collected on one of the case schools confirmed this.72   
 
Cases and Actors 
In this part of the research, criterion-based sampling was used; as the range of types and 
characteristic of schools was wide, choices had to be made when defining the institutions to include 
in the study. Fitting into what was referred to above as theoretical sampling, schools and 
participants were chosen based on particular features or characteristics that enabled detailed 
exploration and understanding of the central theme (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003: 78). After collecting 
data on the first selection of schools that met certain prescribed criteria, I defined the case I finally 
focused on. First the process of selecting the twelve schools will be discussed, after which I will 
comment on the choice for the final case school. 
 

                                                            
72 These data will be further discussed in Chapter 6. 
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The Selection of the Twelve Schools 
Three decisions guided the selection of the case school. Firstly, I wanted to focus on public schools. 
Secondly, as I was investigating a specific municipality, I wanted to focus on municipality schools. 
Thirdly, I was interested in including schools from different areas (e.g., less urban and more urban, 
low and high socioeconomic profile).73 

These criteria of interest I presented to the local municipal authority, whom I depended on 
for getting authorization to contact the schools. After explaining the considerations above and 
making clear that I was interested in getting a first sample that was as diverse as possible in order to 
afterwards choose one case school for more in-depth study, the department selected twelve schools 
in the five different education districts of the municipality (see Figure 3.2 below). This meant that, 
in the first instance, I collected data on schools in both urban settings and more rural settings, and, 
within these regions in neighborhoods with higher and lower socioeconomic status.   

When I approached these schools and asked them for their collaboration, all of them 
welcomed me to collect data in their institution, except one school (School 1A) that expressed that 
there was no time for receiving me during the fieldwork period I indicated. Instead of that school I 
got the authorization to contact another school (School 1B). In the end I collected data on 2 
schools from education disctrict I, on 3 schools from education district 2, on 2 schools from 
education district 3, on 1 school from education district 4, and on 4 schools from education district 
5 (see Figure 3.2 below). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
73 I also reflected on taking the racial/color composition of the neighborhoods as a criterion. However, I did not 
manage to access this type of data (for example on municipal level, as collected through annual household surveys). 
Besides, in relation to the criterion of racial/color composition, the following observations have to be made: The fact 
that certain neighborhoods/schools are not identified as black does not mean that in these contexts there are not many 
Afro-Brazilian people. What it does at least mean is that few people identify themselves as such. This in itself could 
mean that these issues are not addressed, or are even considered taboo in these contexts. Selecting the contexts based 
on how many people identify themselves as black/Afro-Descendant would indeed result in a selection of contexts 
where the issue is a topic of interest or is addressed, at least in some way. In that sense it would be more interesting to 
refer to “ethnic/racial consciousness” in a certain neighborhood or school, instead of ethnic/racial composition. For insight 
into consciousness, however, in-depth qualitative research conducted earlier would also be needed.  Moreover, it is also 
true that considering oneself black does not automatically result in a valorization or application of Law 10.639. Early 
exploratory fieldwork showed that not all individuals who identify themselves as black also identify the importance of 
the law. Consequently not all of them work with it. My main interest also was not in the relationship between black 
consciousness and application of Law 10.639. Although taken into account in the analysis of data in a further stage of 
the research, it was decided that racial composition nor consciousness would be selection criterion for the 
neighborhoods and schools.  
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Figure 3.2  Municipality of Niterói 12 administrative districts and the 12 visited schools 
   in the 5 different education districts 
 

 
            Source: NEGRAM/UERJ 
 
Data Collection on the Twelve Schools 
In the first stage of fieldwork in Niterói I visited these schools one or two times. During the visits 
to the twelve schools I conducted semi-structured interviews with as many actors as possible from 
the school management team (principal and vice-principal) and the pedagogical team (educationists 
and coordinators). Also here the interviews were held in Portuguese. Those members of the 
pedagogical and management team whom I could not meet for an interview within the time span of 
this part of my fieldwork I left a questionnaire addressing the same issues as the interview. 

The number of participants in the various schools varies (see Table IId in Appendix II for 
an overview). I tried to at least interview or give a survey to two actors within each school (of 
whom at least one member of the management, and – if such a person was not available – a 
member of the coordination team).74 This proved possible in ten of the twelve schools.75 This part 

                                                            
74 My original objective was to interview all members of each school’s management and pedagogical coordination team; 
the management in most schools was two persons but in smaller schools sometimes a single principal, while the latter’s 
numbers varied, depending on the size of the school. However, when I entered the field, I found that this was not 
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of the fieldwork took place over five months, in two periods: June-July 2009 and August-December 
2009.  
 The data collected in this group of schools were used to select one school for a more in-
depth study.76 The focus on one case made it possible to do justice to the exploratory character of 
this part of the study, investigating more profoundly through what processes the content of Law 
10.639 and the Curriculum Directives are translated into problems and issues in a school, and what 
the responses of the school to these problems and issues are. The answers of individual actors were 
triangulated with other data sources such as statements of other team members, document analysis, 
and observations in the school context.  
 
Selection of the Case School 
The data collected on the 12 schools were used to select the case school. Various aspects were 
considered such as size of the school, levels and types of education offered – preferably in addition 
to the regular first and second cycle of primary education also an evening education program for 
youth and adults (Educação de Jovens e Adultos, EJA)77  – as well as considering the receival and 
reported implementation of Law 10.639. Besides this, I was interested in investigating one of the 
larger municipal schools (with 700 pupils or more). After selecting the larger schools, six schools 
were left to make a selection from. Taking practical matters such as access into consideration as 
well, I opted for conducting the case study in an urban school. Four schools were then left over. 
Three of the remaining schools also offered an evening education program for youth and adults. In 
the final choice between these three schools I looked at the profile and contexts of the schools, and 
how the actors in the school received the Law 10.639 and reported on implementation in their 
institution. However, like in the local Niterói authority, no systematic evaluation on implementation 
of Law 10.639 in schools78 existed; the data collected on the twelve schools in the first stage of 
fieldwork gave me a first impression in this regard. The interviews and surveys,79 combined with my 
                                                                                                                                                                                              
realistic when taking into account the planning of my fieldwork as in the majority of schools it was difficult to get time 
for an interview or make actors fill in a questionnaire. The reason given most often was lack of time. 
75 In many schools I managed to include more actors. There were two schools in which I did not manage to include 
more than one participant in the research. At one of them, the vice-principal said during the first interview that no 
appointment could be made to receive me for a second interview with another team member, due to it not fitting in the 
schedule. And in the other school, although the meeting had been scheduled earlier, no second member of the team 
was available for an interview. Surveys were left behind at the school, but were never completed and returned. Due to 
time restrictions for the fieldwork and distant location of the school, I did not manage to return in the fieldwork period.           
76 More extensive data were collected on two schools. However, since a comparison of the cases was not the intention 
of this thesis, here only data collected on one of the schools will be presented and analyzed in depth. The analysis of 
data collected on the other school will be presented in a forthcoming publication.   
77 EJA is the evening education program for youth and adults above the age of 15 who have not completed primary 
education. 
78 In Rio de Janeiro, there is a social movement made up of actors from/linked to the Black Movement (including a 
very prominent actor called IARA, the Institute of Racial and Environmental Advocacy, coordinated by Humberto 
Adami) which since 2005 has been conducting an “evaluation” on this issue. Since the state was not doing anything to 
improve/control the implementation since Law 10.639 had been passed in 2003, these actors started proceedings 
against all 5,463 municipalities in the country. This movement gathered a lot of interesting material: data on the 
proceedings brought by the Public Prosecutor and schools. (see discussion in Chapter 5). 
Considering the material collected on this issue by these other actors, I believe (as do these actors) that the 
municipalities and state representatives, as well as actors from schools, often give “politically correct” answers: they say 
that they do work with the law, but the question is whether this is really the case, and also if they do so, in what way. 
(Does a celebration of National Black Consciousness Day on the 20th of November, or inviting a capoeira group for a 
performance once a year mean that they “obey” the law?) 
79 Besides the answers to the direct question whether the school works with the contents proposed by Law 10.639, I 
took into account the more detailed answers concerning other issues touched on, such as: 1) expressed knowledge on 
the contents of the law; 2) opinions in relation to the importance of the law; 3) reference to the work (its form, 
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own observations, gave me an impression with regard to the criteria whether ethnicity/race issues 
are perceived to be present in the school, whether the school works with the issue, and whether the 
issue is included in a school-wide project. These impressions showed me that in School 10 a larger 
percentage of actors considered the law important, and tried to develop work related to it compared 
to other schools. Moreover, School 10 was also the institution where (compared to the other two 
schools fitting the categories) more members of the school management and the pedagogical team 
recognized the importance of working with the issues covered by Law 10.639, with many actors in 
the institution confirming that the school worked with the issue. I also became interested in 
focusing on School 10 as it was the school attracting pupils belonging to the lowest socioeconomic 
sections of society. Hence, the societal problem of exclusion was most directly visible inside and 
around this school. 
 
Data Collection on the Case School 
In School 10, a qualitative analysis of contextual issues and factors, and of the strategies and 
practices of actors from the pedagogical and management team (educationists, coordinators, 
principal, and vice-principal) in working with ethnicity/race issues was realized. Moreover data were 
collected from teachers in order to gain insight in their strategies and practices. The process of data 
collection had an ethnographic character in School 10. Data were collected through in-depth 
interviews and surveys (both in Portuguese) with members of the pedagogical/management team, 
teachers and pupils. Moreover, documents were collected and analyzed (such as the Political 
Pedagogic Project and other project descriptions), observations were made, a discussion about the 
collected data was organized and, together with students from the research group Geography, Race 
Relations and Social Movements,, referred to above, a training session was organized at the school 
where a specific way of working with ethnicity/race issues was presented.80 After each of these 
occasions, focus group discussions took place in which members of the pedagogical/management 
team and teachers participated. This part of the fieldwork took place in different blocs of time in 
the period between June 2009 and November 2010 (Table IIe in Appendix II offers an overview of 
the types and numbers of participants and data collected at School 10).  
 
The Pedagogical/Management Team Members 
As in all the initial twelve schools, the aim was to interview as many actors as possible from the 
pedagogical/management team in School 10. My more frequent presence and interaction with 
actors at the school made it much easier to get actors within the school to participate in the 
research. In any case, here too I left behind a questionnaire for those members of the pedagogical 
and management team whom I could not meet for an interview within the time span reserved for 
this part of my fieldwork. In the case of School 10 (with a participation of 8 out of 9), the objective 
of including all the professionals was nearly achieved. 

The focus in the interviews with and and questionnaires completed by the pedagogical and 
management team members was on gaining insight into through what processes the content of Law 
10.639 and the Curriculum Directives are translated into problems and issues in the schools, and 
into the responses of the professional actors within the institution to these problems and issues. In 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
frequency, scope, and duration) realized in the school in relation to the law; 4) material used in this work; 5) whether 
contents of the law were included in the Political Pedagogical Project of the school; 6) difficulties mentioned in relation 
to application of the law; 7) teacher training provided in relation to contents of the law; and 8) whether answers of 
different professionals in relation to the aforementioned points are similar.  
80 The focus of the workshop was the use of cinema in working with ethnicity/race in the classroom.  
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the interviews with the pedagogical and management team members, special emphasis was on the 
views these members had on the (coordinating) role of the institution in this response and the 
relationship between the institution and actors from outside the school. The interviews (and 
questionnaires) also provided background information on the team members, including on 
educational level, training, years of experience in education, and ethnic/racial identity. 81  An 
interview guide was used in a flexible way, meaning that the order of issues was not fixed, and that 
in some interviews some of the issues were discussed more in depth than in others. These 
interviews were conducted in the school’s administration or principal’s office, in empty classrooms, 
and in the school cafeteria.    
 
Teaching Staff 
Concerning participation of teaching staff in school 10 no selection of participants was made. 
Surveys were distributed to teachers present during three team meetings. One meeting was held in 
the morning with the teachers working with the pupils from the second cycle of education (ideally 
teaching pupils aged 11-14 years). Another meeting was held in the afternoon with teachers working 
with the pupils from the first cycle of education (ideally teaching pupils aged 6-10 years). And 
another meeting was held in the evening with the teachers working with youth and adults above 15 
years of age in the youth and adult education program (EJA). Thirty-six out of sixty-one teachers 
participated. A majority of the remaining teachers was not present at the planning session in which 
the survey was distributed (this mostly due to double shifts at different schools, but also due to 
leave, sick leave, etc.). A few teachers handed in a blank survey without comment or openly stated 
not having time to fill in the survey. In a small number of other cases the professionals promised 
me they would fill in the survey some other time and hand it in to me later, but this was only 
actually done in a very few cases.  

The focus in the questionnaires for the teachers was also on gaining insight into through 
which processes the content of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives are translated into 
problems and issues in the schools, and what the responses of the professional actors within the 
institution to these problems and issues are. For the teachers however, special emphasis was on 
their own practices as teachers (and less on the processes and practices within the whole 
institution). The questionnaires also provided background information on the team members, 
including on educational level, training, years of experience in education, and ethnic/racial identity82. 
The data collection with the teachers took place in the school library, the place where all team 
meetings were held. 
   
Pupils 
The pupils also filled in a short questionnaire that provided background information on their 
household socioeconomic situation, the educational level of their parents/caretakers, and the ways 
in which they described their ethnic/racial identity. This part of the research, although time-
consuming83 and only providing me with background data, was certainly necessary, as I found out 
that the school did not keep any records regarding the profile of its pupils. Besides being important 
data for my research, this was one outcome of the research that I could immediately fruitfully share 

                                                            
81 These profiles will be discussed in Chapter 6. 
82 The teacher profiles will also be discussed in Chapter 6. 
83 To collect data on the pupils, accompanied by a student assistant, I visited all the grades of the primary and secondary 
cycle and the evening EJA program. 
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with the school.84 After planning this part of the research with the school coordinators, they advised 
me, since the pupils in the first two grades would have difficulties with reading and writing, to let 
their parents fill in a short survey. In the end, 618 out of 766 pupils85 and 83 parents filled in the 
questionaire. The number of missing pupils can be explained by their absence when the survey was 
taken, by the school enrolment records not being up to date, and non-response of many parents of 
first and second-grade pupils. 
 In addition to the data collected from these specific members of the school community, I 
enjoyed all the moments I was present in the institution and could have informal talks, in places like 
the hallways, teachers’ room, and cafeteria. I would take notes at times like these in my fieldwork 
journal. This journal was also used for making notes on observations. During my observations I 
was specifically focused on structural and organizational features in the school (such as, what does 
the physical environment look like and how is it used), actors in the school (how do they behave, 
interact, dress, and appear), the daily processes of activities (what are, for instance, the routines and 
rules), special events in the school (for example special celebrations or projects) and dialogues. In 
my reflection on these observations I also asked myself the question what I had not seen (for 
example: which interactions did not occur) and what was my “place” in the situation (how did 
people react to my presence).   
 
Before analyzing the data, all interviews and focus group discussions were transcribed. The 
transcriptions and survey outcomes were then coded and grouped, making use of tools found in 
Excel and Atlas TI. In order to guarantee anonymity, instead of using names, a letter code or a 
combination of letter and number was assigned to each actor (see Box 3.1 for the abbreviations 
used for the different types of participants and a detailed explanation of how throughout the text 
reference is made to data). Before citing interview quotes in this thesis, I translated these from 
Portuguese to English. The same counts for cited literature and legal documents.  
 
 

                                                            
84 During two-weekly planning meetings, I presented the first data collected in the school, including the profile of the 
pupils. On this occasion the pedagogical and school management team members shared their ideas on incorporating 
these new insights regarding the school population when rewriting the school’s Political Pedagogic Project.   
85 A total of 575 pupils in the regular series and 43 students from the EJA course filled in the questionnaire. 
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3.3 Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

The methodological choices described in this chapter have several advantages pertaining to critical 
insight into processes and relations. However, limitations also exist. In this study the decision was 
taken to study several arenas and actors at various scales of governance. It became a study with a 
broad character with regard to arenas, but with a narrower focus where the different actors and 
issues involved in the distinct arenas are concerned. Time restrictions made it impossible to include 
data from other schools in the analysis. The voices of other relevant actors in and around the 
school, such as pupils and their communities (including parents), were also not included in the 
analysis. Moreover, in the civil society arena and official political arena, due to time restrictions and 
the fact that the snowball method was used to gain access to actors, certain actors are more strongly 
represented than others. Likewise, comparing experiences in institutionalization and 
implementation of the law in different municipalities or states might bring up different issues. 
Moreover, although I did try to keep my work up to date, including reflection on more recent 

Box 3.1  Codes assigned to quotes participants 
 
Abbreviations used for participants: 
A = Actor (both from civil society arena and/or official political arena) 
S10 = School 10 
T = Teacher 
P/M = pedagogical and school management team 
Reference in text: 
Example of reference to a quote from an interview with actor from the civil society arena 
or the  official political arena:          
          (A10:131) 

 
actor 10         Paragraph in which statement is made  
 
Example of reference to an answer given by teacher in survey: 
        (S10TX39)  

 
School 10     Teacher “X”    Survey issue number 
 
Example of reference to an answer given by pedagogical/management team member to 
questions in interview or survey: 
       (S10PME16) 

 
School 10     P/M team member “E”     Interview/Survey issue number 
 
Example of reference to a focus group discussion:  
        (S10-171110) 

 
School 10     Date on which session took place 
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developments in Brazil, this research necessarily ends at a certain point in time, whereas 
developments of course continue.  
In addition to the limitations I consciously decided on when designing the research, several issues 
and factors played a part which proved more difficult to influence. Sometimes these influenced the 
course of the study in a negative way, while others may very well have influenced the study in a 
positive way. As Burawoy (1998: 4) puts it so well: “As social scientists we are thrown off balance 
by our presence in the world we study, by absorption in the society we observe, by dwelling 
alongside those we make ‘other’.” Besides recognizing the power imbalances that often play a role 
in a researcher-participant relationship, I reflected on the question of what the effect could be of a 
white, blond, highly educated woman studying ethnicity/race issues in Brazilian education. As 
discussed in the Chapter 1, identity, social positions and conflict, and ethnicity/race are complicated 
and sensitive issues. Living in Brazil, over the course of eight years I progressively became part of 
the social processes and structures in the country. Accordingly, I was also part of the social problem 
I was studying. The accounts of lived realities of racial discrimination shared by some participants 
contrasted with the ways I often felt I was perceived and treated in Brazil (most of the time with 
lots of gentileza – kindness – and attention). Where one of the participants described how she felt a 
shop attendant simply pretended not to see her and helped another customer (see Chapter 6), I 
could imagine myself in the position of that other customer. In my daily life I also wrestled with 
finding a position within the hierarchical and exclusionary structure of Brazilian society – although 
most of the time doing so from what could be considered a privileged position. I also constantly 
tried to investigate the room for maneuver I had as a person and professional to change these 
structures (at least a bit). In this process I also did not always find direct answers. 

During the research, I experienced that people opened up easily to me, unabashedly giving 
their (sometimes extreme) opinions on ethnicity/race issues in education. In some situations I 
experienced how actors were also reacting to (aspects of) my identity. My whiteness in some 
moments seemed to make me a “natural partner” in understanding resistance to race-based 
education policies. At other times the knowledge that I was from abroad (or at least seemed to be) 
made actors expound their negative views and opinions on the exclusionary structures and social 
processes in Brazil even more strongly. I also perceived that the fact that I was from abroad and 
white, yet interested in studying the issue of ethnic/racial inequality, made other actors involved in 
combating ethnic/racial inequality and racism share their experiences very openly. Some of these 
actors explicitly affirmed the value of my researching this issue, being white and foreign, thus 
confirming that a (black) Brazilian will never hear many of the things that I heard so openly 
expressed in an interview. However, especially in the school, I also experienced and perceived some 
resistance to participation in the research. In these resistant attitudes, besides possible resistance to 
discussing ethnicity/race issues in general, and/or general dissatisfaction regarding working 
conditions and everything happening in the school context, the fact that I (with my particular – 
perceived – identity) was conducting the research might have played a role as well. Statements (such 
as “Who are you, an outsider, to come and investigate us?”) were never explicitly made in this regard. But it 
was an issue that on a few occasions sprang to mind during fieldwork in the school. With a modest, 
open, and friendly attitude, and through my informal presence in the school, I tried to create trust 
and space for breaking this perceived distance between me and some of the participants. I did this 
also through expressing interest in knowledge-sharing and certain ways of working (for example 
working with other members – all male and some black – of the UERJ research group Geography, 
race relations and social movements). Moreover, in the school I also considered it important to 
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“give back” the data I collected in the institution and to present my analysis of these – in that way 
hopefully helping with the process of knowledge construction in the school.86 Accordingly, many of 
these perceived “resistances” were unraveled on other occasions (e.g., during focus group 
discussions). However with a few of these – perceived as “resistant” – actors in the school I did not 
manage to engage further, not having enough time to “show my face” and further explain my 
interests and motives. This brings up the limitation that at some moments it seemed easier to 
include “non-resistant” actors in the research. Besides in the school this was also the case in the 
official political arena. Investigating the “unsaid” and the “invisible” has not been easy. Accordingly, 
and adhering to the words of Fairclough (2005: 923), I do not pretend to be exhaustive on the 
social reality I research. The interpretations and explanations I present in this thesis are not 
considered to be the final word on the subject and authoritative. Instead they are dynamic and open 
to new contexts and new information. 

 

                                                            
86 Besides presenting the data collected at School 10, together with the research group Geography, race relations and 
social movements from the Rio de Janeiro State University (UERJ) mentioned earlier, a workshop was organized in the 
school. 
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4 
The Agenda-Setting Process Concerning Law 10.639:  

from Framing to Regulation87 
 
Introduction 
This chapter focuses on the question of what discourses and multi-scalar interactions explain the 
uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race and education in contemporary Brazil 
(sub-question A). Hence, two empirical questions are addressed. The first empirical question is: 
What arenas, actors, and events influenced the agenda-setting process concerning ethnicity/race 
issues in education until the moment when Law 10.639 was passed and its regulation came about? 
(empirical question a1). The second empirical question is: How do different actors interpret, and 
maintain or contest (the constitution of) this agenda and its institutionalization? (empirical question 
a3). 
 When referring to agenda-setting, I refer to the pre-approval, post-approval, and 
implementation events with regard to Law 10.639. In the first instance the agenda had to be set in 
order for the law to be proposed, passed, and regulated. In the second instance, the agenda needed 
to be formulated for institutional network strengthening, knowledge construction, and 
dissemination of the contents of the law in order to promote its implementation. I distinguish in 
this process five phases: the phase of campaigning against racial inequality in education; the course 
of the proposal of Law 10.639 in official political spheres; regulation of Law 10.639; 
institutional/network strengthening; and the phase of revitalization of networks and remobilization.  

The first three phases of this process will be the focus of the discussion in this chapter. 
These phases and the significant events that directly or indirectly marked the agenda-setting process 
with regard to Law 10.639 until after its approval and regulation, as well as the outcomes of this 
process are indicated in Figure 4.1 below.  
 
  
 
 
 

                                                            
87 Parts of the contents of this chapter are based on the book chapter “Ethnic/Racial Diversity and Education Policy: 
the Role of the Black Movement and Multi-Scalar Processes within the Public Agenda in Brazil” (Santos & Soeterik, 
2012), written together with my Brazilian supervisor Renato Emerson dos Santos (Santos, R.E.) of the Rio de Janeiro 
State University (published in 2012 in Verger, Novelli & Altinyelken). 
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Figure 4.1  Timeline Phases 1 and 2 (out of five phases) in the agenda-setting process 
   and implementation of Law 10.639 
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The analysis presented in this chapter will show how in the process of framing “alternative” 
discourses with regard to ethnicity/race issues in education in Brazil, projects and policies are 
initiated, developed and disseminated, and redeveloped by diverse actors. Directing attention to the 
first three stages in the process up until approval and implementation of Law 10.639, focus is on 
actors in the civil society arena and their discourses, and the interaction with actors and their 
discourses in the official political arena.88 As can been seen in the timeline in Figure 4.1, the three 
phases at some points partly overlap each other in time, since events related to the different phases 
occur in the same period. In order to understand this simultaneity it is useful to remember the 
theoretical discussion on the role of different arenas in the policymaking process presented in 
Chapter 2. 

As highlighted in Chapter 2, the official political arena is the arena where policies are 
constructed as texts, and institutionalized in political institutions at different scales. However, the 
civil society arena is also identified as the arena where the strategy of actors acting at different scales 
is mainly focused on influencing the official political agenda-setting (which mostly happens in the 
official political arena). Several studies have shown (e.g., Rodriguez-Garavito, Barret et al., 2008:32) 
that social movements, as key actors in processes of counterbalancing oppression and triggering 
progressive social change, often play a key role in the process of inclusion of new issues on the 
formal political agenda. The discussion in this chapter will show that this is also the case in Brazil, 
when considering education policymaking concerning ethnicity/race issues. In the civil society arena 
the Brazilian Black Movement is identified as the main actor. Other allied actors were also 
identified, for example within teachers unions, advocacy institutes, academia, and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs). The discussion in this chapter will show that the role of the Brazilian Black 
Movement was essential for the emergence of the demands regarding Law 10.639 in the first place 
(Phase 1). Nevertheless, it will also become clear that actions within that same arena were 
fundamental for the Curriculum Directives (the legal document that explains in more detail the 
contents of the Law) being developed (Phase 3), as well as institutional/network strengthening, 
knowledge construction, material elaboration, dissemination, and teacher training (Phase 4, 
discussed in Chapter 5), and the revitalization of networks and mobilization (Phase 5, also discussed 
in Chapter 5). In all these phases, and at these different scales, the Brazilian Black Movement was 
the main motor behind actions. In that sense it should be understood that the civil society arena 
played a constant role in the process. 
 
Framing 
When trying to understand through which processes and structures the agenda on ethnicity/race 
issues is constructed in contemporary Brazil, special focus is given to the diverse frames used in this 
process. The movements that frame ethnicity/race issues are considered “strategic producers of 
meaning,” and ideas are considered “dynamic resources in the movements’ struggle” (Verger & 
Novelli, 2012: 13). Studying frames is considered one way to grasp the process of policymaking, as 
it helps to understand in what way certain concepts gain legitimacy and shape a discourse that forms 
the basis for policies (Hajer & Laws, 2006: 259). 

Hajer and Laws (2006: 264), working on policymaking and analysis, discuss frames as a type 
of “ordering instrument,” a conceptual tool that policy analysts use “to capture how policy actors 
deal with ambiguity and allocate particular significance to specific social or physical events.” As 

                                                            
88 Also the discussion in Chapter 5 will focus on happenings in the civil society arena and the official political arena 
while Chapter 6 will mainly address the pedagogical arena. 
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such, a frame is an example of an instrument that can mediate between actor and structure (Hajer & 
Laws, 2006: 254). In social movement research, when reflecting on how social movements can be 
understood as actors, framing processes have also come to be regarded as one of the central 
dynamics in understanding the character and course of this form of social organization. According 
to Baud and Rutten (2004), framing refers to “the conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to 
fashion shared understanding of the world and of themselves that legitimate and motivate collective 
action.” Benford and Snow (2000: 612) describe framing as a dynamic, ongoing process of 
generation, diffusion, and functioning of mobilizing (and counter-mobilizing) ideas and meanings. 
In that sense, the concept of framing denotes “an active, processual phenomenon that implies 
agency and contention at the level of reality construction” (Benford and Snow, 2000: 614). Stone 
(1989: 281) refers to this process as the “conversion of difficulties into problems,” and argues that 
this conversion is “the sine qua non of political rebellion, legal disputes, interest-group mobilisation, 
and of moving policy problems onto the public agenda.” 

The concept of framing mirrors Hay’s (2002) concepts of strategic and discursive selectivity 
of contexts, and processes of interpretation, formulation, and specification which are discussed in 
Chapter 2; actors frame new issues and create (new) causal stories, though this happens within 
contexts that are strategically and discursively selective. Accordingly, to understand actions of 
actors, such as social movements, it is essential to understand the extent to which political conduct 
shapes and is shaped by political context, as the environment always favors certain strategies over 
others as means to realize a given set of intentions or preferences (Hay, 2002a: 129). 
 
Political Opportunity Structures 
To help understand the ways in which social movements could prove successful in introducing new 
issues on the political agenda, I also consider the concept of political opportunity structure to be 
useful. Tarrow (1998) defines political opportunities as “consistent – but not necessarily formal or 
permanent – dimensions of the political struggle that encourage people to engage in contentious 
politics” and contrasts them to political constraints, which the author defines as “factors, like 
repression, but also authorities’ capacity to present a solid front to insurgents – that discourage 
contention” (Tarrow, 1998: 19-20, see also Keck & Sikkink, 1998). I understand that political 
opportunity structures are shaped in dialectical relation to strategic and discursive selectivity (Hay, 
2002a, 2002b). Contexts in which strategies that envision to counteract racial inequality are 
supported and contexts that build on discourses that point to racial inequality create space (or 
opportunities) for the development of certain policies and practices. In this sense, each of the three 
arenas indicated in the theoretical model presented in Chapter 2 and the spaces where they overlap 
are marked by political opportunity structures; they are mediated by both alliance structures and 
opposition structures (Della Porta & Diani, 1999). 

Building on the concepts introduced by the theories on policymaking in education and 
social movements, I now turn to the analysis of the agenda-setting process regarding ethnicity/race 
in education in Brazil. In the discussion of the three phases (the campaign against racial inequality in 
education, the trajectory of the proposal of Law 10.639 in official political spheres, and the 
regulation of Law 10.639), the role of the three arenas and the different actors active within them 
will be discussed. The focus is on the political opportunity structures that have existed in the past 
25 years in Brazil that influenced the agenda-setting process on race in education. Not only the 
present, but also the significant absent/non acting-arenas and actors will be discussed. I present 
data that illustrate the different strategies regarding the maintenance, contestation and challenging 
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of this agenda. Analyzing this process of agenda setting, I discuss the outcomes of the process and 
present what is the actual content of the agenda and what is left off it.   
 

4.1 Phase 1: The Campaign Against Racial Inequality in Education  

The existence of Law 10.639 should be understood in the first instance as fruit of the historical 
campaign of the Brazilian Black Movement. The process of the proposal of the law is interwoven 
with the development of the Black Movement. With regard to the demands that resulted in the 
formulation of Law 10.639, one Black Movement activist affirms:  
 

It is an old claim of the Black Movement, [a movement] which always understood that the history the way 
it was told does not help us with anything. As such this is old news. It is the fruit of several generations. It 
does not have a name [attached] to it [the Law does not have one specific author]. It is the outcome 
of generations of activists. For example, the claim was present in the congresses of the 1950’s [held by the 
Black Movement]. (A10:66) 

 
To understand the process of the development of the agenda with regard to race issues in education 
in Brazil and the role of the Brazilian Black Movement, considering the way the problem of racial 
inequality is framed by this movement is essential. Crucial to this framing process is that the 
understanding of and reporting on inequalities in Brazilian society is not only related to 
socioeconomic/class issues, but also related to race issues. The concepts race and racism are 
essential in the interpretation, formulation, and specification of the problem by the Black 
Movement. Some authors emphasize how the Black Movement in Brazil re-signified the concept 
race: taking it from a biological concept to being seen as a social construct, that is, as a structuring 
principle in Brazilian society (see Santos, 2009). In referring to the racial character of (part of) the 
inequalities existing in Brazilian society, the discourse of Brazil as a racial democracy – still 
dominant in Brazilian society – is deconstructed.89 This way of using the concept race has been 
essential in the process of influencing the making of public policies, since by framing the problem 
in this way, the Black Movement, together with its allies, has managed to denaturalize the existence 
of racial inequalities in society, and has demonstrated that human action is behind this reality. In 
this way, this denaturalization provided the underlying rationale for race-based policymaking.90 

In the fight against racism and racial inequality, education has always been an area of active 
struggle for the Black Movement. Education is seen therein, first of all, as a social mechanism that 
helps to elevate the social status of the black population (Santos, 2005: 21). In addition, the focus 
on education is also part of a strategy: a way to fight racism more strongly, and broaden the support 
for the anti-racist struggle in society in a wider sense. Education is recognized to be an instrument 
that can socially reproduce or counteract racism, as it is the institution in which values and ways of 
viewing the world and the “other” are disseminated. In line with the latter perspective, besides 
stimulating consciousness on the issue, education on race issues also contributes to a rise in the 
number of academic studies (produced by black and non-black intellectuals involved in the struggle 
against racism) that show the extent of racial inequalities and point out the existence of racist 
processes in institutions, including those in education.   

                                                            
89 See the discussion in Chapter 1 on the idea of racial democracy, and the significance of the concept of race in Brazil. 
90 The fact that government-linked institutes exist – such as, for example, IBGE – that collect data on racial inequality, 
including in education (see discussion in Chapter 1), should be considered one outcome of this campaign.  
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This perspective, of education being part of a strategy to strengthen the fight against racism, 
can also be perceived regarding Law 10.639. For example, one Black Movement activist and 
director of an NGO argued that, apart from combating discrimination and racism, an indirect 
intention of the law is also to amplify the ideological basis of support for other demands of the 
black community such as, for instance, quota policies:  
 

The law in my opinion [...] touches on ideology. It changes society [...] One example: a white person, when he 
is educated with these values [of anti-racism presented, e.g., by Law 10.639], when tomorrow he 
arrives at a company and becomes manager, he will not discriminate a black person, think that he is worth 
less, that he is inferior [...] Also, a person that knows the Law, that knows the history of Africa, of the 
black community in Brazil, he will not be against quotas. (A5:44) 

    
Demands with respect to education already featured on the agenda of Black Movement initiatives 
such as in the statutes of the Brazilian Black Front (Frente Negra Brasileira), created in 1931. In these 
statutes, the essential role of education in the struggle against racial inequalities is discussed 
(Cardoso, in Alberti & Pereira, 2007: 431). Other examples in the history of the campaign of the 
Brazilian Black Movement in which education also took a prominent place are the first edition of 
the Quilombo newspaper of 1948 and the work of the Experimental Black Theater (Teatro 
Experimental do Negro) in the 1940’s and 1950’s,91 in which reference was made to formal education 
as a necessary condition for overcoming the social and racial exclusion to which black Brazilians 
were subjected (Alberti & Pereira, 2007; Santos, 2005).  
 Despite the historic valuing of education by the black community, participation in processes 
of formal education was perceived as not being enough to achieve social mobility. It was not only 
about – unequal – access to education. Through the decades, academic studies helped in analyzing 
and understanding the ways in which education contexts, processes, and contents also contribute to 
the perpetuation and reproduction of racial inequalities in education (see, e.g., Leite, 1950; 
Munanga, 1987; Negrão, 1987, 1988; Silva, 1987). In response to this, the Brazilian black 
community also started to organize itself around initiatives that promoted the critical evaluation of 
contents offered in education. As stated by one Black Movement activist: “The perception that education 
was important for social mobility has always existed in the black community, but blacks wanted education that took 
into consideration their history, their identity” (A10:131). Santos (2005) explains it as follows: 
     

When they perceived the inferiorization of blacks, or even, the production and reproduction of 
racial discrimination against blacks and their descendants in the Brazilian education system, the 
Black social movements (as well as the black activist intellectuals) started to incorporate in its 
education claims towards the Brazilian State, the study of the history of the African continent 
and of Africans, the struggle of the black Brazilians, the Afro-Brazilian culture and the black 
population in the shaping of Brazilian society. (Santos, 2005: 23) 

 
From the 1980’s onwards, the Brazilian Black Movement gradually started to have some success 
regarding its demands in education. In this first phase, the transformation of the relation between 
the state and civil society played an important role in the emergence of race as a foundation for the 
construction of public (education) policies. Several developments seem to have played a role here, 
such as the redemocratization process that started in the late 1970’s, as well as global processes. 
These developments will be the focus of discussion in the next section.  
 
                                                            
91 Both were initiatives coordinated by the Brazilian intellectual and Black Movement activist Abdias do Nascimento.  
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4.1.1 Transformations in the Relation between State and Civil Society: the Emergence of 
  Political Opportunities for the Brazilian Black Movement    

Beginning in the late 1970’s, Brazilian society experienced a process of redemocratization, which 
culminated in 1985 in the transition from the military regime to democracy. The return to 
democracy gave rise to a wave of social activism and to a concern to improve the living standards of 
the majority of the population (Burity, 2006: 67). This process strengthened the need to form social 
coalitions as an alternative to hegemonic forces. Intertwined with the process of redemocratization, 
a first stage of decentralization stimulated municipal governments to become more open to interests 
of the urban popular sector (Melo & Rezende, 2004: 42, see also Souza, 1997).92 Accordingly, the 
decentralization processes opened up room for participation in political decision-making. Melo and 
Rezende (2004: 45), for example, point to the creation of thousands of municipal sectoral tripartite 
councils involving civil society, the state, and service providers in decision-making in this period.  

Hence, it was in this context that social struggles came to the fore, new social movements 
were organized, and new mechanisms were created to represent sectors of civil society within the 
structure of the executive power (Burity, 2006: 70). Consequently, while some of civil society’s 
social demands began to find an environment conducive to the creation of public policies, new 
agendas promoted by social movements were incorporated by actors linked to the state, working 
within the official political arena at various scales (e.g., national, but also state and municipal).     
 Concerning the voicing of demands regarding racial inequality in education, in the 1980’s 
there were a number of crucial moments for the Black Movement in Brazil. The process of 
democratization also saw the Black Movement entering a process of reorganization. During the 
dictatorial period (1964-1985), the myth of Brazil as a racial democracy was central to the political 
discourse. This meant that all kinds of manifestations concerning ethnicity/race were prohibited, 
and all cultural or political manifestations that touched on the issue of discrimination were labeled 
“anti-patriotic,” “racist,” and “cheap imitations” of activism in the United States (Hanchard, 2001: 
8). In this period sectors of the Black Movement formed an official political organization, 
culminating in the foundation of the Unified Black Movement Against Racial Discrimination 
(Movimento Negro Unificado, MNU)93 (see also Santos, 2005: 23; Alberti & Pereira, 2007). 

The strengthening of the movement received another impulse when the centenary of the 
abolition of slavery in 1988 turned racial inequality into a national issue. In that same year the new 
federal constitution was being drawn up – a process also characterized by participatory processes, 
partly stimulated by the on-going decentralization in the country. This created an environment in 
which it was possible for the Black Movement to expound grievances and demands against the 
state. The drafting of the new constitution passed in 1988 is remembered by many Black Movement 
activists as an important moment of mobilization (A9:12; A10:19). In the process of constructing 
the new constitution, the education agenda of the Black Movement was strengthened by initiatives 
such as the Convenção Nacional do Negro pela Constituinte (the Black National Convention for the 

                                                            
92 In Appendix I the functioning of the decentralized education system in Brazil is discussed in more detail. 
93 This movement was initiated by black scholars, artists, athletes and Black Movement organizations such as the Centro 
de Cultura e Arte Negra (the Centre of Black Art and Culture, CECAN), Grupo Afro-Latino América (Afro-Latin-American 
Group), Associação Cultural Brasil Jovem (Cultural Association Young Brazil), Instituto Brasileiro de Estudos Africanistas 
(Brazilian Institute of African Studies, IBEA), the Câmara de Comércio Afro-Brasileiro (the Afro-Brazilian Chamber of 
Commerce) (see: http://www.geledes.org.br/areas-de-atuacao/nossas-lutas/questao-racial/afrobrasileiros-e-suas-
lutas/5602-movimento-negro-unificado-miltao, accessed July 20, 2011). 
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Constitution), held in Brasília in August 1986, and by the Encontro Norte-Norteste (North-Northeast 
meeting) held in 1988,94 the latter focusing specifically on education (A10:128).    

As a result of demands made by the movement, the 1988 Federal Constitution for the first 
time included the criminalization of racial discrimination.95 Furthermore, a small portion of the 
movement’s demands regarding education was also incorporated. One demand regarding contents 
of education expressed by the Black Movement during the above-mentioned convention was that 
“the education process shall respect all the aspects of the Brazilian culture. The inclusion in the 
school curricula of primary, secondary and higher education, of education in the history of Africa 
and the history of blacks in Brazil is obligatory” (Convenção in Santos, 2005: 24). This demand, 
albeit in heavily summarized form, was included in the constitution. The first clause of Article 242 
states: “Teaching of the History of Brazil will take into account the contributions of the different 
cultures and ethnicities to the formation of the Brazilian people” (Brasil, 1988: 151). Besides this 
clause, a more general consideration of the demand of the Black Movement can be found in Article 
206 of the constitution that refers to the centrality of the principles of “equality,” “liberty,” and 
“pluralism” in education.96 97   

In the late 1980’s, the activities of different organizations and actors linked to the Black 
Movement led some state and municipal governments to create councils, commissions, 
coordination boards and advisory posts in order to tackle issues of racism and racial inequality. 
Jaccoud and Beghin (2002: 16) mention how, after the creation of the Council for Participation and 
Development of the Black Community in the state government of São Paulo (1984), councils also 
cropped up in various other states and municipalities. The authors mention the states of Bahia, Rio 
Grande do Sul, Minas Gerais, and Mato Grosso do Sul e Distrito Federal, and the municipalities of 
Rio de Janeiro, Belém, Santos, and Uberaba. Moreover, numerous coordinating bodies and Afro-
Brazilian advisory posts were created around the country in this period (Jaccoud & Beghin, 2002: 
16). The authors argue that the creation of these institutional bodies had a major influence on 
ensuing events, as they served as agents to build and develop relations between the Black 
Movement and the state and created a base for pressure for the Black Movement’s campaign. 
Regarding the council created in the state government of São Paulo in 1984, Santos (2001) 
illustrates how the participation of the Black Movement in the official political arena resulted in an 
increase in the level of efficacy of actions focused on the creation of racial equality in the state:  
  

New political actors succeeded in imposing a new agenda, in most of the cases independent of 
political parties. [...] the process of amplification of participation through a juridical 
formalization, amplified rights and the chance to guarantee the possibility to demand these also 
in other secretariats, such as those of Education, Security, Work, among others. (Santos, 2001: 
174)       

 

                                                            
94 Although both events were organized by the MNU, several other Black Movement entities (some linked to the MNU) 
participated. Before the national convention, several meetings at state level were held (Amador in Alberti & Pereira, 
2007: 248). During the meeting in 1988 issues were defined that influenced the drafting of Law 10.639.  
95  Other claims related to freedom of expression and the regulation of land ownership for remaining Quilombo 
communities (settlements of African-Descendants) (see Barbosa in Alberti & Pereira 2007: 251; Alberti & Pereira, 2007: 
243-252; Rocha, 2006: 55). 
96 See Article 206 in Appendix III. 
97 In the view of some Black Movement actors I spoke with, these are the core values that should guide education in 
order to contribute to the struggle against inequality and exclusion in general, and racism and racial inequality in 
education in particular (A10:019, 031). 
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These developments culminated in 1988 at the federal level in the creation of the Fundação Cultural 
Palmares. This government-linked foundation was given the task of formulating and implementing 
public policies to promote the participation of the black population in development processes.  

In the same period politicians of diverse ideological tendencies in different states and 
municipalities across Brazil began to recognize the need to reformulate state and municipal 
instruments regulating the education system (Santos, 2005: 25). Consequently, even before the 
federal government formulated national and regional policies in this area, various municipalities 
introduced measures banning the use of textbooks that spread prejudice and racial discrimination. 
This happened, for example, in the municipalities of Salvador (1990), Belo Horizonte (1990), Rio de 
Janeiro (1990), and Teresina (1999) (see Santos, 2005: 26). 

In addition, in some states and municipalities, fresh initiatives called for including the 
history of black people in Brazil and the history of the African continent in primary and secondary 
school curricula at state and municipal schools (Santos, 2005: 26). Offering a synthesis of these 
initiatives, Santos (2005: 26-33) states that measures of this kind were taken in the state of Bahia 
(1989), and in the municipalities of Belo Horizonte (1990), Porto Alegre (1991), Belém (1994), 
Aracaju (1994 and 1995), São Paulo (1996), Brasília (1996), and Teresina (1998). 
 
 
Box 4.1     State and municipal laws similar to Law 10.639 (1989-1998) 
 
 The laws of these eight localities all stressed the need to teach about Afro-Brazilian reality, emphasizing 
 in different ways and degrees aspects such as history, culture, social condition, struggles, and resistance. 
 The laws differ in the level of detail. For example, five of these laws focus more explicitly on the need 
 to value the social, cultural, and political contributions of the black population to the history of 
 Brazilian society. For instance, the second article of Law 7.685 of the municipality of Belém, capital of 
 the Northern state of Pará, reads: 
          Besides the teaching about the big events in the history of enslavement and slave trade, it is now obligatory 
           to teach about the social condition of blacks today, about the Afro-Brazilian cultural production and the  
           organized resistance movements that developed during Brazilian history. 
          (Silva Junior, 1998 in Santos, 2005: 28)     
  
 Three of the eight laws specify the school subjects in which the theme should be integrated, or 
 emphasize the fact that the contents should be addressed in an interdisciplinary way. Moreover, four of 
 the more detailed laws also explicitly include legislation on the contents and responsible actors with 
 regard to in-service teacher training. Here, the laws of the municipality of Aracaju (in the Northeastern 
 state of Sergipe) is the most detailed of the eight local laws. It calls attention to the fact that this is also 
 the only local law that, in addition  to black culture and history, also explicitly refers to indigenous 
 demands in this regard. The first article of Law 2.221 reads:  
       Herewith the preparatory course for teachers and other specialists within the municipal education system is  
        institutionalized, envisioning to prepare them for the working with the disciplines and program contents that 
        value the culture and history of blacks and indigenous people in Brazil.  
        (Silva Junior in Santos, 2005: 28)  
 
 The third article of this law, detailing the contents of the preparatory course in eight points, refers to 
 the need among other things – concerning Afro-Brazilian history and culture – to include contents on 
 “the forced migration of Africans to Brazil,” on “the separation of ethnic groups and resistance of the 
 enslaved people,” on “persistence, emergence and reconstruction of the ethnic black identities in 
 Brazil; the uprising of enslaved as a political phenomenon,” and on “the present ethnic identities of 
 blacks in Brazil and its manifestations” (Silva Junior in Santos, 2005: 29).   

In Article 5 of Law 2.251 from 1995, the municipality of Aracaju extends teacher training from  
 the preparatory courses to seminars and debates, and emphasizes the importance of participation of 
 civil society: “In order to qualify the teacher for his/her practices in the classroom regarding the object 
 of this law, courses, seminars and debates within the teaching team of municipal schools will be 



88 
 

 organized with broad participation of civil society, especially popular movements linked to the defense 
 of the culture and contributions of the Afro-Brazilian population” (Silva Junior in Santos, 2005: 30).  
 
 Also important to highlight is the fact that all the eight laws explicitly mention the responsibility of the 
 local state or municipal official political arena regarding the implementation of the legal instrument in 
 some way or another. Reference is made to the importance of local authorities valuing the issue, 
 stimulating the debate on racism and the struggle against this in general, stimulating the 
 interdisciplinary approach of the issue, reviewing of curricula, legal regulation of the law, and teacher 
 training. For example, Law 1.187 of the federal district of Brasília (1996), after referring to the 
 responsibility of the Municipal Secretary regarding the revision of curricula, details in the second clause 
 “the training of teachers and the constant pedagogical improvement needed for the implementation of 
 the contents of Article 1 [of the same law] are the responsibility of the executive powers.” (Silva Junior 
 in Santos, 2005: 32) In the next clause, the law details: 
 

“[…] the executive power will realize: 
I  courses, seminars and debates with participation of civil society, especially popular  

                movements linked to the preservation of Afro-Brazilian culture and contributions 
II  exchange with national and international organizations with experience in the valuing 

                of blacks 
III analysis of didactic material, especially bibliographic material, in order to overcome 

                the lack of appropriate contents                                             (Silva Junior in Santos, 2005: 32) 
 
As becomes clear later in this chapter, these “local” developments in the late 1980’s had a major 
influence, and resulted, among other things, in the enactment of Law 10.639 in 2003. On some 
points the contents of these state and municipal laws are similar to the texts that in 2003 became 
the national Law 10.639. The enactment of these laws should thus be considered a step forward in 
the process of the democratization of education and also in the anti-racist struggle (Santos, 2005: 
233).  

The development of the legal instruments referred to above is thus one example of the way 
in which multi-scalar political processes take place concerning the process of curriculum formation 
with regard to ethnicity/race issues in education in Brazil. The fact that these developments did take 
place in some states and municipalities, yet not in others,98 also shows the importance of being 
aware of the complexities of these multi-scalar processes in Brazil.   

Though it is important to recognize that these “local” developments in the late 1980’s had a 
major influence on ensuing events, culminating in the profusion of actions in the 2000’s. These 
processes that transformed the relation between the state and civil society received another impulse 
in the 1990’s. Besides experiencing a strengthening of democracy, the 1990’s in Latin America were 
also marked by globalization and the spread of neoliberal ideas and policies. In this period, in Brazil 
too various education reforms were influenced by the project of adjusting society to the demands of 
the neoliberal agenda of multilateral agencies such as the International Monetary Fund, the World 
Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank. Many reforms in the field of education, 
introduced during the government of the Brazilian Social Democrat Party (PSDB) of President 
Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995-2002), were defined by an agenda that emphasized assessment, 
merit, private property, and the rules of the market (Frigotto, 2003; see also Frigotto & Ciavatta, 

                                                            
98 As this research focuses on the state of Rio de Janeiro and specifically the municipality of Niterói, it is important to 
note that neither Rio de Janeiro state, nor Niterói municipality are numbered amongst the few local governments in the 
country that reformulated instruments regulating the education systems (see Santos, 2005: 26-32). The municipality of 
Rio de Janeiro instead is mentioned as one of the four local governments introducing measures to eliminate gender, 
racial, and social stereotyping in education, banning the use of textbooks and other material that spread prejudice and 
racial discrimination in 1990. 
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2003; Sarubi, 2005). Among other things, the neoliberal agenda stimulated a second stage of 
decentralization in the Brazilian education system in 1995-2002 (UNESCO, 2005: 23), which 
focused on redefining the responsibilities of the Union, states and municipalities, decentralizing the 
curriculum and the model of teacher training, and strengthening the coordinating role of the federal 
state (UNESCO, 2005: 24).99 

Burity (2006), discussing the reforms of the Brazilian state and the development of social 
policies in this period, refers to a new model for the relationship between society and the state that 
emerged after 1995. He explains how a discourse on “over-centralization,” shared by the political 
right and the political left, combined with the mechanisms created for representation of sectors of 
Civil Society within the structure of executive power during the redemocratization process, 
contributed to the elaboration of this new model. In the view of the author, the Cardoso 
government represented an attempt to reach a compromise between the policies of structural 
adjustment, strongly advocated by agencies of multilateral finance in this period, and the revival of 
the development of social policies (Burity, 2006: 71). This compromise led to a “new discourse in 
the field of social policy”100 (Burity, 2006: 72). In this discourse two “rival camps”101 came together 
that “excluded the more traditional left and placed a premium on the transfer of responsibility to 
civil society, competitiveness, and the private initiative and individual interests that typify the 
market.” (2006: 73). In this context the non-governmental public sphere emerged as a new field in 
Brazil. The non-governmental organizations (NGOs) became important new social and political 
actors, representing a broadening of the public sphere and a larger role for society in the conduct of 
public affairs (Burity, 2006: 74). The state’s role regarding social policy was thereby defined as 
simply one of coordination and regulation, “leaving implementation to the action of the market and 
of civil society” (Burity 2006: 74).    
 A significant number of social actors in Brazil (such as labor unions, the school community, 
and so on) resisted the reforms taking place in education and other sectors in this period (Frigotto 
& Ciavatta, 2003; Sarubi, 2005). Melo and Rezende (2004) do argue, however, that in Brazil the 
decentralization process itself was not criticized so strongly by leftist political forces and civil society 
organizations as was the case in other Latin American countries in the same period. The authors 
argue that the empowerment of the sub-national government was also seen as one of the key 
rallying points of the left-wing parties, as “municipalization and the enlargement of political 
participation at the sub national government were pointed to as pivotal ingredients for a successful 
return to democracy” (Melo & Rezende, 2004: 49). Burity (2006: 76) argues that this new model 
characterizing the relationship between society and the state was well received by the majority of 
segments of civil society. He explains the general sympathy for what was being proposed by 
government (for example concerning decentralization) by referring to the impact of what he calls 
“the crisis of practical socialism,” of the welfare state, and of the attack, both nationally and 
internationally, through neoliberal discourse on the excessive growth of the state (Burity, 2006: 76). 
He clarifies:  
 

                                                            
99  This process was legally supported by the amendment made to the National Constitution through the 1996 
Education Act (Brasil, 1996). 
100 Therefore Burity (2006: 71) argues: “The Cardoso administration was born under the sign of the ‘third way,’ the 
compromise between the discourse of neo-liberalism and social democracy.”  
101 One camp represented ideas of social democracy and basic or participatory democracy and the other defended ideas 
on the centrality of the market as a mechanism of social coordination and regulation. 
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While the idea of broadening the public sphere to embrace both the state and the nonstate 
sectors was presented as a theoretical alternative to neoliberalism and included demands set out 
in the redemocratization process of the 1980s [...] the proposal has provided an opportunity at 
the symbolic level for the two processes to flow together. (Burity, 2006: 76)        

 
Burity (2006: 79), referring to “the redefinition of fields of social action” in Brazil in this period, 
points to new and old actors adopting their respective positions and pursuing various strategies of 
argument, negotiation, pressure, and co-optation. This had its effect on the Brazilian Black 
Movement and the strategies it developed as well. The changed relation between the state and civil 
society, and the changed political structure and channels for participation made actors in the 
movement develop and adopt new strategies. In terms of the organizational format of action, it is 
worth highlighting the “NGO-ization” trend also present within organizations and entities linked to 
the Black Movement. In this case NGO-ization should be understood as part of a process of 
steering collective action and diverse forms of activism, which uses relations with the state as a way 
of achieving demands, plans, and desires (see Silva, 2004 in Santos & Soeterik, 2012).  

 
Disputes and Alliances: the Brazilian Black Movement and the Political Left 
The redefinition of fields of social action within the Black Movement was not a linear and 
homogenous process. Within the movement, negotiation on meanings and frames took place, and 
different ideas on the best strategies existed as well. In these disputes, different understandings of 
the relationship between civil society and the state were an important issue. Santos (2001: 12) 
summarizes three hypotheses with regard to the relationship between the Brazilian state and the 
Black Movement.   

The first hypothesis is that the relationship between the state and the movement is imposed 
by the state and is above all characterized by support of the state to movements who in turn depend 
on this support. In this interpretation, it is argued that through processes of co-optation of Black 
Movement leaders, the autonomous manifestations of the black population are neutralized. 
According to this hypothesis, it is the state that defines the processes of formalization or 
institutionalization of demands from the movement. The second hypothesis argues the reverse: 
agents of movements define the process of institutionalization. The state absorbs the demands in a 
static way and its actions become a mere reflection of the demands formulated by a movement. The 
third hypothesis points to a dynamic understanding of the relationship between government and 
movement. None of the actors or arenas is static. It is understood that the state is also a political 
actor that at certain moments, regarding certain issues, enters in dialogue with political actors of the 
movement. This latter interpretation best fits with the analysis of the relationship between the Black 
Movement and the Brazilian state presented here, as it better allows considering the political 
negotiations established between government and organized parts of the black population, as well 
as for understanding negotiations happening within both arenas.           

Debates on the relationship between movement and state, and disputes on how best to 
conduct political processes have become more intense in the Black Movement since the 1980’s (see, 
e.g., Santos, 2001). This development resulted in divisions within the Black Movement related to 
different ideas on ways to dialogue and collaborate with the state. From this period onwards, the 
strategy of some Black Movement-linked organizations changed from a focus on reporting on 
racism to a focus that incorporated the state and envisioned the construction of anti-racist public 
policies.  
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The divisions within the Black Movement in this period partly related to different views on 
the relationship with and possible role of left-wing political parties in strengthening the demands of 
the Black Movement in the official political arena. These different views are related to distinct 
understandings of the interrelatedness of struggles related to economic inequality (or class-related 
struggles) and racial inequality (or race-related struggles). In line with the analysis presented by 
Burity (2006), one actor describes how in this period, besides groups that were still inspired by the 
“traditional left” and campaigned for reaching racial equality through class struggle, another group 
emerged with, in the view of this actor, “a more liberal agenda that admitted that social change would not 
necessarily have to come through class struggle” (A9:26). In his view, this last group started to perceive that 
within the traditional left, because of a strong focus on class, often there was no space for 
discussing racial inequality 102  (A9:24). The distancing of parts of the Black Movement from 
organized “traditional left” groups and political parties is confirmed by several actors. For example, 
one Black Movement activist explained why he personally is not affiliated to any (leftist) political 
party:  

The Left in Brazil is afraid of thinking about a democracy that does not make any kind of concession to 
racism. For example, [they are afraid] to show how it is incompatible to affirm equality of all [citizens] 
while you coexist with an ideology that puts human beings in a hierarchical order, like racism does. [...] The 
Left is afraid to think about a society like that. That is why it is not consistent when it faces these issues. 
(A10:74) 

  
The accounts of several Black Movement actors made me understand that in this period the 
political left in Brazil was more focused on the redistributive aspects of social justice and did not 
critically consider the relations (and possible tensions) with the recognition-related aspects of social 
justice linked to the category race (see Fraser, 1995, 2005, and the discussion in Chapter 2). Some 
actors explain the lack of theorization on (the relation between) race and class in Brazilian left-wing 
political parties and organizations by referring to the European (or “Eurocentric”) orientations many 
left-wing political parties build on. One actor, for example, referring to the “tragedy of the Left in 
Brazil,” argues: “The Left absorbed a European theory, and it did not understand that it thus also assumed 
Eurocentric values. […] So their universe is too closed to incorporate those ahistoric people [the black and 
indigenous populations in Brazil]. They studied the passing of the feudal model in Europe, but they never really 
understood the history of Brazil. That is the tragedy of the Left in Brazil, this leaning on theories without the 
necessary appropriation to the own history of Brazil” (A10:174). Soares (2009) also describes how, 
notwithstanding the fact that several social movements and political parties like the Partido dos 
Trabalhadores emerged as alternatives to the traditional left in the period of the 1980’s, many of these 
movements inherited the influence of “western Marxism and its socialist utopia” (2009: 35). The 
author affirms that consequently the 1980’s in Brazil were characterized by the hegemony of a 
political project that focused on the majority of the working class.     

Pointing to the importance of the recognition of the category race as a variable that operates 
in social relations, Soares (2009: 39) explains that the perspective that shows that poverty is not a 
homogenous process, but varies according to the overlapping of multiple differences such as race, 
gender, age, etc., is quite recent in Brazil (2009: 86). Until the end of the 1970’s, within the Black 
Movement too the approach to (the relation between) race and class was still very intuitive and 
lacked an extensive theoretical framework, essential for understanding the struggle against racism 
and racial inequalities, and the dynamics between race and class (Soares, 2009: 40, 82-83). From this 
                                                            
102 The idea of tension between redistribution and recognition elements of social justice, referred to, for example, by 
Fraser (1995) comes to mind (see the discussion in the theoretical Chapter 2). 
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period onwards, sectors of the Black Movement started to explicitly problematize the relations and 
dominant understanding of the two concepts. This development can be explained by the slow 
increase in educational level of the black population starting in this period, and by their soon-to-
follow intensified participation in contexts in which knowledge is constructed, such as higher 
education institutes and research groups.  

Even though strong disputes on ideal strategies for specific struggles existed within civil 
society as well, from the late 1980’s onward, the political culture that valued participation 
established a sphere of social coordination via networks directly related to social coordination via 
the state. In the case of the Black Movement this enabled the encounter of the neoliberal state with 
activist sectors: in both the former and the latter, “single” or “local” experiences were valued and 
understood as concrete actions to combat society’s problems. Although the tendency of 
accommodating the Black Movement’s activist sectors within this form of structuring action may be 
open to criticism of many kinds (see, e.g., also Silva, in Santos & Soeterik, 2012), it brought 
fundamental changes for the emergence of affirmative action in Brazil in the 2000’s. As Santos and 
I pointed out (Santos & Soeterik, 2012), firstly, NGO-ization strengthened the focus of anti-racist 
action in relation to the state, keeping the construction of public projects and policies as a central 
objective. Secondly, NGO-type action “professionalized” militant sectors at the same time. As a 
result, although they were now required to pursue resources to sustain their activism, they gained 
practical knowledge about the functioning of the state and the formulation, implementation, and 
evaluation of policies. Consequently, the state slowly started to recognize not only the social 
movements’ agendas, but also the movements’ (and their activists’) capacity and store of experience 
and knowledge. This multiple recognition of social movements by the state also allowed movement 
members to perform functions inside (or alongside) the state, and also to provide parliamentary 
assistance. Although the participation of movements inside the state apparatus was intermittent and 
subject to the political, institutional, and financial fragility in which many policies were created and 
implemented (see, e.g., Santos 2001: 101), the stay in the state apparatus of some militant leaders 
helped in building the knowledge and capacity of these movements, with activists gradually learning 
to deal with state bureaucracy, and to navigate the institutional and political intricacies in the 
formulation of public policies (see Santos, I.A.A., 2006; see Santos, 2001; see also Santos & 
Soeterik, 2012).103   

Concerning the Black Movement, one example of performance of functions inside the state 
apparatus at national scale is the Inter-ministerial Working Group to Value the Black Population in 
1995 (A9:24).104 This working group, which was given the task of preparing policy proposals to 
combat racism and racial inequality, was formed in response to demands presented by the Black 
Movement during the Zumbi dos Palmares March Against Racism For Citizenship and Life,105 the 
biggest demonstration ever held by the Brazilian Black Movement, which took place in Brasília in 
1995 (see Figure 4.2). 

                                                            
103  For example, Santos, I.A.A., (2006: 97) describing the creation of the Black Community Participation and 
Development Council in São Paulo in 1984, refers to the opportunities that members of the black community had for 
learning “what it is to make politics on a daily basis in the state of São Paulo.” He lists in detail what activities these 
actors were involved in that later proved useful for the Black Movement when navigating the official political arena.   
104  In addition to eight representatives from the Brazilian Black Movement, the working group was made up of 
representatives from eight ministries, alongside the secretariat of social communication of the President of the Republic. 
105 In this demonstration, the violent death in 1695 of Zumbi do Palmares, the leader of Quilombo dos Palmares (the 
biggest fugitive slave settlement during the period of legal practice of slavery in Brazil), and the following 300 years of 
strife were commemorated. Besides remembering the death of this historic leader, the objective of the demonstration 
was also the attempt to open a dialogue with government on racial inequalities still existing in society.     
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Figure 4.2  The Zumbi dos Palmares March Against Racism For Citizenship and Life in 
Brasília in 1995  

 

            Source: Cardoso (1996, cover illustration)  
  
The discussion in this section illustrated how, paradoxically, the neoliberal prescription in the 1990’s 
strengthened the creation of channels for dialogue between the state and private actors, including 
civil society, a development that enabled the acknowlegement of social movement agendas in the 
official political arena. Santos (2005) points to the fact that some of the historic demands made by 
the Black Movement in this period were granted by the Brazilian government in subsequent years. 
Significant was the public recognition of the existence of racial discrimination in Brazilian society by 
President Fernando Henrique Cardoso in 1996. Regarding education, a number of legal instruments 
were created at national level from the late 1980’s onward that relate to the proposal of Law 10.639. 
One example is an element of the Education Act approved in 1996 (Brasil, 1996).106 As the process 
of developing the Education Act (from 1988 to 1996) counted on the strong participation of social 
movements,107 the Black Movement also presented its agenda. Although there was a great deal of 
polemic regarding the process of the construction of the new Education Act, and in the end on 
most issues the voice of social movements was ignored (see Frigotto & Chiavatta, 2003; Zanetti, 
1998 and discussion in Chapter 1), some demands of the Black Movement were (at least partially) 
included. 108  The fourth clause of Article 26 more or less copies Article 242 of the National 

                                                            
106 When the constitution was finished, the new Education Act (Lei 9.394/96 de Diretrizes e Bases da Educação Nacional 
[LDB]) was one of the first law proposals considered by the Federal Chamber. The Brazilian national education system, 
as it exists today, is rooted in the constitution and the 1996 Education Act (see Appendix I). 
107 Many social movement actors united in the National Forum in Defense of the Public School (Fórum Nacional em 
Defesa da Escola Pública, FNDEP), referred to in Chapter 1.  
108 Dias (2005: 53), who investigated the inclusion of race issues in the three versions of the Education Act from 1961, 
1971, and 1996, explains that in 1961 race issues were incorporated in the debates on the drafting of the Education Act. 
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constitution (Brasil, 1988) (see discussion in section 4.1.1); However, here it specifies what the 
“different ethnicities and cultures” it refers to are: “The teaching of History of Brazil should take 
into account the contribution of different cultures and ethnicities in the formation of the Brazilian 
people, especially the indigenous, African and European legacy.” (Brasil, 1996: 11 author’s italics).  

Besides this element in the 1996 Education Act, in 1997 curricular parameters concerning 
the theme of cultural plurality were published. The intention of the parameters was to promote the 
valuing of the black population and the cultural contributions in Brazil (Brasil, 1997). It should be 
mentioned, however, that – since the parameters are non-mandatory – the decision whether or not, 
and how to implement the contents presented in the document was left to the schools.109 Moreover, 
in 1998 a national policy on reviewing textbooks was approved which envisioned the elimination of 
those materials containing, representing, or encouraging racial discrimination. It was also in this 
period that a law proposal on the introduction of a quota system for Afro-Brazilians and other 
marginalized sectors of Brazilian society for admission to higher education institutes started to 
circulate (1999), and a proposal of a statute for racial equality was drafted by PT deputy Paulo Paím 
(2000).   

In the final years of the government of President Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1995-2002), 
an increased global mobilization with regard to racial inequality made the debate on racial inequality 
in general, and affirmative actions in particular, gain even more momentum in the national official 
political arena in Brazil. This process and the factors that contributed to it are discussed in the next 
section. 

 
4.1.2 Global Events and Factors, and the Strengthening of the National Education 
  Agenda on Race in Brazil  

A longstanding explanation in Brazil for the presence of race issues on the political agenda is that in 
Brazil an agenda developed in the United States is artificially copied or imported (cf. Bourdieu & 
Wacquant, 2002; see also Santos & Soeterik, 2012). The discussion in this section will illustrate, 
however, how the strengthening of the national education agenda on race in Brazil should be 
understood as the outcome of a construction of alliances between several actors in different arenas, 
and at different scales. These include political parties, the academic world, social movements, and 
international organizations. In this process the Brazilian Black Movement should be recognized as 
the protagonist that through its members and allies slowly convinced sectors of Brazilian society of 
the importance of this type of policies. As one actor stated regarding the creation of a race-based 
education agenda:  
 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
The author highlights that although race was not critically dealt with, but mentioned in the context of a more general 
defense of the right of education to all, at the time the actors involved in drafting the Education Act were at least 
conscious of the fact that, besides class, race was also a factor in the differentiation of educational processes and 
contexts. Unfortunately, in 1971, due to the political climate created by the dictatorship that excluded and prohibited 
any kind of manifestation of social movements in general, and of racism in particular, race issues did not appear at all in 
the discussion concerning the Education Act. 
109 The National Curricular Parameters (Parâmetros Curriculares Nacionais, PCN) consist of a collection of documents 
publicized by the Brazilian government in 1997. Each document deals with a specific school subject or “transversal 
issue.” Schools can build on these documents when developing their curriculum; they are, however, not obliged to do 
so. For the level of primary education, the PCN is divided into ten volumes. Cultural plurality is discussed in Volume 
10, together with the issue of sexual orientation (Brasil, 1997, see also  
http://portal.mec.gov.br/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=12640%3Aparametros-curriculares-
nacionais1o-a-4o-series&catid=195%3Aseb-educacao-basica&Itemid=859). 



95 
 

It is not something imposed top-down. It was slowly constructed. How? Through convincing. Because in the 
end persuasion is the only weapon we have. We do not have the power, only the power of our discourse, the 
strength of our argument. That’s it. (A2:13-15) 

  
As mentioned earlier, in the mid 1990’s the redefinition of the relation between the Brazilian state 
and civil society in the field of social policy and the revival of developments of social policies was 
accompanied by a new social discourse. Burity (2006: 78-79) explains how this resulted in an 
increased introduction of cross-currents such as gender, and ethnicity/race, either as variables 
determining the effectiveness or fairness of policies, or as requirements imposed on the executors 
of government programs to include specific actions and provisions. 110  Related to these 
developments, it was in the mid 1990’s that the discussion on affirmative action appeared on the 
national agenda in Brazil.111   

The introduction of cross-currents such as identity, gender, ethnicity, and race to the official 
political agenda was, however, not a process unique to Brazil. These developments were, also at 
global level, linked to the processes that influenced the changing relation between state and civil 
society, such as development of the welfare state, and the spread of neoliberal ideas and policies 
mentioned earlier. Consequently, the increased consideration of issues linked to ethnicity and race 
on the official political agenda in Brazil should be understood as a multi-scalar process, influenced 
by global processes and events as well. Burity (2006: 79) highlights, for example, how in the mid 
1990’s the release of international resources for Brazilian government programs by multilateral 
financing organizations such as the World Bank and the IMF was often conditional on the inclusion 
of social policy measures. Black Movement actors and scholars also describe how in 1998 the World 
Bank approved a huge loan for the Brazilian education sector, setting the Cardoso government as 
condition that “diversity” issues in education would be addressed (A1:167).112   
 
The Impulse of the Durban Conference 
In Brazil, consensus exists on the fact that the emergence of public policies incorporating race 
issues happened to a large extent after the third World Conference Against Racism, Racial 
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance (WCAR). This conference was held in 2001 
under the auspices of the United Nations (UN) in Durban, South Africa. In Brazil, the period after 
the conference was characterized by the public recognition by representatives of the Brazilian 
official political arena of the presence of racism in Brazilian society and the essential role of the 
education system in its manifestation (A9:34; Almeida, 2008: 40). Soares (2009: 143) highlights the 
fact that the Durban conference transformed the theme of quota policies for black students at 
higher education institutes into an object of dispute within Brazilian society. An overall 
popularization and politicization of the issue of racial inequality and affirmative action took place in 
this period, forcing sectors of society to take a position regarding the legitimacy of these kind of 
policies. Referring to the “impulse” the Durban conference gave, another scholar and Black 

                                                            
110 Burity (2006: 78-79) describes how the desire of government to introduce these concerns was also created by 
international influences (while the national processes have been discussed extensively in this section, the latter will be 
focus of discussion in the next section). 
111 The seminar “Multiculturalism and Racism, the Role of Affirmative Actions in Democratic States,”  held in 1996, in 
the view of participating actors had major influence on the evolution on the debate on Affirmative Action in Brazil in 
the 1990”s (A9: 026).     
112 One actor affirms that based on the new team of professionals brought together in the Ministry of Education to 
work on this issue, the Secretariat for Continuing Education, Alphabetization and Diversity (SECAD) was created. The 
constitution and role of SECAD will be further discussed in Chapter 5.    
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Movement activist explains how the official position against the implementation of affirmative 
action, defended in the mid 1990’s by Brazilian government, was destabilized during the Durban 
process. He states: “Durban makes its mark concerning a change of the position of the government. It was no 
longer possible to work with the idea that Brazil is a racial democracy. Some kind of measure had to be taken. I 
believe that was one thing that motivated a change in the position of government” (A9:122).  

The third WCAR should be understood as part of a UN agenda in the 1990’s in which 
issues were debated that increasingly became more global in character due to the fact that they 
reached beyond national borders in a period in which the nation state lost its role as central political 
unity (Soares, 2009: 144). Accordingly, the third WCAR was part of a series of UN world 
conferences held in this period.113 The objective of the UN agenda was to debate and propose 
recommendations for “social issues” such as those related to environment, human rights, 
development, and women from a global perspective. The global context in which the third WCAR 
took place differed from the one that motivated the first two conferences realized in 1978 and 1983, 
as the first two conferences focused mainly on the condemnation of apartheid (thereby focusing 
mainly on the political regime in South Africa). This third conference, however, had a broader 
agenda, including issues such as the evaluation of advances in the campaign against racism, racial 
discrimination and corresponding forms of discrimination, evaluation of obstacles that impede the 
advance of the issue in diverse contexts, and the suggestion of measures to combat expressions of 
racism and intolerance (Soares, 2009: 144-145; Albuquerque, 2008, see also Santos & Soeterik, 
2010). In this sense the Durban conference should be understood as a historic moment of global 
mobilization with regard to racial inequality. With the creation of an important arena for discussion 
on racial injustices and policies at a global scale, nation states and multilateral organizations were 
now obliged to take a position on the issue.  

Nevertheless, in the case of Brazil, as I argue together with Santos (Santos & Soeterik, 
2012), the main impacts of the conference were not due to the declaration signed by the Brazilian 
government in Durban, but much more to the actions (at local/municipal, regional/state, and 
national scales) regarding the creation of public policies carried out by the Brazilian Black 
Movement during the processes that surrounded the conference. In this sense, we argued that the 
importance of the Durban conference needs to be understood for Brazil not so much as an event, 
but much more as a process (Santos & Soeterik, 2012). The “Durban process” was initiated during 
several regional, state, and municipal conferences in Brazil (from March 2000 to July 2001), a 
national conference (July 2001), and a preparatory regional conference attended by countries in 
North and South America and the Caribbean (Chile, December 2000), which all took place before 
the global event in Durban in 2001. These conferences became opportunities for the Brazilian Black 
Movement to develop and strengthen itself at various scales. Within this process of strengthening 
the movement and the increasing pressure on the state on various scales, anti-racism agendas and 
policies were constructed and strengthened. Giving more legitimacy at national level to the political 
actions of the Black Movement, the Durban process stimulated the production of new ways of 
understanding and approaching race issues, both within Brazilian society, and within the Brazilian 
Black Movement itself (Soares, 2009).  

This understanding of the protagonist role of the Brazilian Black Movement is also extolled 
by several Black Movement actors who at the time were directly or indirectly involved in the 

                                                            
113 The 1992 UN Conference on the Environment and Development, the 1993 Second World Conference on Human 
Rights, the 1994 World Conference on Population and Development, the 1995 World Summit for Social Development, 
and the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women, among others. 



97 
 

process. For example, one activist and scholar stated: “It is obvious that Durban helped to give an impulse 
[to the agenda-setting process on race in Brazil], but Durban is not the cause of the existence of [race-
based] public policies in Brazil. [...] Merit should go to black activism” (A10:140).  

In sum, it was a complex multi-scalar and inter-scalar process of strengthening and 
tensioning of race issues that emerged around the Durban conference in which the Black 
Movement used the existence of a global event to present its local, regional, and national agenda. 
The Black Movement was a key actor in constructing the anti-racist education agenda, but the 
effective construction of policies only became possible within a global context that strengthened the 
movement in its struggle. Actors point to the importance of understanding this protagonist role and 
the strategies used by the Brazilian Black Movement in this process (A9:122). As one actor stated:  
 

The [black] social movement started to perceive that one way to influence the [national] agenda was 
precisely through [creating] external pressure on the government. Because the government had a discourse 
with the outside world portraying that all was marvelous, while inside [the country] policies existed that 
were not being realized. As such, from the moment on that the movement started to play this game of 
reporting to the outside world, using the Brazilian representation [during global events such as the 
Durban conference] for incorporation and promotion of the agenda of the Black Movement, to my view 
this brought important results. (A9:122)  

 
Actors highlight the importance of understanding the dynamics within the movement, as well as the 
need to avoid a “mechanical reading” (A9:122) of the way in which the international agenda is 
incorporated by the movement. As the same actor cited earlier stated: “It is the movement that sees space 
on the international agenda where it can insert its own agenda [...] However it is obvious that this can not be done 
without alliances and compromises” (A9:122).  

In that sense, the process of the Durban conference – instead of being regarded as a “top-
down” process in which the global actors at the conference or the Brazilian state played the most 
significant role in the creation of political opportunities – should be understood as an example of 
how the Brazilian Black Movement used a “politics of scales” (see also Santos, R.E., 2006: 125) to 
create political opportunities for putting race on the agenda and make it a topic of debate in society 
(see also Santos, R.E., 2006; Santos & Soeterik, 2012). The concept “politics of scales” helps to 
clarify how a new configuration of conducting politics worked with regard to the Durban conference 
(Santos, R.E., 2006: 87). In this new configuration it is important to understand that power should 
not be understood as something found at the global, national, or local scale. Power is instead 
understood as “the capacity to articulate scales” (Vainer in Santos, 2006: 86). Santos emphasizes 
that this concept of politics of scale is essential, not only for the analysis, but also for the 
construction of social reality: “More than ever, reasoning power, strategies and actions centered in 
space and in scales are fundamental gains in the definition and imposition of projects for society 
and territories” (Santos, R.E., 2006: 87).  

Durban was the first larger-scale “global opportunity” in which the global was also 
incorporated in the politics of scales used by the Brazilian Black Movement. Later on, this was 
followed by processes related to other global events such as the development of the agenda related 
to the Millennium Development Goals, the cycle of UN conferences in the 1990’s, and UNICEF’s 
agenda regarding children’s rights (A9:122).  

Consideration of these multi-scalar processes and dynamics is essential for understanding 
why racial inequality was increasingly being debated and incorporated in societal and political 
discourses from the late 1990’s onward. However, it is important to understand that they did not 
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play a protagonist political role in relation to initiatives aiming to foster the inclusion of race issues 
on the national agenda, although global processes and actors in some cases did seem to have 
fulfilled a bureaucratic role (for example by financing or coordinating programs and events, and 
facilitating dialogue with the state) from the mid-1990’s until the beginning of the new century. 
Analysis shows that the frames and rationales promoted by these agencies were often distinct from 
those of the movement that initially campaigned for these issues. For example, while the 
“conditions” imposed by bodies such as the World Bank in the mid 1990’s contributed to increased 
debate about racial inequalities in Brazil, analysis of the document The Costs of Discrimination in Latin 
America (Patrinos, 1994), published at the time, shows how “social issues,” such as those related to 
ethnic/racial inequality were initially discussed with reference to investment: “education for all” is 
necessary for generating human and social capital (see also Rocha, 2006; Almeida, 2008). In this 
discourse, ethnicity/race issues are incorporated into overall discussions of development and 
poverty (reduction), and considered in the first place “a loss of human capital” rather than a crime 
(see, for example, Patrinos, 1994: 20). Consequently, no reference is made to policies (e.g., on 
education) as a means through which structures in society should be transformed. Even when 
recognizing that investment in (universal) education policies would not be enough to eradicate racial 
exclusion in Brazil (see Patrinos, 1994: 5, 18) – an argument implying that affirmative action 
measures, such as, for example, quotas, could be necessary – no argument is formulated that 
defends the introduction of affirmative action policies.114   
 The moderating role played by multilateral agencies in the construction of anti-racist 
education policies is well illustrated when looking at the Brazilian government program Diversidade 
na Universidade (Diversity in the University)115 developed in the aftermath of the Durban conference. 
One Black Movement actor and scholar116  reflected on the role played by the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IADB) and UNESCO in the development of this program. She explained how 
at the time these bodies were significant for establishing dialogue within the Ministry of Education 
itself (i.e., internal dialogue), in particular with the minister of education. These dialogues facilitated, 
for example, the solidification of the team that had to execute the program (A8:098-100). However, 
she also argued that in this case these “global actors” cannot be considered “essential articulators.” Her 
argument was as follows:  
 

When you ask me who the essential actors were here, my question would be: essential with regard to what? 
UNESCO participated in the dialogue, yet they did not manage to strengthen the theme inside their own 
institution. So it was much more this external dialogue with the Ministry of Education instead of also a 
reciprocal dialogue in which they also reflected on their own actions and evaluations within UNESCO. 
(A8:100)  

          

                                                            
114 As I will discuss later, in 2002 the World Bank made its negative evaluation of specific affirmative action measures 
for certain groups in society explicit, advising against the formulation of affirmative action policies (see, e.g., World 
Bank, 2002: 90). 
115 This program, executed in the period between 2002 and 2006, envisioned financially supporting education projects 
that stimulated completing secondary education and access to higher education for socially marginalized groups. The 
program focused especially on the Afro-Brazilian and indigenous population. Several initiatives were financed through 
this program, most of them university admission preparatory courses for black and socioeconomically disadvantaged 
youngsters (the so-called cursos pré-vestibulares). While the IADB provided a loan of BRL 27 million for developing the 
program, UNESCO played a mediating role in the design and implementation of the program (A9:070) (Cavalleiro, 
2008: 32; see also Almeida, 2008).  
116 This actor worked in the Ministry of Education at the Secretariat for Continuing Education, Alphabetization and 
Diversity (SECAD), in 2004-2006. 
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The discussion in this section makes clear that from the late 1980’s onward tension built in Brazilian 
society with regard to the issue of racial inequality. The processes around the Durban conference 
contributed to popularization of the issue by the media, which helped make racial inequality a more 
prominent subject of debate. Since the late 1990’s and even more since the beginning of the new 
century, in different arenas and contexts discussions were taking place that were not even thinkable 
a decade earlier (e.g., A9: 131-133). As one actor stated: “It was much less than we wished for, but much 
more than we thought was possible a decade earlier” (A2:30).   

However, when the discourses promoted in official political arenas (at both global and local 
scales) and in Brazilian public opinion in this period are considered, it becomes clear that the 
treatment of social issues in general, and racial inequality in particular, was similar to the discourse 
propagated by multilateral agencies such as the World Bank. Several studies show how in this 
period influential parties in Brazilian government, such as the minister of education, was still against 
affirmative action policies (see, e.g., Almeida, 2008; Rocha, 2006; Moehlecke, 2002). Despite the 
international trend of referring to ethnic/racial inequalities and considering them to be problematic, 
in line with discourses of bodies such as the World Bank, the dominant argument at the time in 
Brazilian government and mass media was that the problem of racial inequalities in education 
should be combated through policies designed to improve public sector education in general, and 
not through policies focusing on specific (e.g., ethnic/racial) groups.117 Not surprisingly, the main 
political and societal debates on the issue of racial inequality and education were restricted to 
debates that centered on positions pro and con regarding quota policies for black students in higher 
education institutions. 

Analysis of a World Bank document from this period shows how this debate at the time was 
also promoted by the bank. While the World Bank in the mid 1990’s clearly pointed to racial 
inequalities as a central problem in Brazilian education (see discussion above), in 2002 it formulated 
a clear position against the implementation of quotas in Brazil: 
  

Brazil has established racial quotas for recruitment processes in some federal bodies, and there 
are proposals to use this type of system in university entry processes. However, these quotas 
have at least two disadvantages: the first is the reaction and polarization they may produce, 
caused by “reverse discrimination”; the second concerns the difficulty of applying a racial test in 
Brazil, given that society is not divided into social categories based on race as in other countries. 
(World Bank, 2002: 90)  

 
This statement, made in the context of the building tension surrounding the issue of affirmative 
action in general, and quotas in education in particular, in the aftermath of the Durban Conference, 
should clearly be understood as an alignment with the actors that campaigned against this type of 
policies in Brazil. Black Movement actors explain that at the time most powerful conveyors of 
resistance came mainly from the (political and academic) elite and powerful media. Specifically 
concerning the quota policies on higher education institutes, sectors of the white middle class in 
Brazil were resistant. In an interview, a Black Movement actor and scholar gives his explanation for 
this resistance:  
 
 

                                                            
117 It comes as no surprise then, that the conditional cash transfer program Bolsa Escola, one of the most influential 
programs addressing “social issues” related to education (which was adopted nation-wide in 2001) did not include a 
ethnicity/race component (Glewwe and Kassouf, 2010).      
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I believe that in general the middle class accepted the agenda [...] I believe that within the middle class there is 
one very specific sector that did not incorporate the agenda simply because when you change rules at the 
universities, it is precisely the sons and daughters of these groups that will have to change... So that is the 
problem. (A9:131-133) 

     
When considering the national Brazilian agenda regarding race and education in the late 1990’s and 
beginning of the new century, several studies (e.g., Almeida, 2008; Moehlecke, 2002; Rocha, 2006) 
show how in this period influential parties in Brazilian government, such as the minister of 
education,118 continued expressing ambivalence with regard to affirmative action policies. In the 
discourse presented by the Ministry of Education, often arguments were expressed similar to those 
used by multilateral agencies such as the World Bank, and the political and academic elite, and 
widely spread by powerful national media vehicles, such as the Rede Globo television network. Two 
main arguments are presented in this discourse (see, e.g., Kamel 2003, 2004, 2006): first, the idea 
that no racism exists in Brazil and, second, that (socioeconomic) inequalities between black and 
non-black Brazilians are attributed to other variables such as social class and education (see Feres, 
2007: 302). Together, these arguments are clearly in line with the ideology of Brazil being a racial 
democracy.       
 The few policies designed at the time, such as the Diversity in the University program, 
represented a “compromise” of government between demands for affirmative action policies on the 
one hand, and the strong resistance still present in powerful sectors of society against these type of 
policies on the other. Almeida’s study (2008) on the aforementioned Diversity in the University 
program shows that although the program did play an important role in the development of the 
discussion on racial and ethnic diversity in Brazil, it could not be considered successful. The 
compromise the government sought between demands for affirmative action policies, and the 
strong resistance present in society, government, and international bodies against these types of 
policies meant that the program – aside from financing existing initiatives (mostly Black Movement-
linked NGO ones)119 – did not result in the design and implementation of new anti-racist education 
policies, such as nationwide quota policies in education institutions that envisioned to transform the 
education institutions, processes, and contents in a more structural way (see also Moehlecke, 2002).  

The discussion in this section described the tensions surrounding the issue of racial 
inequality in Brazil, building since the 1980’s, and even more so towards the late 1990’s during the 
Durban conference-related processes. It described how the Brazilian Black Movement used a 
politics of scales to take advantage and create opportunities at various scales and in various arenas 
to put race on the national (education) agenda. It can be concluded, that, when considering racial 
inequalities and/in education, the main focus in the official discourses until the late 1990’s was 
based on a formal concept of equal opportunities. This interpretation led to a concentration on 
more general redistributive aspects of social justice and education (such as equal access and 
provision) and ignored critical considerations of the recognition aspects of social justice and 
education (also involving processes, contents, and power relations). With regard to the latter, the 
only concrete actions taken in the official political arena until the beginning of the new century were 
the publication of curricular parameters concerning the theme of cultural plurality in 1997, and the 
enactment of a national policy on reviewing textbooks in 1998. In sum, developments at the time 
were still a far cry from a critical reflection on race as a structuring principle in Brazilian society, 

                                                            
118 At the time Paulo Renato de Souza. 
119 The most prominent being the financing of the already existing university admission preparatory courses for black 
and socioeconomically disadvantaged adolescents and young adults (the so-called cursos pré-vestibulares). 
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linked to the history of colonization, and to the economic expansion of the West (see also Carneiro, 
2002; Santos & Soeterik, 2012). However, the increased attention and tension in society related to 
the issue in Brazil influenced the debates during the 2002 election campaigns, forcing the candidates 
to take a stand on the issue (A9:34, see also Soares, 2009: 147). Consequently, racial inequality was a 
fiercely debated issue in the campaign, and in PT candidate Luíz Ignacio “Lula” da Silva’s run for 
office too. However, as the discussion in the next section will show, putting race issues on the PT 
agenda was also a process accompanied by debate and negotiation within both the PT and the Black 
Movement. 

 
4.1.3 Putting Race on the PT Agenda 

The Workers Party (the Partido dos Trabalhadores, PT) was created in 1980, in the period the process 
of transition to democracy started. The fact that both the left-wing parties and many social 
movements in that period questioned the status quo of Brazilian society made alliances between the 
two parties and the social movements strong. Della Porta and Diani (1999), emphasizing the 
importance of the presence of institutional allies for social movements to gain access to the 
decision-making process, specifically refer to left-wing political parties as possible allies of social 
movements, stating:  
 

[t]he configuration of power on the left is particularly important for social movements. [...] as 
mediators between civil society and the state, the parties of the left need to mobilize public opinion 
and voters. For this reason they are far from indifferent to social movement pressure. (Della Porta & 
Diani 1999: 215) 

  
The creation of the PT indeed went hand in hand with the formation of alliances, including with 
sectors of the Brazilian Black Movement.120 Such alliances, however, were never without conflict: 
inclusion of race issues on the PT agenda was also accompanied by debate and struggle both within 
the party and within the Black Movement. This point relates to the tensions between the project 
defended by the “traditional left” and the Brazilian Black Movement in recent decades discussed 
earlier.  
 
The Tragedy of the Left in Brazil 
The tension within the political left in Brazil, regarding the understanding and theorization of the 
concepts class and race discussed earlier, has always been present in the PT. Soares (2009) makes an 
interesting comparison between the incorporation of issues related to gender and race in the party 
agenda. The author builds on Fraser’s work (1995, 2005) on the redistributive and recognition 
dimensions of justice, which explains that both race and gender issues have an economic 
(redistributive) and a cultural (recognition) dimension. Because of the two issues’ similarity in this 
sense, contrasting the politicization of the two themes in Brazil makes it possible to show the 
particularities present in the debate on race, and the barriers present for the incorporation of the 
issue by institutions and political organizations. The author shows that the visibility of inequalities 
related to race developed in a very different historical and political framework. In order to politicize 
race, the first step should be the recognition of the category race as a variable that operates in social 

                                                            
120 Soares (2009: 64-67), highlighting the fact that the PT was not the only party that attracted Black Movement 
militants, refers to space for institutionalization of race issues in the Brazilian Democratic Movement Party (Partido do 
Movimento Democrático Brasileiro, PMDB) and the Democratic Labor Party (Partido Democratico Trabalhista, PDT) as well.  
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relations, implying a reflection on and revision of representations of the society as a whole. The 
latter is something that is, in the view of Soares, still quite weak in the PT project:  
 

The politicization of issues related to gender interrogates the dominant norms regarding 
masculinity and problematize the role of these in the exploration, marginalization and economic 
exclusion of women. However it does not threaten the representation the entire society has of 
itself, like the problematization of race relations does. This is a difference that distinguishes the 
ways in which race in Brazilian society is politicized and therefore can be one of the, but not the 
only, explanatory element, for the different treatment of the themes of race and gender in the 
PT since its formation. (Soares, 2009: 39) 

 
Other actors also refer to the “absence of a project” in the PT regarding racial inequality. For example 
one actor I interviewed stated:  
 

The PT claimed so often that it had a project for Brazil. But when it took over the presidency of the republic, 
where was the project? They did not have a project! [...] How can you have a project without taking these 
issues into consideration? [...] There are some reforms, but there is no project. (A10:174) 

  
Other accounts confirm the fact that the inclusion of race issues on the PT agenda was not due to 
the benevolence of government (Rocha, 2006: 62). During the last three decades, within the PT too, 
Black Movement activists had to fight for their cause. The struggle against racial discrimination was 
often incorporated in the party program only as a “related” element, as complementary to the 
struggles related to class, instead of as an element of exclusion that needed specific actions and 
policies. It was the Black Movement leaders’ campaigning within the PT that was crucial to putting 
the issue of racial inequality on the party’s agenda. For example, internal pressure led to the creation 
of the National Secretariat for the Combat of Racism in the PT in 1995. Through this secretariat, 
these same Black Movement leaders were involved in the inclusion of the debate on racial inequality 
in the PT party program for the 2002 elections, when Lula ran for president. One of the 
documents, part of the “Program of the Government of the Coalition of President Lula” (PT, 
2002), was entitled “Brazil Without Racism.”121 In this document, racial inequalities in Brazil were 
mapped, and future actions and programs – such as affirmative action policies – were proposed. 
Soares highlights, however, how sometimes in the campaign the way the issue was dealt with 
betrayed the unfamiliarity of candidate Lula with the issue (see Soares, 2009: 147-148), causing 
confusion about the ideas behind and possibilities to implement race-based policies. Recognizing 
this fact, the author affirms (Soares, 2009) that from its start the PT campaign absorbed the 
predominant language used in Durban, showing an engagement with the demands of the Black 
Movement. The implementation of public policies against racism and discrimination became part of 
the program of the PT government, accompanied by a commitment to human rights and an 
amplification of citizenship – the document “Brazil Without Racism” being the most concrete 
example. 

The actual reason for the approval of Law 10.639 on one of the first days of the Lula 
government is, however, an issue still under debate. Rocha (2006), for example, argues that the fact 
that Law 10.639 was approved on January 9, 2003 was actually due to the dissatisfaction of 
members of the Black Movement with the new setup of ministries announced by Lula when he 
entered office. In the context of the tension surrounding race issues built up in the beginning of the 
new century, agreements were made during the election campaign between the party and Black 
                                                            
121 Brazil sem racismo (PT, 2002). 
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Movement on creating a ministry that would develop public policies to combat racial exclusion in 
Brazil. Nonetheless, when the new president announced his ministry structure when he came into 
office, no such department was mentioned. Dias (2005) argues that therefore the approval of Law 
10.639 on the January 9, 2003 should be understood as a strategy created by the nine-day-old 
government to “sidetrack” the Black Movement with new worries, namely those of the 
implementation of Law 10.639. The underlying motive of the approval would have been to “distract 
the attention” from other more structural promises made like the one concerning the creation of a 
special ministry. Dias states: “Herewith government succeeded, as it was not put under pressure 
immediately by these segments of society, something that, to my view, would cause embarrassment 
in this beginning of the Lula government” (2005: 59). However, due to unrelenting pressure from 
the Black Movement, the promised institute, the Special Secretariat for the Promotion of Racial 
Equality Policies (Secretaria de Políticas de Promoção da Igualdade Racial, SEPPIR), was finally created in 
March that same year.  

Related to the sequence of events presented in the account above, it is interesting to 
consider how one Black Movement activist and scholar explained how he understands the dynamics 
regarding demands made by social movements in the official political arena and especially the role 
of political parties therein. While visualizing his understanding in a drawing, he stated:  
 

A social movement brings its claims to the institutional sphere, but in general the parties here stay somewhere 
between the movement and the institutions, filtering what they can or cannot have institutionalized here. The 
claims of blacks and indigenous, if you look at the congress, they tend to remain here [in the space of the 
parties, between the movement and the institutional sphere]. So, even if the party absorbs the 
proposal made by the social movement and brings them into the institutional sphere, no effort is made to see it 
also made into legislation. He does this with interests in the elections, he says that he will bring it [in the 
institutions], but here in the party top, in the institutional dynamic, they forget these projects. (A10:066)  

 
At the same time, however, he expressed understanding that “it is the role of the party [...] the party takes 
it up, but the moment that pressure is needed inside [the institution], they do not campaign, they play a game” 
(A10:066). 

The same actor also explained how he views the role of social movements and the strategies 
they should use with regard to the institutionalization of claims or demands. Referring to the Zumbi 
dos Palmares March referred to earlier, and the march called Zumbi + 10 held in 2005,122 he stated: 
“When we have a march, that means that the social movement, knowing about this weakness [of the party], turns 
directly to these institutions. [...] At these moments we ignore party mediation” (A10:66). Regarding the 
meaning of the Zumbi + 10 march, organized when the Lula government had almost completed its 
third year in power, another author affirms: 
  

 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
122  The objective of  the Zumbi mais dez march was similar to the objective of the march held in 1995: disseminate the 
debate on racism and protesting against the bad conditions of life of the majority of the black population. Also during 
this march a document listing various claims formulated by the Black Movement was handed over to the President of 
the Republic.  
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It was a very convincing statement that there are things which cannot be compromised on nor 
negotiated: autonomy and independence from political parties and governments, for example. 
Using our own two legs, without the support of a party, or with “generous” official help, the 
black population occupied the Esplanada123 [...] We are no political party. We do not have a 
political party. Our cause is bigger than all of them. Actually, all of them owe us, and a lot. 
(Vieira, 2005) 

 
This discussion illustrates how, in the process of inclusion of race issues on the agenda of political 
parties such as the PT, the Brazilian Black Movement and its campaign played a protagonist role. It 
also illustrates that political parties themselves should be understood to be operating in an arena full 
of tensions and interests in which certain issues are given legitimacy and others are not. Once in 
government, political parties have to operate in institutions managed and operated by political elites, 
and have to deal with the latter’s interests. These powerful actors are often unreceptive to civil 
society claims and demands, especially those proposing that the “rules of the game” be revised, as 
race-based policies often envisage. In this regard, Santos (2008) accurately states:   
 

There are groups in Brazil that are very strong politically, [with] very strong political discursive 
networks, […] especially within the middle class where they have access to economic benefits, 
to political benefits, educational benefits, those who have access to the university, access to 
discourses that are socially valued. So there are a lot of people in Brazil that fight for an equality 
that in reality is an equality possible within the colonial context. […] because when we start to 
talk about the other equality, an equality that contemplates diversity, these people feel attacked in 
their positions of political, economic and epistemic enunciation. So these people will be the first 
ones to oppose. (Santos, 2008) 

 
As Soares (2009) already argued, referring to the barriers present for the incorporation of the issue 
by institutions and political organizations: the politicization of race implies a reflection on and 
revision of representations of the society as a whole, something not of interest to many members of 
these elites. 
 
The discussion of this first phase intended to focus on the campaign against racial inequality in 
education. Arenas, actors, factors, and processes playing a role in this phase were highlighted; this 
makes it possible to understand what the political opportunity structures were that have 
strengthened claims regarding (putting) anti-racist education on the political (education) agenda in 
the official political arena since the mid 1990’s. This section discussed how several events and actors 
since the 1980’s have contributed to the creation of political opportunities for putting demands 
regarding combating racism in and through education on the official political agenda. Strengthened 
by the creation of the councils, commissions, coordination boards, and advisory posts referred to 
earlier, the Brazilian Black Movement campaign meant that at different scales of Brazilian politics, 
laws and regulations with content similar to Law 10.639 had already been proposed and approved 
before 2003, the year in which the law was enacted. Several legal instruments at state, municipal, 
and national level existed with goals (at least partially) similar to the ones addressed by Law 10.639. 
The approval of Law 10.639 at national scale in 2003 is thus example of the relative strength 
initiatives at local, state, and municipal scale can have in Brazil. As will be shown, on some points 
the contents of these state and municipal laws are similar to the text that in 2003 became national 
Law 10.639. Moreover, it was shown how from 2003 on, historical alliances and compromises 

                                                            
123 The Espanalda is the area in Brasília where all the ministries can be found. 
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between the Brazilian Black Movement and the PT of Luiz Ignacio “Lula” da Silva created more 
institutional space for some demands to be translated into policy texts, which – as the next section 
will show – was what happened with Law 10.639.  
The discussion of Phase 2, where I concentrate on the process in the official political arena, will 
show that the process of drafting the text of the law and its revision and approval was also a 
process full of disputes, tension, and contradictions.  
  

4.2 Phase 2: Trajectory of the Text of Law 10.639 in the Official Political Arena 

The process of proposal of the contents that in 2003 became Law 10.639, and the final approval in 
the national political sphere was a multi-scalar process that took four years and involved many 
actors and arenas. The previous section highlighted that measures similar to Law 10.639 had already 
been taken prior to 2003 in several states and municipalities around the country. Consequently, 
based on these experiences, several Black Movement activists and academics, from the 1980’s on, 
would already present similar education projects at national level to the Senate and in the Chamber 
of Deputies124. Although the contents of Law 10.639 already existed in claims and victories of the 
Black Movement at various scales of politics prior to 2003, the text of the law that was approved 
that year had already circulated in the political arena for four years.   
 
4.2.1 From Approval via Vetoes to Final Draft 

The final content of Law 10.639 is the result of actions of and negotiations between different actors 
in the official political arena in the Brazilian capital Brasília. A project written by members of the 
Black Movement in the state Pernambuco functioned as the first draft of the law (A10:60-61, see 
also Alberti & Pereira 2007: 430). This was a project presented by a federal PT deputy for the state 
of Pernambuco125 to the Chamber of Deputies on March 1999 as Law Proposal no. 259. In 2001, 
working as a Chief of Chamber for the next PT deputy,126 one Black Movement activist discovered 
that the project had been shelved. He explained:  
 

I already worked with Paím [Paulo Paím127] in the race relations commission in the third secretariat of the 
Chamber. As such, as I had experience, I knew that the ideal thing for a new deputy to do was to see what 
projects had been shelved. Because sometimes there are good projects and then he can quickly make use of 
these projects. Then I saw that Humberto Costa’s [the PT deputy for the state of Pernambuco] 
project had been shelved. Even though it had been approved by the Education Council, it was shelved. So 
then I phoned Humberto Costa and explained to him that it was in the interest of Ben-Hur [the PT 
deputy that succeeded Humberto Costa] to present the project again. Then he said, “That is perfect, 
very good.” (A10:60-61) 

 
Subsequently, the 10.639 law proposal (Law Proposal no. 259) was approved and passed on to the 
Senate in April 2002. However, before the law was approved by the president of the republic, 
important modifications to its contents were made. The (official) author of the changes was 

                                                            
124 Edson Cardoso (in Alberti & Pereira, 2007: 429), for example, refers to the initiatives of Paulo Paím in the Chamber 
of Deputies in 1988, of Benedita da Silva in the Senate in 1995, and of Abdias do Nascimento in the Senate in 1997 (see 
Alberti & Pereira 2007: 429). He explains however, how all these earlier initiatives were shelved. 
125 This was Humberto Sergio Costa Lima from the PT, who was Federal Deputy for the state of Pernambuco in 1995-
1999. 
126 This was PT deputy Ben-Hur Ferreira. 
127 Paulo Paím was Vice President of the House [casa civil]  in 2003-2005. 
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President Lula himself, who, using his power to interdict,128 removed an article from the 10.639 law 
proposal, as well as a clause that would amend the 1996 Education Act, adding to it. It is worth 
having a closer look at the contents of the vetoed parts of the law proposal (see Box 4.2 below) and 
the justification given for these vetoes (Boxes 4.3 and 4.4 below), as – in the view of many 
participants in the research – the exclusion of certain items in the project reduced the potential 
impact of the law in education practices to a considerable extent. Hence, many actors consider the 
final version of the law a lightweight version of the original project. 
 

Box 4.2  Vetoed elements of the 10.639 law proposal 
 
Art. 26-A [...]  
§ 3o The disciplines History of Brazil and Art Education, in secondary education, should dedicate, at least, 
ten percent of their year or semester program contents to the theme referred to in this Law. 
 
Art. 79-A. The (in service) teacher training programs should build on the participation of organizations of 
the Afro-Brazilian movement, of universities and other research institutes that work with the issue.  
 
Source: Brasil 2003, http://www3.dataprev.gov.br/SISLEX/paginas/42/2003/10639.htm,  
accessed on August 15, 2013 
 

 
The first vetoed element, the third clause of Article 26-A of the 10.639 law proposal, refers to the 
organization of curriculum contents. The arguments formulated against this third clause (see Box 
4.3 below), were that obliging all primary and secondary schools in the country to dedicate at least 
ten percent of the curricular program to these contents would contradict the “regional and local 
peculiarities” and “social and cultural values of diverse regions and localities” around the country.129 
Therefore, it was argued, as the clause does not “see to the public interest,” the contents should not 
be part of the “national base” of the curriculum. The argument was also made that this clause 
would undermine the role of state and municipal spheres in developing the “minimum national 
curriculum” as laid down in the 1996 Education Act (Law no. 9.394, December 20, 1996). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
128 Set out in Article 66 of § 1º of the Federal Constitution. 
129 The author thereby scaffolds this argument by making a general reference to the federal constitution and a specific 
reference to Article 26 of the 1996 Education Act.   
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Box 4.3  Arguments formulated with regard to the veto of Article 26-A, Clause 3  
                          in the 10.639 law proposal  

The 1988 Constitution, when legislating education, imposes clearly on the infraconstitutional 
legislation [legislation that is below the constitution] that it respect regional and local peculiarities. This 
intention of the legislation was very well set out in the first section of Article 26 of Law no. 9.394, of 
the 20th of December 1996, where it states: “The curricula of primary and secondary education 
should have a common national basis, that should be contemplated in all education systems and all 
education institutions, partly diversified based on the regional and local characteristics of the society, 
culture, economy, and citizen on question.     

It seems evident that the third clause of the new Article 26-A of the 1996 Law no. 9.394 is in 
conflict with what is proposed in the Constitution and followed up in the first section of Article 26, 
as, where describes in detail the obligation for secondary education to dedicate ten percent of the 
program content to the mentioned theme, the referred-to clause is not in the public interest, as it [the 
Constitution and 1996 Law no. 9.394] observes, when determining the minimum curricula of 
national basis, the social and cultural values of the various regions and localities in our country.    

The Constitution, in the first section of Article 211, above all affirms the participation of States and 
Municipalities in developing minimum national curricula, with the exception of the one outlined in 
Article 9, clause IV of Law no. 9.394 from 1996, that states that it is the task of the Union “to 
establish, in collaboration with States, the Federal District and the Municipalities, the competences 
and directives for preschool education, primary education and secondary education, that will guide 
the curricula and its minimum contents, as such that a basic common schooling is guaranteed.” This 
public interest was also run counter to by the cited third clause, as it simply ignores the necessary 
collaboration between the States and the Municipalities concerning the theme of Afro-Brazilian 
History and Culture.    

Source: Brasil (2003), http://www3.dataprev.gov.br/SISLEX/paginas/42/2003/10639.htm, August 
15, 2013, author’s italics  

The second vetoed element in the 10.639 law proposal, Article 79-A, refers to teacher training 
courses with respect to the contents of Law 10.639, and the participation of the Black Movement, 
universities, and other research institutes in it. The veto is justified by the argument (see Box 4.4 
below) that in the 1996 Education Act no reference is made to qualification courses for teachers. 
Therefore, as the author of the veto argues, Article 79-A would be in conflict with the 
complementary Law 95 from 1998 that states that the Education Act cannot be complemented with 
other elements that are not already mentioned in it. 
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Box 4.4  Arguments formulated with regard to the veto of Article 79-A of the 10.639 
   law proposal 
 
It was observed that Law no. 9.394, from 1996, does not refer to, nor mentions, in any of its articles, 
teacher training courses. Art. 79-A, as such, breaks the unity of the contents of the referred law and, 
consequently, is at odds with the norm of public interest outlined in Complementary Law no. 95 of 
the 26th of February, 1998, on the basis of which the law cannot be amended with new contents not 
already mentioned in the original (Article 7, clause II).    

Source: Brasil (2003), http://www3.dataprev.gov.br/SISLEX/paginas/42/2003/10639.htm, August 
15, 2013, author’s italics 

Analyzing the justifications given for the vetoes, it can be seen that the objections formulated in 
relation to the third clause of Article 26-A reflect one possible reading and use of legal tools. It 
represents a point of view in which ethnicity/race issues are not considered a national (priority) 
issue (as mentioned above: it is explicitly stated that the clause does not “acknowledge the public 
interest”). The argumentation of the veto implicitly indicates that the topic the law covers is 
considered of (more) interest in certain regions of the country with a specific population 
composition. The argument seems to adhere to the dominant understanding that Law 10.639 and 
other similar policies and legal instruments that consider ethnicity/race issues are (at least mainly) 
“for the blacks.” Important to note is that in this dominant discourse, while not reflecting an 
understanding and recognition of the social, relational, contextual, and historical meaning of 
ethnicity/race and color, whiteness is left out of the discussion. This analysis links up with the 
“political challenges” regarding the construction and implementation of Law 10.639 identified by 
Black Movement actors and scholars. For example one actor explains that, although at present race 
issues are increasingly a topic of discussion in both the official political arena and society in general, 
they are still not considered something “hegemonic,” as an issue that relates to the Brazilian society 
as a whole: “Even when race issues are being debated today in all kinds of bodies in Brazil, in their implementation 
within daily practice this is not considered to be something related to combating inequalities. It is not. It is still not 
seen as something hegemonic” (A6:24-28).130   

In addition, the last argument cited regarding the veto of clause 3 shows how the contents 
of Law 10.639 are interpreted/represented as covering mainly (social and cultural) “values.” 
However, the 10.639 law proposal in the first clause of its first article clearly refers to “the study of 
the history of Africa and of the Africans, the struggle of the black population in Brazil, Afro-
Brazilian culture, and the black citizen in the formation of the society, rescuing the contribution of 
the black population in the social, economic, and political areas pertinent to the history of Brazil.” 
(Brasil, 2003). Grouping these contents as “values,” like in relation to the third clause of Article 26-
A, again shows that the contents of the law proposal is understood as only of interest to certain 
groups in society. Moreover, by referring to “values” the author of the veto expresses the idea that 
the recognition and rescue of the history, culture, contributions, and struggles of such a major 
portion of the Brazilian population as the Afro-Brazilian population are linked to “a particular point 
of view” of specific actors; the concept value is understood here as a subjective estimate of quality 
(Oxford Illustrated Dictionary, 1976), or as a point of view based on evaluation of and negative or 
positive quality and a certain degree of importance (Wikidictionary, accessed 21 December, 2010). 

                                                            
130 As will be seen in Chapter 6 this interpretation was also found at the school level.  
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Consequently, the contents of the law are not understood to be linked to “lived realities” and 
historical and contemporary facts that prove the cultural, social, political, and economic exclusion of 
Afro-Brazilians in Brazilian society. Moreover, it does not recognize the fact that curricula have 
always been linked to certain points of view; in the case of Brazil: a view that does not recognize or 
value the African and Afro-Brazilian struggles and contributions. With regard to this last issue, 
Black Movement actors refer to whiteness as: “[t]he hidden space. The non-visible standard, norm and 
esthetics.” They refer to it as dominant in many institutions, and in society in general (A1:22). In the 
view of these actors, one of the profound objectives of Law 10.639 would indeed be the creation of 
new references for understanding Brazilian society, which implies both working on the self-
perception and self-esteem of the black population, as well as on the white population’s ignorance 
of the issue of racial inequality (A5:11). 

With respect to the veto of Article 79-A, it could be stated that the identified “problem” on 
which the argument is based (that in Law 9394 – the 1996 Education Act – no reference is made to 
qualification courses for teachers) would be a question of rephrasing the article, especially as 
analysis of the Education Act shows that it does indeed mention professional qualification 
(capacitação professional) in its “Title VI” (TÍTULO VI) that refers to the “professionals in education” 
(Dos Profissionais da Educação).131 132  

In the view of actors familiar with the contents of the vetoes, the two vetoed elements in 
the 10.639 law proposal were precisely the two more tangible additions to the project, essential for 
its implementation. The leftover elements make the legal instrument quite general concerning 
implementation. This is in contrast to a number of the legal instruments that emerged at local and 
state levels since the late 1980’s. In the final draft of Law 10.639, goals regarding its implementation 
are not specified, and no reference is made to in-service training of teachers, nor to the need to 
reformulate the programs of higher education institutions and teacher training courses. Also, again 
in contrast to some of the state and municipal laws enacted in the late 1980’s and in the 1990’s, state 
institutions and their responsibilities regarding the implementation of the law go unmentioned. 
Moreover, Law 10.639 is limited in the sense it proposes it apply in the subjects arts, literature, and 
history.         

Concerning the vetoes, the third clause was the only element in the law that regulated time 
spent on the contents, while Article 79-A was the only component that pointed in the first place to 
the importance of teacher training according to the law, and, secondly, to the role of civil society 
(particularly the Brazilian Black Movement) in the development of the teacher training programs. 
Actors specifically referred to the veto of the third clause and explain that in their view this veto 
made the law “unworkable” (A14:150). It is argued that since regular teacher training at universities in 

                                                            
131 It states: “§ 1º  A União, o Distrito Federal, os Estados e os Municípios, em regime de colaboração, deverão 
promover a formação inicial, a continuada e a capacitação dos profissionais de magistério. (Incluído pela Lei nº 12.056, 
de 2009).” 
In addition, in several articles and clauses terms such as in-service qualification (qualificação em serviço) training for 
professionals/teachers (formação de profissionais/de docentes), initial training, and continued training (formação inicial e 
continuada), courses (cursos), and formation programs (programas de formação) are used (Brasil 1996: 24 
http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/Leis/L9394.htm, accessed, December 12, 2010. 
132 Also interesting is the fact that, in justifying this veto, no explicit reference is made to opposition to the participation 
of civil society (academic research centers or the Black Movement) in agenda-setting in education in itself. However, 
considering the historical context of policymaking in education and the related role of civil society in general, as well as 
the conflicts that surged in the process of drafting the new Education Act in the 1980’s and 1990’s in particular (see 
discussion earlier in this chapter), another rationale behind the veto of Article 79-A could be a problematization of the 
role of social movements in defining the curriculum in general.  
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many cases did not address the issue, teachers could not be expected to work with it independently 
(e.g., A14:150). Others referred to the fact that if the Black Movement is not given a central role in 
the implementation of the law (and thus in teacher training), nothing will happen. Some actors, like 
the author of the following quote, referred to this as a conscious strategy of those in power:  
 

The second article of the old project [the 10.639 law project] [...], [the one that states] that all actions 
and programs concerning implementation should count on help, consultancy, and participation of the Black 
Movement. And then Lula vetoes this article when he sanctions the legislation. Check this: by vetoing this 
article… check how curious this is… Why veto the participation of the Black Movement when in practice if 
there is no Black Movement, nothing is done anyway? Do you understand? This is the way it happens to 
be… (A10:60-61) 

   
The veto of these two more tangible additions to the project needs to be understood in relation to 
the fact that not only political parties but also political actors like President Lula and his team 
operate in an arena full of tensions and different interests. Besides the fact that some groups and 
actors in the official political arena might themselves not have fully incorporated or understood the 
frame underlying the 10.639 law proposal, it is true that tensions and interests within the political 
arena also mean certain issues are given legitimacy and visibility, while others are not. As will be 
highlighted in the next chapter (Chapter 5), at times this happens because the actors themselves do 
not understand the essence of the claim made by the Brazilian Black Movement and its allies; they 
do not see the need to address race issues in education, or an issue could simply appear too 
controversial. As the politicization of race implies a reflection on and revision of representations of 
the society as a whole (Soares, 2009) – which is something not of interest to many members of the 
elites in power – not all elements of policy projects are negotiable within the political arena. This 
seems to happen specifically with those proposals that are explicit about the allocation of 
institutional space and/or resources and power to minorities (in this case the black population in 
general, and the Brazilian Black Movement as a “minority in power” in particular). A good example 
in point is a quota system for the black population in higher education institutions, and the direct 
involvement of Black Movement organizations in related teacher-training courses.        

Not all elements of policy projects are negotiable within the political arena. Therefore, some 
issues are stripped of their transformative jacket. Some elements pass, but this is done 
unobtrusively, not widely disseminating the outcomes of the policy proces. Interestingly, actors 
affirm that, in the case of Law 10.639, after approval in its revised version, the societal debate has 
been much more moderate compared to the debate on quota policies. In fact, actors affirm that in 
this case the societal debate only started after its approval, when members of the Black Movement 
started to claim its implementation. 

Some actors point to the vetoes to Law 10.639 as an example of an “indirect form of 
resistance.” While one Black Movement activist and academic explained this by referring to general 
characteristics of the Brazilian mentality where, to his view, direct confrontation is often avoided 
(A2:75), another actor referred to this as a conscious strategy of opponents “to complicate without direct 
attack” (A1:14). Comparing resistance to quota policies and Law 10.639133 he affirmed:  
 
                                                            
133 In this case this actor referred to the transformation of Law 10.639 into Law 11.645 in 2008 as one example of a 
“complication without direct attack” (A1:014). As will be discussed in Chapter 5, the enactment of Law 11.645 in 2007 was 
an answer to a claim of the indigenous movement that the teaching on indigenous history and culture should also be 
included in the national curricula.  
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It is much more difficult to attack the proposal of Law 10.639 as it does not have to do with merit [like 
quota policies do], and there is no legal aspect. It could be worked with purely on an intellectual level, in 
theorizations. And that is very difficult to oppose politically. It should be a confrontation with ideas, and 
there is not enough accumulation of knowledge on the epistemologies as well as on the different interpretations 
of Brazil [...] That is why people who are against Law 10.639 do not look for direct confrontation like 
those who are against quotas. (A1:14)  

 
Reading the approved version of the law shows that of the four remaining elements the first two 
refer (in a general way) to the contents the law promotes (the what), the third describes briefly and 
superficially in what form the law should be implemented in the school (the how), and the fourth 
states that the 20th of November should be included on the school calendar as National Black 
Consciousness Day (a specification of the how). It should be emphasized that where the law briefly 
and superficially describes in what form it should be implemented (Article 26-A, clause 2), the text 
of the law contradicts itself by stating on the one hand that the contents should be offered 
“throughout the whole curriculum,” while also stating that this should be done “specifically in the 
subject areas of arts education, literature, and Brazilian history” (Brasil, 2003). The veto of the two 
elements contributed to creating a law that is not very specific, and easy to interpret and implement 
in different ways. While not all actors refer to (and seem to have knowledge of the existence of) the 
vetoes or their justification, there is a great deal of criticism regarding the final text of the law. 
Critique mainly focuses on the contradiction in the text of clause 2 of Article 26-A. It is argued that 
this contradiction will lead to more vagueness and confusion in the attempts at implementing the 
law (e.g., A14). 

The discussion of this second phase illustrates that the process of the proposal of the law 
project and development of the text of the law, as well as the process of approval in the official 
political arena, were processes in which several actors, from distinct sub-arenas, with different 
points of view, and various (conflicting) interests played a role. In the political arena disputes also 
had to be fought out. The result of this process is a text that is not internally coherent and clear on 
all issues. Consequently, the approval of the law is considered by many activists to be just one 
moment in the long and difficult process of constructing a curriculum around race issues. This is 
apparent since soon after this happened another process of mobilization for an effective 
implementation of the law started. As one actor put it, the enactment of the law represents the end 
of a process of historical struggle of the Brazilian Black Movement, while at the same time it is the 
beginning of another struggle, that is “the process of mobilization for an effective implementation of Law 
10.639” (A9:34). The beginning of this new process is part of what I identify as the third phase in 
which an advice written by the National Education Council, the Curriculum Directives and 
Resolution, was formulated and approved.   
  

4.3 Phase 3: National Regulation of Law 10.639 

When a new education law is approved in Brazil, it is the task of the National Education Council 
(CNE) to draft a resolution that explains how the law should be implemented. Resolutions are often 
preceded by an advice written by the National Education Council, which details the contents of the 
law. The advice in some cases becomes part of the National Curriculum Directives. Accordingly, it 
is important to consider these three legal processes when investigating agenda-setting on and 
processes of implementation of education policies in Brazil.  
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4.3.1 From Advice to National Curriculum Directives 

As laid down in the Brazilian 1988 Federal Constitution,134 it is the task of the National Education 
Council to develop the National Curriculum Directives (Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais, DCNs). 
National Curriculum Directives envision to be normative dimensions that guide basic education 
throughout the country by orienting curricular planning of schools and the education systems.135 136 
The importance of the National Curriculum Directives is also affirmed in the 1996 Education Act 
that states that it is the task of the Union to “define, in collaboration with the States, the Federal 
District and the Municipalities, competences and directives for preschool education, primary 
education and secondary education, that will guide the curricula and the minimum contents, in 
order to assure a common basic education”137 (Brasil, 1996: 4). 

To gain insight in the process of regulation of Law 10.639 by the National Education 
Council, it is important to know that fifty percent of the twenty-four council members that make up 
the National Education Council are elected by members of organized civil society linked to the 
education arena, while the other fifty percent are appointed by the President of the Republic. In 
addition, it is determined by law138 that council members should come from different regions of the 
country, and should be linked to diverse levels and types of education. Furthermore, the chosen 
council members need to be Brazilians of “notable intelligence” that provided “good service” to 
education, to science, and to culture. 
 In the 1990’s a movement started that campaigned for representation of the Brazilian black 
community in the National Education Council (A18:10). Lobby pressure on the minister of 
education,139 internal negotiations, and debate within the Black Movement took place (A14:44). In 
2002 professor Petronilha Beatriz Gonçalves e Silva, a well-known Brazilian scholar and Black 
Movement activist working in the field of education and race relations, was appointed to the 
National Education Council by the Brazilian Black Movement (A9:43).140 
 As reported by Pestana (undated), in the same year that Silva became a council member, she 
received reports from parents and other involved actors on racism in education institutions; the 
demands of the Black Movement then intensified. Subsequently she requested the National 
Education Council to take a stand on education and ethnic/racial relations. In addition, she invited 
Black Movement activists to participate in the public meetings held by the council (A9:034). Due to 
this pressure, a commission was formed within the National Education Council. This commission 
consulted several actors (among others actors from the Brazilian Black Movement, individual 
                                                            
134 Article 22, clause XXIV (Brasil, 1988). 
135 The National Curriculum Directives differ from the National Curricular Parameters (PCNs) referred to above, in the 
sense that the National Curriculum Directives are laws, while the PCNs are only curricular references and not laws. 
136 In addition to the directives discussed in this section, at the time of this project there were another four curriculum 
directives: 1) the National Curriculum Directives for preschool education, 2) the National Curriculum Directives for 
primary education, 3) the National Curriculum Directives for secondary education, and 4) the National Curriculum 
Directives for teacher education.  
137 However, together with other statements, the formulation of this statement was also intensely discussed at the time 
the new Education Act was being drafted in 1996. Some authors still argue that, although the establishment of 
directives and parameters for education is justified with reference to the “minimum contents” guaranteed in the 
National Constitution, the directives and parameters and especially the processes in which these are developed show an 
“excessive centralization of decisions [in general and with respect to curriculum in particular] in the federal 
government” (Bonamino & Martínez, 2002: 373, see also Azanha, 1996).      
138 Law 9.131 of 1995.  
139 At the time Paulo Renato Souza.  
140 She was succeeded by Wilson Matos, a scholar and Black Movement Activist linked to the Federal University of 
Bahia, and subsequently by Nilma Lino Gomes, a Black Movement activist linked to the Universidade Federal de Minas 
Gerais, who took over in 2010. 
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activists, state and municipal education councils, teaching professionals with experience in working 
with the theme, and parents of pupils) using a survey. The outcomes of this survey provided a basis 
for writing the advice concerning “National Curriculum Directives for the Education of Ethnic-
Race Relations and for the Teaching of Afro-Brazilian and African History and Culture”. This 
advice was approved by the council in March 2004. Subsequently, the Council requested the 
commission to further develop this advice, after which it was named Parecer CNE/CP 003/2004 
(Advice 003/2004, Brasil, 2004a) in May that same year. In June, with the enactment of Resolution 
CNE/CP 01/2004 (further referred to as “Resolution 01”, Brasil 2004b) by the National Education 
Council,141 Advice 003/2004 became the “Curriculum Directives for the Teaching on Ethnic-Racial 
Relations and Afro-Brazilian History and Culture” (further referred to as “Curriculum Directives”, 
Brasil 2004c).142   

The first paragraphs of the 36-page Curriculum Directives – after reference to Law 10.639 
and articles of the federal constitution, the 1996 Education Act, state and municipal laws, “organic 
laws” (leis orgânicas)143, the statute for children and adolescents, and the National Education Plan 
(PNE) – state: 
 

All these legal tools, like all the claims and proposals made by the Black Movement during the 
20th century, point to the need of directives that guide the elaboration of projects that envision 
to value the history and culture of Afro-Brazilians and Africans, and are compromised with 
education about positive ethnic-racial relations. (Brasil, 2004c: 9) 

 
The document explains that it has been developed for managers in the education system, for 
administrators of education institutions (schools), education institutions, teachers, and “all those 
actors involved in the preparation, execution and evaluation of teaching processes and institutional 
and pedagogic and education plans” (Brasil, 2004c: 10). In general the document seeks to:  
 

[o]ffer an answer in the context of education, to the demands of the Afro-Brazilian population 
[...] [and] proposes the spreading and production of knowledge, the development of attitudes, 
postures and values, that educate citizens proud about their ethnic-racial origins – descendants 
of Africans, indigenous people, European descendants, and Asian descendants – for them to 
interact in the construction of a democratic nation, wherein all, equally, have their rights 
guaranteed and their identity valorized. (Brasil, 2004c: 10)   

 
Experiences and expected difficulties in the development of work concerning race issues in 
education are discussed – arguing that these cannot and should not be avoided. This is made 
explicit in statements such as: 
  

For re-education in ethnic racial relations in Brazil, it is necessary to let emerge the pain and 
fears that were created. It is necessary to understand that the successes of some have the price 

                                                            
141 See Appendix IV for the text of Resolution 01 in Portuguese. 
142 While it is widely known that the main author of the document is Petronilia Beatriz Gonçalves e Silva and other 
Black Movement-linked scholars and activists, in the final document the National Curriculum Directives are presented 
as the “result of a partnership between the Ministry of Education and the Special Secretariat for the Promotion of 
Racial Equality Policies” (SEPPIR) (Brasil 2004: 6). However, many actors, mainly those familiar with the work of the 
Brazilian Black Movement in general, and Law 10.639 in particular, call it “Petronilia’s directives.” 
143  Leis orgânicas are the laws that define the functioning municipalities and de Federal District. Leis orgânicas are 
subordinated by both the National Constitution and by the State constitutions (see:  
http://pt.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lei_org%C3%A2nica). 
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of the marginalization and inequality imposed on others. It is about the decision what kind of 
society we want to construct from here on. As Frantz Fanon emphasized clearly, the 
descendants of the slave traders, from the sirs from yesterday, they do not have, today, to 
assume the guilt for the inhumanities provoked by their ancestors. However, they have the 
moral and political responsibility to combat racism and discrimination and to construct, together 
with those who are being kept on the margin, the blacks, healthy racial and social relations, in 
which all grow and can realize themselves as human beings and citizens. If it was not for these 
reasons, they would have to assume it based on the fact that they enjoyed all those things that 
slave labor brought to the country. (Brasil, 2004c: 14) 

  
The Curriculum Directives document is divided into four subsections, focusing on: “Policies of 
reparation, recognition, valuing and affirmative action” (políticas de reparação, reconhecimento, valorização 
e ações afirmativas); “Education of ethnic-racial relations”; “Determinations of Afro-Brazilian and 
African history and culture,”; and “The obligation to teach Afro-Brazilian history and culture and 
ethnic-racial relations and the education councils.” In the discussion of these themes, reference is 
also made to the responsibilities of the education councils at state and municipal level and in the 
federal district regarding the “translation” of the directives to local realities, stating: “It is the 
responsibility of these normative entities to adapt the proposals from this advice to the reality of 
each [state, municipal or federal district] education system.” (Brasil, 2004c: 26). Thereby the 
document affirms that the responsibility to implement the law does not solely lie with the teachers 
in the classroom: 
  

To obey the Law is responsibility of all and not only of teachers in the classroom. Supportive 
compromise is demanded from all those linked to the Brazilian education system. Thereby the 
starting point is the present advice, [a document] that, together with other directives, advices 
and resolutions, plays a disseminating and coordinating role with regard to the organization of 
the national education. (Brasil, 2004c: 26-27) 

 
Many issues addressed in the document seem to be a direct reaction or response to the outcomes of 
the surveys conducted with the wide variety of actors. Dialogue with the Brazilian Black Movement 
becomes visible especially where, through arguments and (historic) contextualization, it 
deconstructs myths related to the idea of Brazil as a racial democracy, and addresses difficulties in 
working with race issues in education.  

Resolution 01 summarizes the essence of the Curriculum Directives and again lists the 
responsibilities of various actors in relation to the different aspects of implementation. These 
responsibilities will be discussed in the following section. 
 

4.3.2 Responsibilities of Actors and Arenas  

With regard to the regulation and implementation of Law 10.639 and the fleshing out of the 
contents of the Curriculum Directives at state and municipal levels, in Resolution 01 several 
institutions and bodies are mentioned, and different responsibilities are attributed to these. As 
responsible parties are mentioned: education institutes at different levels (primary, secondary, and 
higher education); institutes that provide pre-service and in-service teacher training (in the Brazilian 
system these are the universities); education councils (at the national, state, and municipal level, and 
in the federal district); teachers; administrative bodies; pedagogical coordinators/coordination teams 
(in Brazil normally composed of one or several professionals within each school); institutions linked 
to the education establishment; and education systems. The latter refers to the public bodies linked 
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to the official political arena at the state and municipal level, and in the federal district related to 
education; these are mainly the state and municipal secretariats of education and the secretariat of 
education in the Federal District, as well as institutions such as the metropolitan coordination office 
and school inspection coordination office, but also the education councils in the different states, 
municipalities, and in the federal district. Considering the distribution of responsibilities within the 
Brazilian education system it is essential to highlight that, as Brazil is poltically devided into three 
types of subnational units – states, municipalities, and the Federal District – in legal documents reference 
is often made to a “system of collaboration between the education systems” (regime de colaboração). In 
this system it is important to consider the different degrees of autonomy, and allocation of different 
responsibilities to each of these units (see Appendix I for further explanation on the Brazilian 
education system).  
 When considering how in Resolution 01 the different types of responsibilities are distributed 
among institutions or departments at the different levels of governance, seven kinds of 
responsibilities mentioned in Resolution 01 can be distinguished (see also Table 4.1 below): 1) 
content definition; 2) supervision/evaluation; 3) knowledge production/sharing; 4) regulation; 5) 
support/stimulation; 6) provision of (material, financial, and/or social) conditions; and 7) 
dissemination/networking.  
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Table 4.1      Responsibilities and actors involved in implementation of  
                      the Curriculum Directives 
Actor Responsibility as defined in Resolution Category 
Education 
institutes144  
 

- Define education contents (translate curriculum directives in 
curriculum) 
- Expose and evaluate teaching on contents in periodical 
activities  

1 
 
2 

Teachers -       - Define education contents (translate curriculum 
directives in curriculum) 
          - Develop groups and projects in the schools for 
studying curriculum 

1 
 
3 

State/municipal 
education 
councils  
 

  - Regulate curriculum directives at local level 4 

Administrative 
bodies 

- Support/supervise education institutions and teachers in 
their tasks 
- Provide material & financial conditions for schools, 
teachers, and pupils

5/2 
6 

Pedagogical 
coordinators  

- Support/supervise education institutions and teachers in 
their tasks   

5/2 

Institutions 
linked to the 
education 
establishment  

 - Examine/take providence with regard to discrimination 
 - Create education context that recognize, value, and respect 
diversity  

6 
6 

Education 
systems 
 

- Support/supervise education institutions and teachers in 
their tasks  
- Provide material & financial conditions for schools, 
teachers, and pupils 
- Stimulate research 
- Exchange experiences between schools 
- Establish communication channels with other groups that 
provide teacher training and study on the issue 
- Define measures that guarantee the right to quality 
education of Afro-Brazilian pupils 
- Orient/supervise the development and editing of books and 
other didactic material 
- Promote dissemination of curriculum directives in periodical 
activities on schools 
- Communicate results obtained during periodical activities on 
schools to MEC/SECAD and CNE

5/2 
6 
 
3 
3 

3/7 
 
6 
 
3 
 
7 
 

3/(2) 

Federal bodies 
and their 
respective 
systems 

- Regulate curriculum directives on level of state, municipality 
and Federal District 

4 

          Source: Brasil (2004b) adapted by author 
 
When considering the distribution of these various responsibilities, it can be observed that with 
regard to content definition and knowledge production (two types of action that, besides regulation, 
are primarily essential for “anything to happen”145), education institutes and teachers are indicated as 
the main responsible parties. Content definition is left completely to these two actors, while 

                                                            
144 Reference is made to primary and secondary schools and higher education institutes with a special emphasis on 
teacher-training institutes. 
145 The remaining three types of actions (supervision/evaluation, support/stimulation, and dissemination/networking) I 
would classify as (more “secondary”) actions that support and/or improve existing practices. 
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responsibilities with regard to knowledge production are also allocated to the education systems. 
However, a closer look at the issue how responsibilities of the education systems are formulated 
shows that, with regard to content definition and knowledge production, they are given the more 
secondary role of stimulating, orienting, supervising, establishing communication, and exchanging 
experiences. Concerning regulation, the state and municipal education councils, and the federal 
government are responsible for their own education entities. Regarding provision of conditions, the 
responsibility of the administrative bodies – institutions linked to the education establishment and 
the education systems – is indicated. The administrative bodies and the education systems are 
mentioned as responsible for the school material and financial conditions, while it is the 
responsibility of the institutions linked to the education establishments and also the education 
systems to take care of the more social and contextual conditions (“guarantee the right to quality 
education,” “take providence with regard to discrimination,” “create education context that 
recognize, value and respect diversity”).  

Although many issues are covered, Resolution 01 remains unclear on the distribution of 
responsibilities concerning evaluation. The second clause of Article 1 of Resolution 01 states that 
the accomplishment of the contents of the Curriculum Directives “will be considered in the 
evaluation of the functioning conditions.” Article 1 explains that while here the focus is on all 
education institutions acting at different levels of education, special focus is on institutes that 
develop pre-service and in-service training programs for (future) teachers. The Resolution does not 
specify, however, what this evaluation entails, nor how it will be executed, nor who is responsible 
for this (see Brasil, 2004b: 31).  
 
We turn now to the arenas in which the directives should be realized. The discussion in this chapter 
made clear that actions regarding the drafting of the final text and regulation of the law (in the 
second and in this third phase) mainly happened in the official political arena in Brasília. It might be 
stated that here the federal union took on the responsibilities concerning its normative function in 
education.146 It is important to note, however, that no direct reference is made to the role of federal 
institutions concerning implementation and evaluation. Institutions and entities in the official 
political arena at the national scale of governance are only once explicitly mentioned. In the first 
clause of Article 8, a single reference is made to the Ministry of Education, the Special Secretariat 
for the Promotion of Racial Equality Policies (SEPPIR), and the National Education Council; 
however, this is not referring to them as actively responsible with regard to the implementation. 
Here these institutions are referred to as receivers of communications of “results obtained during 
periodical activities on schools.”  

The absence of a clear reference to the roles of actors such as the Ministry of Education, the 
National Institute for the Study and Investigation of Education (Instituto Nacional de Estudos e 
Pesquisas Educacionais Anísio Teixeira, INEP), and National Education Council at the federal level is 
noteworthy. It is the federal union, specifically through these three institutions, that – in addition to 
regarding the development of National Curriculum Directives on basis of the 1996 Education Act 
(Articles 9, 10, and 11) (Brasil, 1996: 4-6) – also has the task of evaluating and supervising higher 
education courses and institutions belonging to the federal system. These institutions are 
responsible for the definition of general norms for graduation and post-graduation, the 

                                                            
146 See Tbale Ia and Ib in Appendix I for a discussion on the different responsibilities of the Federal Union as defined 
in the constitution and the 1996 Education Act. 
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development of information and evaluation systems, and the development of the National 
Education Plan in collaboration with states, the Federal District, and municipalities. 

Hence, the question arises whether such a vague definition and distribution of 
responsibilities does not stimulate the misuse of the “system of collaboration,” with the difficult 
task of education reform being passed back and forth between parties. It should be mentioned that 
this scenario becomes even more complicated where education reform concerns such a complex 
and contested issue as racial/ethnic inequality. The need for institutions at the federal level to take a 
lead in the process of implementing Law 10.639 is indeed identified by many actors within the civil 
society arena and the pedagogical arena (the former will be discussed in the next chapter and the 
latter in Chapter 6).   

It can be concluded that taken together – notwithstanding some unclear references in the 
law – the Curriculum Directives and Resolution 01 are quite specific on the contents of the 
education reform, in particular with regard to the distribution of responsibilities. It is a fact that 
Resolution and the Curriculum Directives address several issues that were vetoed in the law. As one 
actor working for SECAD/MEC put it:  
 

In fact, the majority of things that were vetoed [...] are incorporated in the advice and the resolution. Because 
these [vetoes] were very much related to issues that needed to be managed by the Black Movement, the 
legislative bodies did not accept it. [...] Not in that period. As such, the law is the result of the negotiations 
that were possible at that moment. Today it is important to understand that the law on its own [...] says very 
little. [...] It is these three documents together that are at present the fundamental basis for implementation of 
the law. (A15:138) 

 
This seems to be one of the reasons why many actors, when considering the importance of working 
with race issues in education, prefer not to refer (only) to Law 10.639 as such, but (also) to 
Resolution 01 and the Curriculum Directives (e.g., A14:66). However, others prefer to refer to the 
1996 Education Act (e.g., A8:112), since Law 10.639, as has been mentioned, actually modified this 
Act and as such is integrated in it. 
 

4.4 Concluding 

This chapter addressed the question what discourses and multi-scalar interactions explain the 
uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race and education (sub-question A). In 
addressing this matter, special focus went to the questions that focused on what arenas, actors, and 
events influenced the agenda-setting process on ethnicity/race issues in education in Brazil up until 
the approval and regulation of Law 10.639, and how different actors interpreted and maintained or 
contested (the constitution of) this agenda and its institutionalization (empirical questions a1 and 
a3). 
                 In Chapter 2 reference was made to the civil society arena, the official political arena, and 
the pedagogical arena as the three main arenas that were expected to play a role in the agenda-
setting process on ethnicity/race issues in education in Brazil. The discussion in this chapter has 
shown that in the first three phases (1. campaigning, 2. political negotiation and text making, and 3. 
national regulation), most of the activities took place in the first two arenas. This is illustrated by the 
square indicated in Figure 4.3 below. The Figure illustrates as well the actors playing a most 
significant role in these phases, and the events that influenced this process.  
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                     Regarding the actors who were the most active in these phases, the Brazilian Black 
Movement – operating within the different arenas on different scales – was found to be the motor 
behind the agenda-setting process. This finding illustrates that the inclusion of the civil society arena 
in the model introduced in Chapter 2 makes sense. However, it should be noted that in this phase 
the activity in the civil society arena came almost exclusively from the Brazilian Black Movement. 
Other civil society arena actors, such as teachers unions were not found to play a role in these 
phases, while others like NGOs, and INGOs were found to play a minor role. 
                    It also became clear that actors linked to the official political arena at national level 
only started to play a role when the frame of the project for the new policy instrument was designed 
and Brazilian Black Movement members operating within the official political arena brought 
pressure to have the approval process set in motion. Hence the expectation regarding the dynamic 
interaction, simultaneity, and the strengthening of the agenda in the “overlapping spheres” of the 
model, as presented in Chapter 2, should in fact be subsituted by a much more unidirectional action 
(from the right to the left hand side of figure 4.3) taking place in the official political arena coming 
from inside the civil society arena, more specifically the Brazilian Black Movement.  
                  For the dissemination of its agenda in the official political arena, the Brazilian Black 
Movement used a “politics of scale” (Santos, R.E., 2006; Santos & Soeterik, 2012) taking advantage 
of the opportunities emerging at both local (municipal and state), national, and global scales to put 
its demands on the political agenda. The transformation of the relationship between state and civil 
society, more specifically the opening of the political environment for dialogue with civil society in 
general, increased political opportunities for the Black Movement at national scale. These nation-
wide transformations stimulated actors linked to the Black Movement to find spaces for including 
their demands on municipal and state agendas. Hence, the experiences and victories – beginning in 
1989 and having become more common and intensive since the 1990’s – initiated by actors linked 
to, or solidary with, the movement at municipal and state scale, served as examples for the proposal 
of the national education Law 10.639. In addition, the strengthening of the debate on racial 
inequality and race-based policies at the national level stimulated by global actors and processes of 
globalization and neoliberalization was mentioned. However, building on different frames than 
those proposed by the Brazilian Black Movement, the neoliberal prescription strengthened the 
debate on social issues such as racial inequality on the global agenda. 
                  Events and developments at the global and regional scale were also highlighted as 
moments when the Brazilian Black Movement seized the opportunity to present its agenda. The 
complex multi-scalar and inter-scalar process of strengthening and tensioning of race issues 
resulting from the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and 
Related Intolerance held in Durban in 2001 was discussed. This global event was seen as an 
example of how the Black Movement can use global events to present its local, regional, and 
national agenda. 
                 It is thus concluded that, instead of these events in themselves “influencing the process” 
(as was suggested in Chapter 2 when the conceptual model was first presented), it was much more 
the Brazilian Black Movement grasping these opportunities to strengthen its case. Hence, the 
Brazilian Black Movement “took advantage of” the various scales and created political opportunities 
for putting race on the agenda. This was one of the strategied used by the Movement that made 
that, since the end of the 1990’s,  racial inequality became a topic of debate in society 
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Figure 4.3 Arenas, actors, and events influencing the agenda-setting process on ethnicity/ 
                  race issues in education in Brazil until approval and regulation of Law 10.639 
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Accordingly, in order to capture the multi-scalar character of the process, the concept of power was 
also understood as “the capacity to articulate scales” (Vainer in Santos, 2006: 86). Building on the 
idea that power is the “ability of actors (whether individual or collective) to ‘have an effect’ upon 
the context which defines the range of possibilities of others” (Hay, 2002: 185), I conclude that the 
Brazilian Black Movement, being the main actor in this process, with the enactment of Law 10.693, 
the approval of Resolution 01 and the Curriculum Directives, succeeded, at least partially, in 
redefining the parameters of social, political, and economic processes. With the elaboration of legal 
instruments such as Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives, the discourse of the Brazilian Black 
Movement was officially included in the official political arena, as on paper a reflection on and 
revision of representations of the society as a whole was proposed. However, besides power as 
context shaping, it was argued that at the end of the first three phases discussed in this chapter, the 
Brazilian Black Movement still did not have much direct power in the sense of power as conduct 
shaping (Hay, 2002: 186).  

The discussion in this chapter made clear that, with regard to the bureaucratic process of 
approval and regulation of the law, the process of agenda-setting was characterized by constant 
tensioning and pressuring by (actors linked to or supportive of) the Black Movement. While an 
increase in political opportunities was perceived, this study shows that the interaction between the 
official political arena and the civil society arena with regard to Law 10.639 was also characterized 
by conflict and the presence of hybrid discourses. This is the point where the different 
interpretations and contestations regarding the agenda and its institutionalization come into play. 

This chapter highlighted that, in order to understand the Brazilian Black Movement as an 
actor, it is essential to understand how this movement frames race, racism, and racial inequality as 
structuring principles in Brazilian society. The movement also re-signified the concept of race from 
a biological concept to a social construct. This idea is central to the interpretation, formulation, and 
specification of the problem by the Black Movement. Moreover, another central aspect in the 
framing of race issues by the Brazilian Black Movement is understanding inequalities not just to be 
related to socioeconomic/class issues, but also to race issues, and reporting on this. By referring to 
the racial character of (part of) the inequalities existing in Brazilian society, and to the role of racism 
in the reproduction of these, the discourse of Brazil as a racial democracy – still dominant in 
Brazilian society – is deconstructed.147 By framing the problem in this way, the Black Movement, 
together with its allies, managed to denaturalize the existence of racial inequalities in society and 
demonstrated that human action is behind this reality. This denaturalization provided the underlying 
rationale for race-based policymaking. This was also the case with Law 10.639. Based on the idea 
that it is only through this frame that the law makes sense, the Brazilian Black Movement assigned 
itself an active role in its institutionalization and implementation. 

However, its opponents also fashioned a shared understanding of the world. This chapter 
highlighted how a resistant discourse was mainly disseminated by political elites in and around 
parliament, academic elites, and powerful media (often joining in their expressions of resistance), 
and supported by discourses disseminated by global actors. In this discourse Brazil was seen as a 
reality where “race factors” play no role. Two main arguments can be recognized in the opponent 
discourse: first, the idea that no racism exists in Brazil, and second, that socioeconomic inequalities 
between black and non-black Brazilians are attributed to other variables such as social class and 
education (see Feres, 2007). These arguments are clearly in line with the ideology of Brazil as a racial 

                                                            
147 See discussion in Chapter 1 on the idea of racial democracy and Chapter 2 on the significance of the concept race in 
Brazil. 
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democracy. Hence, the basis of this resistant discourse combines ignoring the realities lived by huge 
portions of the Brazilian population – their dire conditions revealed in an increasing number of 
qualitative and quantitative studies since the 1990’s – with a theoretical non-understanding of the 
dynamics and interrelatedness of (among other things) the concepts race and class in social 
dynamics. 

On the basis of this understanding, the discourse that framed the demand of the Black 
Movement was contested word by word in the vetoing of the original law proposal. Elements that 
according to those in favor of the law made it more tangible (such as prescribing the minimum 
amount of time to be spent on the theme in the school curriculum, teacher training, and affirmation 
of the role of actors linked to the civil society arena in the design of training programs) were struck 
from the final version of the law. Recontextualization of the policy instrument took place: the 
discourse of the Brazilian Black Movement moved “from its original site to its new positioning as 
pedagogic discourse.” Hence a transformation took place (Bernstein, 1996: 47). In line with 
Bernstein’s explanation of discourse, it was indeed in this move “from one position to another” 
(from the civil society arena/Brazilian Black Movement to within the official political arena) that 
possibilities emerged for ideology to come into play. Although the “loss” of some of the essence of 
the original Brazilian Black Movement project was later partly compensated by the formulation of 
complementary legal instruments such as the Curriculum Directives and Resolution 01, the law still 
reflects the strength and power of the resistant discourse.  

In this regard, the tensions and different interests regarding the construction of race-based 
(education) policies were highlighted as implying a reflection on and revision of representations of 
the society as a whole (Soares, 2009). The process of proposal, vetoing, approval, and regulation of 
Law 10.639 shows that powerful actors were often unreceptive to civil society demands, especially 
to demands proposing to revise the “rules of the game,” like race-based policies such as Law 10.639 
do. Besides the existence of different understandings of the essence, urgency, and need to realize 
race-based education policies, the presence of opposed interests and the pressure of political elites 
within the political arena, acedemia, and media saw to it that certain issues were given legitimacy 
and visibility, while others were not. Hay’s (2002) notions of structural and discursive selectivity are 
remembered here. As the politicization of race implies a reflection on and revision of 
representations of the society as a whole – which is not of interest to many members of the elites in 
power (Soares, 2009) – up until a certain point the issue of racial inequality simply seems to be too 
controversial and negotiable within the political arena. This is illustrated by the fact that, even 
though it had the approval of the national Education Council, Law 10.639 was shelved by 
parliament for three years. This chapter highlighted that finally in 2002, the project passed the 
Chamber of Deputies and Senate, but subsequently, through the process of vetoing, was stripped of 
its transformative potential.  

While the regulation of the law led to responsibilities regarding implementation of the legal 
instrument being defined towards the end of Phase three, after approval not much visibility was 
given to the new legal instrument. The creation of the instrument can nevertheless be considered to 
be a first step towards (some) direct power for the Brazilian Black Movement. In that sense the law 
is often referred to by actors linked to or supportive of the Black Movement as a “tool” that at least 
can help to transform demands into practices within institutions. This relates to the words of Hay 
where he states that legislation, while it does not directly and instantaneously affect conduct, can 
serve to redefine the parameters within which people “will continue to act while providing a power 
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resource for the potential exercise of direct power by the law-enforcement agencies of the state” 
(Hay, 2002: 186).  

The completion of the first three phases in the agenda-setting process means that at the end 
of this period the discussion turns to responsibilities within institutions as laid down in this 
legislation being acknowledged and addressed. While in theory the executive powers should 
implement legislation, the discussion in the next chapter will show that in this phase actors linked to 
and supportive of the Brazilian Black Movement also have a central role to play. Here the 
discussion showed how, in the case of Law 10.639, the societal debate has been moderate. This 
debate started only after its publication, when members of the Black Movement mobilized for its 
implementation. Concerning the lack of a broader societal debate on Law 10.639, the question is 
how the law is understood, and whether it is understood and accepted in its transformative 
potential. It will be shown that – because institutional dynamics and environments remained 
unchanged – huge political challenges still exist regarding the institutionalization of Law 10.639 and 
the achievement of direct power for the Brazilian Black Movement in the process of implementing 
this legal instrument. 
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5 
Implementation of  Law 10.639 in the Political Arena:  

from Institutionalization to Remobilization 
 

Introduction 
Like the last chapter, this chapter also concentrates on the issue of what discourses and multi-scalar 
interactions explain the uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race and education 
(sub-question A). However, here specific interest goes to understanding, firstly, what arenas, actors 
and, events have (had) an effect on the process of institutionalization of Law 10.639 and the 
Curriculum Directives 003/2004 (empirical question a2). Secondly, attention goes to how different 
actors interpret and maintain or contest (the constitution of) this agenda and its institutionalization 
(empirical question a3). Accordingly, turning to the post-approval/regulation period of Law 10.639, 
this chapter analyzes the discourses of actors involved with the institutionalization and 
implementation of Law 10.639.  

The 1988 Federal Constitution and the 1996 Education Act define the roles of several 
actors and institutions linked to the Brazilian education system in the provision, regulation, and 
evaluation of education in the country (see Appendix I for an explanation of the Brazilian education 
system). Moreover, as was shown in Chapter 4, Resolution 01 specifies the different tasks and 
responsibilities of the various political entities at different scales of Brazilian politics regarding the 
implementation of Law 10.639. Using these legal documents, this chapter reports on the 
institutionalization of Law 10.639 at the Brazilian national government level, Rio de Janeiro state 
level, and Niterói municipal level. The discussion is based on data (interviews and documents) 
gathered from actors from the official political arena acting within the Ministry of Education, Rio 
the Janeiro State Secretary of Education and Niterói Municipal Secretary of Education. 
Furthermore, actors linked to the civil society arena, operating at both the national and Rio de 
Janeiro state and municipal levels, were also interviewed.  

The post-approval/regulation period of Law 10.639 is divided in two phases, a phase of 
institutionalization and network strengthening, and a phase of revitalization of networks and 
remobilization. In the beginning of the phase of institutionalization and network strengthening (the 
fourth phase in the entire process), government institutions from the official political arena played 
an important role in the production of knowledge and educational material at national level, as well 
as in its dissemination, especially through the forums created in various states and municipalities. 
However, as will be shown, the activities developed by actors from the civil society arena – within 
the civil society arena but also within the official political arena and the pedagogical arena – were 
the main motor behind the institutionalization of the law. Many of the initiatives emerging 
independent of the state also focused on the production and dissemination of knowledge and 
educational material, with a strong focus on developing (in-service) teacher training initiatives. 

However, as dissatisfaction regarding the role of the state in the institutionalization and 
implementation emerged, in the phase of network revitalization and remobilization (the fifth phase 
in the entire process) within the Black Movement mobilization once again intensified. Figure 5.1 
below indicates the two phases and the significant events that directly or indirectly marked the 
process of agenda-setting with regard to the institutionalization/implementation of Law 10.639. 
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The process and context in which these events took place will be the focus of the discussion of this 
chapter.   
 
Figure 5.1 Timeline Phases 4 and 5 (out of five) in the agenda-setting process and 
   implementation of Law 10.639 

 
 
The timeline figure above shows how – in the two phases indicated in the figure – the events 
happened mostly within institutions linked to the official political arena. However, especially in 
Phase 5, the civil society arena and the pedagogical arena (at the level of teacher training initiatives) 
also played a role. Due to the dynamics between these arenas, Phases 4 and 5 partly overlap in time. 
For example, the (re)articulation/institutionalization of the “Education and Ethnic-Racial 
Diversity” state forums that took place in February 2008 should be understood as belonging to 
Phase 4 (institutional network strengthening). Accordingly, also in Phases 4 and 5 the multi-scalar 
character of the agenda-setting and implementation process becomes apparent, as it is observed 
how different sub-arenas and actors were involved with these developments at different scales, 
sometimes simultaneously. A dynamic interaction between and mobility of actors also exists within 
the arenas. A good example are the multiple roles played by several Black Movement actors, acting 
at the same time in political/bureaucratic institutions, academic spheres, and social movement 
organizations.     
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5.1 Phase 4: Institutionalization and Network Strengthening, Knowledge/Material 
Production and Dissemination 

The previous chapter described the gradual successes of the Brazilian Black Movement regarding 
the revision of existing content and inclusion of new content in school curricula. This chapter 
provides evidence for the fact that the claim was not accomplished by the “simple” approval and 
regulation of Law 10.639. As one Black Movement-linked scholar explains:  
 

It [the advice written by the National Education Council] was made public in 2004, and later the 
resolution and directives. Then a huge struggle started… a very divided struggle, where you [activists] tried 
to set up teacher-training programs in several faculties that met the profile... [in the faculties] where you 
have black activists, uh... or a professor that was linked to the Black Movement. (A9:34) 

  
After approval and regulation of the law at national level, the focus shifted to material development, 
knowledge production, and dissemination. In this period, entities and individuals within the civil 
society arena were mobilized in the development of teaching material and (in-service) training 
programs. Several of these actors (most of them linked to the Black Movement) operated 
simultaneously within the civil society arena and within institutions in the official political arena, 
such as state and municipal secretariats. This development should be seen as an outcome of the 
changing relationship between the state and civil society discussed in the previous chapter. In the 
case of the Brazilian Black Movement it relates to the increased recognition of both the agenda and 
expertise of members of the Black Movement beginning in the 1990’s. 

The 2004 Resolution 01 has been seen not to specify the exact role national government-
associated institutions should play with regard to the implementation of Law 10.639. However, 
when considering the role and responsibilities of institutions linked to the official political arena at 
the national level, the entire legal framework of the Brazilian education system should be taken into 
account, including the 1996 Education Act and the 1988 Federal Constitution. Parts of this legal 
framework relevant to understanding the role of different actors regarding the implementation of 
Law 10.639 will be discussed in the next section.    
 
5.1.1 The Official Political Arena at National Level 

The 1988 Federal Constitution (Brasil, 1988) and the 1996 Education Act (Articles 9-11) (Brasil, 
1996) define the federal union as the party responsible for the development of National Curriculum 
Directives, and for the provision of financial and technical assistance to states, the Federal District, 
and municipalities. Moreover, the union is responsible for coordinating information processes, 
evaluating education, defining general norms for graduation and post-graduation, developing 
information and evaluation systems, and writing the National Education Plan (the latter also in 
collaboration with states, the Federal District, and municipalities). Within the decentralized Brazilian 
education system, the federal government also holds final responsibility for guaranteeing equal 
educational opportunities and a minimum level of quality of education at all levels. All these 
responsibilities are in one way or another related to the implementation of policies like Law 10.639. 
Entities operating within national government, such as the Ministry of Education (MEC) and the 
National Education Council (CNE), are the institutions that have the end responsibility of 
coordinating national education policies and executing the normative, redistributive, and 
supplementary function in relation to the other entities (Sari, 2009: 34).   
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Accordingly, the intention of this study was to conduct interviews with actors linked to 
several bodies of national government, such as the two mentioned above. However, during 
fieldwork in Brasília, when trying to schedule interviews with officials from the Ministry of 
Education and the National Education Council, it was difficult to obtain information on whom I 
could contact for an interview on the issue of ethnic/racial diversity in education. People seemed 
not even to know what I was talking about when I referred to Law 10.639, Resolution 01, and the 
Curriculum Directives. Sometimes persons stated this openly, while at other times I inferred 
unfamiliarity from the response I got to my questions. However, whenever I referred to my 
interests in more general terms such as “diversity and ethnic/race relations in education,” I was 
advised to contact people at a certain MEC secretariat, the Secretariat for Continuing Education, 
Alphabetization and Diversity (SECAD). SECAD is an MEC secretariat created in 2004 for the 
purpose of developing and coordinating transversal and inter-sectorial policies envisioning an 
“inclusive development of the education system.” Focus is specifically on the valuing of differences 
and diversity, promotion of inclusive education, human rights, and environmental and social 
sustainability.148       

One actor working at SECAD at the time (A14:111) warned me about the difficulty I would 
encounter when trying to speak to members of other bodies linked to MEC, such as the National 
Education Council. She pointed out that many actors within the ministry would advise me to 
contact SECAD and to try and find the few black employees within the ministry with (possible) ties 
to the Black Movement, like herself. Expressing her annoyance, she argued that this could be 
considered proof of the lack of commitment concerning ethnicity/race issues within MEC and 
associated bodies such as the National Education Council.  
 

It works like this, for example when you approach the council [the National Education Council]: 
“This is for the black guy, the only black person within the council. It is not a problem of the council, but 
Wilson Matos’s problem” [a black member of the National Education Council] You see? “This is 
not our problem, it;s SECAD’s problem. The council doesn’t have anything to do with it.’”How can this 
be? (A14:111-118)  

 
Confirming the observation of this actor, SECAD was indeed my first entry-point to the Ministry 
of Education. Before discussing data I managed to gather within MEC in other departments than 
SECAD, the discussion will focus on the role of this specific department in implementing Law 
10.639. Since this department was recognized by many as the actor at national government level 
concerned with implementation of Law 10.639, the question arises: What, exactly, did this actor do 
concerning the implementation of the law? 
 
The Coordinating Role of SECAD: Fragile and Temporary Structures  
Actions in the fourth phase, with regard to knowledge construction, material development, and 
dissemination, involved the (co)publication of several studies, and the collaboration in and 
(financial) support of a few teacher-training initiatives.   

In 2004-2006 SECAD coordinated the publication of the Educação e Diversidade Étnico-Racial 
(Education and Ethnic-Racial Diversity) series. Moreover, SECAD, together with UNESCO, 
coordinated and edited the Coleção Educação Para Todos (Education For All Collection), publications 
desiring to promote the implementation of work with regard to affirmative actions and race issues 

                                                            
148See: http://portal.mec.gov.br/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=290&Itemid=816, accessed March 
5, 2013. 
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in general and, in some cases, the implementation of Law 10.639 in particular (A8:38; A14).149 These 
publications were mainly written by (mostly Black Movement-associated) scholars and activists 
linked to different entities belonging to the Brazilian Black Movement.  

Moreover, the coordinating role of SECAD in organizing diverse seminars around the 
country that subsequently led to the formation of “Education and Ethnic-Racial Diversity” forums 
at state and municipal level should be mentioned (A8:038). From September 2004 to November 
2005 local and national actors participated in such forums in sixteen different states. 150  Most 
participating actors were linked to SECAD/MEC, state and municipal secretariats of education, 
NGOs (many of them Black Movement-linked), Undime (the national body of municipal education 
managers), and Consede (the national council of education managers). The rationale behind the 
forums was the creation of autonomous arenas in which ideas and initiatives with regard to 
ethnicity/race and education in general, and the implementation of Law 10.639 in particular, could 
be exchanged between government-associated institutions, and civil society actors and 
organizations. 

One actor, working at SECAD at the time, explains how the forum-related mobilization at 
state and municipal level strengthened the theme’s presence in the state secretariats of education 
around the country, and facilitated the dialogue between these and MEC/SECAD (A8:11-16). The 
actor stated:  
 

We located and selected people working with gender, race, ethnicity, with indigenous issues, with the issue of 
rural education. And through these persons we established a dialogue and strengthened the theme within the 
secretariats of education. This was fundamental. These persons were also strengthened by this dialogue with 
the Ministry of Education. They acquired new knowledge based on MEC’s actions, the production of 
materials, the forums. [...] At the same time, we from MEC, we at least had someone to talk to, someone to 
send material, to request information from, someone to divulge actions of the Ministry of Education to.” 
(A8:78-84)  

 
As to training programs, in 2006 a pilot of the training program Gênero e Diversidade na Escola 
(Gender and Diversity in the School) was launched. In the design of this training program 
SECAD/MEC collaborated with the Special Secretariat for the Promotion of Racial Equality 
Policies (SEPPIR), the Special Secretariat for Women’s Policies (SPM), the Secretariat of Distance 
Education (SEED/MEC), the Latin-American Centre for Sexuality and Human Rights at Rio de 
Janeiro State University (CLAM/IMS/UERJ), and the British Council. A total of 1200 education 
professionals151 from six different municipalities participated in the pilot project (Cavalleiro, 2008: 
68).152 153  

                                                            
149 See Appendix V for an overview of the titles. My analysis has shown that from a total of 33 publications existing in 
February 2011, 15 include the thematic of race/ethnicity issues as (one of the) main topic(s), being six of these more 
focused on Afro-Brazilian issues, six on indigenous issues and three containing both themes or more general 
discussions on diversity. 
150 These forums were held in the states of Goiás, Mato Grosso do Sul, Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, Paraná, 
Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, Alagoas, Amapá, Amazonas, Pará, Rondônia, Tocantins,  
Bahia, Maranhão, and Piauí (see also Rosa, 2012). 
151  In addition to teachers, the school education managers and pedagogical coordinators also participated in the 
program. 
152 MEC, Gênero e Diversidade na Escola,  
http://portal.mec.gov.br/arquivos/redediversidade/pdfs/gde.pdf, accessed March 30, 2013.   
153 From 2008 onwards the course was included in the program of the Universidade Aberta do Brasil (UAB) (the Brazilian 
Open University). Coordinated by MEC, it was given at various public universities (SEPPIR: 
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Besides the publications, the forums, and the aforementioned teacher training initiative, 
SECAD/MEC also played a role in financially or logistically supporting projects of a number of 
NGOs and research groups working on knowledge and material production and dissemination. 
Most of these initiatives were financed by the government through the UNIAFRO program (A9:36-
38).154 This was the case, for example, in the support given to research and training activities of the 
so-called Nucleus of Afro-Brazilian Studies (NEAB) operating within some universities in the years 
2005, 2006, and 2008. Through the UNIAFRO program, SECAD/MEC also financially supported 
the teacher-training program Educadores pela diversidade (Educators for Diversity) in 2004 and 2005,155 
and the in-service training program Educação Africanidades Brasil (Education Africanity Brazil) in 
2006156 (Brasil, 2008a; Brasil, 2008c:17). 

Apart from the UNIAFRO program, in 2005 MEC/SECAD also supported the Cor da 
Cultura (the Color of Culture) in-service teacher training program, developed by the Roberto 
Marinho Foundation, by distributing the program training material through its state and municipal 
secretariats of education.157  

In sum, while SECAD/MEC took some action regarding knowledge and material 
production and dissemination, in a majority of cases the institution only played a role in financially 
contributing, or logistically supporting, initiatives initiated within the civil society arena, and the 
pedagogical arena. 

Keeping in mind that the federal union is the principal party responsible for the definition 
of general graduation and post-graduation norms and the development of information and 
evaluation systems at the level of higher education (Brasil, 1988, 1996), it is striking that no 
structural state efforts can be found in this period concerning the reformulation of higher education 
programs and pre-service and in-service teacher training courses. As has been stated earlier, 
according to Resolution 01 higher education institutions providing pre-service and in-service 
teacher training are in charge of the translation of the legal instruments in the curricula at state and 
municipal levels. However, at the time structural financial and organizational support was lacking 
for these tasks, and for evaluating how national government-linked entities were carrying these out.   

Moreover, of the few initiatives that emerged from 2003 onward, many stagnated after 2006 
(A8:37-46; A9; A22). The year 2007 was a year in which no Education and Ethnic-Racial Diversity 
state forums were held, the UNIAFRO program was frozen, and no new bibliographic productions 
were published by MEC/SECAD that included the theme of ethnicity/race issues as (one of the) 
main topic(s).158 In the view of some actors this indicates that the ethnicity/race and education 
policies that emerged in the first period of the Lula government (2003-2006) remained government 
policies dependent on actors and commissions created especially by the new government, instead of 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
http://www.seppir.gov.br/noticias/ultimas_noticias/2013/01/lei-10-639-03-completa-uma-decada, accessed March 26, 
2013). 
154 The UNIAFRO program was designed to support affirmative action programs and projects for the black population 
at higher education institutions. There were three editions of the program: in 2005, 2006 and 2008 (see also Appendix 
VI). In fact, the UNIAFRO program was the first initiative financed by MEC that, amongst other objectives, dealt with 
the implementation of Law 10.639 (A9:040).    
155 This program was developed by the Ágere Cooperação em Advocacy (Ágere Advocacy Organization) and Geledes – instituto 
de Mulher Negra (Geledes – Black Women’s Institute). 
156 This training program was developed by the University of Brasília. 
157 This resulted in 4,000 teachers in seven different states being trained (Brasil, 2008a “Balanço da ação do Governo 
Federal para a implementação da Lei 10.639/03”: 18). In 2008, MEC/SECAD, together with the Special Secretariat for 
the Promotion of Racial Equality Policies (SEPPIR), also funded the development of the training material, which led to 
the production of 60,000 training kits. 
158 See Appendix VI for an overview of MEC activities and programs. 
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state policies structurally integrated in its various institutions (A22). 
However, in 2008 there was some renewed activity, such as diversity forums being 

reorganized, a number of new publications,159 the launch of the third edition of the UNIAFRO 
program, and some (teacher) training activities.160   

Employees and former employees of MEC/SECAD and other entities at work within the 
official political arena in 2004-2006 (A8; A9; A10:61) argue that the stagnation of most activities and 
programs in 2006-2008 was due to the fact that at the time the Ministry of Education did not 
include work regarding the dissemination and implementation of Law 10.639 in its budget. The 
activities relating to knowledge production, content definition, and dissemination realized in 2004-
2006, such as the promotion of studies and publication of books mentioned above, were financed 
with excess funds from the “Diversity in the University” program161 (A8:37-46). When that program 
ended in 2006 (and the funds thus became available, of which 27 BRL million came from the Inter-
American Development Bank), most of the material, knowledge, and research production work in 
SECAD was frozen as well (see also Almeida, 2008: 79). Some even argue that without the money 
from the “Diversity in the University” program SECAD would never even have been created, as 
there was no separate budget for the activities of the secretariat (see also Almeida, 2008: 79-80). The 
revision of the internal structure of SECAD in 2007, and the stagnation of activities and programs, 
and changes in the distribution of tasks and responsibilities (between SECAD and the other five 
secretariats within MEC 162 ) regarding the implementation of Law 10.639 in particular, should 
according to some therefore be understood as related to the end of the “Diversity in the University” 
program in 2007 (Almeida, 2008: 83-84).  

Besides the lack of financial resources for specific activities and the related fragile 
institutional structure of the secretariat, many actors questioned or criticized the working model 
MEC adopted with the creation of SECAD. A lack of integration of the work related to 
ethnicity/race issues across the entire ministry was perceived. 

In 2003 a National Technical Commission for Diversity and Issues Related to Education for 
Afro-Brazilians (CADARA) was created. One of the objectives of this commission was to support 
and strengthen implementation of public policies related to the ethnic/racial theme within MEC 
(Brasil, 2008a). In 2004, the “Chamber for Diversity in Education” was also created, made up of 
delegates from every secretariat within MEC. The objective of this chamber was to “institutionalize 
mechanisms for the adequate integration of the actions tasked to the different entities within MEC 
and linked entities” (Cavalleiro, 2008:23). However, none of the actors I spoke with referred to a 
possible role these institutions had to play in the interaction between SECAD and MEC, and the 
institutionalization of Law 10.639 within the structure of MEC as a whole. In fact, actors referred to 
structural problems within MEC which were responsible for work on implementing Law 10.639 
(A14; A8; A9) stagnating. They also questioned the rationale behind the creation of SECAD, and 
the relationship of this secretariat with the other five secretariats within MEC in this regard. In 
order to understand these criticisms, the rationale behind the creation of SECAD and objectives 
formulated for it will be discussed.   

                                                            
159 The document “Balanço da ação do Governo Federal para a implementação da Lei 10.639/03” (Brasil, 2008a) 
indicates that in 2008 five publications saw the light. However, one of the actors, working at SECAD at the time, 
explains that two of these publications, part of the Coleção Educação Para Todos series, had already been produced and 
financed by SECAD/MEC in 2006 (A8:48). Therefore I count only three publications in 2008. 
160 In 2008, for example, the Gênero e Diversidade na Escola course was relaunched (see section 5.1.1).   
161 See Chapter 5. 
162 See Appendix I on the Brazilian education system. 



132 
 

SECAD: Strengthening or Marginalizing Minority Issues? 
Ricardo Henriques, head of SECAD from its inception until August 2007, defined the goals and 
means of the secretariat as follows:  
 
[the goal is] to contribute to the acceleration of historical time, reducing inequalities in higher speed than 
the speed in which the normal system advances, make that those who are in disadvantaged positions [in 
society] develop faster than those that are in good positions. Make that everybody improves, but those 
in disadvantaged positions more [...] To make this come true, the essential thing to do was to bring together [in 
SECAD] all those sectors that, due to the fact that this is considered a non-priority issues on the [different department] 
agendas, were dispersed and fragmented. (Almeida, 2008: 81, author’s italics) 
  
An 18-year veteran of MEC, who worked since its beginning for the Coordination Office on 
Diversity in SECAD’s Department of Diversity and Citizenship, experienced the birth of the 
secretariat. Reflecting on the rationale behind the creation of SECAD she stated:  
 

The administration used to say that Brazilian society has some debts to the country, to the population of this 
country. The debt to the indigenous population, to the black population, and to illiterates. [...] The concern 
with human rights, the concern with the environment... [...] SECAD was given the task of joining all these 
segments of the population that have a problem, or all those things that have a problem in this country. 
(A14:14) 

 
The two accounts illustrate that a conscious choice was made when bringing together all the 
inequality/minority issues to be dealt with by a single secretariat. Issues such as racial inequality 
were already recognized at the time to be “non-priority issues” within the education system in 
general, and within the different departments of MEC in particular. Before the creation of SECAD, 
there was no special commission or department within government that worked specifically on 
policies or programs regarding racial inequality and the disadvantaged situation of Afro-Brazilians in 
education (A14:8). Instead of investing in the integration and strengthening of work regarding these 
issues in the different departments, the decision was made to “migrate” them to a new secretariat. 
Since SECAD works with issues closely related to interest of diverse social movements, such as, for 
example, the Brazilian Black Movement, the indigenous movement, and those of women, rural 
workers, and environmentalists, one objective of the secretariat was to encourage close interaction 
with organized civil society (A14:12, see also Almeida, 2008: 85). Accordingly, it should come as no 
surprise that responsibilities regarding Law 10.639 were also passed on to SECAD.     
 At the time I was conducting fieldwork, responsibilities with regard to the implementation 
of Law 10.639 lay mainly with one SECAD department.163 Until December 2008, this was a special 
division called “General Coordination of Diversity and Education Inclusion”164 (CGDIE), that was 

                                                            
163 Looking for further information about the organization of and developments in the secretariat in June 2011, I found 
out that the secretariat had been restructured, and also had changed its name. The reason for the restructuring seems to 
be the closure of the MEC Secretariat of Inclusive Education (Seesp). Actions and programs related to inclusive 
education became part of the responsibilities of SECAD, therefore adding “inclusion” (Inclusão) to its name, now 
becoming the “Secretariat of Continuing Education, Literacy, Diversity and Inclusion,” or SECADI (for clarity, in this 
book I will keep referring to SECAD, as this was the name of the secretariat at the time I conducted fieldwork).  
At the time of writing (2011), the organizational structure of SECAD comprised four divisions: 1) the division of 
policies for rural education and diversity; 2) the division of policies for literacy, youth and adult education, 3) the 
division of policies for human rights and citizenship, and 4) the division of policies for education for people with special 
needs (or “special education”) (Brasil 2011:4). 
164 At the end of 2008 (the period in which I conducted fieldwork in the institution), the responsible department’s name 
had changed to “Department of Education for Diversity” (Dedi). However, no changes with regard to attributed tasks 
were mentioned on the MEC website. 
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part of the Department of Education for Diversity and Citizenship (DEDC). At the time the 
objectives of this department were defined to be: 
 

[to] plan, orient and accompany the formulation and implementation of education policies, 
taking into account the diversities of ethnic-racial groups like indigenous groups, the Afro-
Brazilian population in urban and rural areas and, in this case specifically, the communities in 
the quilombo165 areas. In this sense DEDC dedicates special attention to the education of Afro-
Brazilians, as like to other matters linked to anti-racism in Brazil, thereby contemplating the 
implementation of Law 10.639. These objectives are part of the tasks of the General 
Coordination of Diversity and Education Inclusion. (Henriques, 2005: 7)  

 
When looking at the way the main responsibilities of SECAD are currently formulated,166 the fact is 
striking that no explicit reference is made to tasks regarding (the implementation of) Law 10.639, or 
to statements referring to the focus of that law (such as Afro-Brazilians, Africa, and race relations 
and/or racism in education). However, reference is made to the promotion of “the formulation and 
implementation of public policies that objectify the valuing of differences and diversity.” (Brasil, 
2011: 27).                                                        
 Coming back to the critique of the working model MEC adopted by creating SECAD, some 
actors argue that the work regarding implementation of Law 10.639 should not be part of a 
secretariat like SECAD at all. The importance of integrating the issue and involving all five 
secretariats within MEC in the work regarding the implementation of Law 10.639 is emphasized by 
some (A8, A9, A14:44). For example, one of the former SECAD civil servants stated: “Crucial for the 
implementation of the law is investigation of the ways in which MEC is in fact trying to establish a dialogue with and 
between the other education secretariats in its structure. Because if it only stays at the level of the coordination 
[SECAD], if it [MEC] does not succeed to insert it [implement Law 10.639] in the other secretariats, you in fact 
won’t have implementation of the law” (A8:104).  

Many actors confirm that this integration does not exist. Since the creation of SECAD, the 
other five MEC secretariats now immediately pass on issues concerning racial inequality or the 
Afro-Brazilian population to SECAD. One actor who also worked at SECAD in 2004-2006 frames 
it in this way: “The fact is that there is a situation in which you try to implement the law. However, this 
implementation doesn’t gain space within the government institution self. [...] There is no internal directive within the 
Ministry of Education that states ‘Let’s create these spaces for implementation of the law’.” (A9:36). One actor 
argues that this model of non-integration of race issues within the whole institution is part of a 
conscious strategy of the power holders. Characterizing SECAD as “an appendix without a link,” he 
states: “Now we are waiting for the power holders to struggle for the implementation of this law, while it is only the 

                                                            
165 Quilombos are settlements in Brazil founded by people of African origin. Most of the inhabitants of quilombos (called 
quilombolas) are (descendants of) people who escaped from contexts in which they were enslaved. 
166 The five main responsibilities of SECAD are currently defined as: “I. plan, orient and co-ordinate, in articulation 
with the education systems, the implementation of policies for literacy, education of youth and adults, rural education, 
school  education for the indigenous population, education in quilombo areas, human rights education, environmental 
education and education for people with special needs; II. promote, in collaboration with the education systems, the 
formulation and implementation of public policies that objectify the valuing of differences and diversity, the promotion 
of inclusive education, of human rights and sustainable development; III. implement activities of technical and financial 
collaboration between the Union, the States, Municipalities, Federal District, and national and international institutions, 
in work regarding literacy and education for youngsters and adults, in rural areas, education for the indigenous 
population, education in quilombo areas, human rights education, environmental education and education for people with 
special needs, and IV. co-ordinate activities regarding continuing education, literacy, diversity, human rights, inclusive 
education and environmental education, though the articulation with governmental and non-governmental institutions, 
objectifying the  carrying out of public policies between sectors” (Brasil, 2011: 27).                                                        
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Black Movement fighting for this cause. That is why the appendix is the way it is, because this in fact is a way to say 
“Let it go, we go on the way we do, and we just don’t worry about that” (A10:53). 

Referring to a conscious strategy, the creation of SECAD is even explained by some actors 
as motivated by the objective of demobilizing the Black Movement and other social movements. 
One scholar and Black Movement activist, himself an ex- SECAD civil servant, states for example: 
“I understand it more or less like this: it is logical that it was an advance [the creation and existence of 
SECAD] and it still is an advance, but it is also a demobilizating factor in the sense that it starts to set this agenda 
[on the combat of racial inequality] and tries to transform the campaign agenda in programs, programs without 
continuity. As such, this process is very complex” (A9:36). 

Emphasizing the important role of managers within MEC, one actor explains that one of 
the ways that the conscious strategy (of non-acting) of government is expressed is in the lack of 
initiative and responsibility on the part of MEC in developing policies together with state and 
municipal secretariats (A8:74). She argues that the main role of MEC, as the “articulator of the 
education system,” is to engage in this dialogue with the state and municipal secretariats. She 
emphasizes that actors within MEC are very conscious of the fact that the secretariats and the 
management teams in the state and municipal secretariats do not have sufficient knowledge to 
operationalize initiatives like Law 10.639 (A8:74). Although many secretariats at present have a team 
member that deals with the issue (often a black person, linked to or supportive of the Black 
Movement), the fact is – something which has been also confirmed by the fieldwork conducted in 
Rio de Janeiro – that these “diversity coordinators” in most cases do not have enough financial and 
human resources for the effective enactment and implementation of these policies (A8:60). 
Therefore this actor concludes:  
 

It is a form of administration, it was a choice, a choice made by managers at the Ministry of Education. In 
the same way they concentrated the actions in SECAD, they could have chosen as well for a division, for 
really spreading the theme in all the programs, in all the actions. But this interest wasn’t there. This desire 
wasn’t there. I believe there was no ingenuousness involved. I believe this is a conscious, planned decision, 
organized in the sense of “Let’s leave this theme for SECAD and then the ministry will have done its job. 
Then MEC will be prepared for working [with the theme] in education. SECAD will take care of 
diversity.” As if diversity in education can be isolated! That’s impossible! (A8:108) 

 
Two actors, at the time of fieldwork still working at SECAD/MEC, argued that during Lula’s 
second term (2007-2010) the collaboration on this topic between SECAD and the other five MEC 
secretariats improved. They argue that SECAD members from then on succeeded in better 
explaining the rationale behind the law, specifically that it is not meant to be a law for only one 
segment in society (the Afro-Brazilian population), but for everyone (e.g., A14:99). Actors who had 
left SECAD in the meantime (some of them already quoted above), however, refer to the 
continuing existence within MEC of strong resistance and conscious strategies of not giving 
legitimacy to the issue of Law 10.639. Such resistance is most often expressed in indirect ways. One 
example mentioned by some of the Black Movement-linked actors is the transformation of Law 
10.639 into Law 11.645 in March 2008 – a process in which MEC was involved, together with other 
institutions from the official political arena at national level. The enactment of Law 11.645 was an 
answer to a demand by the indigenous movement to also include teaching on indigenous history 
and culture in the national primary and secondary education curricula. Law 11.645 makes a small 
revision to the text of Law 10.639 (which, as discussed earlier, was in itself already an amendment to 
Article 26-A of Law 9.394, the 1996 Education Act), adding reference to indigenous history and 
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culture in the law. Not censuring the legitimacy of the indigenous movements demand per se, Black 
Movement-linked actors criticize the fact that the process of transformation of one law into another 
allowed the emergence of fresh bureaucratic procedures and bottlenecks (e.g., A1:8-28). 167 
Therefore, these actors identify the enactment of Law 10.645 as part of the strategy of power 
holders, who enjoyed the opportunity to again slow down the implementation process. As one actor 
stated: “It is strategic. It is a way to complicate matters without looking for direct confrontation” (A1:19). 

The still widespread resistance to race-based education policies such as Law 10.639 was 
confirmed. The same actor quoted above argued: “If MEC does not do it [take initiative regarding the 
implementation of Law 10.639], it won’t be the state and municipal secretariats of education, the managers, most 
of whom are resistant to and against this law, against the implementation of the law. In this way, if you don’t in fact 
have the Ministry of Education promoting the work, it [implementation] won’t happen” (A8:58-60). A 
condition for promotion, however, is the integration of work regarding Law 10.639 in the overall 
structure of MEC, as put by the same actor: “[...] it is a fact that if MEC doesn’t manage to absorb it, it 
won’t be able to make the secretariats [state and municipal secretariats of education] absorb it. Because in this 
way it will show that it is incapable of working within the very same structure that is its own domain in the first place 
[...]. How then will it manage to do that in the secretariats, where it in fact does not have the power to interfere?” 
(A8:104). Among actors supportive of Law 10.639, the idea is widely shared that the role of MEC 
should be one of promoting dialogue. 

This situation made all the Black Movement-linked actors who were especially invited to 
work in SECAD after its creation (A8; A9; A10) decide to step out of the official political arena and 
once again concentrate on activities related to framing the issue, both within the civil society arena 
and the pedagogical arena.  
                                                                                                                                                
5.1.2 The Official Political Arena at State and Municipal Levels 

The previous section discussed the (failing) role of institutions linked to the official political arena at 
national level. Special focus was on MEC and its secretariat SECAD, and on the coordinating 
responsibilities of these institutions regarding institutionalization and supervision of the 
implementation of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives. In this section, data collected in the 
official political arena at Rio de Janeiro state and Niterói municipal level are discussed. The focus 
now turns to the role played by institutions within the official political arena at these regional and 
local scales in the implementation of Law 10.639 and related instruments.  

Chapter 4 clarified that Resolution 01 specifies the responsibilities of the different actors in 
the Brazilian education system regarding the implementation of Law 10.639. Building on the 
responsibilities as defined in the 1988 Federal Constitution and the 1996 Education Act where state 
and municipal governments are given first responsibility for the provision of primary education,168 it 
emphasizes the responsibility of state and municipal institutions regarding twelve issues. Reference 
is made to responsibility for the regulation of the Curriculum Directives at the local level, and for 
supervision, provision of material and financial conditions, stimulating research and exchange of 
experience, examining discrimination, editing of books, dissemination of the Directives, and 
reporting back results to national government (see Table 5.1 below).   

                                                            
167 In fact, as will be seen later in this chapter, the enactment of Law 11.645 did not mean that Law 10.639 was 
substituted by Law 11.645 in political discourses. This could be explained by the fact that the new law was enacted in 
the period when the remobilization process regarding the implementation of Law 10.639 had already started. 
168 See Chapter 1 and Appendix I for a more extensive discussion on the Brazilian education system and the different 
responsibilities of the three scales of governance.  
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Table 5.1 Responsibilities of the state and municipal education systems regarding
                 implementation of Law 10.639 – main issues 

Regulate curriculum directives at local level 

Support/supervise education institutions and teachers in their tasks 

Provide material & financial conditions for schools, teachers, and pupils 

Stimulate research 
Exchange experiences between schools 
Establish communication channels with other groups that provide teacher training and 
research on the issue 
Define measures that guarantee  Afro-Brazilian pupils’ right to quality education 
Examine/take providence with regard to discrimination 
Create education context that recognizes, values, and respects diversity 
Orient/supervise the development and editing of books and other teaching material 
Promote dissemination of curriculum directives in periodical activities at schools 

Communicate results obtained during periodical activities at schools to MEC/SECAD and 
CNE 

 
Resolution 01 clearly builds on the responsibility of the states and municipalities regarding the exact 
definition of curriculum content of basic education at local level. Based on this legislation, local 
governments are responsible for legislating concurrently and supplementary to nationally defined 
legislation and plans on matters related to their own educational systems in their own areas of 
jurisdiction. Federal legislation (like the constitution and the 1996 Education Act, including 
amendments such as Law 10.639 made to the latter) must always be respected. Moreover, state and 
municipal education councils are also responsible for the supervision of the implementation of the 
national and local legislation.     

Besides being responsible for maintaining and organizing their own education system, 
according to the same legal documents states are also responsible for the provision of secondary 
education, and for the evaluation and supervision of higher education courses and institutions in the 
state system. The above is relevant when considering enactments concerning Law 10.639, as within 
higher education institutions future teachers are trained, and this is also where in-service teachers 
can follow specialization or post-graduation courses. Moreover, local governments are responsible 
for teachers’ salaries and the definition of teacher career structures.  
 As was discussed in Chapter 4, due to political developments in the 1980’s, local 
governments in Brazil increasingly started to play a role in policy innovation. This was also the case 
regarding combatting racial inequality in – and promotion of equality through – education. In some 
regions of the country, actors and arenas linked to the state and municipal official political arenas 
started to play a positive role concerning agenda-setting on race in education. Consequently, even 
before the federal government formulated national and regional policies in this area, various states 
and municipalities introduced measures with contents similar to Law 10.639. Rio de Janeiro state 
and Niterói municipality are not mentioned here.169 Fieldwork realized in the official political arenas 
at both state and municipality level made clear that – although in the recent past some 

                                                            
169 In 1990, the municipality of Rio de Janeiro instead was mentioned as one of the four local governments introducing 
measures to eliminate gender, racial, and social stereotyping in education, banning the use of textbooks and other 
materials that spread prejudice and racial discrimination.  
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remobilization processes had taken place – at the time of the fieldwork dealing with the 
implementation of Law 10.639, this was not yet integrally institutionalized.  

The data collected during fieldwork conducted in the political districts in late 2008 and in 
2009 brought to light that few of the responsibilities have been realized which are referred to in the 
resolution, the 1988 Federal Constitution, and the 1996 Education Act regarding the 
implementation of Law 10.639 specifically, and policy implementation in general. The development 
of the National Curriculum Directives, nor the regulation of Law 10.639 at local level was 
conducted at either Rio de Janeiro state level or Niterói municipal level.170 171 Moreover, fieldwork in 
the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education, the State Education Council, and the Niterói 
Municipal Secretariat of Education confirmed the unfamiliarity of many actors with race issues in 
education in general, and Law 10.639 in particular. Especially the higher level actors in, for example, 
the State Secretariat of Education and the State Education Council appeared to know little or 
nothing about the existence and contents of the law, nor anything about the history behind it. 

Data collected at state and municipal level yield a similar picture to the one that emerged at 
national level: Law 10.639 was not institutionalized and work regarding its implementation was not 
integrated in the institutions. At national level, within the ministry of education, SECAD was the 
only department dealing with race issues in education in general, and Law 10.639 in particular. At 
state (Rio de Janeiro) and municipal (Niterói) levels too, for information on these issues I was 
directed to the special departments, commissions, and divsions that deal with diversity and 
ethnicity/race issues. Consequently, it was not surprising that actors working within SECAD 
confirmed that they never received any updates on a resolution or regulation made by Rio de 
Janeiro state or Niterói municipality – an obligation of these bodies, as stated in Resolution 01 
(A15:39).172   

At the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education I interviewed the undersecretary of 
education, three members of the technical team, the general secretary of the State Education 
Council, and the head of the school inspection. In Niterói municipality I spoke with a member of 
the technical team of the Municipal Secretariat of Education. The following sections focus on the 
views two actors have – one from the Diversity Coordination Office within the Rio de Janeiro State 
Secretariat of Education, and the other a member of Education and Ethnic-Racial Diversity unit of 
the Niterói Municipal Secretariat of Education – on the implementation and enactment concerning 
Law 10.639 in their institutions.    
 
 

                                                            
170 In 2005, in response to a request by the Public Ministry, the State Council of Rio de Janeiro state (CEE) drafted an 
advice regarding Law 10.639, Advice CEE no. 158/2005(N). However, careful reading of this document shows that it 
does not regulate the law in the sense of translating it to the local context. This is stated in the concluding paragraph: 
“Independent of the regulation, and while there is no specific material edited for each system, the teaching on the Afro-
Brazilian History and Culture is obliged in all schools for primary and secondary, public and private education in the 
state of Rio de Janeiro (Art. 26-A from Lei Nº 10.639 de 09/01/03). The implementation should be developed though 
contents, competences, attitudes and values, to be established by the education institutions and its teachers, in the form 
of curricular components in Art Education, Literature and History of Brazil (Art. 3 from the Resolution)” (PARECER 
CEE Nº 158 /2005 (N), Estado do Rio de Janeiro, 2005: 3). The general secretary of the State Education Council 
confirmed during an interview that at the time the council was approached by the Public Ministry a discussion arose in 
the council, adding: “But it was not considered necessary to modify the way in which the law was drawn up at national level” (A20). 
171 Actors working in the Niterói Municipal Secretariat of Education also confirmed that the Niterói Municipal Council 
did not draft a regulation for Law 10.639 until December 2009 (A21:129-133).   
172 This was not particularly referring Rio de Janeiro state and municipality, but a general observation.  
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Institutionalization in the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education & Niterói 
Municipal Secretariat of Education  
In 2006, an advisory commission on ethnic/racial diversity was set up within the Rio de Janeiro 
State Secretariat of Education. At the time of the interview the commission consisted of one 
individual (A18), a black woman and Black Movement activist, 173  who at the moment of the 
interview174 had worked for the secretariat for ten years.175 In her present position this actor could 
dedicate her work exclusively to ethnicity/race issues in education, in particular the implementation 
of Law 10.639 and education in quilombo communities. However, she described how, being on her 
own, she was limited in the way she could work effectively with the 1650 schools in the state of Rio 
de Janeiro on ethnicity/race issues in education in general, and on the implementation of Law 
10.639 in particular. Therefore, in 2007 she created a committee consisting of teachers – of whom 
many were black individuals linked to local Black Movement initiatives – from different state 
schools in the thirty different regional districts within the state. This committee helped her in 
communicating with the schools (A18:19-20). She emphasized the importance of partnerships with 
university centers (mainly Nucleus of Afro-Brazilian Studies [NEABs]) and NGOs for the 
execution of the work of the commission.  
 With regard to the implementation of Law 10.639, actors confirmed that there were still 
schools in the state of Rio de Janeiro that remained unaware of the law (A18:18).176 One of the main 
problems related to the implementation of the law was that practical teaching material for the 
schools did not arrive at the secretariat until 2006 (A18:16). At the time of the interview, schools 
were still waiting for new textbooks that dealt with the contents of Law 10.639 (A18:69,149).  
 According to the aforementioned commissioner the focus of her work on the 
implementation of Law 10.639 concerned establishing dialogue and promoting the exchange of 
experiences between the secretariat and schools, and between the schools themselves (A18:18). She 
also confirmed she was involved in the re-articulation and formalization of the state forum on 
ethnic/racial diversity (A18:19-20). In addition, by conducting a survey in 2008, she started to map 
the work effectively being carried out in the state schools related to Law 10.639 (A18:108-124). The 
interview demonstrated, however, that there were still many other ideas and plans that were not yet 
realized, due to a lack of human resources and institutional support from inside and outside the 
secretariat.       

In the Niterói Municipal Secretariat of Education, an Education and Ethnic-Racial Diversity 
Division was created in December 2008.177 At the time of fieldwork, five actors from within the 
municipality were officially associated with this division. In practice, however, only one actor (A21) 

                                                            
173 I mention this here as she herself stated that in the interview she talked in terms of “we,” such as in “When I talk like 
that, using the word ‘we,’ I refer both to my experience as activist and black woman and as education professional” (A18:10). 
174 The interview was held in September 2009.  
175 Before the creation of the advisory commission, the same actor worked for the Differentiated Schools Coordination 
Office in which the focus, besides on ethnic/racial diversity and schools in quilombo communities, also went to 
education in indigenous communities and in prisons. I was informed by the undersecretary that future restructuring of 
his department would re-establish this format, bringing together “different issues that have to do with diversity... not only 
regarding race, but […] we will also cover issues regarding diversity and rural education, quilombolas [education in quilombo 
communities] and other forms of education for minorities, also the indigenous population” (A17:9).  
176  Accounts of other actors also confirmed the non-implementation. For example, one actor working within 
SECAD/MEC explained that she never received any communication from one department associated with one of the 
education systems in Brazil concerning Article 8 of Resolution 01 (see above) (A15:39).    
177 Other accounts, also from actors in the schools, made me understand that before that time there was one actor, a 
black women and Black Movement activist (retired some years before my fieldwork started) who executed similar work 
– however as far as I understood her function was never made official through the creation of an NEAB or similar 
entity.    
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had her other duties within the secretariat reduced in order to effectively be able to execute related 
tasks. The main focus of the divisions work at the time of the interview was implementing Law 
10.639. For its execution there was a direct relationship with the 103 municipal schools. At 
municipal level in Niterói there was no other department working with the schools on 
implementation of the law. Work concentrated on the incidental organization of small-scale 
teacher-training events, the development and dissemination of teaching material, and on 
supervision, support, and stimulation of – positive – practices (A21:75,89,95,125). In these activities 
the devision developed various partnerships with NGOs and university centers (A21:55). This 
collaboration is also one of the points included in Resolution 01, accordingly the municipality actors 
affirmed it to be essential, as within the secretariat sufficient knowledge and expertise on the issue 
was lacking. Moreover, it was also said to be a necessity due to financial restrictions within the 
institution regarding working on this issue.  
 The creation of both units at Rio de Janeiro state and Niterói municipality and the 
developments within these are a sign of some kind of institutionalization of the issue at state and 
municipal levels.178 However, both the advisory commission within Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat 
and the diversity division in the Niterói Municipal Secretariat encountered similar problems to the 
ones SECAD had at national government level. Like the national secretariat, these two bodies were 
also given a wide variety of responsibilities and diversity issues to deal with (A21:17). In addition, 
actors in both institutions indicated a lack of human and financial resources to execute their plans 
(A21:17,39,99,121), and the need to struggle within their institutions to keep the issue on the agenda 
(A18:10; A21:47,121). In that sense, it became clear that in the official political arena at state and 
municipal levels too, working with race issues in education in general, and the implementation of 
Law 10.639 in particular, was no priority issue (A21:175).   

Consequently, the interviews held with actors in Rio de Janeiro state and Niterói 
municipality made clear that initiatives in the state and municipality regarding the implementation of 
Law 10.639 are still small-scale and not structural. Even the undersecretary of the Rio de Janeiro 
State Secretariat of Education confirmed that the law was not being complied with “completely” 
(A17:74). He admitted a lack of more structural change within educational institutions:   
 

What I know that exists are those isolated small-scale initiatives, like “Ooh! They approved the law [...] so 
let’s organize teacher training. Let’s…” Then they get together 200 teachers in a region and give them 
training, then they get together 200 in another [region]. But then the teacher returns to school and the 
curriculum is still the same. Of course he can change the planning for his class, but the curriculum was not 
discussed with the pedagogical team, with the secretariat [the State Secretariat of Education]. (A17:77) 

 
Both the actor in the Rio de Janeiro state advisory commission and the one in the Niterói municipal 
diversity division encountered difficulties in the implementation, and observed insecurity among 
actors at school level on how to work with the law (A18:71; A21:71-73). However, they defined 
their strategies and the role of their institutions in this regard in completely different ways. These 
distinct understandings and strategies indicate the lack of alignment and dialogue between the 
institutions linked to the different scales of government, a fact that in itself seems to be related to 
the low degree of institutionalization of the entities themselves. However, both at state and 
                                                            
178 One actor explains how, to her view, there are different degrees of institutionalization. She explains for example that 
a coordination office is a more powerful department than a special devision or unit (A21: 111). However, she could not 
explain me the status of a coordination office. 
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municipal levels, a rise in initiatives connected to the implementation of Law 10.639 was mentioned, 
specifically the emergence of a certain network of people, most of them involved in teacher 
training, research, and development of teaching material (e.g., A18:73). In addition, the education 
and ethnic-racial diversity state forums, the main communication channel between (different actors 
at) state and municipal levels, began to be brought back to life in 2008 (A18:19-20; A21:127), 
coordinated by the State Secretariat of Education.179  

Parallel to this revitalization, the existence of Law 10.639 and the legal instruments that 
followed (the Curriculum Directives, Resolution 01, and later the Plan for Implementation, the 
latter to be discussed in Phase 5), were observed to have helped strengthen the agenda concerning 
Law 10.639 at both state and municipal levels. Actors in both the state commission and the 
municipal diversity division describe how they use the legislation as a tool to strengthen their 
practices. For example, the Niterói division coordinator explains how in communicating actions 
towards implementation of Law 10.639 she makes reference to the existing legislation concerning 
Law 10.639:  
  

Whatever I do, I base my actions on the legislation. Because if not... sometimes the persons are not… some 
even think I am inventing something, that is something some people also use by ways of resisting: “But how 
did you came up with this? Aren’t you exaggerating?” Then I say “No, it is in this and that law, in the 
plan, you want to see it?” I always put it that way. “Those goals are defined in the plan.” (A21:45, see also 
A21:47) 

 
 The last quote is an example of how the legislation helped to institutionalize the issue – even 
though still on a very small scale. The legislation facilitated the creation and formal recognition of 
spaces and organizations within the official political arena that work on the issue, such as the 
commission and diversity division referred to above. Now officially recognized bodies, at least they 
have some space, time, and budget guaranteed. This also resulted in more formalized partnerships 
with external actors such as university centers and NGOs being able to be established 
(A21:121,124-125). 
  
New Appendixes, Remaining Structures 
In contrast to the actors linked to the special divisions at state and municipal levels, and to SECAD, 
higher-level actors in all three official political spheres did not know much or anything about the 
existence, the contents, and/or the history behind Law 10.639. All higher-level actors I spoke with 
in MEC, the State Secretariat of Education, and the State Education Council180 could not inform me 
about what specific actions these institutes took regarding ethnicity/race issues in general, and the 
implementation of the law in particular (A17:50,77).181 These actors were not able to update me on 
the issue of whether and how schools in their district worked with the law. Actors working at 
SECAD confirmed my impression, referring to their own experiences in working together with 
representatives from MEC, the National Education Council, and the state and municipal 

                                                            
179 However, actors affirm that even after having been re-articulated in 2008, problems of continuity  exist due to low 
participation rates, and lack of active engagement of institutions linked to the official political arena (A21:105-107,109).  
180 In MEC I interviewed a special advisor working in the minister of education’s cabinet. In the State Secretariat of 
Education I spoke with the undersecretary of education and the general secretary of the State Education Council. 
181 At municipal level in Niterói I did not manage to speak to a higher-level actor; however, the account of the member 
of the Ethnic-Racial Diversity Division made it clear that it was the only department in the secretariat working on the 
law. She explained to me as well that in reply to her request to regulate the law at municipal level, the Municipal 
Education Council asked her to provide the department with the documents that explained the legislation (A21:129), a 
fact that illustrates the general unfamiliarity with the law.    
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secretariats of education. One actor, for example, stated regarding the National Education Council, 
and the state and municipal education councils around the country: “I will tell you something, if it 
[Resolution 01 and the Curriculum Directives] at least were read, that would already be fantastic! But what I 
perceive in meetings is that those people do not even know that the Curriculum Directives exist!” (A14:89).182 It is 
interesting to note that all higher-level actors did describe their own institutions as involved with the 
issue. However, analyzing the accounts shows that definition of this engagement is based on a non-
consideration or lack of understanding of the rationale behind the policy initiatives. This is 
illustrated, for example, by the account of a high-positioned advisor working in the Ministry of 
Education. Analysis of the discourse of this actor – who gives a picture of a ministry actively 
engaged with ethnicity/race issues – shows how the rationales behind the MEC agenda on 
ethnicity/race are rather different than the rationale behind policies such as Law 10.639, as 
described in legal documents and by actors engaged in its formulation and implementation. During 
the interview, the MEC advisor explained that because there was strong resistance to race-based 
(education) policies within the  government of president Cardozo, at the time the professional team 
within MEC was opposed to it too. With the change of government in 2003, and the general 
defense of race-based policies in the political discourse of the PT, the attitude of the professional 
team of MEC also changed. When I asked the advisor what this change of government discourse 
meant for his work within MEC he stated: “I am very flexible in this. I am not radical, nor am I someone 
that would defend something ‘tooth and nail,’ you know. During the former administration I represented… I argued 
against [race-based education policies] with the arguments of opponents And today I can speak in favor with 
the arguments of someone in favor, although making some observations too.” (A16:25). 
 Analysis of the above cited interview, and triangulation of the statements with other data 
gathered, confirms the fact that diversity issues in general, and issues related to Law 10.639 in 
particular, were not integrated at all within MEC at the time of fieldwork.183 In fact, the account of 
this powerful actor illustrates how race-based policies in general, and the rationale and proposal of 
Law 10.639 as made explicit in the Curriculum Directives, are still strongly contested within this 
institution.  

Defending the idea that the Lula government at the time was “completely in favor” of race-
based education policies in general, and Law 10.639 in particular, the MEC advisor stated that there 
was no resistance within MEC to such policies. He did, however, enjoy the opportunity to express 
his support for more criticism of the introduction of race-based education policies. Regarding Law 
10.639 he stated:  
 

I believe that it should be something more critical. For example, there shouldn’t be exclusivity for Afro-
Brazilians because we also have had very important contributions from the others, haven’t we? Contributions 
from other ethnicities in the formation of Brazil. They are as relevant, even if they have been small [...] For 
example, the Japanese that came to Brazil from 1908 on [...] In this sense, I believe that the indigenous 
people, the blacks, they are in the roots of the white. [...] But as to the cultural contribution, this is important 
in the North and in the South from the Japanese, in the South from the Italians and the German, the 
Chinese in São Paulo, of the Dutch, there are several… many Brazilians with blue eyes in the northeast of 

                                                            
182 The same observation I had when I started the interview with the general secretary of the State Education Ccouncil. 
After I introduced my topic, he asked me “permission” and I saw how he took five minutes to Google “Law 10.639.”      
183 When asked which actors within MEC specifically dealt with the issue of Law 10.639, unsurprisingly this actor also 
pointed to SECAD. When asked about the collaboration between SECAD and other secretariats within MEC on these 
issues, the special advisor argued that first there was strong resistance to working with “diversity” in the other 
secretariats, but from 2007 on this changed, due to improved communication between the different departments at that 
time. 
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São Luiz, Olinda, Recife, and Salvador. The presence of the Dutch in Brazil, even if it was small… the 
Nassau period left a fantastic collection. And after Nassau the Jews came and… [...] Therefore, this history 
of people going to and fro, I believe this is all very important. (A16:131-137) 

 
Analysis of statements like the one above reveals a non-critical cultural interpretation of the 
contents of Law 10.639. The essence of the law is described here as the “valuing of cultural 
contributions,” while the social and political meaning of the law, and the social phenomenon of 
racial inequality to which the law is a response, are not taken into account at all. The account of this 
actor does not include reference to or a consideration of race relations, or inequality between the 
different ethnic/racial groups that marked Brazilian history and still make up Brazilian society – 
aspects that are very clearly discussed in the Directives, the document explaining the rationale of 
Law 10.639. Besides not reflecting on this rationale, this actor also does not engage with it. 
 The non-critical interpretation was strengthened later on in the interview,184 when the actor 
referred to conflicts and negotiations between MEC representatives and Black Movement activists 
in the late 1990’s, when discussions on ways to counteract racial inequality in education intensified. 
Talking about his experiences in these negotiations, he referred to the “rationality” of the actors 
within MEC, and implicitly contrasted this with the attitudes and ideas of Black Movement 
members and black intellectuals. He stated:  
 

So the clashes were very much like this: we from MEC would defend a rationality with regard to the 
introduction and a development in different stages and something with compensatory policies being sufficient to 
make up for the deficiencies in basic education, and they [members of the Brazilian Black Movement] 
would want it to be quotas, and that we should open [...] that we should appoint black professors and so 
forth and so on... This, I believe, reverses the roles, and makes not a very good thing, you know. (A16: 139-
140) 

 
 Leaving aside the different policy proposals put forward in this quote, this actor contrasts 
the “rationality” of the MEC actors with the “will” of Black Movement members, not recognizing 
the frame used by the Black Movement as also being a “rational” construction, albeit one stemming 
from a different perspective. This can be considered a clear example of the non-integration of Law 
10.639 (and similar race-based education policy proposals) within high institutional spheres of 
MEC. The statements made by this actor clearly reflect a non-receptiveness to the Black 
Movement’s demand with regard to this law. Confirming the argument regarding the barriers in 
institutions to incorporating race issues (Soares, 2009), this account clearly shows a non-willingness 
to reflect on, and even resistance to, the revision of the representations of the Brazilian society 
through Law 10.639.   

                                                            
184 This, for example, also happened when he referred to a number of confrontations between MEC civil servants and 
members of the Black Movement in the late 1990’s, when discussions on ways to counteract racial inequality in 
education intensified. On one occasion, when the discussion was about contents of education, members of the Black 
Movement argued against use of the concept “universal science” by MEC representatives, as, to their view, the concept 
represented no inclusion of “black thought” (o pensamento negro) and “knowledge of the Africans” (A16:91). In the interview, 
the MEC special advisor explicitly defended the answer expressed by his colleague at the time, that the knowledge of 
African ancestry is worth studying from a cultural perspective, but not from a scientific perspective. Citing this 
colleague, he defended the idea that knowledge originating from African societies, passed from generation to generation 
through oral history, can be considered “wisdom.” [It may be] “enough to reproduce a culture of good people,” but is not entitled 
to be considered “science, like written knowledge from the West is.” The special advisor finally argued that if knowledge based 
on “universal science” is not taught, people will not really “civilize,” but will stay “primitive” (A16:91); apparently this was his 
idea of a distinction between “wisdom” and “science.” 
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The account reflected on here is an illustration of how, as confirmed by actors formerly or 
presently associated with SECAD, race issues in general, and work with regard to Law 10.639 in 
particular, are still not integrated and are highly contested in MEC. Analysis of the programs and 
actions directly related to the implementation of Law 10.639 which had been developed in the other 
five MEC secretariats (other than SECAD) in 2003-2008 confirmed that MEC did not take an 
active role in the process of implementing the law. Within the five secretariats, besides three small 
programs, only the Secretariat of Higher Education (SeSu) was involved in a major program, the 
UNIAFRO program executed jointly with SECAD.  

Not surprisingly, when I asked the same MEC advisor to reflect on the implementation of 
Law 10.639 at school level, an understanding of a generally passive role of MEC regarding the 
implementation of Law 10.639 becomes clear: 
  

C: This [implementation in the schools] happens gradually, because the schools should be 
motivated.[...] engagement with this differentiated education is up to the schools, the states, and the 
municipalities. Of course, the policy of the ministry is to open up as much as possible. [...] Which means that 
states saying, “Oh, we want to train teachers, we want material,” in those cases MEC is completely in favor. 
We do not impose it on everyone, also because we can’t reach everyone. There are two hundred thousand 
schools! There are fifty-five million pupils in the Brazilian schools! The numbers in Brazil are absurd! [...] 
Therefore it is based on motivation, on interest. [...] 
Researcher: So what is the exact role of MEC, for example, with regard to this law [Law 10.639]? 
C: It is about offering, being available, and helping those that ask for it, those that want engage. It is not 
about imposing. Although the measure is obligatory, it is based on motivation, on interest. And [the role 
of MEC is] offering the related resources, books, publications, and teacher training. But there isn’t a broad 
systematized program for this yet, it is still very early days. (A16:147-164) 

 
This quote illustrates how, nearly six years after the enactment of Law 10.639, influential actors 
within MEC do not consider it part of the role of the ministry to stimulate other institutions, such 
as the schools, states, and municipalities, to work with Law 10.639. It therefore comes as no 
surprise that when asked what actors within MEC specifically dealt with the issue of Law 10.639, 
this actor pointed to SECAD as well.  

A similar resistant discourse was heard at Rio de Janeiro state level. A high-positioned actor 
within Rio de Janeiro State Education Council (A20), for example, recognizing the fact that the 
council’s job is to work with education legislation, stated with regard to Law 10.639: “They should not 
make all these nice laws [...] Nobody will improve society through laws” (A20185). When the interview with this 
actor is further analyzed, a general resistance to the use of the concept race and the discussion on 
racial inequality in education can be perceived. For instance, when asked what the council did with 
regard to ethnicity/race issues in education, he stated: “There has been no account of racism in the schools.” 
Later on he argued: “I believe the problem is not about race [...] I see it more as a socioeconomic problem. [...] 
Race does not matter, it is just about quality of life.” When later in the interview he was asked about his 
opinion concerning Law 10.639, he stated he was not in favor of the law. Instead of directly 
formulating critique regarding the contents of the law, he expressed the opinion that “teaching on 
general culture is missing for the students.” 

                                                            
185 As before starting I sensed in the interviewee a strong resistance to collaborate in the research, I was afraid he would 
withdraw completely if I asked him whether I could record the interview. Therefore I decided not to record the 
conversation and noted key quotes. Consequently no indications of transcription line numbers accompany quotes from 
this interview. 
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     Another example of a resistant account comes from a high-positioned actor in the Rio de 
Janeiro State Secretariat of Education. This account shows how this actor also expresses his critique 
regarding race-based education policies in an indirect way. After my reference to data presented by 
the government-linked IBGE that show the disadvantaged position of Afro-Brazilian pupils in the 
education system, he stated:  
   

You know numbers can tell any story when they are tortured sufficiently, don’t you? [...] You could state the 
following “Oh, if black kids drop out more and if they are repeating more, it means they are discriminated by 
the system.” That is one interpretation. I do not think that is the right interpretation here in Brazil. In the 
United States, I believe students are directly discriminated. Here I don’t know. I don’t have enough data... I 
did not have access to detailed studies that proved “Oh… the black pupil repeats more grades or drops out at 
a younger age from the system because he is discriminated.” I do not know. Another hypothesis could be that 
on average the black pupil drops out earlier compared to white students, because on average black families 
have a lower socioeconomic status [...] and are more exposed to, for example, deprivation, child labor, 
adolescent labor. That is a hypothesis as well, but I can’t prove it. I don’t know whether it’s true. (A17:112) 

    
It is worth noting that this actor, although already at an advanced stage in his career, was unfamiliar 
with research that investigates the processes and causes behind educational inequalities present in 
the country in general, and in the state in question in particular.186 This in itself illustrates the fact 
that the secretariat until then did not gather – or at least did not systematically analyze – any data on 
this issue. It also shows that apparently not much communication exists with colleagues in the 
secretariat working with the issue. Even while admitting this lack of knowledge, the high-positioned 
actor in the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education tended to defend the notion that racism 
does not exist in Brazilian education.    

In sum, the last accounts are illustrative of how many actors, especially in the higher spheres 
of the official political arena, are (still) unfamiliar with (or consciously distance themselves from) the 
frame used by the Brazilian Black Movement in which race is not used as a biological concept but 
rather as a social construct – a construct that created racialized structures in society. More openness 
in looking at the issues from this perspective would perhaps help to understand the fact that, as this 
last actor said himself, “on average, black families have a lower socioeconomic status [...] and are more exposed to, 
for example, deprivation, child labor, adolescent labor,” precisely as a consequence of this structure.  

In the interviews with the high-positioned actors from the official political arena, the 
unfamiliarity with the law and the non-critical cultural interpretation of it was often accompanied by 
a lack of knowledge and/or neglect of the issue of racism in Brazil in general, and in education in 
particular. Many of the actors did not know or failed to recognize the existence of racial inequalities 
in education. Some higher-level actors (A20, A17) were for instance unfamiliar with the fact that the 
yearly school census conducted since 2005 also collects information on ethnicity/race, in order to 
map racial/ethnic inequality in education. For example, when one of these high-positioned actors 
was asked what the Secretariat of Education did with data that show the disadvantaged position of 
Afro-Brazilian pupils in the education system, he expressed unfamiliarity with research indicating 
racial inequality and racism in education, stating: “I have not had access to that kind of study yet” 
(A17:112).  

These observations are confirmed by the member of the Municipal Ethnic/Racial Diversity 
Division in Niterói who explained that data regarding racial inequality in education also exists at 
                                                            
186 In addition to the existence of the numerous academic publications and the Advice from the National Education 
Council in the first place, studies published by entities linked to the national government like the IBGE and PNUD, but 
also written by other numerous scholars, should also be remembered here.   



145 
 

municipal level, but are simply not used: “We have to carry out legislation. As such, to do so we need to know 
the [local] education system. And we have the information [from the school census] processed, but until present 
the data were never used! [...] Here in the CPD [the department in the Niterói Secretariat of Education 
that deals with education statistics] [...] the data were never analyzed! We have access to several studies that 
show the situation at national level, but we do not have the Niterói profile!” (A21:5-11, see also 129-133). 

As such, ignorance of the issue should be understood to be a consequence of a combination 
of conscious choices and strategies of actors within institutions. It remains important, however, to 
understand the actions of these actors within the institutional and societal context in which racism 
is still strongly embedded in ideologies, discourses, everyday practices, and structures.   

The resistant attitude I encountered in accounts at all levels of politics reflects the generally 
accepted idea that Brazil is a racial democracy, a country where nobody is black or white, but all 
people are a product of harmonious racial relations. In this interpretation, inequalities in Brazil in 
general, and in education in particular, are not explained by racism, but are considered as having a 
socioeconomic basis. In this discourse, several actors, to scaffold their arguments, compare the 
reality in Brazil to the reality in the United States of America. Some actors openly express the idea 
that race-based education policies and “black identity” are (invalid) imports from that country, 
passed on through the media (e.g., A20, A17). As already discussed in Chapter 4 the idea that race-
based (education) policies are the fruit of copying or importing an agenda developed in the United 
States is a longstanding one in Brazil, and still strongly influences Brazilian social thinking.  

Besides the encountered reproduction of the idea of Brazil as a racial democracy, analysis of 
the interviews shows that ignoring or non-understanding of how racism works in education, and 
non-recognition of the existence of the problem in schools, was often accompanied by a superficial 
understanding of the concept of equality. The ideathat there are no differences was defended, or 
that these at least should not be discussed like this, in order to avoid conflict. The head of the 
school inspection at Rio the Janeiro State Secretariat stated for example: “You know what I believe we 
should bring [to the schools]? Co-existence, equality, that the different is not different. The difference is not in the 
physical aspect of color, the difference is in character. I believe it is this we should bring to the schools.” (A19:213). 
This quote is one example of how many actors in the official political arena do not recognize the 
existence of a problem that needs policy intervention; some even argue that race-based policies like 
Law 10.639 would create conflict.  

However, in the view of those campaigning for the implementation of Law 10.639, in 
contemporary Brazil this kind of statement represents non-recognition of the existence of a 
problem, as well as non-recognition of the sociohistoric context of Brazilian society in general, and 
of education in particular. This non-recognition of or failure to understand the frame behind Law 
10.639 led several of the actors in the official political arena to refer to “the danger of a reverse 
situation,” in which, through policies designed along a “black bias” (A16:140), blacks would come to 
oppress whites in Brazilian society. When reflecting on the change in discourse on race-based 
policies in the official political arena in the last decades, the MEC advisor stated, for example, that 
“there is this other side, you know, the side of those that want to stay with this exclusive thing for blacks” (A16:17). 
In the view of the actors involved in the campaign for and formulation of Law 10.639 and related 
legislation, these kinds of statements again show that these actors do not read the legislation. While 
Law 10.639 does not explicitly refer to different populations, actors in favor emphasize that the law 
supplements already existing legislation, such as the constitution and the 1996 Education Act, where 
reference is indeed made to other ethnic/cultural groups in Brazilian society, such as the indigenous 
communities.  
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Some actors refer to this resistance to the institutionalization of Law 10.639 in the official 
political arena as institutional racism. One SECAD representative stated:  
 

In fact what is behind all this is an institutional racism that exists within Brazilian institutions. It is this 
cultural and biological, racist creation of Brazilian society that prevents people from being interested in the 
issue. We saw this confirmed in our work together with people from the state and municipal secretariats of 
education. They were involved with the issue but had such little knowledge on the whole legal issue... Why? 
(A15:39) 

 
Institutional racism is considered one of the two forms in which racism is expressed, the other 
being individual racism. The concept refers to systematic discriminating practices promoted or 
indirectly supported by the state (Borges, Medeiros & d’Adesky, 2002 in Gomes, 2005: 53). The 
systematic failure – as part of this type of racism – of a (state-linked) organization to provide 
appropriate and professional services in sectors such as education to people belonging to a certain 
social, cultural, color, or ethnic group could be seen to be one of the basic reasons for it still being 
considered legitimate to not take up the responsibilities regarding institutionalization and 
implementation of Law 10.639. In fact, as the data discussed above illustrate, in many institutions 
linked to the official political arena, legitimacy for creating space and (financial) conditions to work 
with the issue is still lacking. As this chapter has shown, actors emphasized the lack of effort of 
state institutions to create the conditions for knowledge production and dissemination regarding 
Law 10.639. Reference was made to the fact that the Ministry of Education did not want to give 
much “public visibility” to race-based education policies (A9:86). With regard to projects being 
developed related to Law 10.639 in that period one actor stated: “It is not made public, it is not given the 
central position it should have and receive. It is as if the ministry is always playing with this perspective of 
identification, that this is a problem in Brazilian education, but that it should not become public because that might 
provoke resistance in public opinion, in the press, in the Rede Globo.”187 (A9:86). 

It is precisely with regard to this legitimation that most actors that support Law 10.639 
initiative emphasize the importance of the central role of national government in general, and MEC 
in particular. For example, one actor stated:  
 

The theme becomes legitimate when the Ministry of Education starts to become involved in a solid way. 
Because, racism – we all know – is very strong in society. We know that there is a huge resistance in several 
sectors of social work. In education racism is so strong. And there is the resistance of managers as well. As 
such, if the ministry doesn’t take responsibility for its activities, its statements, we won’t have the law 
implemented. (A8:78-84) 

 
Accordingly, it is argued that central government should play a stronger role and ensure that racism 
comes to be seen as an issue that involves the entire society, not only as an issue that blacks have to 
deal with. 

The dominant non-consideration or non-understanding of the rationale behind Law 10.639 
has a dialectical relation to the role played by actors in the official political arena (including the 
lower-positioned ones) regarding implementation processes. The result of the non-critical cultural 
interpretation of higher-level actors is that no institutional space is created to work on the issue. 

                                                            
187 Rede Globo is at present the most powerful media organization in Brazil, supported by influential political, economic, 
and intellectual groups (see Costa, 2006). During the last decades Globo has widely disseminated criticism of race-based 
public (education) policies through its media vehicles. 
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The commissions and divisions working on the issues, remain departments with relatively little 
power, and without the financial and human resources to really make a difference.  

Moreover, the lack of space within the different institutional structures for working on the 
issue also mean that there is a lack of coordination and dialogue between the entities linked to the 
different levels of government. This lack of communication was, among other things, reflected in 
the different interpretations of the essence of the law, and different conceptions of the role of 
public actors, such as state and municipal secretariats, with regard to institutionalization and 
implementation of Law 10.639.  
 
Frustrating “External Factors” 
Regarding the allocation of responsibilities towards the implementation of Law 10.639 by higher-
positioned actors in the official political arena, the findings illustrate that many actors do not 
consider themselves or their department responsible. Many of them point instead to the role of 
regional coordination offices or coordinators (at state level) and actors in the school (especially 
pedagogical coordinators/coordination teams and teachers) and the school community (pupils, 
parents) in a broader sense (e.g., A18:18; A17:85-87,99; A19:97). It is interesting, however, that 
when reflecting on the issue of why Law 10.639 is still being implemented on such a small scale, 
many actors refer to the poor working conditions of teachers as a factor negatively influencing the 
implementation of education policies in general, and Law 10.639 in particular. Several actors 
referred to the heavy workload, lack of time, busy schedules, and the fact that many teachers work 
in two or more schools, as factors that frustrated implementation. For example, the high-positioned 
actor in Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education said the following:  
 

It is very difficult for teachers. I believe good working conditions are fundamental to good work [...] if you 
take a teacher for example, and you break his day into three different contract situations [e.g., when a 
teacher works on three different schools], [...] it is very difficult for this professional to do a good job. 
He has no time to stay at the school, to meet colleagues to talk about the pedagogical problems [...] as such it 
becomes a kind of mass education. He gives his forty-minute class, gets out of the classroom and leaves. 
Sometimes he even goes directly to the other school to teach there, and it goes on like that. [...] I believe this is 
one of the biggest problems in Brazilian education, the logistics and these labor conditions of teachers with 
their employer, which is the state or the municipality. I believe this frustrates a lot of things... the 
implementation of the Law regarding the history of Africa [Law 10.639], but also any other pedagogic 
policy you want to implement. (A17:72, see also A21:21,23; A17:56-60,64; A18:76-77) 

 
 Besides the need for improving the working conditions of teachers, the need for more 
structural reforms within the education system was also mentioned. The same actor from Rio de 
Janeiro State Secretariat of Education argued: “It is not only about contracting teachers fulltime, it is necessary 
to change the way the school itself functions. And this is very difficult to do, because the system functions this way. For 
example, there is a lack of [school] buildings to offer a whole day school program. [...] As such, it should be a long-
term policy, in order to change the entire school system” (A17:64). 
 Actors at all three scales of politics point to the discontinuity of projects and programs 
developed by the national, state, and municipal secretariats and institutions. The high-positioned 
actor from the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education himself admits that it is a “total chaos” in 
this regard and argues, referring to the need of long-term transformations, that “it is very difficult to 
operationalize things” (A17:62). At the secretariat, many actors argue that this discontinuity has to do 
with the fact that political pressure (“party politics,” “party issues,” “political influence,” see, e.g., A17, 
A18, A21) leads to secretariats changing their management teams frequently, while these are teams 
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deciding on the introduction, freezing, or continuation of policies and programs. 188  The high-
positioned actor from the state secretariat explained that especially the state secretariat of Rio de 
Janeiro has a history of “disrespect.” As a result “very frequently, because of some political pressure, or political 
powers joining forces, the secretariat [of education] changes its management team again” (A17:54). This point is 
confirmed by other actors operating in the state apparatus who also refer to the tensions between 
the policies and projects of the state governor, who often represents a different political party than 
the mayor (see, e.g., A18:177). 

At municipal level, the same discontinuity in projects is observed. The member of the 
Education and Ethnic Diversity Division stated:  
 

Politics is like that [...], however education is about projects that take longer than the period of one 
administration. The results of education [projects] do not appear from one day to another. Here we have 
elections every four years. And there can be a re-election or not. It is about whoever is elected not wanting to 
continue [the projects started in the former administration], because it would carry the stamp of the 
former government. (A21:117) 

 
In sum, evidences was not found of efforts to more profoundly improve the situation, both 
regarding the working conditions of teachers and interaction between the different institutions and 
entities at the distinct levels of politics. Instead, during fieldwork several examples were found of 
how the institutions looked for short-term solutions. For example, one actor (A18) informed me 
that the state secretariat had started a project to provide laptops to all teachers working at state 
schools. This actor herself considered this a measure that would help to (partly) overcome the 
problems related to the teachers’ general work conditions. Likewise, it would also contribute to the 
implementation of Law 10.639. Expressing the idea that now the teachers would have the time to 
easily access the free bibliographic material offered by MEC on-line, she stated: “As such, now when I 
go to these meetings, now I can tell the teacher where he can look for it [information and material concerning 
Law 10.639]. Now he cannot say anymore ‘I do not know. I do not have time,’ because he has his notebook” 
(A18:79-81). 

It became clear that a majority of actors did not consider their department to be (directly) 
responsible for the improvement of teachers’ working conditions, nor for the implementation of 
education policies in general, and implementation of Law 10.639 in particular. One actor working in 
SECAD explained the passive role of these state-linked actors, in doing so referring to the fact that 
no communication existed between the different institutions and actors in the education system. 
Regarding the state and municipal councils she argued: “I believe we have several problems there. We have a 
very distant National Education Council, [...] very distant from the state councils. They should work together more 
closely. They should communicate more. At the same time the state councils are very removed from what happens in 
schools on a day-to-day basis” (A14:64). The same actor, referring to the councils’ lack of 
accomplishment regarding Law 10.639, criticizes the way the councils at both national and state 
level were constituted. Arguing that the councilors in the national, state, and municipal councils are 
often very distant from the daily reality of education she argued:  
 

                                                            
188 These dynamics seem not only to play a part in the local secretariats of education. When referring, for example, to 
the role played by Undime (the national organization of municipal education managers) as a powerful and strategic actor 
in relation to regulation and implementation of education policies, a Black Movement activist and scholar explained that 
this organization also suffers from internal political rupture at national scale, as the national representation is very much 
influenced by “party interests” (A9:96-97). 
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I believe it is like this: [...] in the beginning of the last century still… they were constituted like this, of 
“people with notable intelligence and experience.” I always questioned that [...] in the sense that the 
shoemaker there on the street also may have notable intelligence and experience in what he does, and he may 
have a lot of knowledge about the school, because he has a son that studies at the public school in the 
periphery etc. I see that now the councils are constituted by an elite. I am not questioning the elite, the elite in 
the sense of being intellectual. I am not against. I believe they should be there. But it is a fact that they are 
very distant from the day-to-day life of the major part of the education system. (A14:70) 

 
 This actor’s account touches on two core issues of this last section. Firstly, the lack of 
communication between the institutions at different scales of politics, and, secondly, the fact that 
the higher-positioned actors within these institutions are often represented by an elite that does not 
(want to) consider issues affecting “minorities in power.”     

Several of the actors I spoke with in the official political arena at state and municipal levels, 
but also Black Movement and NGO-linked actors in favor of implementation of Law 10.639, stated 
that in the end an improvement of the situation of the education system in general, and regarding 
implementation of Law 10.639 in particular, will depend on actions taken at national government 
level (see, e.g., A12:354). Reference was made particularly to the coordination of certain actions and 
the pressure that institutes linked to national government should put on state and municipal 
institutions. Moreover, the need for national government to play a stronger role in evaluating 
courses in higher education institutions was mentioned. In addition, regarding the implementation 
of Law 10.639, the need to monitor and divulge data on racial inequality in education and the 
dissemination of teaching material was brought up, as was the fact that national government, 
specifically MEC, had not done enough to speed up the process of the development and 
dissemination of textbooks and other teaching material (A18:69,149; A21:15). Although academic 
texts have been published (and are available online through open access) and some teaching 
material has been created and disseminated, new teaching manuals and teaching material including 
the contents proposed by Law 10.639 still had not been published when fieldwork was being 
conducted in 2009 (A18:69,149). One actor from the municipal secretariat in Niterói stated: “They 
created the policy, with the legislation they created the resolutions. But on the other hand they are unable to arrange the 
other things, like bringing pressure with regard to [...] the issue of collecting data, of the didactic books [textbooks] 
[...] and the accompaniment of the schools as well.” (A21:15) 

The next sections will discuss the roles played by actors within the civil society arena and the 
pedagogical arena regarding the institutionalization of the law. In addition to a number of actions 
that were logistically or financially supported by the official political arena, many initiatives emerged 
independent of the state that also focused on the production and dissemination of knowledge and 
educational material. As highlighted in the next section, a strong focus was on developing (in-
service) teacher-training initiatives. 
 
5.1.3  The Civil Society Arena and the Pedagogical Arena: Dissemination and 
  Diversification of Actions Towards Implementation  

In the sections above some examples were given of developments and projects in the civil society 
arena and the pedagogical arena related to the institutionalization and implementation of Law 
10.639 that were (financially or at the organization level) supported by the official political arena. It 
was also highlighted how in some periods the official political arena and the civil society arena 
collaborated, for example in producing publications and organizing related forums. Here the role of 
the official political arena was mostly limited to financing and contracting civil society arena actors 



150 
 

(also operating in the pedagogical arena) to (temporarily) work within the official political arena 
institutions on certain projects. In Phase 4 (and, as we will see in the next section, also in Phase 5), 
different institutions and organizations linked to the civil society arena and the pedagogical arena 
also acted independently in projects not linked to, or structurally financed by, government bodies. 
Special mention needs to be made of teacher unions, advocacy organizations, national and 
international NGOs, and research groups involved in the production and dissemination of 
knowledge and teaching material.  

Distinct positions were taken up by these civil society actors, and various strategies and 
relations with the official political arena were used in the production and dissemination of 
knowledge. Chapter 4 already highlighted the process of NGO-ization of the Black Movement 
since the mid 1990’s. Indeed, in the first place this involved NGOs but other national non-profit 
organizations and foundations were also identified as important actors with regard to the 
production of knowledge and material, and dissemination concerning Law 10.639. Many of these 
organizations are Black Movement-linked or have actors allied to the movement in their team. 
Moreover, these actors are often also linked to the pedagogical arena, working on academic research 
in the field of education and ethnic/racial relations.      

In the initiatives regarding the production and dissemination of knowledge and educational 
material, research groups played an important role. Groups, such as the NEABs mentioned earlier, 
in fact have been the main actors regarding the insertion of the issue within higher education 
institutions. These NEABs did this, for example, through academic activities such as coming up 
with and developing new subjects, and organizing seminars. Furthermore, the NEABs also played a 
role in the close dialogue with the community outside higher education institutions, such as, for 
instance, the Black Movement. In 2005, fourteen research groups were identified that were 
registered with the National Council of Technological and Scientific Development (Conselho Nacional 
de Desenvolvimento Científico e Tecnológico, CNPq) platform as dealing with issues related to “Afro-
Brazilians and education” and/or “education and race,” while nine research groups identified 
themselves as dealing with “Afro-Brazilian studies” (Brasil, 2006: 129). Most of these groups are 
linked to public state and federal universities, but also exist in a number of private universities.  

These NEABs, all with their own history, have in common that they were created based on 
the perception that the (education) departments they are linked to were not addressing ethnic/racial 
inequalities in education strongly enough, nor preparing teachers to counteract these inequalities 
and work with initiatives like Law 10.639. Some examples are the Nucleus for Afro-Brazilian 
Studies at the Rio de Janeiro State University (NEAB/UERJ),189 the Policies of Color program at 
the same university,190 and the Nucleus for Afro-Brazilian Studies at the Fluminense University in 
Niterói.191 Besides playing a role in the insertion of the theme in the universities, interviews with 
actors in the aforementioned organizations revealed the important role they play concerning 
offering support to and stimulating the permanent presence and social/political organization of 
black students within these institutions. Fieldwork also revealed, however, how some of these 
groups struggled for recognition, in order to be financially and organizationally able to develop and 
continue their activities (A22, A33). As mentioned earlier, in 2005, 2006, and 2008, some of these 
NEABs received financial support from government. The coordinator of one of these NEABs at 
the State University of Rio de Janeiro affirmed, however, that these finances were insufficient to 

                                                            
189 Nucleo de Estudos Afro Brasileiros UERJ: http://www.neab.uerj.br/ 
190 Programa Politicas da Cor: http://www.politicasdacor.net/ 
191 Programa de Educação sobre o Negro na Sociedade Brasileira (Penesb): http://www.uff.br/penesb/ 
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meet the demand from the local community of students, teachers, and Black Movement actors with 
regard to the development and dissemination of material, and the organization of training (A22).192    

Examples of other actors acting in the state of Rio de Janeiro in this phase concerning the 
production and dissemination of material and knowledge are the Centre for the Development of 
Marginalized Populations, 193 the Institute for Racial and Environmental Advocacy, 194  the Afro-
Brazilian Research and Training Institute, 195  the Center for Studies of Labor Relations and 
Inequality,196 the journal Irohin,197 the aforementioned Roberto Marinho Foundation,198 and the Ford 
Foundation.199 Worth highlighting is the fact that, besides occasional financial support from the 
state for specific actions such as the publication of material, some of these organizations 
occasionally receive funds from private companies, such as the national oil company Petrobras.200 
However, it must be emphasized that the strongest effort was made by volunteers supportive of 
Law 10.639. In addition, in the actions realized by these entities, individuals often participate 
operating more independently from these organizations. Among these are activists/scholars from 
the pedagogical arena, who besides (occasionally) participating in collective action, also operate on a 
more individual level by, for example, publishing and disseminating studies reporting on the state of 
the art concerning ethnic/racial inequality in education, race-based education policies, and the 
implementation of Law 10.639.        

Another type of actor acting independently from – although often in line with – national 
government is the international NGO (INGO). Here, UNESCO and UNICEF 201  should be 
mentioned. These organizations also acted mainly in the field of research and material production – 
often hiring Black Movement-linked scholars/activists as consultants in the process. Moreover, at 
times they played a role in financing and facilitating dialogue between different actors from the civil 
society arena, and between actors from the Brazilian Black Movement and MEC, concerning the 
implementation of Law 10.639. In part and often indirectly this was done through providing 
members of their staff or hiring a consultant for jobs in specific projects in other organizations or 
institutions. In the case of UNESCO this happened when developing an advice report for the 
implementation of Law 10.639 in 2007, which will be discussed in Phase 5. While in Phase 4 and at 
the beginning of Phase 5 entities such as UNESCO and UNICEF also did play a small role in 
establishing internal dialogue within the Ministry of Education, it was perceived that this role was, 
like in Phases 1 to 3 discussed in Chapter 4, quite a moderate one. 

The teacher unions were also active in this phase. Besides being involved in debating the 
issue of racial inequality and how it related to other forms of inequality such as class and gender, the 
activities of actors linked to the union mostly had to do with advocacy and training at the school 
                                                            
192 This actor reported on long waiting lists and a run on enrolments when a new training course is opened. Moreover 
she said that the 10 percent of the budget received from the state intended for 6-month to 10-month scholarships for 
black students is not enough to assist all the students that need the support for their stay and succeed in their higher 
education career. 
193 Centro de articulacao de populacoes marginalizadas,(CEAP) is located in Rio de Janeiro. See: http://www.portalceap.org.br/  
194 Instituto de Advocacia Racial e Ambiental is located in Rio de Janeiro. See: IARA: http://www.iara.org.br/ 
195  Instituto de Pesquisas e Estudos Afro Brasileiros (IPEAFRO) is located in Rio de Janeiro. See: 
http://www.ipeafro.org.br/home/br 
196 Ceert, see: http://www.ceert.org.br/ 
197 Irohin is located in Brasilia. See: www.irohin.org.br 
198 Fundacao Roberto Marinho is located in Rio de Janeiro. See: http://www.frm.org.br/ 
199 Fundacao Ford is located in Rio de Janeiro. See: http://www.fordfoundation.org/regions/brazil/pt-br 
200 The Roberto Marinho Foundation (Fundacao Roberto Marinho) is, in turn, directly linked Globo, while the Ford 
Foundation is, as the name suggests, directly linked to the Ford Motor Company.  
201  See for UNESCO Brasil: http://www.unesco.org/new/pt/brasilia/ and for UNICEF Brasil: 
http://www.unicef.org/brazil/pt/ 
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level. Interestingly, like in the official political arena, the issue did not seem to be structurally 
integrated in the unions. For example, in both the Rio de Janeiro state teachers union (SEPE) and 
the Rio de Janeiro private school teachers union (Sinpro) only their special “diversity commission” 
dealt with the issue. In the case of Sinpro this consisted of a single person (a black female scholar 
and Black Movement activist), and in the case of SEPE it was made up of two persons (a black 
woman and an indigenous woman). In this regard, one of these actors stated: 
    

[H]ere [from within the union] we are trying to work on creating of awareness. But this has been very 
difficult. I say “We are trying to work,” because I speak for the union. But in fact it is only me putting the 
issue on the agenda. Today the group has grown a bit, but... I have worked with the issue since 2002, 2003 
[...] But now with the new management team the Gender and Ethnicity Commission was created. And since 
it deals with the black population, they gave to me the task of leading this commission. But I contested this 
proposal. I said “You will not give me this task! As it is a commission serving the entire union, you can give 
it to a single member. We all have the responsibility!” This created a lot of confusion. People thought I was 
undoing things. But this was their problem. I was not undoing anything. If the commission is for the union, 
why would you give it to me? The same thing happened with the Law 10.639. The director of the union 
came with a print-out of the law in her hands and when she saw a black teacher she said “Here, this is for 
you…” [...] In sum, when dealing with ethnicity the focus is always on the black population; when dealing 
with gender, the focus is on women. […] You see what distortion! […] Everybody needs to deal with the 
issue, in fact especially the white man. […] Accordingly, I now see it as the task of the commission to show 
that things are not the way they think they are. (A13:96-120) 

 
This section highlighted the fact that in Phase 4, various (groups of) actors realized diverse forms of 
action, such as organizing teacher training, producing teaching and information material, and 
advocacy at diverse levels of politics – thereby trying to fill the gap left by national and local 
authorities, and linked institutions such as the federal and state universities. Hence, as the last quote 
also shows, the activities realized by these entities were not structural, and depended greatly on the 
individual engagement with, approach to, and understanding of the issue. Moreover, in the civil 
society arena and the pedagogical arena it was found that the activities related to ethnicity/race and 
education in general, and Law 10.639 in particular, often occurred in special (often understaffed and 
work-overloaded) institutional “appendixes.”   

In addition, in the processes and actions occurring in these arenas, negotiation on meanings 
and frames and different ideas on best strategies were also seen to exist. There was discussion, for 
example, on if and how to combine the struggles of diverse “minority groups,” such as Afro-
Brazilians and indigenous groups, in the campaign for implementation, and how to integrate 
discussions on socioeconomic inequality, gender inequality, and ethnic/racial inequality. There was 
also disagreement on whether it was valid to take legal action against schools for not working with 
Law 10.639, an approach used by one of the advocacy organizations. Accordingly, it again became 
apparent that the movement in favor is characterized by a multiplicity of forms of action, as it is 
composed of many participants linked to entities of different natures, acting in different forms of 
institutionalization, operating in different ways. Accordingly, reflecting the diversity within civil 
society in general, and also within the Brazilian Black Movement in particular, the main common 
objective of implementing Law 10.639 was tackled through diverse strategies and foci of action. 

Besides the lack of a coordinating role by the different scales of government, a certain lack 
of coherence within the civil society arena could be understood as also being one of the factors 
playing part in the disintegration and discontinuity of collective activities in 2006-2008, such as, for 
example, the diversity forums mentioned in the beginning of this section. 
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 With regard to the dominant perception of the essential role of the state and the need for 
institutionalization of ethnicity/race issues within MEC, in 2007 remobilization and renewed 
promotion within the civil society arena started. I identify this new mobilization as one element in 
Phase 5 in which the focus is on the revitalization of networks and mobilization itself. This phase 
will be discussed in the next section.    
 

5.2 Phase 5: Revitalization of Networks and Mobilization: No More Excuses? 

In November 2007 a workshop was organized in Brasília with the objective of evaluating and 
stimulating the implementation process of Law 10.639. While the initiative for this remobilization 
came from the civil society arena, the initiative was politically supported by UNESCO and 
financially supported by SECAD/MEC (A4:25-30). Forty actors from the civil society arena, the 
official political arena, and the pedagogical arena linked to different organizations and institutions 
participated. Besides the Brazilian Black Movement and associated NGOs, academics and 
coordinators from several NEABs around the country, and from the official political arena 
representatives from SECAD, the Secretariat of Higher Education (SESU), the Secretariat of 
Primary Education (SEB), the Special Secretariat for the Promotion of Racial Equality Policies 
(SEPPIR), as well as consultants from UNESCO (in this case also one invited scholar and Black 
Movement activist, A9:042), participated. Unsurprisingly, the main conclusion drawn during the 
workshop was that the work related to implementation of Law 10.639 was characterized by 
discontinuity. It was argued that, due to the lack of support from the education systems, the 
majority of the experiences taking place were restricted to isolated actions of individual 
professionals. A scholar and Black Movement activist, at the time consultant for UNESCO and 
responsible for the coordination of the diagnosis process, stated: “The diagnosis confirmed [...] that 
implementation is extremely segmented. There are no financial resources. It happens there where there are activists who 
are well positioned in the institutional spheres, in one of the spheres of power. [for example,] well institutionalized 
university professors heading a strong nucleus [NEAB] with space of maneuver in management spheres.. But there is 
no such thing as a systematic implementation.” (A9:046)  

Based on the outcome of this meeting, the participants decided that the next necessary step 
was to set the Brazilian government in motion (A4:30). The idea was to work on a proposal for a 
national plan for implementation of the national Curriculum Directives for education in race and 
ethnic relations and for teaching Afro-Brazilian and African history and culture. One month later, 
an elected committee met the minister of education 202  and a document developed during the 
workshop was presented. In response, the minister called for the creation of an inter-ministerial 
working group for the development of an advisory report regarding the creation of a national plan 
for the implementation of the law (A15:22). As described in the government decree that constituted 
the working group (Brasil, 2008b), the task this group was given was to “develop aims, propose 
strategies and define national indicators for the implementation and accompaniment of Law 
9.496/1996 [the 1996 Education Act], modified in its Articles 26A and 79B by Law 10.639/2003.” 
(Brasil, 2008b:1). In its second article, the decree establishes that the assignment of the working 
group is to “develop a document for the National Plan for the Implementation and 
Accompaniment of Law 9.496/1996 modified in its Articles 26A and 79B by Law 10.639/2003” 
(Brasil, 2008b:1).      

                                                            
202 At the time this was Mr. Fernando Haddad. 
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The working group consisted of representatives from the official political arena203 and civil 
society arena. 204 Among these, representatives from UNESCO and MEC/SECAD had a 
coordinating role (A15:22). In 2008, the working group held several meetings and developed a draft 
document which was distributed to the network of participating actors (mostly activists and 
scholars linked to the Brazilian Black Movement), and discussed during six regional meetings across 
the country organized between April and July 2008. The objective of these meetings was to debate, 
analyze and provide funding for the formulation of the goals and strategies together with other 
actors205 (Brasil, 2008c: 6).   

Some issues were highlighted or discussed more in depth, but participants confirm that the 
draft document was hardly adapted. The issue of (teacher) training was one of the most hotly 
debated issues (A4:44). Based on the final draft, the advice of the working group was published in 
the document “Contributions for the Implementation of Law 10.639” (Brasil, 2008c) that came out 
in November 2008. In this document, six pivotal issues were defined: 1) strengthening the legal 
framework, 2) training policies for managers and professionals in education, 3) policies on teaching 
material, 4) democratic management and mechanisms of social participation, 5) institutional 
conditions (financing, sensibilization and communication, research, teams and collaborative 
administration), and 6) evaluation and monitoring (see Box 5.1 for a summary of the issues). The 
central role of MEC in the coordination of different actors was also affirmed (Brasil 2008c: 14). 
And, as the document was directed at MEC, regarding each theme the main actions and actors to be 
involved by MEC were defined. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
203 From SECAD; SESU; SEB; the secretariat of professional and vocational education (SETEC); the Special Secretariat 
for the Promotion of Racial Equality Policies (SEPPIR); the National Technical Commission on Diversity for Issues 
Related to Education for Afro-Brazilians (Cadara); the secretariat of Human Rights (SEDH); National Institute of 
Studies and Research in Education Anísio Teixeira (Inep); The National Education Council (CNE); the National 
Council of State Secretariats of Education (Consed); and the National Union of Municipality Education Managers 
(Undime) (A4; Brasil, 2008c: 6).    
204  The Brazilian Association of Black Researchers (ABPN); The National Association of Research in Education 
(ANPed); Ação Educativa; the Center of the Study of Work relations and Inequality (Ceert); and the Education and 
Professionalization for Racial and Gender Equality program (Ceafro/UFBA) (A4; Brasil, 2008c: 6).   
205 A total of 720 professionals participated in these meetings, including (besides representatives from the Ministry of 
Education and members of the working group) managers in the education sector; teachers at primary and higher 
education levels; representatives of the Brazilian Black Movement; representatives of municipal and state education 
councils; and representatives from the National Union of Municipal Managers of Education (Undime) (A4:32; Brasil, 
2008c: 7). 
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Box 5.1      Summary of the six central issues in the document “Contributions for  
        the Implementation of Law 10.639” (Brasil, 2008c) 

1) Strengthening of the legal framework (Brasil 2008c: 28): 
Two demands must be mentioned. In the first place that the contents of the Curriculum Directives 
and the goals formulated in the advice document should be taken into account in the revision of the 
National Education Plan 2001-2011 (Plano Nacional de Educação, PNE), and in the construction of the 
future National Education Plan 2012-2022. In the second place the necessity of regulating Law 10.639 
in the different federal unities. These two demands reflect the point of view that Law 10.639 on its own 
is not enough: the legal framework needs to be further developed.  

2) Training policies for managers and professionals in education (Brasil 2008c: 29): 
The need is formulated for MEC to create in-service training programs based on the Curriculum 
Directives, and to include the proposed contents in the national system of pre-service teacher training 
as well. The inclusion of these contents should be among the ministry criteria for authorizing, 
recognizing, and renewing licenses of courses in higher education. In addition, the need is indicated to 
include the criteria mentioned in the Curriculum Directives in the cycle of the national system of 
evaluation of higher education (Sinaes).  

3) Policies on teaching material (Brasil 2008c: 32): 
It is observed that “there exist didactic [teaching] materials in schools that continue to associate blacks 
with negative perceptions [...] [while] whites are still presented as the natural human condition” (Brasil 
2008c: 32). Based on this observation and referring to the “National Textbook Program,” three goals 
are formulated that refer to the need to evaluate existing teaching material and finance the production 
of new material by teachers, educators, (black) social movements, and NGOs, among others. One 
objective is that teaching material reflects the regional diversity in knowledge production and social 
dynamics, valorizes local/regional (artistic, cultural and religious) specificities, and counteracts 
stereotypes and racial or gender prejudices.   

4) Democratic management and mechanisms of social participation and control (Brasil 2008c: 35):  
Reference is made to the need to improve the mechanisms, state of being, and processes of social 
control and participation. The need is expressed to invest in a set of institutions that may effectively 
act from the perspective of evaluation and monitoring. In this respect, the importance of creating a 
National Forum on Education and Ethnic-Racial Diversity and institutionalizing already existing state 
and municipal forums for social control and creation of policies is emphasized, as is the creation of a 
National Commission and the development of the national, state, municipal, and district education 
councils to accompany the implementation of the Curriculum Directives. The participative 
construction of state and municipal plans for education is also proposed to be given incentives, and 
mechanisms of transparency to be improved.  

5) Evaluation and monitoring (Brasil 2008c: 38):  
Based on the observation that the several initiatives developed by SECAD should be extended and 
consolidated (also within other departments) in MEC, here the need to create an information system 
permitting the monitoring and evaluation of the implementation of the law by the Union, the states, 
and the municipalities is expressed. One goal formulated is to define qualitative and quantitative 
“racial equality indicators” that would make standard evaluation possible, also of programs related to 
the Education Development Program (PDE). Of central importance is considered that data collected 
through already existing systematic evaluations, such as Prova Brasil, Provinha Brasil, Enem and Enade, 
are evaluated, and that data collected through censuses (such as the yearly school census) are 
systematized in order to get a picture of dropout, repeating, and liquid registration rates along 
race/color lines. 

6) Institutional conditions (Brasil, 2008c: 41): 
Reference is made to the weak institutionalization and lack of conditions for systematic consolidation 
in education policies of existing experiences, and points to the need for the provision of more 
financial resources, better mobilization, better communication about the existence of the law, and 
more human resources and research. 

(Source: Brasil, 2008c) 
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After the advice document (Brasil, 2008c) had been presented to the minister of education on 
National Black Consciousness Day in November 2008, the minister gave delegates from the 
different MEC secretariats and the Special Secretariat for the Promotion of Racial Equality Policies 
(SEPPIR)206  the task of developing a definitive “National Plan for the Implementation of the 
National Curriculum Directives for the Education on Ethnic-Racial Relations and for the Teaching 
of African and Afro-Brazilian History and Culture” (further referred to as “Plan” and Brasil 2009) 
(A15:10;A15:8,83). A first draft of this Plan was under development from December 2008 to May 
2009.  
 One month after this first draft of the Plan came out, one of the actors who coordinated the 
SECAD participation in this process explained how the advisory report written by the special 
working group (Brasil, 2008c) was used in this process:  
 

These are very important contributions, but it is a very general document [the advice document, Brasil 
2008c]. What we need is a document that really induces the development of policies and practices, a 
document with a more pedagogical character. [Concerning matters] like: What should be done in 
preschool education? What should be done in primary education? What should be done in secondary 
education? [...] This plan will be directed at different actors. We will have, for example, different 
recommendations for the state and municipal secretariats of education, for the state and municipal education 
councils [...], for the Public Ministry, for MEC as well, for the state forums. (A15:12,14)  

 
Later on she detailed:  
  

We will not invent the wheel. The wheel has already been invented, it is already rolling. The problem is that 
only a few people use this wheel. We will now see to it that everybody uses it. [...] [in this sense] the Plan is 
an application manual. [...] What we will actually be doing [...] is defining in practical terms what was 
already stated in the 2004 advice and resolution of the National Education Council. (A15:39)  

 
The same actor explained that this redefinition in practical terms is necessary, based on the 
observation that the state and municipal actors were still not accomplishing their tasks and often 
justified this by claiming not to know how to implement the law. She argued that this lack of 
knowledge betrayed a lack of interest in the issue, which in her view is the result of deeply ingrained 
institutional racism present in Brazil (A15:39). She argued that with the Plan “there will be no excuse” 
for not working with the law (A15:35,37). 
 
The final draft of the Plan, that came out five months after the interview, confirms these ideas, 
formulating its goals as:  
 

[t]he institutionalization of the implementation of Education in Ethnic-Racial relations, maximizing 
thereby the performance of different actors through the understanding and accomplishment of Laws 
10.639/2003 and 11.645/2008, of the Resolution CNE/CP 01/2004 and the DVICE CNE/CP 
03/2004. The Plan does not add anything to the already existing legislation, considering it clear and 
explicit in its orientations. (Brasil, 2009: 11)       

 
The point that “the Plan does not add anything to the already existing legislation,” is confirmed by the fact 
that of the 104 pages, most pages are filled by repeating elements from Resolution 01 and the 

                                                            
206 However, in this process, of all the MEC secretariats, SECAD also seemed to have played the most crucial role, 
being the main author of the final document as well. 
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Curriculum Directives, leaving only 35 pages for “defining in practical terms” (A15:39) what the former 
documents have already stated.  

The plan contains a brief description of the developments and state of art regarding the 
theme of ethnic racial diversity on the different levels of education. As in the advice document, the 
actions regarding the implementation of Law 10.639 undertaken by MEC and the specific role of 
this institution in this process are discussed, although much more briefly here than in the advice 
document. Subsequently, the duties and roles of various state-linked and non-governmental actors 
are discussed, thereby referring to the Education Act from 1996, Resolution 01 and the Curriculum 
Directives. It is noteworthy, however, that while the advice document mainly focuses on the role of 
the federal government in general, and MEC in particular, in this document this specific focus is no 
longer present. The Plan also discusses the role and responsibilities of the state governments, the 
municipal governments, the education councils, education institutions on various levels, the 
Nucleus of Afro-Brazilian Studies (NEABs), and the Diversity Forums.    

Also remarkable is the repeated reference to Law 11.645/2008 in Plan. This represents a 
clear choice of the authors of the Plan as it was not included as such in the advice document (Brasil, 
2008c). The latter only makes one reference to Law 11.645/2008, arguing that “similar efforts 
should be made in the future with regard to Law 11.645/2008” (Brasil 2008c: 13, author’s italics). In 
the Plan, the included reference to Law 11.645 is explained. It is argued that although Law 11.645 
has not been regulated by the National Education Council yet, the advice approved in 2004 by the 
National Education Council does cover the indigenous issue in several sections, especially where it 
refers to “other forms of diversity,” and “the need to include the theme of indigenous populations” 
(Brasil, 2009: 12). Accordingly, it can be understood that including reference to Law 11.645/2008 in 
the Plan was strategic in the sense that it makes it explicit that there is no need to wait for 
bureaucratic steps to be taken regarding Law 11.645/2008, in order to start implementing Law 
10.639. This argument seems to be a response to the resistance regarding Law 11.645/2008 of 
actors linked to the Black Movement, specifically the fear that the bureaucratic process involving 
this new law could obstruct the implementation process of Law 10.639.        

The Plan finalizes by summarizing the goals regarding the implementation of Law 10.639, 
and the main actors responsible for these. In addition, three different periods (short, medium, and 
longer term) are indicated in which the tasks should be accomplished, with the aim of finalizing the 
complete implementation process in 2015.   
 
Real Transformation or Roundabout? 
Some actors I interviewed were sarcastic regarding the whole process of drawing up the advice 
report and the Plan, and more specifically regarding the priorities given to the development of both 
documents by MEC. For example, in an interview one Black Movement activist, when I referred to 
the Plan, cynically stated: “Oooooh... Don’t be too enthusiastic about plans! We are specialists in plans that are 
not put into practice. [...] I believe that the [implementation of] the law in the end really depends on black 
activism, and on sensible non-black people also taking some initiative. But in general it depends on activism. This 
[process of implementation] will take very long, it is about power struggles. As [Edward] Said says: It is an 
essential struggle” (A10:149).   

The actors critical of the development of the Plan expressed the idea that the outcome of 
this process, the Plan itself, is simply one more document in which time, energy, and public funds 
have been invested. In their view, these resources should have been used for other priorities 
regarding the law, especially within government institutions like MEC. Another actor, who had also 
worked for SECAD/MEC before, agreed to the fact confirmed in the Plan, that one of the tasks of 
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MEC is the “communication and liaising with the state and municipal secretariats of education” (A8:74). 
However, she critically aded that the role of MEC should be one of offering accompaniment, 
supervision and also financial support to the state and municipal institutions and to the schools. She 
stated:  
 

I believe the Plan brings together a series of possible and desirable actions regarding the implementation of the 
law. However MEC has known about these since 2004. Those actions were already pointed at during the 
forums in 2004 and 2005 [...]. Therefore the focus should not be on the planning or preparation of actions, 
it should go to implementation, execution! As such, to me it seems quite pointless that MEC freezes its 
activities for two years in order to construct a plan. Because they could have been implementing without this 
plan. The plan is much more a facade, much more propaganda and publicizing than real policymaking. [...] 
MEC also knows that the secretariats, the management teams of the state and municipal secretariats of 
education, do not know how to operationalize this law. Therefore, in addition to offering financial support, 
MEC should have a team within its structure that confers, that indicates ways and possibilities to these 
managers at state and municipal level. [...] These things, essential to the implementation of Law 10.639, 
MEC did not do. In this sense the Plan is of little value. (A8:72-74).  

 
It is true that, like Resolution 01 (see Chapter 4), the Plan still has no indicators or goals regarding 
financial investment to be made by national government for the implementation of Law 10.639. 
The role of MEC concerning accompaniment, dialogue, and “indicating ways and possibilities” is 
included in an indirect manner in the goals that refer to the creation of programs that train 
education managers about the issue covered by the law (Brasil, 2009: 63-64). In addition, the role 
MEC should play in supervision is indicated in just one goal. However, at the time of my fieldwork 
in SECAD in December 2008, mechanisms for supervision, monitoring, and evaluation still had to 
be developed. The same actor cited above explained that at that moment SECAD and other MEC 
departments were still in the process of developing an “electronic monitoring system.” She explained: 
“We are thinking about an on-line monitoring system. We want to develop an information system [...] then actors, 
there in the field [in the schools] can fill in the instrument for us [...] and send it to us so we can monitor how 
things are going” (A15:44-46). However, the interview clarified that the monitoring system was not – 
as usually is the case in evaluation processes and also as was proposed in the advice report (see p. 
27) – based on indicators already defined. The actor confirmed: “The indicators will be defined based on 
the development of the evaluation system” (A15:52).  

This interview made me understand that regarding the implementation of Law 10.639 in 
different state and non-state institutions, a more “technical” monitoring – indicating whether or not 
the goals and tasks as defined in the Plan were accomplished – was being proposed. However, the 
necessity of a more “qualitiative” monitoring at school level was mentioned as well – that is, not 
just considering whether to implement, but also how to do so. The SECAD representative recognized 
that this was a point that needed more elaboration:  
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Exactly, within the schools we would have several indicators... actually it will be the context in which there 
will be the most indicators. For example, just to mention some... ahh... [Questions such as] How is the 
curriculum constructed regarding the implementation of the Afro-Brazilian and African history and culture? 
How does the theme appear in the Political Pedagogic Project of the school? How many teachers were trained 
on the issue in this school? [...] [What about] the quantity of available didactic [teaching] material in the 
library of the school? [...] We have so many indicators for this because, for example, when it is about teacher 
training we already have several indicators. These go from the duration of the course to the institution that 
provided it [...] It does not help just to know whether the teacher was trained, we need to know what projects 
the teacher develops based on this training [...] how the teacher integrates this in the planning of his lessons.” 
(A15:56-60)  

 
While understanding that this type of analysis will be essential in order to really know whether and 
how implementation is happening, the data I collected at the school level has shown how difficult 
and time-consuming a process this is. Accordingly, the question arises whether it is possible to 
realize qualitative evaluation through an on-line/distance system.207 Follow-up research will need to 
provide insight into the outcomes of the monitoring instrument developed by MEC and into its 
functionality. Investigation into the way local actors could play a role in monitoring implementation 
is also needed.  

During fieldwork and interviews with different actors in the official political arena, the civil 
society arena, and the pedagogical arena (the latter to be discussed in the next chapter), I observed 
that many different and conflicting ideas still exist regarding the essence and objectives of Law 
10.639. The range of different ideas are expressed in references like “Ah! That law for the blacks!,” or 
“The law on the history of Africa,” to much more profound and elaborate explanations of the meaning 
and objectives of the law. One example is a statement from an actor who claimed that the objective 
of the law is to create “a pluralist education that escapes European dominance.” Regarding this objective, 
the actor stated:  
 

What changes with a legislation that finally affirms blacks? Black citizens that were not even seen in the 
past? Tthat do not have history? Because the past was seen from the perspective of whites, from the European 
descendants. The intention of the law is to start considering them as historical beings. [...] The idea behind it 
is to humanize these people in the sense of giving them the chance of history! That is the objective! A very 
profound meaning! It is no detail [...] It has a profound radical meaning! (A10:8) 

  
In Chapter 4 the observation was already made that powerful actors are often not receptive to civil 
society demands, especially not those that propose to revise the rules of the game. As the 
politicization of race implies a reflection on and revision of representations of the society as a whole 
(Soares, 2009), in fact it should come as no surprise that the “profound radical meaning” referred to 
by the actor above is not shared by many of these actors in power. 
  

5.3  Concluding 

The main question discussed in this chapter was: What discourses and multi-scalar interactions 
explain the uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race and education? (sub-
question A). However, other than in Chapter 4, focus in this chapter went specifically to the phase 
of institutionalization of Law 10.639 in institutions linked to the official political arena. Therefore, 
specific interest went to understanding what arenas, actors, and events have (had) an effect on the 
                                                            
207 This is a point that I will illustrate by discussing the research findings at school level in Chapter 6. 
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process of institutionalization of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives 003/2004? (empirical 
question a2). Secondly, attention went to how different actors within these institutions interpret, 
and maintain or contest, (the constitution of) this agenda and its institutionalization (empirical 
question a3). 
 Chapter 4 showed how, with the approval and regulation of Law 10.639, the discourse of 
the Brazilian Black Movement was partly included in the official political arena. Officially, from 
then on legislation prescribed what each institution linked to the official political arena at both 
national, state, and municipal scale had to do regarding implementation. Logically, after this phase, 
focus went to actual implementation of the legislation. However, besides small-scale work realized 
in separate departments within institutions related to the official political arena through individuals 
linked to or supportive of the Brazilian Black Movement, this chapter has shown that by early 2009 
these roles had not been accomplished at the levels of national government, Rio de Janeiro state, 
and Niterói municipality.  
 The discussion in this chapter concerning the variety of contexts, actors, intentions, 
(conflicting) interests, disputes, and clashes that influence the institutionalization process illustrates 
the complexity and controversial nature of the process of policymaking and enactment in education. 
From the three arenas that were expected to play a role in the agenda-setting process on 
ethnicity/race issues in education in Brazil, in this chapter the official political arena and the civil 
society arena were identified as the two arenas that played the strongest role in the phase of 
institutionalization, network strengthening, and knowledge/material production and dissemination 
(Phase 4). In the network revitalization and mobilization phase (Phase 5) the central arena was, once 
again, the civil society arena. The focus of actions, the different arenas and their relations in these 
two phases and, the most important actors are visualized in Figure 5.2. 
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Figure 5.2  Arenas, actors, and events influencing the process of the institutionalization 
   of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives 003/2004 
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In the legal documents that regulate Law 10.639, especially the institutions with executive power 
were referred to as responsible for taking initiative in putting the legislation into practice. At 
national government level, SECAD and at a later stage the Special Secretariat for the Promotion of 
Racial Equality Policies (SEPPIR), were found to be the actors that undertook some action 
regarding institutionalization and implementation of Law 10639. It was highlighted how in some 
periods actors in the official political arena invited actors from the civil society arena (mainly Black 
Movement-linked scholars) to operate within its institutions, for example to work on a specific 
project, sit on a commission, or produce a publication. At Rio de Janeiro state and Niterói 
municipality levels, the role of special commissions and divisions was highlighted. In this sense the 
role of actors operating from within the official political arena was more prominent in the phases 
discussed in this chapter compared to the earlier phases discussed in Chapter 4. However, it was 
also found that the room for maneuver these actors had within the big institutions in the official 
political arena, such as the ministry of education or the local secretariats of education, was limited. 
Actors operated mainly from islands created within the institutions (see yellow squares in the 
official political arena in Figure 5.2 above, indicating 1. commissions created within state and 
municipal education secretariats, and 2. SECAD at national level). A lack of communication both 
within and between the institutions with regard to the institutionalization and implementation of 
Law 10.639 was observed.    
 In addition, this chapter highlighted the diverse roles played by actors linked to 
organizations and entities in the civil society arena. Here too the Brazilian Black Movement was the 
most prominent actor. Examples were given of developments and projects in the civil society arena 
that were (financially or at organization level) supported by the official political arena (NEABs and 
the Diversity Forums were given as example). However, various institutions and organizations from 
the civil society arena also acted independently in projects not linked to or structurally financed by 
government bodies. Mention was made of research bodies, individual scholars, teachers unions, 
advocacy organizations, and national and international NGOs. The discussion highlighted the 
distinct positions taken by these entities, and various strategies of argumentation, negotiation, 
pressure, and cooptation used by its actors. It was argued that in the phase of revitalization of 
networks and mobilization (Phase 5) the role of the civil society arena became an even more central 
one, as actors within this arena started to reorganize a campaign that focused on charging actors 
and institutions linked to the official political arena with carrying out their duties regarding 
implementation of the law. A few INGOs and some private companies were identified as 
supporting actions undertaken by the civil society arena, thereby filling the gap left by the state, 
albeit partially, and often merely financially or organizationally. 
 This chapter illustrated that, as institutional dynamics and environments in the official 
political arena remain unchanged, huge political challenges still exist regarding the implementation 
and institutionalization of Law 10.639 in the official political arena. Some of these challenges relate 
to the lack of coordination and communication between political players at the different scales of 
politics. It was shown how the dynamics of blaming others meant that only very few actors 
operating in the official political arena considered his or her institution or body accountable for 
taking essential steps towards implementation of Law 10.639, or for actions related to it. This was 
observed between scales of politics (e.g., between national government and local government), but 
also within institutions such as, for example, the Ministry of Education. While different actors at 
different scales of politics should in fact play a role in order for policies such as Law 10.639 to 
realize their transformative potential, it was found that the current dynamic results in the situation 
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where in the end the teacher is often held responsible for implementation. It was found that there 
was no integration and coordination of work at the various levels of government, nor regular 
financing of initiatives. Likewise, no government body took up the responsibility for inspection in 
relation to implementation of Law 10.639 at the school level. It was shown how institutionalization 
in the official political arena in many cases depends on the motivation of individual actors (mostly 
Black Movement associated) working in special departments within national, state, or municipal 
education secretariats and councils. Hence, initiation and coordination of structural public initiatives 
in relation to implementation of the law by institutions linked to the official political arena were 
lacking.   
 From the official political arena at national government level, responsibilities were allocated 
to one specific division (SECAD) and to lower levels of government. At the state and municipal 
government levels the task of implementation was assigned to understaffed units within the 
secretariats of education and to the schools, more specifically to the teachers. At the same time 
several other actors were operating in and around the official political institutions at local level and 
in the schools. Some did so campaigning for a stronger role of the political institutions, while others 
focused on supporting and strengthening implementation at school level through training, material 
elaboration, and dissemination.       
   Besides the political challenges, pedagogical challenges were identified. These challenges had 
much to do with the content of Law 10.639 and how the law can or should be translated into 
pedagogical contents and practices. Discourses from actors linked to the official political arena at 
national government level on the one hand and from civil society actors on the other showed that 
very divergent ideas existed on what is relevant knowledge in the case of Law 10.639. Here the 
discussion touches on issues that return at several stages of policymaking and implementation, 
namely, what knowledge is and should be recognized? Whose knowledge is this and who defines it? 
Leaving the discussion on these challenges at the school level for the next chapter, in this chapter 
the different ideas regarding the contents of the law and the validity of certain meanings and 
perspectives in the official political arena came to the fore.  
 It was found that in the official political arena there was no very open process of negotiation 
of meaning within the institutions. Hence, challenges were identified concerning the way the legal 
instrument is interpreted. The frame behind Law 10.639 is at the level of contents of education, and 
relates to the recognition dimension of justice, instead of only to the redistributive dimension. 
Consequently, the legal instrument was not considered a threat by many. Many high-positioned 
actors in the official political arena interpreted Law 10.639 in superficial and open ways, not 
involving a commitment to specifically combat racial inequalities in education and in Brazilian 
society. Open contestations and challenges (like those that exists in relation to the quota policies) 
were seldom perceived. However, several accounts reflect the prevailing understanding of Brazil as 
a racial democracy, and the idea of formal equality of opportunities. Based on these ideas, a 
superficial discussion on “differences” was promoted, while reflection on inequality was avoided. 
Accordingly, it was found that resistance was mainly seen in the neglect of (the importance of) the 
issue; simply the fact that no priority and visibility was given to it. Discursive selective processes 
meant that the policy texts formulated from Phase 1 to Phase 3 were not integrated in the official 
political institutions. Moreover, Law 10.639 was referred to by many actors (in particular high-
positioned actors in the official political arena) as an “issue for blacks.” This discourse was also seen 
outside the official political arena, for example in negotiations going on within and between 
different civil society actors such as, for example, the teachers unions and some Black Movement-
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linked actors. It was argued that this could be explained by unfamiliarity with the frame that lies at 
the basis of the law, that aims to include the entire Brazilian society and all individuals in a broad 
process of change towards a more equal and inclusive society, in a racial sense too. Hence, data 
discussed in this chapter show that a more profound discussion on the culture and history of Brazil, 
its race relations, and its racist structures, is still seen as touching on a delicate subject – and 
therefore is often avoided. Some actors who argue against race-based policies like Law 10.639 state 
that these policies will not solve the problem, and eventually will even aggravate them. The fear is 
expressed that through race-based or focused policies different ethnic/racial groups will be set 
against each other, worsening (racial) relations. It was seen how well-positioned actors defend the 
idea that the socioeconomic inequalities that structure educational opportunities lead to societal 
inequality. The frequency in which this kind of statement was heard again confirms the still strong 
presence of the myth of racial democracy in Brazil. Statements expressed by resistant actors such as 
the high-positioned ministry official confirmed a cultural interpretation of the contents of Law 
10.639, and non-recognition of the importance of educational contents related to race relations and 
racial inequality.  

The pedagogical challenge is clearly connected to the political challenge referred to above. 
Recognizing that all this should not simply be understood as ingenuousness on the part of power 
holders, it is argued that it is part of a conscious strategy. In fact, it is a clear example of how 
discursive selectivity (Hay 2002a, 2002b) works. In the words of one of the Black Movement-linked 
actors: How society and its history is presented and discussed is a powerful tool for power holders. 
Institutional racism – understood to be the systematic failure of a (state-linked) organization to 
provide appropriate and professional services (e.g., in education) to people belonging to a certain 
social, cultural, color, or ethnic group (Gomes, 2005: 53) – was also mentioned as possibly being 
involved in these dynamics. 

In sum, this chapter shows that institutionalization and implementation of Law 10.639 
typically happened without integral institutional support or integral open resistance. The political 
processes of institutionalization were frustrated and obstructed by bureaucratic processes.  
Although the poor working conditions teachers have to deal with are broadly recognized, in the end 
many actors in the official political arena held actors in the school responsible for implementation 
of the law. In the next chapter, the discussion focuses on implementation of Law 10.639 at the 
school level. The question is raised how the new policy discourse is received and recontextualized 
there, and what conditions contribute to its effective implementation. The contextual factors that 
affect implementation in the schools are discussed. Attention thereby goes to how actors in schools 
acknowledge and translate the content of the law and the related directive. The discussion will show 
that the school too is a site of struggle and negotiation of meaning. There the legal instruments are 
also acknowledged by different actors in distinct ways. Based on the intention to start exploring the 
diverse factors in the process of recontextualization of Law 10.639 and the directives, light is shed 
on the issue of how personal background influences the way actors in schools work with 
ethnicity/race. 



165 
 

 6  

Law 10.639 at the School Level:  
Recontextualization of  the New Policy Discourse 

 
 Crazy Black Woman 
 Look at her there with her sensual way of doing, 
 They say she is crazy, but no, 
 It is a temptation, and makes the heart beat, 
 This little black man has got an eye on her, but I”ve got an eye on her as well, 
 But she does not respect anything, anything, anything, 
 Nothing nor nobody, 
 First she sticks on, lays down and rolls, 
 Afterwards she throws all away, 
 She walks almost naked through the streets, 
 Lives to provoke, 
 But do not get frightened when someone shouts your name, 

Black women, crazy women, single women, mentally unstable and sexually violent and perverse 
women....... (4 x)208   

  
Introduction 
This is the text of the samba song “Nega Maluca” (crazy black woman) used during one of the 
presentations given at the celebration of National Black Consciousness Day held on a Saturday 
morning in School 10. One of the 6th-grade pupils, dressed in a few torn apart colorful pieces of 
cloth tied together around her waist, an old wig with badly kept curly black hair, and wearing heavy 
make-up with lipstick smeared all around her mouth, danced joyfully to the stirring rhythms of this 
well-known song. The 200 people or so in the audience in the sports court (pupils from different 
grades, teachers, the pedagogical/management team, and one representative from the municipality 
secretariat of education) reacted enthusiastically, laughing, clapping, and dancing.   
 Of the twelve schools I analyzed in Niterói in the first stage of fieldwork in this 
municipality, School 10 was one where a slight majority of actors did express having a positive view 
of Law 10.639. In the second stage of fieldwork in Niterói, on this specific Saturday, I observed 
teachers organizing a variety of activities related to the school-wide project entitled “África em nós” 
(Africa within us). I observed African tales being read, an exhibition of African masks pupils had 
made, a presentation of poems on the theme racism, discrimination, and identity, and a black 
fashion show. This celebration of National Black Consciousness Day, a school holiday detailed in in 
clause 79-B of Law 10.639 (see Chapter 1) and as such obligatory at all public and private primary 
and secondary schools, was not celebrated at all in most of the other eleven schools I visited in 
Niterói. However, as the opening of this chapter illustrates, in School 10 too the enactments on the 
law were based on different interpretations. Some of them – like the “crazy black woman” 
presentation – even resulted in practices that are at complete odds with the objectives on which the 
law is based.   

                                                            
208  The first part of the lyrics of Samba da nega maluca (Crazy Black Woman Samba). Source: 
http://letras.terra.com.br/harmonia-do-samba/311534/, accessed on July 26, 2012.  
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In this chapter I present data collected to gain insight into the question of how the new 
policy discourse, presented in the last two chapters, is received and recontextualized at the school 
level, and what conditions contribute to its effective implementation (sub-question B). 
Understanding the recontextualization and translation of the new policy discourse into problems 
and issues for schools is considered essential in order to gain insight into how discourses and multi-
scalar interactions influence the process of curriculum development with regard to ethnicity/race 
and education in contemporary Brazil. The focus is on understanding the dialectical processes 
between the politics concerning ethnicity/race and education (discussed in the previous two 
chapters) and pedagogical practices and strategies in schools.  

In the period in which this study was conducted, no systematic evaluation by authorities of 
the implementation of Law 10.639 existed.209 Therefore, in line with the explorative character of this 
part of the study, I hope to give an initial impetus to the further investigation of the formation and 
transformation of pedagogical practices related to Law 10.639 in the school context.210 I do this by 
focusing on three issues: 1) What contextual factors affect the implementation related to Law 
10.639 and the Curriculum Directive 003/2004 in one municipality school in Niterói, Rio de Janeiro 
(empirical question b1), 2) How do members of the pedagogical/management team (educationists, 
coordinators, principal, and vice-principal) and teachers in the school acknowledge and translate the 
content of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directive 003/2004 (empirical question b2) and, 3) How 
does the personal background of teachers influence the way they work in the school with 
ethnicity/race issues (empirical question b3). However, before turning to the analysis of data 
collected on School 10 that was taken as a case, the situation regarding the implementation of Law 
10.639 in twelve of the larger schools in municipality Niterói is briefly commented on.  
 

6.1  Beyond a Focus on Implementation 

As clarified in Chapter 2, this project started with the idea that teachers – as well as other members 
of the pedagogical and school management team in schools (such as educationists, principals, 
management team, and coordinators) – are crucial agents in the (de)construction of mechanisms of 
exclusion in education. As such, these actors are seen as playing a fundamental role in counteracting 
ethnic/racial inequalities in education, contributing to the promotion of a more (also 
ethnically/racially) just society. However, processes of recontextualization and translation of policy 
discourses in the school are considered as standing in dialectical relation to processes and actors 
“outside” the school context, such as those extensively discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. In those 
chapters, the focus was on the discussion of processes and actors active in the official political arena 
and the civil society arena, while here the focus is primarily on the analysis of data gathered at the 
school level (in the pedagogical arena). However, also for this chapter it is essential to keep in mind 
that the framing of issues, the production of policy as texts, and the recontextualization and 
implementation of policies at the school level cannot be understood in isolation, as they are three 
phases in the policy process that interrelate and overlap. 

                                                            
209 In fact, Chapter 5 highlighted how, at the time of fieldwork, a “monitoring system” was still being developed within 
departments of the Ministry of Education. 
210 This part of the study thus links up with the work realized in the project “Law 10.639 and Teaching Geography” 
conducted by the research group Geography, race relations and social movements, at Rio de Janeiro State University 
(UERJ) in which I participated in 2007-2010.  
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Studying Law 10.639 in a school is about gaining insight in what is “thinkable” and 
“unthinkable” in the school context with concern to ethnicity/race issues. As explained in the 
theoretical chapter, policy as discourse definitely establishes limits to the range of thought possible, 
as discourses incorporate meanings, and use propositions and words, on the basis of which certain 
possibilities of thinking are constructed while others are excluded (Ball, 1993). At the same time, 
however, politicians and other actors involved in the creation of policy texts cannot control the 
meanings given to texts in the pedagogical arena (Bowe et al., 1992). Professionals at work are no 
“naïve readers [of policy texts], they observe based on their own histories, experiences, values and 
intentions.” (Bowe et al., 1992: 22). In sum, policies are not simply implemented, but are 
recontextualized in practice (Ball et al., 2012: 3). 

Like all policy instruments, Law 10.639 also “classifies” knowledge in a specific way 
(Bernstein, 1990). As was discussed in Chapter 4, in the case of Law 10.639, the classification of 
knowledge with regard to ethnicity/race was based on the frame of the Brazilian Black Movement, 
characterized by a sociopolitical interpretation of ethnicity/race issues. 211  This interpretation 
emphasizes the need to remain conscious of the political character and role of educational contexts, 
processes, contents, and actors. From this perspective, in (the formation and transformation of) 
pedagogical practices differences should be addressed, and the relationships and processes between 
different (cultural or ethnic/racial) groups should be studied. Hence, the frame of the Law takes 
into account identities and groups, yet allows for multiple forms of – collective – identity, sources 
of solidarity, dynamics, and hybridity of cultures. In the process of developing pedagogical practices 
and educational contents, conflict should be recognized and taken into account. Where the 
objective is to empower minorities, the importance is recognized of supporting and actively seeking 
input from oppressed groups (see also Sleeter, 1996). Moreover, in revising educational contents 
and practices, the intention is to interrogate “modernity” and investigate the dominance of 
whiteness, and the intersection of ethnicity/race categories with class and gender categories in 
histories and realities of exclusion. Accordingly, based on the sociopolitical approach, Law 10.639 
redefines the perspective taken on Brazilian reality and the approach to ethnicity/race issues in the 
dominant curriculum. 

In the investigation of the processes taking place in the school context, this chapter focuses 
on the processes in which the new policy is received and translated in discourse. As mentioned 
above, before turning to the analysis of data collected on School 10 that was taken as a case, the 
situation regarding the implementation of Law 10.639 in twelve of the larger schools in municipality 
Niterói will be briefly commented on.  
 

6.2 Mapping the Local Situation: Law 10.639 in Niterói Primary Schools 

Before selecting a case school where I would conduct a more in-depth analysis, the idea was to gain 
insight into the ways Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives were being implemented in a broad 
as possible range of schools, six years after approval of the law. To this end, I analyzed twelve 
municipality schools for primary education in the municipality of Niterói, in the state of Rio de 
Janeiro, collecting data with members of the pedagogical team (educationists and coordinators) and 
the school management team (a principal and/or vice-principal). Semi-structured interviews were 
held and in a few cases where the actors could not meet for an interview, a questionnaire was left 

                                                            
211 The sociopolitical interpretation of ethnicity/race issues was discussed in Chapter 2. 
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addressing the same issues as the interview. Table 6.1 summarizes answers given regarding the 
issues covered in the interviews and questionnaires.  
 

Table 6.1       Knowledge and beliefs of the pedagogical/management team212 of  
                         12 schools in Niterói 

Issue % 
Know about Law 10.639 

Confirmed having read it 
75 

       25 
Opinion on Law 10.639                                                                               

Positive  
Negative  

Ambivalent 
Did not respond 

 
57.1 
7.1 

28.6 
7.2 

Have read Curriculum Directives 12.5 
Have informed themselves about issue                                                            31.3 
Completed training on issue213 31.3 
Confirm that school works with theme 62.5 
Confirm that Political Pedagogic Project includes theme 37.5 
Identify racism in their school 37.5 

          Source: Interviews (N=16) conducted at 12 municipal schools, Niterói.  
 
The outcomes presented in Table 6.1 show that the majority of the members of the 
pedagogical/management team in the twelve schools knew about Law 10.639, while a considerably 
smaller number had read the policy text itself. A slight majority of these actors evaluated the law 
positively. A small percentage was explicitly negative, while nearly a third held a rather ambivalent 
opinion. One third of the participants confirmed having followed some kind of training on the issue, 
while the same number also said to have informed themselves on the issue in other ways (for 
example, by reading about it and through other media). A slight majority stated that their school 
worked with the issues covered by Law 10.639, while slightly over a third confirmed that the 
Political Pedagogic Project of the school covered the issue. Moreover, a third again of the school 
administration members identified some kind of manifestation of racism in their school.   

Looking at these findings, two issues catch the eye: Firstly, only a slight majority had an 
explicitly positive opinion on Law 10.639. Secondly, the number of actors confirming that they 
know the law is much higher than the percentage that read the law or the Curriculum Directives, or 
the number stating having informed themselves or having followed training on the issue. This leads 
to the conclusion that the knowledge of the majority of the members does not have a solid base. 
Implementation based on some level of ignorance, as well as “inactions” (Lukes in Hay, 2002a: 
179), are still considered to be “enactments.” These enactments also influence the 
recontextualization process in the school (the anecdote at the beginning of this chapter is a good 
example). Accordingly, when reading the outcomes in Table 6.1 it should be kept in mind that 
perceptions and evaluations of these members, regarding the implementation of the law and 
concerning the identification of racism in the school, are based on this weak knowledge base. 

Hence, based on these data alone, we do not know very much about the meaning of these 
statements and opinions, and how they relate to what actually happens in the school. When actors 
confirm their school works with the law, this leads to a number of questions: 1) Is this really the 
                                                            
212 Educationists, coordinators, and the principal and/or vice principal.  
213 Varying in type and duration, from short in-service training sessions to courses provided by an actor outside the 
school and regular teacher-training program.   
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case? (Did participants not simply give politically correct answers?), and 2) In what way and based 
on what interpretation do the actors in the school work with it? Does a presentation of a samba 
dance on National Black Consciousness Day on the 20th of November, or inviting a capoeira group 
for a performance once a year mean that the law is being implemented? These first data do not 
provide enough information to really answer the question through which processes the content of 
Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives are translated into dealing with problems and issues in 
these schools, and what the responses of the schools to these problems and issues are (Dale, 1994). 
They do not give us insight into the interpretations, contestations, and recreations related to the 
issues covered in the law. Moreover, members of the management team might have different views 
on and experiences with the topic than teachers. Accordingly, the data presented above only reflect 
the state of art concerning basic knowledge and beliefs of members of the 
pedagogical/management team on Law 10.639 and their views on its implementation in the 
institution.  

For an in-depth understanding of the processes and the responses to these, the answers of 
individual actors need to be closely analyzed. These answers need to be triangulated with other data 
sources such as statements of other team members, document analysis, and observation in the 
school context. Therefore, the data analysis focuses on qualitative data collected at one of the 12 
schools. Focusing the analysis on one school allowed me to embark on a more in-depth 
investigation of the formation and transformation of pedagogical practices related to Law 10.639 in 
the school context.  
 

6.3 The Case of School 10 

As no data were available on “the state of art” concerning enactments related to Law 10.639 on the 
municipality schools in Niterói, I based my selection of the case school on observations made 
during the first fieldwork visits. 214  Compared to the other 11 schools, in School 10 a larger 
percentage of actors considered the law important, and tried to develop work related to it. 
Moreover, School 10 was one of the larger schools that, in addition to the regular first and second 
cycle of primary education, also offered an evening education program for youth and adults. It was 
also an institution where, compared to the other schools, more members of the school management 
and pedagogical team recognized the importance of working with the issues covered by Law 10.639, 
with many actors in the institution confirming that the school worked with the issue. I also became 
interested in focusing on School 10 as it was a school that attracted pupils belonging to the lowest 
socioeconomic sections of society. Hence, the societal problem of exclusion was most directly 
visible inside and around this school. 

In the case school, data were collected through interviews, surveys, and focus group 
discussions with different actors (members of the school management team, the pedagogical team, 
teachers, and pupils), analyzing documents (such as the Political Pedagogic Project and other 
project descriptions), and observation. When analyzing the data gathered on this case school, I also 
often turned to revised data collected on the other schools, as this allowed me to reflect on and 
understand issues and processes observed in School 10. In order to understand the ways in which 
Law 10.639 is being recontextualized and translated in the case of School 10, it is important to gain 
insight into the context, and to get a clearer picture of the actors operating within it. The next 
section therefore focuses on the school population and the school culture. 
                                                            
214 See Chapter 3 for an explanation of how School 10 was selected for doing a more in-depth investigation.  
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6.3.1 The School Population 

School 10 is one of the larger schools in the municipality of Niterói, and had a school population of 
766 at the time of the fieldwork. As mentioned, the school provides education in the two cycles of 
primary education (total of 9 years, pupils aged 6-14), and youth and adult education (EJA, for 
youth older than 15 and adults). The institution is situated on the border with another municipality, 
on top of a hill between a lower middle-class neighborhood, with one or two-story, medium-size 
fenced or walled houses along quiet streets on the one side, and a fast-growing, densely populated, 
and busy lower-class neighborhood (or “community” 215 ) on the other (see Figure 6.1). This 
neighborhood consists of small one, two or three-story houses and small shops constructed close 
together lining narrow, mostly unpaved streets. One broader street, with little traffic and a bus stop 
next to a bakery/bar/hangout separates the school from this community, where most pupils of 
School 10 came from. 

A vast majority of pupils from School 10 came from low-income households with a 
monthly income between EUR 210 and 420, some even with a monthly income below EUR 210.216 
Most pupils attending the regular program lived with three or four others in a small residence. 
Nearly a quarter of these pupils had at least one parent/caretaker who had not completed primary 
education. Very few pupils had one parent/caretaker who had completed secondary education or 
higher education. Concerning ethnic/racial identity, when asked to choose between the race/color 
categories as defined by the IBGE,217 a majority of pupils identified themselves as brown or black.218 
When pupils were allowed to identify themselves in their own words, these two categories were split 
up into a wide range of other words in which color or ethnic/racial identity were expressed. The 
alternative concepts used most often were moreno, escuro, and negro (brown, dark, negro219). The fact is 
that the vast majority of the pupils did not consider themselves white, but in some way or another 
recognized Afro-Brazilian influences in their ethnic/racial identity. 

Considering the profile of the teaching force of School 10, more than half the teachers had 
completed a post-Bachelor’s (Master’s or specialization) degree program or course, or had obtained 

                                                            
215 In Brazil the word community is often used as a synonym for slum (in Portuguese favela). This was also the word 
used by the professional team of School 10 when they referred to where most of their pupils lived.    
216 The information regarding the household situation and ethnic/racial identity of the pupils was collected through a 
survey. The survey was completed by 85 percent of the pupils attending in regular attendance, and 66 percent of pupils 
attending the evening EJA program. These data provided a basic overview of the socioeconomic condition of the 
related households. For a complete overview of the household situation and ethnic/racial identity of the pupils of 
School 10, see Appendix VII. 
217 For an explanation of the ethnicity/race categories used by IBGE see the discussion in Chapter 1. 
218 As table VIIb in Appendix VII shows, at School 10,34 percent of the EJA students did not fill in this question. 
During data collection on this school, and also on the other case school (School 3), this group of students in general 
was perceived as having much greater difficulties with filling in the questionnaire. In the first place literacy problems 
existed, but it also seemed that individuals were not used to having to state their color/racial/ethnic identity; a certain 
taboo seemed to exist. This was also perceived when the students were allowed to define their ethnic/racial identity in 
their own words. Then sentences like “I am a bit dark, I believe,” “I am not white,” “A bit light, a dirty kind of white” were used 
which reflect the fact that these people identify themselves by comparing themselves to the (white) norm. It was 
interesting to perceive this difference, as it could be a sign of the fact that discussing ethnicity/race is becoming more 
accepted throughout the generations.        
219 It is important to note the difficulty of translating these terms, as in some cases they have completely different 
meanings in different (national/historical) contexts. For example, while in the United States use of the tern “negro” is 
considered highly offensive by some black American leaders, who associate it with the long history of slavery, 
segregation, and discrimination, in Brazil this use of the word was introduced by the Black Movement as indicating the 
political consciousness related to accepting one’s identity (see, e.g., Silva in Brazil, 2004: 14-15), with negro then 
referring not only to skin color, but also – or in the first place – to a political identity.    
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a doctorate degree.220 A majority of this group had a minimum of three years of experience as a 
professional in education (most even had over 10 years), with the majority having already worked at 
least three to six years in School 10. Most of these teachers also worked at another school, implying 
that most of them worked part-time at School 10. Among the teaching force, men were in the 
minority. Concerning ethnic/racial identity, when asked to choose between the race/color 
categories as defined by the IBGE, most of the teachers who filled in the question, identified 
themselves as white. However, when the categories black and brown are combined (as mentioned 
before, something often done in analysis, for example by the IBGE to indicate the Afro-Brazilian 
segment of the population), a majority of this group of teachers (54%) considered themselves black 
or brown. Many teachers did not answer when they were asked to describe their ethnic/racial 
identity in their own words. Of those who did answer, a majority identified themselves as white. 
Others used a wide range of other words, of which the most often encountered were “negra,” 
“mestica,” and “morena.” Of those responding to this open question, slightly more than 40 percent of 
the teaching force in one way or another considered they had at least some Afro-Brazilian 
influences in their color/ethnic racial identity.  

Among the pedagogical/management team, a majority had completed a post-Bachelor’s 
(Master’s or specialization) degree program or course, or had a higher education degree.221 The 
majority of team members that responded to the question had worked in School 10 for ten or more 
years. One third of the pedagogical/management team members also worked at another school, 
implying that some members worked part-time at School 10. All the pedagogical/management team 
members were women. When asked to identify their own ethnical/racial identity using the IBGE 
race/color categories, a majority responding to the question identified themselves as white.222 Other 
prominent responses were brown and black. Combining the last two categories, it can be observed 
that one third of the pedagogical/management team members identified at least some Afro-
Brazilian elements in their ethnic/ racial identity. This means that, compared to the pupils and the 
teachers, fewer members of the pedagogical/management team identified themselves as Afro-
Brazilian.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
220 Data were collected through surveys that asked for information about education and professional history and 
identity. The survey was filled in by 57 percent of the teachers. The rest of the teachers were not present at the meetings 
in which I distributed the survey (often because they were giving classes at other schools that day). In a few cases 
teachers who were present did not fill in the survey. When my assistant or I had the opportunity to ask why they did not 
participate, often lack of time was given as reason. In some cases teachers were seen correcting and grading work during 
the meetings. For a complete overview of the background information and ethnic/racial identity of the teachers at 
School 10, see Table VIIIa in Appendix VIII.  
221 For a complete overview of the background information and ethnic/racial identity of the pedagogical/management 
team at School 10, Table VIIIb in Appendix VIII. 
222 Almost 25% of the pedagogical/management team members did not respond this question.       
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Figure 6.1  Images of the direct surroundings of School 10 
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6.3.2 School and Teaching Culture 

In general, I experienced an open and positive atmosphere at School 10. The relationship between 
the educationists, school management team, teachers, and other school staff seemed to be open and 
democratic. This was reflected by the fact that at least some members of the 
pedagogical/mangement team, consisting of a principal, vice-principal, four pedagogic supervisors, 
and three series coordinators, were always present in team meetings or team-wide activities within 
the school. This was also the case when group activities related to this research project took place.223    

In the team meetings in which I participated, the discussion often turned to the problems 
encountered with regard to the pupils and the context in which they live. The difficult 
socioeconomic home situation, drugs and alcohol abuse, the absence of caretakers, drug traffic, 
violence, insecurity, and adolescent pregnancy were recurrent issues in team meetings when 
reflecting on the school and its pupils. This is illustrated by the following statement made by one of 
the teachers: 
 

If we manage to not have a single pupil enter drug trafficking, if we manage to convey to a pupil the idea that 
there are other possibilities, then we are already very happy. Because aspiring to a legal job, considering new 
horizons, is already very difficult. They are very rooted [in the community], they only have this world you 
see. (S10-171110) 

 
Most professional educators at this school recognized the excluded position of this community, and 
thus of the huge majority of their pupils. Many team members expressed the idea that in the 
community where most pupils came from the presence of the state was only marked by a small 
healthcare center and a brutal police force. The school was referred to as a public institution with an 
important role in the community. Discussion on what is good education in current Brazilian society 
and specifically in the context of this community was recurrent within the team.  

According to some teachers, the dominant attitude among the pupils towards education was 
one of non-interest. Many team members expressed the idea that among the pupils the notion 
prevailed that education is not required to be successful in life. Some team members found that 
pupils were much more oriented towards earning money in an “easy” manner – that is, in illegal and 
dangerous ways – following examples set by other “powerful” youngsters in the community, or 
focused on looking for low-paid and less prestigious jobs, following the path of most parents and 
family members. A few teachers expressed the idea that, based on a lack of compromise and 
responsibility, some parents and pupils only used the school to receive social support such as free 
meals and the monthly income provided by the conditional cash transfer program Bolsa Familia. 
With regard to this “mismatch” between what pupils look for in a school and what their institution 
could offer, in one discussion a few teachers even referred to the school and education in general as 
an “institutição falida” (a failed institution). Accordingly, some teachers admitted feeling powerless in 
their role as educators and a tendency towards “giving up,” not wanting to invest more time and 
energy in critically looking at the role of the school and their own pedagogical practices in changing 
the reality of the pupils. Other teachers framed the problem in a different way. This is illustrated by 
the following quote from a focus group discussion with a group of teachers from the second cycle. 
While agreeing with the observation of non-interest and lack of involvement of part of the pupils, 
they also emphasized the broader societal context in which these pupils grow up and to which the 
school and its professionals need to respond: 

                                                            
223 Such as focus group discussions and data feed-back sessions (see Chapter 3). 
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Teacher 1: [W]ith the infrastructure that we have here, they [the pupils] should have the best education 
possible. But when is that the case? Only when the education they receive is in some way significant for them. 
They do not get that schools are meant for study. They think it is there to do anything, you know? But then, 
who puts this in their minds? Who causes this? 
Teacher 2: [...]The school is not the only failed institution. All public institutions are. Just think about 
the police... about healthcare. When you start to think about this, then you see that it seems that all 
responsibility is put on the school. But the fact is that our society is not going well. It is not only the school. 
There are various factors. [...] And all this influences what the school represents today.  
[...]      
Teacher 3: And we keep working the same way, even when today the reality is different and we are in a 
complete different situation. 
Teacher 2: This is exactly what we need to discuss [...]. (S10-09092009) 

 
The idea is shared widely among Brazilian scholars that in Brazil school inclusion has not managed 
to overcome the level of simple integration into the institutional space of the school. Senna, Glatt, 
and Mattos (2005: 69) affirm, for example, that it is not enough to just include new pupils in the 
school, as was done in Brazil in pioneering fashion. They argue: “Today we must go further: it is 
necessary to make the included individuals real social subjects, legitimately recognized as such, or 
there is a risk of giving school a merely existentialist character.” Accordingly, reference is made to 
the need of “changing the paradigm of education.” 
 In this regard, in School 10 two clashing discourses were observed: one group of 
professionals holding on to what education and school traditionally represented, and another group 
trying to reformulate the pedagogical project, looking for ways to respond to the needs, reality, 
struggles, and identities of the pupils and their parents they serve. In the next quote – taken from 
the same focus group discussion cited above – the experience of this division is clearly expressed by 
one of the teachers : 
         

Teacher 1: [...] I believe that our fault – the fault of the education we provide here today – is that we 
always base ourselves on common sense. We base ourselves on pre-established parameters. [...] Accordingly, if 
I do not manage to see that reality has changed, that the parameters need to change, I will keep arguing 
“Aaah… in former days it was like this … in former days it was like that...”  
Teacher 2: When here [in the school] we say we are going to realize a project, teachers protest “Then we 
need to work more, we need to do this, we need to do that…” They do not think it is necessary. Something 
that should be natural, obvious. We should not need to have a special day for that, a special law that tells us 
what to do if this all could come more naturally... (S10-09092009) 

   
These tensions were observed as playing part in the overall school culture, observable during the 
team meetings but also in physical aspects of the school. In the team meetings, a majority of 
teachers played an active role, while a small group clearly distanced themselves – both physically 
(correcting exams during the focus group discussion) and content-wise in the discussions – from 
the idea that education and the manner of educating should be questioned and revised. 
Interestingly, in this regard the pedagogical/management team was not observed as taking a lead in 
the discussion and reformulation of teaching in the school.   

While openings for debate existed, in practice the continuity of “traditional” forms of 
schooling seemed to dominate in the educational culture in the school. This traditional form of 
schooling was found in such aspects of the school as singing the national hymn, and physical 
aspects such as the use of school uniforms, the school bell, and the religious/Christian messages, 
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representations, and symbols spread across the school (see Figure 6.2). It could also be recognized 
in non-physical aspects such as the division of the learning process into different subjects, and 
holding on to the pre-established (and often outdated) teaching material. In sum, the fact that a 
majority of the teachers, in the autonomy they had vis-à-vis daily practice, confirmed holding on to 
a hierarchical approach to knowledge. Thereby they gave preference to the more “instrumental” 
aspects of education, which in turn resulted in the continuity of traditional forms of schooling. 
Reference to the community and the school as two producers of knowledge was rarely found. This 
culture should also be understood as influencing the ways in which new policy initiatives such as 
Law 10.639 were received. Henceforth the next section focuses on the ways in which Law 10.639 
was recontextualized in School 10. 
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Figure 6.2  Images of the Interior of School 10 
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6.3.3 Recontextualization of Law 10.639 

As highlighted in the last section, in the focus group discussions, while debating ethnicity/race 
issues in education in general and Law 10.639 in particular, several issues were brought up by the 
pedagogical/management team members and teachers. In addition to the data collected through the 
surveys and interviews, these debates offered opportunities to further identify the ways in which 
these actors problematized issues regarding ethnicity/race in the school and how they reflected on 
the development of (their own) pedagogical practices related to these issues. Regarding 
problematization, issues came up such as (racist) teasing, (race and religion related) prejudice among 
the pupils, low self-esteem of black pupils, and (exclusionary) social structures in the classroom. 

The first data collected during fieldwork at School 10 regarding implementation related to 
and knowledge of Law 10.639 gave a similar picture of the twelve schools as discussed earlier (see 
overview of answers given in Tables 6.2 and 6.3). A slight majority of staff said they had a positive 
opinion regarding the law, and a majority confirmed that the school worked with the contents of 
the law. At the same time, the data show that the knowledge base of the teachers and the 
pedagogical/management team regarding the issue of Law 10.639 was not very strong.224 While 
almost all members of the pedagogical/management team knew about Law 10.639, only half of this 
group said they had read it. Even fewer teachers knew the law existed and almost none of them 
confirmed having read it. The interviews and focus group discussion clarified that many of the 
actors who knew about the law had merely “heard about it,” some during their standard academic 
training, others from colleagues, and some through popular media.225  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
224 The collected data reveal that ethnicity/race issues in general or on Law 10.639 are not even part of standard 
academic training of pedagogical/management team members. 
225 The fact that their knowledge of the content of the law is rather superficial is confirmed in the ways in which these 
actors frame the essence of the law. This issue will be discussed later in the chapter. 
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                Table 6.2           
 Overview data collection outcomes of School 10 teachers 

Issue % 
Teachers that confirm knowing about Law 10.639 

 
Teachers that confirmed to have read it

68.5 
 
9 

Teachers that confirm having read Curriculum Directives  
 

17.1 

Teachers that confirm having informed themselves about issue
               In what way                                                  Reading 

Media 
Conversations* 

Personal experiences 
During standard academic schooling 

Additional – academic or other – training/lecture* 
Other 

 
*Teachers in School 10 that mentioned having (partial) information 

(e.g., through colleagues or training) 

68.6 
 

10.5 
5.1 
6.2 
   0 
8.09 
34.3 
4.41 

 
25.7 

Teachers that completed training on issue 
 

                        Duration                                    Between 1 and 2 hrs 
Seminar (between 2 hrs and whole day) 
Short course (more days, up to 50 hrs) 

Longer course (51 hrs or more)

22.9 
 
0 

8.6 
5.7 
14.3 

Teachers that confirm working with theme 
 

        In what way                                      In their subject(s) 
In special project(s) 

Other 
Frequency                                                     Every day 

Every week 
Every month 

Each semester 
Each year

80 
 

34.3 
34.3 
11.4 

 
14.3 
2.9 
10 

27.1 
27.1 

Opinion of teachers regarding Law 10.639 proposal  
Positive 

Negative 
Ambivalent 

Did not respond

 
49 

11.4 
22.9 
16.7 

                  Source: Questionnaires (N= 35), conducted in August 2009 
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                Table 6.3 
 Overview data collection outcomes of School 10  

pedagogical/management team members
Issue % 

Members that confirm knowing about Law 10.639 
 

Members that confirm having read it

88.9 
 

44 
Members that confirm having read Curriculum Directives  
 

22 

Members that confirm having informed themselves about 
issue                                                                                                    
                      In what way                                                       Reading 

Media 
Conversations* 

Personal experiences 
During standard academic schooling 

Additional – academic or other – training/lecture* 
Other 

 
*Members that mentioned to have got (part of) information in 

School 10 (e.g., through colleagues or training)

44.4 
 

11.1 
5.6 
0 
0 
0 

22.2 
5.6 

 
0 

Members that completed training on issue 
                                                                                          
                            Duration                                  Between 1 and 2 hrs 

Seminar (between 2 hrs and whole day) 
Short course (more days, up to 50 hrs) 

Longer course (51 hrs or more)

55.6 
 
0 

11.1 
33.3 
11.1 

Members that confirm that school works with theme 
 

 In what way                 In specific subject(s) 
In special project(s) 

Other 
 

Frequency                                    Every day 
Every week 

Every month 
Each semester 

Each year

77.8 
 

22.2 
44.4 

0 
 

11.1 
0 
0 
0 

44.4 
Members that confirm that Political Pedagogic Project of the 
school includes the issue 

77.8 

Opinion members regarding Law 10.639 proposal 
Positive 

Negative 
Ambivalent 

Did not respond 
 

 
55.5 
11.1 
11.1 
22.3 

Members that confirm the existence of some manifestation of 
racism in the school 

33.3 

                 Source: Interviews and questionnaires (N= 9) conducted in  June-September 2009  
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As stated earlier, it was the intention in this study to triangulate answers of individual actors with 
other data sources such as statements of other team members, document analysis, and observation 
in the school context. Accordingly, combining the outcomes of the interviews and surveys on the 
issues included in the tables, descriptions given by actors of the essence of the law, and their 
reflections on pedagogical practices, it was inferred that a majority of the team members hold 
interpretations of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives that are not in line with these 
instruments’ original frame. 226  Of the pedagogical/management team member accounts, 22.2 
percent fits under what I referred to in Chapter 2 as the cultural interpretation, while 54.3 percent 
of the teacher accounts would fit this interpretation. In addition, 66.6 percent of the School 10 
pedagogical/management team accounts show elements of a sociopolitical interpretation. Among 
the teachers, 34.2 percent of the statements somewhere reflected a sociopolitical interpretation.227 In 
both approaches, more and less critical interpretations could be found. The next section will focus 
first on how this majority of teachers reflected on the essence of the law. The discussion then turns 
to how they reflected on their pedagogical practices concerning issues related to Law 10.639.  
 
Reproducing Ethnicity/Race in the School 
In the accounts of a majority of the team members, several elements of the cultural approach to 
ethnicity/race issues, and the formal approach to equality of opportunities in education were 
recognized. This section presents examples of these narratives to illustrate how certain narratives 
reproduce ethnicity/race issues in the school context. The following elements of the reproduction 
discourse will be highlighted: the principle of non-discrimination; the understanding of the Law 
10.639 proposal as supplementary educational contents; the focus on “the other”; and whiteness as 
norm.  
 
The principle of non-discrimination 
The following statement made by one teacher during a focus group discussion with a group of 
teachers from the second cycle is a good illustration of how the principle of non-discrimination is 
linked to arguments against the law: 
 

I do not understand the obligatory character. We are all humans! Do you understand? I do not see why I 
should be obliged to work on culture or race when I do not see a difference [between pupils] [...] I think it 
is something comletely incomprehensible! [...] I understand the importance of working with it 
[ethnicity/race issues], but I can’t see the difference [between pupils]. I believe that the basic principle 
is loving they neighbor. One should work on that, understand? (S10-09092009). 

This teacher defines her resistance by the fact that the curricular content regarding ethnicity/race 
issues takes the form of a law that obliges schools and teachers to work with it. While this teacher 
expressed “understand[ing] the importance of working with the issue,” she then explained not 
agreeing with the content of the law, as “she does not see cultural or racial differences.” As can be 
read, she refers thereby to the – in Brazil often heard Christian – principle of loving thy neighbor 
(“amor ão proximo”). She expresses her preference to work on the dissemination of this principle 
                                                            
226 When analyzing the statements of actors it is striking that some actors who did confirm knowing about the law did 
not give an answer when they were asked to reflect on its essence (amongst the pedagogical/management team of 
School 10 this was 11% and amongst the teachers 14%). Another 22 percent of the pedagogical/management team and 
9 percent of the teachers, in response to this question, simply copied the brief description of the law I used in the 
surveys and interviews (“a law that makes obligatory the teaching on Afro-Brazilian and African history and culture”).  
227 The remaining percentage (amongst the pedagogical/management team 11.2% and amongst the teachers 11.5%) is 
made up of unclear answers to the question and non-response to the issue.  
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instead of “working on culture or race.” Similar arguments from other teachers also reflected the 
idea that it should not be compulsory to work with the issues covered by Law 10.639. They 
reflected the idea that the teaching and learning process, in this regard too, should be “pleasant,” 
something that comes about “naturally.” In this regard the idea was often expressed that “kids do 
not discriminate.” This was presented as yet another argument to not touch upon the issue. 
 This idea was also reflected in pedagogical practices. Some actors referred to name-calling 
among pupils (using words like “ape”) as “simply teasing between kids,” or as “minor incidents,” 
while others understood this to be racist manifestations fitting in a wider pattern of 
problematization of the black identity and normalization of the white identity. For example, in one 
focus group discussion with teachers from the second cycle, the first response to my question 
whether they perceived racism in the school was:    
 

Teacher 1: Real racism I haven’t seen yet. 
Teacher 2: I believe never... I believe that the majority here is black. 
Teacher 1: We have these kids jokes, but I believe we have nothing serious.  
(S10-09092009) 

 
Analyzing these statements, it can be seen that the arguments are built around a restricted 
understanding of the concepts culture, race, and racism. I argue that this lack of conceptual 
understanding is one of the factors lying at the core of the explanation for why the law is 
implemented only by some. I will return to this issue later.  
 
Ethnicity/Race Issues as Supplementary Contents 
In line with the principle of non-discrimination and the idea that we should not be obliged to work 
on “culture” and “race,” several actors expressed the opinion that the teaching and learning process 
should be something pleasant that comes about “naturally.” One teacher stated, for example: “This 
should be part of the curriculum without the need for a law that makes it compulsory. The issues should be 
approached in a natural way” (S10TM18). This kind of statement indicates the idea that the law is 
supplementary to educational contents and processes. The dominance of this idea was, among 
others, reflected in the fact that a majority of those actors who stated that they worked with the law 
said they did so merely in the context of the school-wide celebration of National Black 
Consciousness Day once every year. Many teachers also referred to activities related to the 
“Africanity project” which was to take place in the period of my fieldwork (see Figure 6.3 below). 
The practices observed on this occasion, partially described at the beginning of this chapter, also 
show how the understanding of ethnicity/race issues as supplementary contents often accompany a 
focus on cultural expressions such as music, literature, and dance. This importance given to the 
extracurricular (and often “celebrative”) character of working with the contents of Law 10.639, 
reflects the cultural interpretation of working with identity, difference, and inequality in education 
that starts from a (voluntary) “celebration of differences” instead of a critical questioning of and 
engagement with underlying power issues.  

It was observed that by considering the law to be a “non-obligatory supplement,” in fact the 
problem (or at least the urgency of the problem) underlying the claim of the law – the existence of 
racism in education and in Brazilian society in general – goes unrecognized. Hence the historical 
struggle of groups – in this case the struggle giving rise to Law 10.639 – and the lived realities of 
racial exclusion of individuals is neglected. Moreover, this non-recognition leads to a superficial 
focus on culture and traditions. As already mentioned, at some point the non-critical sociopolitical 
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interpretation of the law comes close to the cultural interpretation in this sense. Accordingly, some 
less critical sociopolitical interpretations of the law showed a similar approach on this point. For 
example, when asked to reflect on the essence of Law 10.639, in an interview this 
pedagogical/management team member formulated it as follows: 
 

[Studying the] issue of the history of Africa, we do not have that as a tradition. Since we started to study, 
we study the history of Europe. With regard to Africa, we are only taught that the slaves were brought to 
Brazil. [...] We never studied their traditions. We only know this about our history. As such this law came 
to stimulate us to also look for African literature, something we do not know anything about. And 
[consider] our culture, completely awash with these issues from the African culture, in our vocabulary [...]. 
In this sense really, if there would not have been this law, this issue would remain forgotten like it always has 
been. [...] From the moment on that the law makes it compulsory to study African culture, and even African 
literature, I will believe that the theme has started to gain more importance in the school. And, in that way, 
from the next generations onward this will become something more natural. (S10PMCE16) 

 
It is worth recalling here that this pedagogical/management team member does touch slightly on 
the sociopolitical meaning and value of the law (she does reflect on what was taught up until now). 
Nonetheless, the fragment is a clear example of a problematization of the current state of affairs, 
with no critical reflection on the need to revise already existing dominant ideas, attitudes, and 
educational contents and processes. The emphasis in this account lies on the need for a search for 
supplementary knowledge, with this actor referring to culturally related knowledge such as traditions 
and literature. Building on the work of May and Sleeter (2010), this actor could be said to describe 
the essence of the problem as lying in a misunderstanding of difference that is based on a lack of 
knowledge. Accordingly, the problem can be solved only by providing supplementary knowledge 
through teaching about “them.”  

To clarify the argument, the following statement, a pedagogical/management team 
member’s response to an open question during an interview, can be considered an interpretation 
that does reflect an understanding of the law as an opportunity to also critically examine the 
majority in power and the dominant ideas, beliefs, and educational contents and processes regarding 
culture and (racial/ethnical) identity:  
  

I believe that it [the Law] opens up a new horizon for pupils, from which the pupils can see our society in 
another way. Because until now, what we have taught our pupils on a daily basis is that blacks were slaves, 
that they suffered being a slave. This was the idea pupils generally had. But now we start to show them 
something else: “Look, blacks were cheap laborers. I mean, They did not cost anything! And without this 
undervalued labor force, the owners of the sugar mills would not have anything and Brazil would not have 
had the level of development it had at the time!” Consequently, I believe that it is about the transformation of 
this issue for the pupils, about showing the importance of this culture and history to our everyday lives. 
(S10PMCH16)         

  
By referring to the need to transform pupils’ views on and understanding of society and everyday 
life, this teacher indeed questions and problematizes the mainstream curriculum (the way history is 
told), and so points to the need to revise ideas, beliefs, and contents. This thus is an example of a 
more critical sociopolitical interpretation of Law 10.639.  
 
 
 
 



183 
 

Figure 6.3  National Black Consciousness Day Leaflet, from the School 10 Celebration 
   on November 28, 2009228 
 

 
 
 
Focus on the Other  
As seen above, the understanding of Law 10.639 as supplementary content links to the idea that 
ethnicity/race issues and Law 10.639 is for and about “them”/“the other” – in the context of Law 
10.639 this refers to the black pupils. It was found that many cultural accounts (as well as some less 
critical sociopolitical accounts) of teachers and pedagogical/management team members were 
accompanied by a mere focus on “them” and “their ethnicity/race, culture and identity.” This is in 
line with the widespread idea of Law 10.639 being “the law of and for blacks” (see Chapter 5 for 
discussion on how this idea is also present in the official political arena).  

The understanding of ethnicity/race issues as being for and about “them” or “the other” 
was perceived, for example, in the way the actors in the school reflected on a perceived low self-
esteem of black pupils. 229  Prejudice among and the lack of self-esteem of black pupils was a 
recurrent issue in the interviews, focus group discussions, and answers given to open questions in 
the surveys. Accordingly, a majority identified discrimination to be a problem among “them” (black 
pupils). At School 10, and at the other schools too, several teachers and pedagogical/management 
team members identified it as a factor that makes the development of work towards 
implementation of Law 10.639 difficult. A few teachers even referred in the questionnaires to low 
                                                            
228 The program lists the activities of the day (dance presentations, capoeira, literary cafe, exhibitions, and a closing 
samba) and workshops (maracatu dance, nago, banto puppets, fabric painting, and making bijouterie) and announces the 
closure of the day with a samba music. It also quotes a poem written by Nelson Mandela: “No one is born hating 
another person because of the color of his skin, or his background, or his religion. People must learn to hate, and if they 
can learn to hate, they can be taught to love, for love comes more naturally to the human heart than its opposite.” 
229 Amongst the teachers, seven mentioned the issue of prejudice and (low) self-esteem of black pupils. 
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self-esteem among black pupils as one of the factors most negatively affecting the development of 
pedagogical practices regarding Law 10.639:  
 

The children themselves deny their own identity. This makes it difficult to explain the issue and introduce the 
pupils to the context of the theme. (S10TX39) 

 
The children from the 6th and 7th year already feel ashamed about being black, and at the same time they 
discriminate their peers. Until now I haven’t met a child proud about his or her color, or about his or her 
ancestors. (S10TY39) 

 
The black child does not accept being black. This is a fact that makes me a bit insecure about how to 
approach the issue. (S10TAC39) 

 
Some pupils discriminate themselves and also their colleagues. (S10TA39) 

 
As can be observed in these quotes, statements that referred to low self-esteem were often 
accompanied by statements regarding discrimination, racism, or prejudice among black pupils. 
Interestingly, other actors in the school, while observing among black pupils the problems of 
assuming blackness, refer to it not as a factor that frustrates, but as something that shows the 
urgency of the need to work with the issues proposed by Law 10.639. Hence, some of these actors 
identified the moments in which these kind of conflicts emerge to be opportunities to work on the 
theme. Again, here it is argued that the different understanding of concepts such as prejudice, 
identity, and race are what make these actors approach the issue in such a different way.  
  
Whiteness as Norm 
Related to the last point, it is interesting to note that the huge majority of teachers and 
pedagogical/management team members, when reflecting on Law 10.639 and related issues such as 
race, prejudice, and identity, only reflected on “blackness” (“their” – the pupils – identity). 
“Whiteness,” on the other hand, seen also as an ethnic/racial identity created throughout history, 
went unmentioned. This can be considered to be an example of the “continued invisibility of 
whiteness,” the refusal to acknowledge how white people are implicated in relations of social 
domination, subordination, and instances of economic exploitation (Solomon et al., 2005: 159, see 
also the discussion in Chapter 2).  

The lack of critical reflection on whiteness was perceived when the issue of racism was 
debated, but also when members were asked to describe the racial identity or character of the pupils 
and teachers in School 10. In some cases responses contained the words “just normal” or “just 
white.” This shows how whiteness is often considered the norm that, in the view of some actors, 
does not need to be mentioned or critically investigated.230.  

While focusing on “them” and “their ethnicity/race culture and identity” the majority in 
power and problematization of its influence on the development and maintenance of the 
mainstream curriculum (what is thought in schools) is left out of the discussion. Accordingly, the 
“continued invisibility of whiteness” was another factor that helped in maintaining distance from 

                                                            
230 The fact that some social beliefs are very strong is in the Brazilian case is illustrated by the fact that even some black 
individuals in their discourse expressed considering whiteness the norm. This was perceived, for example, in the words 
used by students when they were asked to describe their own racial/color identity. Some white students affirmed to be 
“normal, white,” while some black individuals stated being “a bit white”, “half white” or “dirty white.” However, students are 
also agents with strategies – and these can be strategies that go against the dominant social norm in society too. This 
was illustrated, for example, by answers such as “I am black and beautiful” and “I am marvelous, I am black.”   
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becoming involved with Law 10.639. The fact that reflecting on “whiteness” seems to be 
unthinkable in the context of School 10, can therefore be understood to be an example of how 
socially shared beliefs also exist in the school. In the theoretical discussion on ideology and 
discourse presented in Chapter 2, it was argued that social beliefs are frequently grounded in 
discourses in which certain beliefs are presupposed by the narrator (sometimes unconsciously) and 
not considered explicitly as information.  

In sum, while some actors argue that working with these issues should “come about naturally,” 
in these narratives ethnicity/race issues are not discussed as a “natural” part of the curriculum. 
Various conscious or unconscious, joint and individual strategies were found concerning how a 
majority of actors in the school distanced themselves from the law and the development of 
transformative pedagogical practices related to it. The dominant idea is that the law is 
supplementary to educational contents and processes, carries no obligations, and is not a necessary 
revision of these contents and processes. The notion that working with the law should be somehow 
pleasant is expressed and is accompanied by the fear that the obligation of working on the issue 
could bring about (more) conflict, and ultimately increase prejudice. The fear of clashes and the 
non-recognition or neglect of (sometimes latent or veiled) conflict already present was something 
perceived more generally at School 10, as well as at the other schools. For example, it also appeared 
in things said in relation to the issue of racism in the school. It was found that in this approach the 
problem that provides the basis for the law – the existence of racism in education, and in Brazilian 
society in general – goes unrecognized, and the sociopolitical context in, and the historical struggle 
through which the law came about is neglected. 
 
Transforming Ethnicity/Race Issues 
A minority of teachers and pedagogical/management team members in the school expressed a 
more sociopolitical interpretation of and approach towards Law 10.639. As stated earlier, in their 
descriptions of the essence of the law, 66.6 percent of the accounts of the pedagogical/management 
team in School 10 show elements of a sociopolitical interpretation. Interestingly, among the 
teachers only 34.2 percent of the statements reflected this interpretation.  
During fieldwork, the more critical problematizations of the issue came to the fore in some of the 
personal interviews held with pedagogical/management team members, and in the focus group 
discussions. Interestingly, in the focus group discussions, the more critical problematizations could 
often be heard after the “official” meeting had ended, when between four and five team members 
remained in the room for another forty-five minutes, raising and discussing issues brought up in the 
official meeting.  
 From the critical sociopolitical perspective, the law was considered an opportunity to 
critically examine the parameters of education, and the dominant ideas, beliefs, and educational 
contents regarding culture and (racial/ethnical) identity. Instead of calling it something “oppressive” 
from “above,” the accounts represented recognition of the frame of and sociopolitical context and 
struggle behind the policy instrument. For example, two teachers explained:   
 

I believe the law is keeping up with the growth of social movements that claim equal rights for people with 
Afro-Brazilian identities. In this sense the law responds to a just social demand and becomes important in 
the construction of a memory of these people. (S10TD18) 

 
The existence of this law reveals a prejudiced country with regard to African and Afro-Brazilian culture. 
However, this is not so explicit for large parts of the population. If such a topic would be important [to 
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these major parts of the population], it would not have been necessary to create a law in order to 
discuss it. (S10TY18) 

  
In addition to a majority that said to work with the contents of the law only once a semester or 
once a year, only slightly over 14 percent of the participating teachers mentioned working with the 
issue on a daily basis in some way or another. A few teachers said they enjoyed certain opportunities 
that arose in the school or community context where they could address the matter, for example 
using dialogues or dynamics between pupils to discuss certain issues. One teacher, for example, 
stated in the survey to be working with the issue “on a daily basis, in situations in which the theme can be 
explored in dialogue. For example when there is a fight between two pupils. One says the other is ugly [the pupils 
says] ‘because you have hard hair’ ” (S10TAB23).  

When considering how the teachers with a more critical sociopolitical approach to Law 
10.639 reflect on their pedagogical practices, it is shown how, instead of avoiding certain situations 
or conflict, these actors enjoy and create spaces/moments in which the issue related to prejudice, 
identity, and racism can be addressed. Instead of the textbook, these teachers look for other 
supplementary materials to be used in the classroom. In the definition of their role as educator in 
these processes, the interference in social dynamics through dialogue takes a central place. Focus in 
these practices goes to diminishing prejudice through the unveiling of exclusionary processes, and 
stimulating consciousness/demystification of pupil’s beliefs, attitudes, and actions regarding certain issues. 
The following is an example of a statement made by one teacher during a focus group discussion 
with teachers from the second cycle:  
 

I believe I managed to make some gains. Mainly in some of the groups [of pupils] I had last year. There I 
used some of the videos from “a cor da cultura”231 [...]. In this film there is this fantastic Pai de Santo 
[priest in Afro-Brazilian religions] making statements about Candomblé [an Afro-Brazilian 
religion]. It was about the relation between Candomblé and respect for environment. [...] Oftentimes I bring 
my pupils to a certain nature protection area, here close by, for example, and then they see these places full of 
things [elements used in Afro-Brazilian religious offer ceremonies] and they say “Ooh! What a 
horror! They keep contaminating these areas! …and this and that...!” Then this was an opportunity for me 
to explain that [in these Afro-Brazilian religions] this syncretism exists with European [religious] 
elements, [it was an opportunity to explain] that things aren’t exactly like they think. It gave me the 
opportunity to show this video that discusses Candomblé and why and how they respect nature. Then they 
understood. I believe it demystified in some way or another this idea a bit that “This is Macumba! [an 
Afro-Brazilian religion involving syncretistic elements, often referred to by outsiders as 
witchcraft] This is not good! And this and that...” I also managed to explain that there are many 
evangelic people that go to the nature protection areas to make holy bonfires in the woods, laying waste to the 
woods. Then I said “Who is actually affecting [nature] more?” I believe at least they managed to become a 
bit less intolerant. But you see, religious intolerance is something that makes me really angry. (S10-
09092009) 

The practices of these teachers can be seen to be much more located in the pedagogical and social 
processes than in the curricular subjects per se. For example, in the same focus group discussion, 
another teacher affirmed the need for intervening in daily exclusionary situations in the classroom 
and school. She explained how she would do this when she worked in groups in the classroom. 
Based on the perception of exclusion of one pupil in her classroom, she consciously used a 
different strategy for group work:    
  
                                                            
231 “The Color of Culture” is a government/NGO partnership training program (see Appendix VI). 
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[W]hen I say, “OK, we are going to work in groups,” there are always these pupils who do not want to work 
with certain other pupils [...] Then I jump in, saying “I want one group here with Maila, another group here 
with so-and-so,” [...] [so as] not to have this random division of groups. Then, at another moment I said 
“OK, now we are going to choose pairs.” When they’re choosing pairs and start up with, “Aww, I do not 
want to work with Maila.” Then I interfere immediately “Why is that?” “Aw, teacher I don’t want to!” 
Then I say, “I did not say that you need to like it, I’m not saying you need to be friends for the rest of your 
life, I’m just asking you to do this assignment together. Imagine that you have a job interview and you turn 
up, you do not know anybody, and you need to work on something with someone. Would you do it alone? I 
would say that you do not deserve to work with me, because you can’t work in a team, and this and that… 
(S10-09092009)  

        
In this statement the teacher reacts to the widespread idea that children do not discriminate and she 
counteracts the widespread downplay of jokes and teasing between kids. In the next quote she 
explains the rationale behind her pedagogical practice:  
 

I believe we should work on it [racism, exclusion] at base level – every time you see a situation in the 
classroom, the sooner you can have a conversation about this the better. Because, in fact, that’s what it is 
about, isn’t it? [...] You talk about it and solve it. That should be the logics, shouldn’t it? But this 
unfortunately does not happen very often. I think we should make this happen more. Because oftentimes you 
hear for example “Aw… I don’t want to stand behind him..!” [...] Often we do not perceive these kinds of 
things. [...] I once commented on this in a teacher meeting and then another teacher started like “Oh no, I 
immediately assign the groups, so these kinds of things can’t happen.” Then I said “But you should not only 
put together the groups, you should stop this from happening! [...] you should make the pupils understand 
that there is no reason for excluding other pupils. Because in fact it is not only working in groups you want to 
teach them, that’s not the only thing. The message is also that they should not discriminate each other! (S10-
09092009)            

 
These accounts are an example of how some actors in the school, instead of referring to prejudice 
among the pupils as factor that frustrates the development of pedagogical practices related to Law 
10.639, use observations with regard to exclusionary processes in the school context as 
opportunities to work toward education in which all pupils feel recognized and valued. Accordingly, 
low self-esteem and difficulties regarding recognition of the (Afro-Brazilian) identity among pupils, 
in the view of these actors, indeed show the need for working on the issues covered by Law 10.639. 
Hence, the idea was expressed that working on strengthening the (Afro-Brazilian) identity of pupils 
could stimulate the further development of educational practices concerning ethnicity/race (some 
observations made during fieldwork visits conducted in schools in other municipalities confirm the 
same rationale, see photos in Figure 6.4 below). Accordingly, these actors did express an idea on 
their role as professional educator regarding this “problem,” although often doing so indirectly. 
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Figure 6.4  Images of the final presentation of the Afro-Brazilian identity project made 
during fieldwork visit to state school in the municipality of Caxías, Rio de 
Janeiro, October 2008 
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6.3.4 Factors Explaining Responses in the School 

While a majority of the teachers and the pedagogical/management team in School 10 confirmed 
that the school worked with Law 10.639, besides the celebration of National Black Consciousness 
Day, not much continuity on institution-wide work on the issue was observed within the school. 
Regarding the recontextualization of Law 10.639 in the school, it can be stated that at some specific 
moments, in specific ways, and guided by individual actors, transformative practices with regard to 
ethnicity/race issues took place. While critical reflection on the need to (also) revise educational 
contents did exist, when actors reflected on their own pedagogical practices, in most accounts 
actions mainly took place in the pedagogical and social processes in the school.  
 Considering the fact that in School 10 at specific moments, in specific ways, guided by 
individual actors, transformative practices concerning ethnicity/race issues seemed to take place, the 
question arose what the factors were that positively and negatively influenced the development of 
other pedagogical practices related to Law 10.639 in the school. In the surveys, interviews, and 
focus group discussions held with team members, they were asked to identify these factors. After 
identifying the “positive” and “negative” factors, the actors were asked to rank them from most 
influential to least influential. In this section I will first present the factors brought up by the 
teachers and the pedagogical/management team, and then relate these to other issues and factors I 
identified as playing part in the process of recontextualization of Law 10.639.  
 
Negative Factors  
Considering the factors that in the view of the participants negatively influenced the formation of 
pedagogical practices towards the implementation of Law 10.639 (see Tables 6.6 and 6.7), (little 
and/or lack of) knowledge and training was the most frequently mentioned factor. Lack of material/poor 
material was the issue raised second most often by teachers. Interestingly, this issue was not 
identified by the pedagogical/management team members, who in turn identified the lack of external 
institutional support. As previously mentioned, in the view of the majority of teachers and part of the 
pedagogical/management team prejudice and low self-esteem of black pupils was another issue making the 
development of work on ethnicity/race issues and Afro-Brazilian and African culture and history in 
the school and classroom difficult. In the perspective of the teachers, this was also the case with 
religious issues. Reference was made to prejudice existing among pupils and within the community 
regarding religions with an African background. The last factor mentioned by both the 
pedagogical/management team and teachers as negatively influencing the development of practices 
related to the topic of Law 10.639, was a lack of time. The heavy workload of teachers leading to a 
lack of time for dealing with and studying certain issues was mentioned. One teacher referred 
explicitly in the survey to the (poor) working conditions of teachers in Brazil, arguing that “[there is] 
a lack of time for studying, because the teacher in Brazil is badly paid and needs to work in three shifts to survive” 
(S10TAI41).          
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Table 6.4 Difficulties working with ethnicity/race issues and Afro-Brazilian  
   and African culture and history identified by School 10 teachers  

Factor No. of times 
mentioned* 

No. of times mentioned 
as most significant factor 

Little/lack of knowledge and training 12 5 
Lack of material/poor materiaal 11 6 
Prejudice/low self-esteem of black pupils 7 5 
Religious issues 7 5 
Racism/prejudice 7 3 
Other factors linked to the pupils 3 3 
Lack of time 2 1 
Lack of external institutional support 0 0 
Other232 5 2 
None 4  
Did not respond 1  
* Some teachers mentioned several factors, while others only mentioned one or none. 
Source: Questionnaires (N= 35), conducted in August 2009 

 
Table 6.5 Difficulties in working with ethnicity/race issues and Afro-Brazilian 

and African culture and history identified by the School 10 
pedagogical/management team 

Factor No. of times 
mentioned* 

No. of times mentioned 
as most significant factor 

Little/lack of knowledge and training 3 3 
Lack of external institutional support 3 1 
Lack of time 3 0 
Prejudice/low self-esteem of black pupils 2 2 
Racism/Prejudice 1 1 
Lack of (quality) material 0 0 
Religious issues 0 0 
Other factors linked to the pupils 0 0 
Other233 2 0 
None 2  
Did not respond 1  
* Some team members mentioned several factors, while others only mentioned one or none. 
Source: Interviews and questionnaires (N= 9) conducted in the period from June to September 2009 

 
Positive Factors 
Regarding the factors that positively influenced the development of pedagogical practices related to 
the implementation of Law 10.639 (see Tables 6.8 and 6.9) according to School 10 staff, it is striking 
that teachers gave most credit to working with certain educational contents. Some teachers referred to the 
use of music, arts, literature, and vocabulary (in most cases fitting in a more cultural approach), 
while other teachers mentioned “working with contents relating to (Afro) identity” (in most cases 
fitting in a more sociopolitical approach). Another positive influencing factor identified by both the 
teachers and the pedagogical/management team was the characteristics of the community around the school. 
Reference was made to the “cultural diversity,” “ethnic differences,” “racial mixing,” the “high percent of black 
pupils,” and the “realities in which the pupils live.” Moreover, teachers referred to certain working methods 
as influencing the development of pedagogical practices towards implementation of Law 10.639 in a 

                                                            
232 The category “other” consists of very general and often vague answers to the question, such as, for example “They do 
not value esthetics” (S10TI40), and “The major difficulty lies in the lack of examination of the issue” (S10TAE39).    
233 Here too the category “other” consists of very general and often vague answers to the question, such as, for 
example, “Culture gap between pupils and teachers” (S10TH48). 
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positive way. The teachers most frequently mentioned the positive influence of the annual project 
in November coinciding with National Black Consciousness Day. This factor was not mentioned by 
the pedagogical/management team. The characteristics of the (organization of) the school and its team was 
another factor mentioned by both teachers and pedagogical/management team members. While 
teachers referred to the importance of “support from the management and the pedagogical team,” the 
pedagogical/management team referred to their role in “involving the whole team” and the need for 
“democratic relations within the team” The last two positive factors identified, training and (presence of) 
material, were only mentioned by the pedagogical/management team. As previously mentioned, with 
regard to the latter factor, two members of the team made reference to the number of publications 
existing on the topics covered by Law 10.639 as (possibly) stimulating the implementation of Law 
10.639 in a positive way. The pedagogical/management team did not elaborate much on the factor 
“training,” but from other data it was inferred that for them too this is obviously a positive element 
in implementation.            
 
Table 6.6 Factors stimulating the development of pedagogical practices for 

working with ethnicity/race issues and Afro-Brazilian and African 
culture and history identified by School 10 teachers (n = 35)  

Factor No. of times 
mentioned* 

 

No. of times 
mentioned as 

most significant 
factor 

Working with certain educational content 21 8 
Characteristics of community around the school 12 10 
Certain working method 5 3 
Characteristics of school, its team & organization 3 2 
Materials 0 0 
Training 0 0 
Other234 7 6 
None 0  
Did not respond 4  
* Some teachers mentioned several factors while others only mentioned one or none. 
Source: Questionnaires (N= 35), conducted in August 2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
234 Here too the category “other” consists of very general and often vague answers to the question, such as, for 
example, “The work realized by teachers in the classroom” (S10TK42) and “It is necessary to know about differences in order to respect 
them” (S10TP43). Some of the statements fitting in this category suggest that the question may have been 
misunderstood by these actors. Some seemed to have formulated an answer in which they express their idea of the 
concept, instead of regarding what would stimulate developing work related to Law 10.639 in a positive way, regarding 
(what could be) the positive outcomes of working with the law. 
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Table 6.7 Factors stimulating the development of pedagogical practices for 
working with ethnicity/race issues and Afro-Brazilian and African 
culture and history identified by the School 10 pedagogic/ 
management team (n = 9) 

Factor No. of 
times 

mentioned
* 
 

No. of times 
mentioned 

as most 
significant 

factor 

Characteristics of community around the school 4 2 
Characteristics of school, its team & organization 3 1 
Training 3 0 
Materials 2 1 
Certain educational content 0 0 
Certain working method 0 0 
Other235 2 0 
None 0  
Did not respond 4  
* Some team members mentioned several factors, while others only mentioned one or none. 
Source: Interviews and questionnaires (N= 9) conducted in the period from June to September 2009 

When analyzing the negative and positive factors identified by the team members and analyzing 
these together with other statements, discussions, and observations, it is interesting to note that 
certain factors identified by some actors as having a negative influence, are identified by others as 
having a positive influence. This can be considered an example of how actors respond differently to 
the context and the “strategic selectivity” playing a role.     

Many actors, for example, did identify the presence of racial and religious prejudice among 
pupils in the school. Observation in the school also showed this. During data collection with the 
pupils in the classrooms I witnessed both racist jokes between pupils as well as the difficulty some 
pupils had with assuming their own ethnic/racial identity. I also observed the strong influence of 
the evangelical church(es) in the community, disseminating a prejudiced discourse on diabolism and 
black magic when referring to religions with an African background (see Figure 6.5). Interesting to 
see however, is that, while a majority mentions racial and/or religious prejudice as factors that make 
it difficult to work with the issues covered by Law 10.639, others mention the characteristics of the 
community the school served as a factor influencing the development of pedagogical practices 
concerning the issue in a positive way. In the view of the latter group, these characteristics, instead 
of being limiting factors, form “a point of departure” for developing work related to the contents of 
Law 10.639. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
235 The category “other” also consists of very general and often vague answers to the question, such as, for example, ‘the 
teachers” (S10TH44) and “support” (S10TH44).  
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Figures 6.5 Images of prejudiced discourse about African religions 
disseminated in the streets (Niterói, December 2009) 

 

 
“Only Jesus expels Exú [a force from nature/a spirit created by Olodumare, a God in Afro-
brazilian religions] from people”  
 

 
“Those who love images [of ‘gods’/spirits from African religion] love the devil” 
“Only Jesus expels devils from people” 
“Only Jesus expels Pomba Gira [a force from nature/a spirit created by Olodumare, a God in the 
Afro-brazilian religions] from people” 
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The fact that professional actors in the school position themselves differently within the context in 
which they operate can also be observed regarding other factors, such as “lack of time,” “lack of 
material” and “lack of knowledge.” Regarding the first issue, the heavy workload of teachers leading to a 
lack of time for studying certain issues was mentioned. A few actors referred to the (poor) working 
conditions of teachers in Brazil. This point was confirmed in School 10 by the fact that, although it 
is a highly qualified and experienced team, almost half of the teachers and a third of the 
pedagogical/management team also worked in other schools. Returning to this issue in informal 
conversations during the fieldwork period (in both School 10 and other schools), I perceived, 
however, that those teachers that tried to work with the issue covered by Law 10.639 were quite 
sarcastic when referring to the “lack of time” argument, stating that those team members who really 
saw the importance of working with the issue would always find a way to address it. Reference was 
then made to these other teachers as “not involving themselves,” “only doing the necessary” (S10TB40), and 
even to practicing “veiled racism” (S10TB39). In addition, some other actors active outside the school 
context, while recognizing the current poor working conditions of teachers, and the need to 
campaign for improvement, expressed the idea that some teachers also lack the will to improve 
their teaching practices. One actor, linked to the private teachers union in Rio de Janeiro, stated: 
 

The teachers suffer from thousand things and they complain... [...] and they have the right to do so. They do 
not have good working conditions, they have many pupils in the classroom, and this and that... I only see it 
like this, teachers nowadays have lost the capacity they had to change the situation in which they find 
themselves. [...] If I have a class with 40 pupils I need to find a way to make that class one of the best 
possible! [...] teachers don’t do this. (A13:22) 

 
Similar observations can be made regarding the issue of material and its quality. While the lack of 
material was the “negative factor” mentioned second most often by teachers at School 10, some 
other teachers mentioned the existence of material as one of the most positive factors. The 
pedagogical/management team also emphasized that a lot of material existed, and argued that most 
teachers simply did not search it out. Observations I made of and the data I collected from different 
actors both in and outside the schools confirm the fact that since the enactment of Law 10.639 a lot 
of material has been produced, both at national level by the Ministry of Education, and at local level 
by NGOs and university associated institutions. In some cases, however, problems seemed to exist 
in the distribution and dissemination of such works both in and between institutions and 
organizations in both the official political arena and the pedagogical arena, and within the schools.236 
Moreover, in the period of fieldwork, actors also informed me that textbooks on subjects such as 
history, geography, and Portuguese had still not been revised in line with Law 10.639. For example, 
during one of the focus groups with teachers from the first cycle, one teacher stated:  
   

I believe that the textbooks on the subjects history and geography need to be modified a lot. For example, the 
geography book starts by discussing America. It discusses the USA, then Europe, then Asia, and only when 
time permits Asia and Africa. [...] The editors will need to change their thoughts about how to edit and how 
to work on for example Africa and America and the links with Brazil. Because at the moment, in this 
regard the important focus is on the European influence. [...] But I believe that working on America and 
Africa is linked to working on the culture of our country [...]. I believe the textbook is very distorted. There 
are still many stereotypes. It is very much based on the European perspective. In fact, we have all kinds of 

                                                            
236 In their study, Souza and Croso (2007) also found that – although teachers do identify a lack of existing material – a 
lot material has been developed over the last years, both by institutions linked to national government and by non-
governmental initiatives. 
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books based on this European world vision. The history books, the natural sciences books, geography, 
Portuguese, they are all based on European knowledge. (S10-171110) 

 
While these issues in themselves relate to the (lack of) priority given to Law 10.639 outside the 
school context too, such as in the official political arena (see also discussion in Chapter 5), in School 
10 the Cor da Cultura program material disseminated by the Ministry of Education did arrive. When 
considering positive factors, working with certain educational contents was then also indicated by 
some teachers as a factor that positively influenced the development of pedagogical practices 
towards the implementation of Law 10.639. The accounts of those teachers working with the law 
show that here the material produced in the Cor da Cultura program plays a significant role in the 
development of practices concerning the issue.  

The data discussed here clearly show that while some teachers perceive “room for maneuver,” 
and take up the responsibility and of trying to transform or develop practices within their daily 
working context, a majority of the teachers and pedagogical/management team members does not 
seem to see – or does not want to see –their own capacity to (at least partly) change the situation in 
which they find themselves. It was observed that the majority of negative factors identified by the 
teachers were presented as lying outside their reach to change. 
 

6.3.5 Perceived Obstacles and Opportunities 

Four main and interrelated obstacles were identified as being at the basis of the explanation to why 
the law is recontextualized and translated in the way it is in School 10. The first obstacle is the lack 
of a school-wide ongoing project related to ethnicity/race issues. The second is the lack of 
conceptual understanding on the part of the professional team of concepts related to ethnicity/race. 
The third obstacle relates to the lack of opportunity for knowledge construction where voices of 
“minorities in power” are included. And the last obstacle is the lack of external support received in 
the school for implementation of policies. In this section these three issues will be discussed.   

Regarding the first issue, reference was already made to the lack of continuity in the 
institution-wide work on this issue within the school. This observation was confirmed by the fact 
that the issue of ethnic/racial inequality and race was not explicitly included in the school’s Political 
Pedagogic Project (PPP).237 The document does include the concepts inequality/equality and refers 
to socioeconomic exclusion and social justice (PPP S10: 6-7), although without elaborating on the 
meaning and relevance of these concepts in the school context, or linking these to other categories 
of exclusion, such as ethnicity/race and gender, and issues such as racial inequality and racism. 
Analyzing how the principles of socioeconomic exclusion and social justice are reflected in the way 
the “general objectives” and “specific objectives” are described, a more formal interpretation of 
equality of opportunities that focuses on the redistributive elements of social justice discussed in 
Chapter 2 was seen. An “equality of conditions of access and permanence of pupils” (PPP: 8) is 
promoted, while a discussion on educational processes and contents (the more recognition-related 
aspects of social justice) is left out. On the other hand, the PPP does outline stimulating “pupils’ 

                                                            
237 In 2001, the municipal secretariat in Niterói requested all schools to come up with a Political Pedagogic Project. Such 
a project is normally formulated together with representatives of the entire school community 
(pedagogical/management team, teachers, pupils, and parents and caretakers). The version of the PPP I received dated 
from 2003 (the year that Law 10.639 was approved). A few members of the pedagogical/management team assured me 
that there was a more recent version, part of which was being rewritten at the time. After requesting to see it several 
times, however, I never came to see this version. 
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understanding and valuing themselves and their social historic context”, “the development of 
critical thinking and broadening of their world vision”, and “the stimulation of participation and 
respect for differences” (PPP: 8). Combing these observations, the guiding principle for the school 
as promoted in the PPP also seems to be redistribution. For the pupils, the principle is “respect for 
differences.” Discrimination, prejudice, and racism are also not explicitly problematized by these 
actors. This should be understood as part of the strategic selective context in which actors in the 
institution operate.    

While inclusion in the PPP would have indicated that the issue is part of a broader school 
project, such projects are sometimes not put into practice. This is, for example, shown by the fact 
that after 2003, within School 10 yearly school plans were developed in which the ethnicity/race 
issue was indeed taken up more extensively. This was the case, for example, in the 2009 plan (the 
year in which I collected most of the data on this school) in which a project on “Africanity” was 
included. In the text used for the Africanity project it can be observed that part of the issues 
addressed by Law 10.639 are reflected. In the description of the purpose and objective of the 
project, discrimination is problematized, as reference is made to “the problems that involve ethnic 
cultural and religious discrimination” (see Box 6.1). In addition, it explicitly formulates the goal of 
“reject[ing] all kinds of discrimination,” and highlights the need to “analyze with [as]criterion the 
attitudes and situations that stimulate all kinds of discrimination and social injustice” (S10, Yearly 
School Plan 2009, p.5). 

Several members of the pedagogical/management team explained that the inclusion of this 
theme in the 2009 annual project (which in that way was “added” to the PPP) was the work of three 
teachers, who in 2005 followed the a Cor da Cultura training program. This group at the time shared 
their newly acquired knowledge with colleagues through in-service training sessions during the 
weekly planning meetings. However, this group’s activities seemed to have faded away. No team 
member could recall any specific contents of these sessions,238 and at the time of my fieldwork only 
one of these professionals was still working at School 10.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
238 Neither the number of meetings dedicated to this issue, nor duration of these, was indicated. 
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The lack of conceptual understanding was identified as the second factor lying at the core of the 
explanation to why in School 10 the law is implemented only by some. As the theoretical part of 
this work highlights, beliefs and knowledge (and the links between the two) play an essential role in 
the formation and transformation of strategies of action. Accordingly, when focusing on the issue 
of racial inequality and racism, it is important to understand how actors perceive, interpret, and 
understand these issues in the context in which they act and whether and how they relate these 
issues to personal experiences and lived realities of themselves or close relatives. In School 10, it 
was perceived that different ideas exist as to what racism is, and how it manifests itself in social 
relations in general, and in the school in particular. Many issues were reflected on, and practices 
were built on, based on a restricted understanding of the concepts identity, ethnicity, race, and 
racism. 

As mentioned above, when the teachers were asked in the survey to identify the factors that 
in their view influenced the development of pedagogical practices related to Law 10.639 in a 
negative way, several teachers identified racism and/or prejudice as one of these. However, when I 
asked the teachers and pedagogical/management team members in the focus groups and interviews 
to reflect on the existence of racism in the school, it seemed that actors had very different 
understandings of what racism entails. As already referred to above, while a few team members 
confirmed that racism existed in the school, half of these explicitly referred to it only as being a 
problem of and/or between pupils, and an issue linked to low self-esteem. In this quote from a 
focus group discussion with teachers from the first cycle of primary education, this interpretation is 
illustrated: 
 

Box 6.1  Purpose and objective of the School 10 Africanity project  
 
PURPOSE:  
Provide the pupils with a repertoire regarding the ethnic/cultural plurality, through the 
analytic and critical treatment of information regarding the collective memory. Advantage 
could be taken of elements that provide necessities present for the construction of individual 
and collective sociocultural identities. In that way, the problems that involve ethnic, cultural 
and religious discrimination can be brought to light as part of learning and growing in/of the 
school community.     
 
OBJECTIVE: 

- Learn about the diversity of the ethnic cultural patrimony of Brazil. 
- Recognize the qualities of the own culture, critically valuing them, enriching the 

experience as a citizen. 
- Reject all kinds of discrimination based on racial/ethnic differences, social class, 

religion, gender, and other individual or social characteristics. 
- Value the diverse cultures present in the formation of the Brazilian people, 

recognizing their contribution in the process of construction of the Brazilian identity. 
- Value the peaceful and creative nature of different components of cultural diversity.  
- Analyze with as criteria the attitudes and situations that stimulate all kinds of 

discrimination and social injustice. 
-  

Source: Yearly School Plan 2009, School 10, p. 5  
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Teacher 1: [...] I do not see this conflict a lot in the group. What I see is… that they eew... they do not 
recognize themselves. For example [when I say] “OK, let’s draw a girl” [...] or when I ask them to draw a 
self-portrait, they do not portray themselves as black. Some of them, being black, even draw themselves with 
blond hair. This happens a lot. 
[several teachers talking at the same time] 
Teacher 2: She [another pupil] was working on the Africanity project, but she had trouble drawing 
herself as a black girl. 
Teacher 3: Yes, the hair they draw like … ooooh!    
[several teachers talking at the same time] 
Teacher 2: But some draw blacks with blue eyes. 
Teacher 3: Exactly! 
Teacher 1: Yes, it is this stereotype to do with [being] white. But… 
Teacher 2: Among themselves they don’t... 
Teacher 1: Neither do I see this conflict among them, no. (S10-171110) 

 
The divergent understandings and the discussions that emerged regarding the meaning of racism 
during the focus group discussions illustrate the lack of conceptualization of the issue of ethnicity, 
race, identity, and racism. This lack of conceptual understanding partly explains why ethnicity/race 
issues were not problematized in a critical way, and why the team members identify it as something 
that is not related to their own role as a person and a professional. Accordingly, racism within the 
team or between team members and pupils was not identified by the pedagogical/management 
team when I asked about it explicitly. Only two teachers referred to team-related racism when I 
asked them to identify factors that make the development of work related to Law 10.639 difficult.239  
The tendency to attribute prejudice and racism to the “other” is a widely encountered phenomenon, 
both in Brazil and across the globe (see also Essed, 1991, Van Dijk, 1998). In any case, in Brazil, 
based on findings collected in studies conducted since the 1980’s240 this is often referred to as 
“racismo a Brasileira” (a Brazilian kind of racism). Since the 1980’s, several studies conducted in Brazil 
have confirmed the trend of citizens (both black and white) affirming the existence of racism in 
society, yet denying their own (implicit) involvement in (ethnic/racial) exclusionary practices, 
and/or situations and structures (as victim and/or offender). A result of this is that – since the 
underlying prejudice/racism goes unquestioned – the victim, in this case the black pupil, is blamed 
for his or her own exclusion (“They do not recognize themselves”). This blaming is what implicitly 
happened in conversations like the one quoted above. Munanga (2009: 16), a Brazilian scholar 
known for his writings on racism, therefore refers to Brazilian racism as a perfect crime: “Our 
racism is like a perfect crime because the victim is held responsible for racist exclusion and those 
who act racist do not have a problem.”  

In focus group discussions like the one cited above, it also became clear that ethnicity/race 
and racism were not issues normally debated in the team. At times the debate, organized in the 

                                                            
239 As already cited above, they mentioned the “veiled racism of some colleagues” (S10TB39), and “encountering prejudice and 
[teachers]  being unprepared to deal with differences” (S10TP40). 
240 In a study conducted in São Paulo in 1988, 97% of interviewees confirmed not being prejudiced, while 98% of the 
97% stated they knew other people (often close relatives) who were prejudiced. In that sense this confirms that almost 
all Brazilians seem to consider Brazil to be “an island of racial democracy, surrounded by racists” (Schwarcz, 1998). 
Similar conclusions were drawn in a study conducted by the Brazilian newspaper Folha de Sao Paulo in 1995, which was 
repeated in 2008. While 87% of interviewees confirmed that prejudice against blacks in the country existed in 1995, only 
10% found that they themselves held some prejudice to a degree. In 2008 the percentages were 91% and 3% 
respectively.  
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context of the research, functioned as a space for negotiation of meaning, knowledge construction, 
and experience sharing on the issue of racism. The following fragment illustrates how of the 
definition of the concept was sought in a conversation between four teachers. When I asked these 
first-grade teachers whether they identified racism in the school, the following discussion took place:  
 
            Teacher 1: Real racism I haven’t seen yet.  

Teacher 2: I believe they never… I believe the majority here is black, isn’t it? 
Teacher 1: Although the kids jokes, but serious... serious things I do not believe…  
Teacher 3: Six-year-old kids, indeed... indeed... Besides already feeling ashamed of their color, which is 
                   the result of discrimination because of their hair etc… 
Teacher 1: But that is their own prejudice, isn’t it? 
[several teachers talking at the same time] [...] 
Teacher 3: Independently of having themselves... having straight hair or not, they tease their classmates 
                   with curly hair.   
Teacher 4: Indeed!  
Teacher 2: That’s it.   
Teacher 1: That’s a form of prejudice. 
Teacher 2: It is...     
Teacher 1: But... 
Teacher 2: They… 
Teacher 1: It is between them! 
Teacher 2: Exactly! It isn’t the white pupils [discriminating] against the black ones, it’s the black 
                   pupils, yes! 
[several teachers talking at the same time]  
Teacher 1: Yes, it is a lack of them recognizing themselves. They do not recognize themselves. 
Teacher 1: That’s it. 
Teacher 1: When you ask “What is your color?” they do not say white. They say “moreninho,” or 
                  “mulatinho,” or whatever. 
Teacher 2: Brown… 
Teacher 1: Yes, brown. 
Teacher 2: They do not recognize themselves. [...] 
Teacher 3: I do not believe that this is only the prejudice against themselves. This also exists in the … 
                   even more in this age, when they are already forming their identity, they will [come to] 
                   recognize themselves or not. But this also comes from people that are not black. 
Teacher 1: OK. But it is also what they see. For example when they switch on the television, they see  

                             “malhação” [a popular television comedy], the main actress ...  
Teacher 2: They do not see themselves [represented] 
Teacher 1: She [the lead actress] is white and has straight hair, or a bit wavy. But she is white. 
Teacher 5: It’s not just the lead actress, it’s the majority. 
[several teachers talking at the same time]  
Teacher 1: She [the main actress] has nothing that represents them, so… 
Teacher 5: They do not see themselves [represented] there. 
Teacher 2: Yes. 
Teacher 5: The black actor is the servant. (S10-260809) 

 
This fragment shows how the meaning of the concept racism is negotiated and constructed (in this 
conversation it was a negotiation between four white female teachers and a black male teacher, 
Teacher 3). Analyzing this discussion it can be seen that it is the input from the black teacher that 
brings the discussion to another level: a level in which racism is not only seen as something 
happening in and between individuals, but as a pattern of behaviors and expressions that should be 
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understood as part of a social structure in which white – and being white – is valued positively, 
while black – and being black – is not valued (and may even be problematized). Interesting as well is 
the observation that after such a critical turn in the discussion, due to input from one of the team 
members, other teachers started to reflect on what this means for their pedagogical practices and 
their role as educators.  
The discussion continues:  
 

Teacher 3: It was on purpose that I gave the example of the younger pupils, because it is exactly what 
          you are stating here: it [prejudice] is created through the television or even by their own 
                    parents, neighbors etc…      
Teacher 5: That’s true. 
Teacher 3: A six or seven-year-old kid does not have the maturity, the badness to be prejudiced by 
                    themselves. I believe it is produced by…   
[several teachers talking at the same time]  
Teacher 5: It comes through what they hear and see in other places. 
Teacher 4: That’s right. 
Teacher 5: Recently I watched a video where a teacher did an experiment with a group of pupils and  

          black dolls. What she did? She had several black and white dolls and none of the kids –  
                                certainly not the black ones – took the black dolls. They took the white ones to play with. 
                                [...] Market research was also done in this regard, because the production of black dolls  

                    only started recently. And it was confirmed that there is not a lot of acceptance.     
Teacher 1: Even when you ask them to paint, they do not paint themselves as being black. 
Teacher 2: No they don’t. [...] They don’t paint the figure black, with dark hair. 
Teacher 1: They draw blond… 
Teacher 2: Blond with blue eyes. 
Teacher 5: I sincerely have difficulties in working with this [...] One kid for example said “I am not 
         black, teacher. Look here, I’m not black. She is black, I’m not.” So, how should we work 
                   with this? “No! You are black!” How could we contribute towards these kids accepting 
                   themselves as black?  
Teacher 2: Yes, I have this in my classroom as well. 
Teacher 1: You should also be careful of how you put it, because the parents… 
Teacher 5: Yes, imagine! Then the pupil comes home “Oooh the teacher called me black!”  
                                                                                                                                   (S10-260809) 

 
This discussion shows that the observed prejudice and non-recognition of and between black pupils 
was linked to a broader problematization of the issue. This approach contrasts with what was heard 
in another discussion with teachers from the first cycle of primary education (S10:171110) cited in 
earlier in this section, where the issue of low self-esteem was instead simply presented as being 
“their problem.” Many questions remain unanswered in this last discussion, although the 
problematization did touch slightly on the role of the teacher in this regard. Accordingly, these were 
moments in which knowledge construction with regard to the issue began to take place. 
 Taking up the question of how personal background influences the way teachers in the 
school work with ethnicity/race issues, I observed that it was often input from members of the 
team that identified themselves as black, or from self-identified white members who referred to an 
intimate relationship with (a) black person(s), that presented a more critical problematization of the 
issue of racism in their institution.241 These members, being in the minority, addressed the issue of 

                                                            
241 Analysis of the surveys and the interviews conducted at School 10 show that the majority of the actors with a 
positive opinion regarding the law identified themselves as black or brown (62%). A further 27.3 percent identified 



201 
 

racism not only as an individual problem, but in the first place as a societal and institutional 
problem. Consequently, they expressed a more critical sociopolitical interpretation of Law 10.639 
and recognized their individual agency and need to act upon it. 

The theoretical discussion in Chapter 2 helps to explain the observation made above 
regarding the personal involvement with racism of those team members that at some moments 
provoked a more critical discussion in the group. Theory on beliefs points to the fact that beliefs 
have a strong affective and evaluative component, as they are often linked to experiences lived by 
the individual (Nespor, 1987). Beliefs guide perceptions and “color” subsequent experiences. Based 
on the theoretical framework it can be argued that, in a societal context dominated by the doctrine 
of the racial democracy, and by an institutional context characterized by a lack of support and 
training on the issue, it is much more improbable that members who have never suffered from 
racism themselves – or who do not have an intimate relation with an individual that has suffered 
this form of exclusion – will understand what racism is, and recognize its dynamics in daily 
situations and practices. This lack of understanding leads to a non-critical problematization of the 
issue, and to a non-recognition of the personal influence. As an example it is interesting to recall the 
quote from a focus group discussion between teachers from the second cycle in which one teacher 
advocated for the principle of loving thy neighbor (see quote from discussion S10-09092009 in section 
6.3.3), and to share the reaction to this statement of another (black female) team member (Teacher 
2). In response to the words of one teacher (Teacher 1) who – acting based on the principle of 
“amor ão proximo” – expressed not being able “to see a difference,” this second teacher deconstructs the 
idea that “we are equal” and that no racism exists. By giving an example from her personal daily life, 
she shows that differences exist because people are treated differently:  
 

Teacher 2: This is human behavior, don’t you see that?! That is the damn free will, “I simply do not 
                   want to like you!”  
Teacher 1: This is really difficult for me to understand. 
Teacher 2: There is no philosophical argument in there you see? “I do not want… I do not like …  

                              and that’s it! There is no argument that will make me like it, because I just don’t like it.  
                              They gave me the right to not like something.” Do you see? Moreover, “Besides giving me  
                              the right not to like it, I have the right to fight [campaign] for something, but if I do not  
                              want to do that, if I want to do nothing, that’s ok as well.”   

Teacher 1: But I see it like that: if you want to fight for some kind of ideal, or if you have a personal 
                  argument, that is one thing. But when it is about social issues or about color... I do not 
                  understand it, because I do not see...    
Teacher 2: But that’s the point! In fact, we never fight directly about social issues or about color. We 

                      fight for other things... But we put these issues in the “cake” as well, you see? For  
                               example, I enter a shop and the girl does not attend me. She will just say that she did not  
                               help me because she did not see me “Oh… I’m sorry, there was another person before  
                               you...” It was simply not my turn. You see? She won’t say that she did not want to attend  
                              me. Won’t she? In that way humans really lie to themselves because they think up motives  
                             that do not exist just to justify their own attitudes. (S10-09092009) 
   
This quote is an example of two teachers having two different approaches to working with 
ethnicity/race issues. As shown in earlier quotes, one of them (Teacher 2), based on her 

                                                                                                                                                                                              
themselves as white, 3 percent as yellow, and 3 percent as indigenous. The remainder did not identify their ethnic/racial 
identity. All the professionals who openly expressed a negative opinion about the law identified themselves as white. Of 
those professionals that expressed having an ambivalent opinion regarding the law, 63 percent identified themselves as 
white, 13 percent as black, and 25 percent as brown. 
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understanding of (and experience with) racist and other exclusionary practices, advocates the 
deconstruction of certain exclusionary attitudes, thereby making good use of daily interactions 
between people. Teacher 1, in turn, seems not to get the point. Based on her principle of “amor ao 
proximo,” she says not to understand how she should work with ethnicity/race issues. As this last 
quote also illustrates, it is a fact that, at these moments in the debate, the members that expressed a 
more critical understanding of Law 10.639 and related issues often shared experiences with racism 
that they themselves or close relatives had gone through.  

The theoretical framework highlighted, however, that, even without personal experience of 
an issue, it is possible to change beliefs, and to become conscious about and reflect on them. 
However, this process needs both agency and contextual support. While the political, structural, and 
institutional responsibilities for support should be highlighted – for example in providing teacher 
training in which knowledge is offered that somehow links up or resonates with already existing 
beliefs, here too individual (and professional) responsibility also in part exists; within the structural 
limits offered by contexts actors themselves are also responsible for (the development of) their 
thinking and acting. While recognizing the factors identified by the professional actors in the school 
– such as difficulty in accessing material, information, support, and training – the acquisition of new 
knowledge and the formation and transformation of beliefs and practices to great extent also 
depends on individuals and their willingness to reflect on their own thinking and acting (Essed, 
1991).        

Based on the findings, a third obstacle for implementation of Law 10.639 was identified: a 
lack of room for knowledge construction in which voices of “minorities in power” are included. 
The fact that most critical views were expressed in individual interviews – or in the focus groups 
when the official meeting had ended and a small group of professionals remained – could also be a 
sign that the more critical team members hesitated to express themselves and share their views and 
experiences with all their colleagues. Although I did not witness dynamics of exclusion between 
colleagues in School 10, the marginalization of critical team members in the school context was a 
recurrent issue among teachers from other schools with whom I had the opportunity to speak 
during my fieldwork period. In some cases the constant battle these individuals had to wage to get 
their issues on the institutional agenda even had them deciding to resign and apply for a position at 
another school. However, considering many teachers’ and team members’ positive evaluation of the 
discussions taking place in the context of this research, it may be expected that the creation of more 
room for and stimulation of input, also from actors outside the school such as local social 
movements, would help to develop the conceptualizations concerning ethnicity/race and racism, 
and consequently strengthen implementation related to Law 10.639 in the school context.   

This expectation is connected to the last main obstacle, which was already extensively 
discussed in Chapter 5: the lack of support and input from and monitoring by actors outside the 
institutional space of the school regarding the implementation of Law 10.639. A few past initiatives 
of state and municipal institutions linked to the official political arena were mentioned in School 10, 
but these were experienced as irregular and depending on enthusiastic individuals.  
 

6.4 Concluding 

The intention of this chapter was to shed light on the question of how the new policy discourse is 
received and recontextualized at the school level, and what conditions contribute to its effective 
implementation. In order to answer this question, the main focus was on the discussion of data 
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collected on one school (School 10). Three issues were highlighted: the contextual factors that 
affect the enactments related to Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directive 0003/2004 (empirical 
question b1); the ways in which members of the pedagogical/management team and teachers 
acknowledge and translate the content of these two legal instruments (empirical question b2); and 
the influence of personal background on the ways teachers approach ethnicity/race issues in the 
school context (empirical question b3). 

As was found in Chapter 5, many actors in the official political arena ultimately held actors 
in the school responsible for implementation of the law. The intention of this chapter was to gain 
insight into how in the school discourses concerning ethnicity/race were constructed, shared, and 
used in the development of individual and joint strategies of actors regarding the implementation of 
Law 10.639 and Curriculum Directive 003/2004. Based on the analysis of collected data, I argue 
that instead of one joint response, within the case school, several responses to Law 10.639 existed. 
Working with ethnicity/race issues was clearly not integrated in the daily agenda of the professional 
team. Besides the school-wide project in November (the celebration of National Black 
Consciousness Day), only a few team members said they took the contents of the law into account 
in planning their daily activities. Data analysis shows that the processes whereby the law was 
translated into problems and issues at School 10 had a non-systematic, non-integrated, irregular, and 
individual character. This analysis corresponds with observations made by some actors outside the 
school context (Chapter 5).  

Different interpretations of the law were also salient at the school level. In that sense, 
fieldwork in the schools was marked by similar observations made in the official political arena and 
in the civil society arena (discussed in Chapters 4 and 5). While although in a few cases the 
sociopolitical aspects involved in (working with) ethnicity/race issues were sometimes considered in 
implementing the law, problematizing dominant ideas, attitudes, and educational contents, and 
recognizing the need of revision of these, the majority of the interpretations of the law had a non-
critical, cultural character. When referring to the daily practices in the school, inequalities, lived 
realities of racism, and underlying power issues were recognized only by a few staff members. A 
majority of interpretations emphasized the cultural elements of Law 10.639, building on a restricted 
understanding of the concepts culture, ethnicity, race, and racism. In these approaches, the root of 
the “conflict” was viewed as a misunderstanding of differences, based on a lack of knowledge – 
something that in the view of the actors could be overcome by teaching about “them” (African and 
Afro-Brazilian related culture and history). It was perceived that in the school the “respect for 
differences” approach was often accompanied by a depoliticization of educational contexts, actors, 
and processes. Education institutions and processes were considered “neutral,” meaning not linked 
to power structures and struggles in Brazilian society. In sum, the core of the problem (and essence 
of the rationale behind Law 10.639 as described in the Curriculum Directives), which is the 
existence of racism in education and in broader society, often went unrecognized.  

When questioning how members of the pedagogical/management team and teachers in the 
school acknowledge and translate Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directive 003/2004, it can be 
concluded that a lot of (direct and indirect) contestation with regard to the legal instruments exists 
among the professionals. Contestation lay mainly in the non-critical and superficial interpretation of 
the proposal. Preference was given to a hierarchical understanding of knowledge and the more 
instrumental parts of the curriculum. Moreover, a majority of those actors who confirmed the 
transformative potential of the legal instruments seemed to be cautious to go against the 
mainstream. The frame of Law 10.639 was expressed by some individuals only in the discussions in 
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small groups, and in some of the surveys. This perceived “caution” to touch on the issue in the 
context of the team meetings could be linked to the structural factors identified such as, the poor 
working conditions experienced by teachers – resulting in the need for professionals to “secure” 
their position within the institution (resorting to self-censorship and avoiding conflict). However, 
when expressed, support of the legal instrument was characterized by providing evidence on the 
existence of the problem of racism. Both situations in the school and individual experiences were 
mentioned, and these were related to broader processes of exclusion in society. Based on this 
evidence, explanation of the rationale and need for Law 10.639 and its possible value in the school 
context was given.  

Like in the official political arena, in the school only a few actors seemed to also know about 
the history and struggle behind Law 10.639. This relates to the point made in Chapter 4 that it is not 
always possible for individuals to understand the complexity of socially constructed inequalities 
(related to for example ethnicity/race, class, and/or gender) when these are inserted in immediate 
experiences within institutions (see Soares 2009: 86). This is partly due to ideological influences, 
present within these institutions, and discursive processes through which inequalities are legitimated 
(and others censored). In the case of School 10, the dominance of a non-critical cultural approach 
to ethnicity/race issues was characterized by, among other things, the dominant idea of non-
discrimination, an understanding of ethnicity/race issues as extracurricular supplementary contents, 
a focus on “the other,” and whiteness as norm. Accordingly, most contestations were (maybe even 
unconsciously) reproducing (elements of) the dominant discourse on Brazil as a racial democracy, 
characterized by the non-recognition of racism. These ideological influences made the translation to 
pedagogical and/or political organization, difficult. When reflecting on the factors frustrating the 
implementation of Law 10.639, actors within the school predominantly identified factors lying 
outside their ability to change. On the one hand many actors pointed to structural factors such as 
lack of institutional support, lack of training, material and educational contents that elaborate on the 
issue, while others problematized prejudice, racism, and a low self-esteem among black pupils. 
Hence, a strong tendency to “blame the victim” was perceived.  

From the perspective of the strategic-relational approach, I argue that, in order to 
understand the actions of agents, we need to understand the relationship between the agents as 
political actors and the environment (structure) in which they find themselves. The school was 
understood as part of a broader societal context. Two important aspects of this broader context are 
the struggles in the official political arena regarding the exact contents of Law 10.639, and the lack 
of institutionalization in the bodies linked to the official political arena at different levels, resulting 
on the one hand in a final legal instrument that is not very specific and easy to interpret in various 
ways and on the other in a lack of initiative from the official institutions regarding the 
implementation of the legal instruments. A legal instrument that is more specific on goals regarding 
its implementation – for example concerning subjects in which the issues should be worked on and 
provision of support and in-service training of teachers – could help in guiding recontextualization 
and translation processes of these instruments within schools. 

Various structural or contextual limiting factors were identified (see right-hand side of the 
model in Figure 6.6). A lack of or poor access to (quality) information, material, and training, and 
poor working conditions (for example due to time pressure, low salaries, and double shifts) was 
perceived. Professional actors in the school are part of a social structure in which certain practices 
are more difficult to realize, and where, through discursive selectivity, certain beliefs are shaped, 
supported, and/or given meaning, while others are not. The school is also a context characterized 
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by a density of (inter)actions in which individual professionals (such as those in the management 
team, the pedagogical coordination team, and teachers) often have to develop pedagogical practices 
ad hoc, responding to actual situations in the institution or in the classroom. A striking example is 
the teacher who experienced that certain activities in the classroom reveil pupils’ low self-esteem. 
She admitted to not knowing how to deal with this within the (busy) context of the classroom, 
where she is also confronted with many other demands. Moreover, it should be remembered that 
besides the day-to-day material conditions and varying resources present in institutions, most 
schools have hundreds of policies in circulation, of different status and reach, sometimes colliding 
or overlapping, producing contradictions, incoherence, and confusion (Ball et al., 2012: 7).  

However, as actors within the school also argued, these structural/contextual factors are 
also linked to an agency dimension (see left-hand side of the model in Figure 6.6). A majority of 
actors in the school do not interpret the legal instrument the way it was framed in the first instance. 
This lack of understanding the frame seems to be caused by a lack of (access to and search for) 
knowledge that resonates with already existing beliefs of the individual professionals, and social 
beliefs or ideologies dominant within the institution and society more broadly. In the often chaotic 
contexts of schools it is easy to rely or fall back on personal beliefs, even more so if certain beliefs 
also reside in the social belief systems and are propagated through processes of discursive selectivity 
within the institution (see Chapter 2). The outcomes of this case study confirm the assumption that 
beliefs play an important role in shaping pedagogical practices, and in structuring knowledge and 
information necessary to create these practices (see Fullan, 2007; Hay, 2002a; Nespor, 1989). 
Consequently, the alteration of beliefs is an important component of educational change (Fullan, 
2007; Nespor, 1989). However, the lack of structural support combined with the complexity of the 
issues covered by Law 10.639, and the lack of experience and training most actors have with the 
theme, created space for ambiguity and “zones of escape of meaning” (Lopes, 2005, 2006).  

Discursive selective processes within the school, through which certain knowledge was 
given value, while other knowledge was neglected, combined with a lack of contextual support 
(such as access to a clearly defined and complete legal framework, training, material, information, 
time, and financial reward for the profession), and a lack of personal experience and understanding 
of the issue, resulted in a dominant reproduction of educational practices. 

However, the data show as well that it is indeed possible to, step by step, “break the circle,” 
come to strategic action and  to change practice. Hay argues that even when actors act intuitively, 
and/or out of habit, they are assumed to be able to explicitly render their intentions and 
motivations, and come to strategic learning (2002a: 131-133). The fact that I witnessed some actors 
(during discussions, interviews, and feedback meetings), listening to other actors relating the (latent) 
problem at the root of their daily experiences in the school, shows that opportunities for change 
exist. It also demonstrates that beliefs and perceptions related to the issue can change, and that 
ambivalence regarding the issue can become the basis for developing a more critical implementation 
of Law 10.639. In this sense, these moments were perceived as the possible starting point for new 
enactment, offering confrontation with the “zones of escape of meaning” related to Law 10.639 
(Lopes 2005, 2006). 
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Figure 6.6   Actor-related factors and structure-related factors and their dialectical relation 
           in the process of receiving and translation of Law 10.639 in the school context 
 

*OPA=official political arena 
Source: Hay 2002a: 212, adapted by author  
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  7 

Conclusions 
 
This thesis centers on the question of which discourses and multi-scalar interactions influence the 
process of curriculum development with regard to ethnicity/race and education in contemporary 
Brazil. The object of study was Brazilian Law 10.639, enacted in 2003. By modifying the 1996 
Education Act (Law no. 9.394, of 1996), the objective of Law 10.639 was to recognize the 
contributions of the black population in the social, economic, and political sectors of importance 
for the history of Brazil. In sum, Law 10.639 promotes the inclusion in the official curricula of 
private and public schools for primary and secondary education of the study of the history of Africa 
and of the African population, of the resistance of blacks in Brazil, of Brazilian black culture, and of 
the role of blacks in the formation of the nation-state. 
 In analyzing the process of curriculum development (understood as initial formation and 
transformation), the focus was on understanding the process of framing “alternative” policy 
discourses concerning ethnicity/race and education, the formulation of the official policy 
instruments, and the recontextualization of the contents of these policy instruments in pedagogical 
practices and strategies. In order to deal with these issues, the study consisted of two levels of 
analysis, addressed through two sub-questions. The first sub-question concerns the process of 
agenda-setting and institutionalization. Focus here went to investigation of the discourses and 
multi-scalar interactions that explain the uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race 
and education (see Figure 7.1 below). The second sub-question addressed was the translation of 
Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives 003/2004 in schools. Here the reception and 
recontextualization of the new policy discourse at the school level was analyzed, as well as the 
conditions contributing to its effective implementation (see Figure 7.2 below).    

Based on the strategic relational approach to structure and agency (Hay, 2002a; Jessop, 
2008) I understood the nature of the relation between policy discourses and recontextualization of 
these in pedagogical practices and strategies to be dialectical. Hence, it was important to understand 
the relationship between political actors such as policymakers, social movement actors, and 
teachers, and the environment in which they operate. Ideas and discourses were considered to be 
pivotal in the relationship between agency and structure, mediating between structural factors and 
agency of individual actors and groups within the school. Based on theories of policy processes, I 
began with the idea that processes of framing, the production of policy as texts, and enactment on 
policies are three phases that interrelate and overlap. A theoretical framework was developed that 
visualizes the three main arenas involved in the process of curriculum development with regard to 
ethnicity/race and education in contemporary Brazil (see Figure 7.1). The three arenas concerned 
are the civil society arena, the official political arena, and the pedagogical arena. It was argued that in 
the civil society arena the strategies of actors are mainly focused on problem framing and 
influencing agenda-setting. In the official political arena, policy texts are negotiated and constructed. 
And in the pedagogical arena, (negotiations on) implementation regarding the policy agenda and 
recontextualization, and the translation of this agenda into pedagogical practices, takes place.  
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Figure 7.1  Theoretical framework and sub-questions part A 
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Figure 7.2   Theoretical framework and sub-questions part B 
 
                           (see Figure 7.1) 
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Hence this study emphasized the importance of looking at these three arenas and investigating 
political processes, institutional processes, and the formulation of pedagogical practices. The model 
visualizes how the three arenas and the processes of agenda-setting and implementation are 
embedded in six different contexts (ranging from the global scale of governance to the school 
context). The model was also designed to highlight the relation between and overlapping of the 
three arenas in the dialectical process between agenda-setting on ethnicity/race in education, and 
the implementation of this agenda. The assumption underlying this study was that in these 
overlapping spheres dynamic interaction and mobility between actors takes place that strengthens 
the process of agenda-setting and enactment on its outcomes. This concluding chapter returns to 
this model, its underlying theories and assumptions, drawing out conclusions regarding the research 
questions, based on analysis of the collected data.  
 
The agenda-setting process on ethnicity/race issues in Brazilian education 
Since the mid 1990’s policies began being developed that included a “race factor”. This was 
understood to be a sign of an increasing openness towards alternative discourses of parts of the 
population, and in some sectors in the official political arena, the civil society arena, and the 
pedagogical arena. In this thesis it is argued that this is the result of strategies of the Brazilian Black 
Movement in a context of increased political opportunity. To understand the discourses and multi-
scalar interactions that explain the uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race and 
education, it was considered essential to understand the frame and strategies of the actors involved. 
The Brazilian Black Movement, as an “epistemic community” (Lopes, 2006) tried to gain legitimacy, 
together with its allies in the civil society arena and the official political arena, through shaping and 
disseminating a discourse on ethnicity/race issues in society in general, and in education in 
particular. The redemocratization process since the end of the 1980’s, and the openings for 
participation at different levels of politics emerging in the neoliberal state in the 1990’s, contributed 
to transforming the relation between civil society (the Brazilian Black Movement specifically) and 
the state. These nation-wide transformations resulted in Black Movement-linked actors finding 
room to include their claims on municipal and state agendas. As a result, since 1989 – and more 
intensively so since the 1990’s – policy instruments similar to Law 10.639 have already existed at 
municipal and state levels, forming the basis for the formulation of a national law one decade later.   

From the mid-1990’s onwards, stimulated by global actors and processes of globalization 
and neoliberalization, the debate on social issues, ethnic/racial inequality and race-based policies 
internationalized. Even when building on other frames than the one proposed by the Brazilian 
Black Movement, the debate disseminated by global actors also intensified the discussion on racial 
inequality in Brazil. It was shown how a complex multi-scalar and intra-scalar process of 
strengthening and tensioning with regard to race issues emerged in conjunction with the World 
Conference Against Racism (WCAR) held in Durban in 2001. Here the Black Movement used a 
global event to present its local, regional, and national agenda. Drawing on the work of Santos 
(Santos, R.E., 2006), and Santos and Soeterik (2012), it was argued that the Durban conference 
should be understood as an example of how the Brazilian Black Movement used a “politics of 
scales” to take advantage of and create political opportunities for putting race on the agenda and 
make it a topic of debate in society. Using a “scales of politics” means more than “going beyond” 
the national, but rather working at a variety of scales (national, global, regional, and local) and 
mobilizing other actors, resources (such as financial and legal resources), and processes allocated in 
a power-scaled order (Santos & Soeterik, 2012: 184). Thus, the agenda-setting phase was influenced 
by a multi-scalar interplay of actors, events, and related processes. Figure 7.3 indicates the different 
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arenas, most important events and most active actors that influenced the agenda-setting process 
concerning ethnicity/race issues in Brazilian until the moment when Law 10.639 was passed and its 
regulation came about. 

 
Though the Black Movement was a key actor in furthering the anti-racist education agenda in 
Brazil, the effective construction of policies only became possible within a global context that 
strengthened the movement in its struggle. In Brazil, the period after the World Conference Against 
Racism was characterized by public recognition within the Brazilian official political arena of racism 
in Brazilian society. It was then also recognized that the education system played an essential role in 
reproducing racism, and could possibly play a role in combating it. Popularization and politicization 
of the issue of racial inequality and affirmative action started in this period, forcing sectors of 
society to take position regarding the legitimacy of these kinds of policies.  

Although increased political opportunities for developing race-based education policies were 
perceived, this study also shows the tensions and conflicting interests concerning the construction 
of such policies that still exist. While the Black Movement debated on how best to cooperate and 
negotiate with the state, conservative forces within Brazilian society frustrated and continued to 
hinder the agenda-setting process, stripping policy proposals of their transformative character. 
Looking specifically at the institutionalization and implementation of Law 10.639 and related legal 
instruments, it was found that progress and contestation was mostly expressed in the different 
interpretations of the essence and rationale of the policy. 
 Together with allied scholars and social movement actors, the Brazilian Black Movement 
constructed a frame, or an “imagined horizon” (Lopes, 2006), in which Brazilian society in general, 
and education in particular, is understood as structured through racial inequality and racism. One of 
the ideas behind Law 10.639 is to stimulate actors within the school to deconstruct these 
mechanisms, politicizing race. This politicization implies a reflection on, and revision of, 
representations of society as a whole (Soares, 2009), as well as a reflection on the involvement of all 
actors within the social dynamics of society. To comprehend the rationale behind and objective of 
Law 10.639, it is thus essential to understand the “social materiality” of race – that is, the way in 
which race as a social construct and discursive category is sustained on the level of social relations. 
This study has shown, however, that a majority of actors in both the official political arena and the 
school do not interpret Law 10.639 the way it was framed in first instance. The uneven policy 
change process concerning Law 10.639 was therefore marked by non-critical interpretations of the 
law, and neglect of (the importance of) these issues.  

Contestation to Law 10.639 and related instruments was mostly found at the discursive 
level, in the different interpretations of the (essence of) the law, and in theorizations on Brazilian 
society. Accordingly, this study confirms the idea formulated by Lopes (2005: 45) that the national 
curriculum, due to the hybridity of the related discourses, often becomes a horizon imagined by 
collective subjects articulating their relevant interests and power relations. Concerning the 
interpretations of the legal instrument, this study identified in both the official political arena and 
the pedagogical arena discourses dominated by a non-critical liberal/conservative approach to 
ethnicity/race issues. This often led to no priority or visibility being given to the institutionalization 
and implementation of the policy in political, bureaucratic, and educational processes. Powerful 
actors in the official political arena, unwilling to politicize race, still maintained an image of a Brazil 
characterized by a history of harmonious racial relations (the myth of Brazil as a racial democracy). 
The presence of racism and the racial structuring of Brazilian society were not acknowledged. 
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Inequalities were explained by referring to socioeconomic differences (sometimes referring to the 
legacy of slavery) on the one hand, and individual responsibility on the other. The own involvement 
as a person with an own ethnic/racial identity within the social dynamics (e.g., in professional 
contexts) in which ethnicity/race plays a role (hidden and implicit too) often went unrecognized. 
Hence, legal instruments, such as Law 10.639 and related curriculum directives, are referred to as 
only being designed for the black population. Accordingly, the dominant debate in the official 
political arena focused on education about different ethnic/racial groups (studying the “other” and 
“their culture”). This led to a naturalization of differences, and a reification of the concept of 
culture. In so doing, the customs and world visions of the (white) majority were often implicitly 
taken as norm and whiteness went undiscussed. In the majority of discourses expressed by highly 
positioned actors operating in the official political arena, no criticism of or engagement with power 
issues, processes of exclusion, discrimination, and racism in education was found. Lack of 
commitment and conflicting interests with regard to the agenda was observed at both national, Rio 
de Janeiro state, and Niterói municipal government levels. 

This interpretation was reflected in the process of institutionalization. When the law 
proposal finally entered the national official political arena, it remained shelved for years. Similarly, 
before enactment of Law 10.639, two essential clauses of the law proposal were vetoed. Although 
the approval of the law was long desired by Brazilian Black Movement-linked actors, many felt the 
vetoes took the backbone out of the project, as those elements were deleted which formalized the 
links between the Brazilian Black Movement, teachers, and schools regarding such matters as 
teacher training. This study has also shown that insufficient attention and resources were directed 
towards the (distribution and presentation of the) “National Curriculum Directives for the 
Education of Ethnic-Race Relations and for the Teaching of Afro-Brazilian and African History 
and Culture,”(the Curriculum Directives) written to explain in more detail the rationale and possible 
ways to implement the law. Accordingly, all these aspects contributed to the fact that the version of 
the law that was finally approved in 2003 was not specific, and could be interpreted in various ways. 
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Figure 7.3  Agenda-setting on ethnicity/race in Brazilian education, multi-scalar 
   interactions, arenas, actors, and events         
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The Process of Institutionalizing Law 10.639 
Several political and pedagogical challenges still exist with regard to institutionalizing and enacting 
the law in institutions linked to the official political arena. At the time of data collection, 
institutionalization and implementation mainly happened in separate “islands” or “appendixes” 
(such as special commissions or departments within the official political arena) and depended on 
individuals identifying themselves with the case of the Brazilian Black Movement. Within these 
“appendixes”, actors linked to the Brazilian Black Movement were often held responsible for 
promoting the further implementation related to the legal instruments. An effect of this model was 
that ethnicity/race was not worked on as a transversal issue – passing through all aspects and levels 
of the education system. Analysis of the accounts of high-positioned actors in the Ministry of 
Education and the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education showed the conscious choices 
made in this regard. The Secretariat for Continuing Education Alphabetization and Diversity 
(SECAD), at the national government level, was discussed as an example of an “appendix,” as well 
as the special diversity commissions and divisions at state and municipal government levels. This 
institutional “appendixing” of ethnicity/race issues was partly explained by the fact that powerful 
actors in the official political arena still consider it to be “an issue for blacks.”  

In addition to a lack of broader institutional support, the “appendixes” also had to cope 
with low staffing and budgets. This, combined with the relatively autonomous character, and 
instable and discontinuous relations between political institutions at different levels of 
governance,242 led to a situation in which Law 10.639 and related legal instruments were an issue on 
which no coordination existed between the various levels of government and their different 
institutions. Hence, despite the actions of some individuals, the institutionalization and 
implementation process of Law 10.639 in the bureaucratic apparatuses at national, state, and 
municipal level stagnated.  

The findings illustrate that huge political challenges still exist regarding the implementation 
and institutionalization of work related to ethnicity/race issues in Brazilian education. A 
remobilization of sectors of the Brazilian Black Movement was observed with regard to these 
challenges since the end of 2007. This remobilization resulted among other things in a document 
being presented to the Minister of education, on the basis of which the ministry published a “Plan 
for Implementation of Law 10.639” in 2009.  

The lack of coordination and communication between political players at the different 
political scales was identified as one of the important factors frustrating the institutionalization of 
Law 10.639. “Finger pointing” dynamics showed that nobody considered themselves and the 
institution or organization they worked for to be accountable for taking essential steps towards 
institutionalization of and enactments related to the law. These dynamics were observed both 
between national government, and state and local municipal governments, as well as within 
institutions (e.g., the Ministry of Education). While actors at different levels should in fact have 
played a role in order for policies like Law 10.639 to realize their transformative potential, the 
observed dynamics resulted in situations where the teachers were often held responsible for 
implementation. The stagnation of the institutionalization process led to a lack of financing, 
dissemination, and development of material, and to insufficient teacher training. Accordingly, the 
structural support needed for teachers to implement the policy seemed to be lacking. This non-
institutionalization of the law in the official political arena and its institutions at various scales was 

                                                            
242 For example the Ministry of Education, the National Education Council, and the State and Municipal Education 
Councils. 
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then found to play an important role in the lack of implementation of the law in other arenas, 
including the pedagogical arena. 

The study highlights that the Brazilian Black Movement played a central role in various 
phases of the policy change process. This was the case in the first phase identified in the process, 
the campaign against racial inequality (in education). In the phase where the proposal of Law 10.639 
circulated in the official political arena (the second phase identified in the process), Brazilian Black 
Movement-linked actors again played a central role. As shown in Figure 7.4, the same was the case 
with concern to institutional/network strengthening (Phase 4), network revitalization, and 
remobilization (Phase 5). Interestingly, in the Law 10.639 project, the Brazilian Black Movement 
assigned itself an explicit role in the phase of implementation within the pedagogical arena as well. 
This aspect was, however, one of the elements vetoed before the law passed. 
 
These conclusions highlight the value of adding a third arena – the civil society arena – to the two 
recontextualization fields (the official political arena and the pedagogical arena) identified by 
Bernstein (1996). Without this third arena, in which “alternative” pedagogic discourses are framed, 
it would have been difficult to understand the crucial role played by social movements and their 
actors in the agenda-setting process, acting inside, but at the same time also often independently of 
both the official political arena and pedagogical arena. Hence, this study shows that if the actions of 
Brazilian Black Movement-linked actors had not taken place, probably less would have happened – 
perhaps even nothing – regarding curriculum development concerning ethnicity/race issues in 
Brazil. For more profound curricular transformation to take place, a social movement is needed that 
moves between and operates within the various arenas, including the pedagogical arena. The 
Brazilian Black Movement and the multi-scalar action undertaken by this movement were essential 
to the agenda-setting process. However, analysis of the political and pedagogical processes related 
to Law 10.639, and the role of the Brazilian Black Movement therein, have shown that action from 
within the civil society arena alone is not enough to provoke more radical transformations in the 
education sector. For more widespread implementation, a broader and more profound 
institutionalization of the agenda (in this case the agenda concerning ethnicity/race and education) 
within the official political arena is needed.  
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Figure 7.4  Institutionalization of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives 003/2004: 
   arenas, actors and events 
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Reception and Recontextualization of Law 10.639 at the School Level 
The second level of reach concerned how the new policy discourse is received and recontextualized 
at the school level and what conditions contribute to its effective implementation.  

This study started from the idea that teachers – as well as other members of the pedagogical 
team in schools (such as educationists, school management, and coordinators) – are crucial agents 
in the (de)construction of mechanisms of exclusion in education. They play a fundamental role in 
counteracting ethnic/racial inequalities in education, contributing to the promotion of a more just 
society, also in an ethnic/racial sense. However, implementation processes in the school were 
considered to be in dialectical relation to processes and actors “outside” the school context, such as 
those discussed in the previous paragraphs. Based on the theoretical framework, I argued that in 
order to understand the actions of agents, we need to understand the relationship between the 
agents as political actors and the environment in which they find themselves. Pedagogical practices 
and strategies cannot be understood in isolation. Actors in their context were conceptualized as 
conscious, reflexive, and strategic, capable acting strategically, based on a strategic assessment of the 
context (Hay, 2002a: 128). Therefore, keeping the notions of strategic and discursive selectivity in 
mind, and recognizing the specific temporal and spatial constraints that operate in the school 
context, this work started from the idea that the school context never ultimately determines 
strategies. Nonetheless, I argued that strategic selectivity within the school favors certain strategies 
over others as a means towards realizing a given set of intentions or preferences (Hay, 2002a: 129).   

In the first place this study found that although a slight majority of professional actors in the 
school had heard about Law 10.639, very few team members knew about its exact contents. The 
percentage of teachers that had read the law was even smaller than the number of 
pedagogical/management team members that had read it. At the same time, a majority confirmed 
that the school worked with the contents of the law. Analysis of the accounts of these actors shows, 
however, that within the Niterói municipality school taken as a case, a majority of actors did not 
consider its transformative potential with regard to their own practices. This is interesting because 
many actors “external” to the school emphasized the responsibility schools and teachers bear with 
regard to the implementation of Law 10.639. Professional actors in the school – independent of 
their exact interpretation of the law – in turn emphasized structural and contextual factors limiting 
their agency regarding the formation and transformation of practices in the domain of 
ethnicity/race issues.     

The main factor identified which explains why the law has been recontextualized and 
translated in School 10 the way it was is the lack of understanding by the professional team of the 
concepts race and racism as used in the framing of the Brazilian Black Movement. A second factor 
concerns the absence of a school-wide ongoing project related to ethnicity/race issues.  

Most interpretations of law 10.639 in School 10 emphasized its cultural elements. This 
interpretation was often accompanied by the principle of non-discrimination, a focus on “the 
other” and whiteness as norm. Hence, on the level of practices of individual professionals in the 
school, recontextualization of the law was strongly marked by offering “additional” educational 
contents. When referring to the daily practices in the school, inequalities, lived realities of racism, 
and underlying power issues were only recognized by a few members. There was no recognition of 
the sociohistoric context in which education takes place and where identities are shaped. Education 
contexts, processes, and actors were primarily discussed as being neutral and color blind, not 
connected to differences and inequalities in society. A few actors in the school understood the 
essence of the law as being transformative, involving the entire society and all Brazilian citizens. 
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These actors indeed did problematize dominant ideas, attitudes, and educational contents, and 
recognized the need to revise them.  

As the interpretations found in School 10 reflect to a great extent the ideas dominant in 
Brazilian society, the outcomes of this case study are considered to be an example of how dominant 
societal discourses and social beliefs in the school mediate between structural factors and agency of 
individual actors and groups.  

The absence of a school-wide, ongoing project on ethnicity/race issues, going beyond the 
prescribed curriculum was identified as a factor contributing to the non-development of critical 
interpretations and transformative practices by individual professionals in the school. At 
institutional level recontextualization was mainly found in the yearly special project and celebration 
of National Black Consciousness Day. This on its turn was related to the unavailability of space for 
knowledge construction in which voices of “minorities in power” are included and, a lack of 
external support received in the school for implementing policies such as Law 10.639. 

Concerning the conditions contributing to effective implementation of Law 10.639, it was 
found that it was much more important to gain insight into how different actors face these issues, 
and use opportunities and their space for maneuver, than to consider the presence of certain 
“frustrating” or “stimulating” factors internal or external to the school. It was found that contextual 
issues such as (availability of, or access to) time, material, and knowledge were presented by some 
actors as a positive influence, while others identified these as a negative influence in working with 
Law 10.639. Hence, individual professional actors in the school were found to position themselves 
differently within the context in which they operate. While a few teachers perceived some “room 
for maneuver,” embracing the responsibility and attempting to develop or transform practices 
within their daily working context, a majority of the teachers and pedagogical/management team 
members did not seem to see – or did not want to see – their possible capacity to (at least partly) 
change the situation in which they find themselves. The majority of negative factors identified by 
the teachers were presented as lying outside their ability to change.  

However, the few alternative discourses present in the school opened discussion about the 
issue. These sometimes led to a renegotiation with regard to the concept of racism and its 
manifestations. Examples were given of how reference to Law 10.639 at specific moments triggered 
a reflection on ethnicity/race issues in the school. At such moments, the legal instrument served as 
a tool or vehicle for actors willing to work with the issue in making their point. 

The personal background of teachers influenced the way they work with ethnicity/race 
issues; the input from team members that identified themselves as black, or self-identified white 
members referring to an intimate relationship with (a) black person(s), presented more critical 
problematizations of the issue of racism in the institution.243 Being a minority, these members 
addressed the issue of racism not only as an individual problem, but primarily as a societal and 
institutional problem. Consequently, they expressed a more critical sociopolitical interpretation of 
Law 10.639, and recognized their individual agency, and the need to act on it. The theoretical 
discussion on social and personal beliefs in this thesis, helps to explain the differences perceived in 
the problematization and development of practices by team members. Beliefs are understood as 

                                                            
243 The data collected through the surveys and in the interviews at School 10 show that the majority of the actors with a 
positive opinion regarding the law identified themselves as black or brown (62%). Of the remainder, 27.3 percent 
identified themselves as white, 3 percent as yellow, and 3 percent as indigenous, while the rest did not answer the 
question on race/color identity. In addition, all professionals that openly expressed a negative opinion about the law 
identified themselves as white. Of those professionals expressing an ambivalent opinion regarding the law, 63 percent 
identified themselves as white, 13 percent as black, and 25 percent as brown. 
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having a strong affective and evaluative component, as they are often linked to experiences lived by 
the individual (Nespor, 1987). Hence they guide perceptions and “color” subsequent experiences. 
In a societal context dominated by the ideology of Brazil as a racial democracy, and an institutional 
context characterized by a lack of support and training on the issue, members who themselves 
never suffered racism or who do not have an intimate relationship with an individual who has 
suffered this form of exclusion, find it difficult to understand what racism is, and to recognize its 
dynamics in daily situations and practices. This lack of understanding leads to a non-critical 
problematization of the issue, and non-recognition of their own related role. It is interesting to 
observe that a few times – after a few critical contributions to the group discussions – some 
teachers also began to reflect on the possible meaning of Law 10.639 in their pedagogical practices 
and their role as educators. It became apparent that there are opportunities for beliefs and practices 
to change. This is in line with existing theory that highlights that it is possible to change beliefs, and 
to become conscious of and reflect on them (Pajares, 1992; Nespor, 1987). This study also 
confirmed that changing beliefs is not a process that stands alone; it needs both the will to bring 
about change and external support. 
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Figure 7.5 Reception and recontextualization of Law 10.639 and the Curriculum Directives 
        003/2004 at the school level: dialectics between contextual factors and actor 
        -related factors  
 

 
 
Concluding Remarks 

Summarizing, considering agenda-setting on ethnicity/race in education in Brazil, and the multi-
scalar and inter-scalar power struggles surrounding it, shows that although “minority issues” (such 
as ethnicity/race issues) are still often excluded from dominant agendas at various levels of 
governance, the increased inter-scalar and multi-scalar dynamics in the globalized world at the same 
time present new opportunities for these minorities to “navigate scales.” This study has shown how 
in Brazil the Brazilian Black Movement took advantage of these opportunities and succeeded in 
putting its issues on the political agenda. Moreover, this study exemplified why the process of 
curriculum development, the power-knowledge relations therein, and the “paradoxical character of 
the relation between autonomy and control” (Macedo, 2006: 103) cannot be understood when the 
process is taken to be and investigated as a top-down linear process. In the case of Law 10.639 it 
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was the Brazilian Black Movement moving “up” and “down,” operating within different arenas, 
that was the motor behind the developments. Linked to this, policy documents and instruments 
such as Law 10.639 cannot be taken as a “closed preserve of the government apparatus of policy 
making” (Ozga, in Ball et al., 2012: 2) depending for its institutionalization and implementation on 
“local characteristics” on the one hand, and on “external factors” (Fullan, 2007) on the other. Such 
a hierarchical and non-dynamic understanding of the policy process would have made it impossible 
to recognize the different arenas, actors, and factors that influenced the phases of agenda-setting, 
and the development, adjustment, and approval of the policy instruments. It would also have made 
it difficult to understand why at present Law 1.639 has been implemented in the way it has been, 
and has been implemented so modestly.  

Discursive processes and social beliefs were found to play a fundamental role in the 
enactments related to the legal instrument. Specifically where it concerns ethnicity/race issues – a 
theme that entails reflection on and revision of representations of the society as a whole – beliefs 
and discursive processes regarding ethnicity/race issues were found to play a key role in 
transforming and reproducing education related to these matters. In Brazil the ideology of a racial 
democracy was found to still serve to disseminate the idea of “social cohesion” within society. 
Thereby the discourse of the Brazilian Black Movement was – and still is – systematically withheld 
legitimization by powerful sectors in society that invest in maintaining the belief in this ideology. 
Here this study would like to recall Bernstein’s statement that “every time a discourse moves from 
one position to another, there is space in which ideology can play” (1996:47); in the process of 
policymaking, the discourse about racial inequality and racism, created by the Brazilian Black 
Movement, constantly circulated in both the civil society arena and the official policial arena. 
However, it was found that when it entered the latter arena, at various moments “ideology played,” 
and transformed the meaning of (parts of) the project to a less transformative policy. 
Hence, regarding the process of curriculum development concerning ethnicity/race and education 
in contemporary Brazil, huge political and pedagogical challenges still exist. The political challenges 
relate to the educational system, where it concerns the distribution of tasks and responsibilities, and 
the coordination and interaction between institutions at different levels of politics. The pedagogical 
challenges have to do with the need for a more explicit and profound discussion in institutions 
linked to the three identified arenas of the concepts culture, race, and racism, and their meaning in 
the context of Brazilian society and education.        

Based on these findings, the question arises where exactly change in education should start. 
Is quality in education a condition for transformation, or is transformation a condition for quality? 
Or should change come from both sides at the same time? If so, which actors and institutions bear 
what responsibility for giving impetus to this change process? And is the answer different when the 
proposed transformation concerns an “alternative agenda,” an initiative by a “minority in power”? 
This study illustrated the complexity of these issues. In the theoretical chapter the expectation was 
formulated that the process of agenda-setting and enactment on its outcomes is strengthened 
mostly in the spheres where the official political arena, the civil society arena, and the pedagogical 
arena overlap. It was assumed that in the overlap a dynamic interaction between actors existed, 
which with the actors’ mobility would facilitate the process. The data collected in this study show, 
however, that the interactions between arenas and actors were not so dynamic and reciprocal. As 
argued above, the initiatives of actors linked to the civil society arena provided the basis for the 
national law and implementation related to it. While one could refer to multi-scalar dynamics 
between different arenas in the phases in which the agenda was set, reference to a “dynamic 
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interaction” between and mobility within arenas would be misleading. Initiative and activity came 
mostly from the civil society arena, specifically from the Brazilian Black Movement. Concerning the 
phases of institutionalization and implementation, multi-scalar dynamics stagnated. It was found 
that in the phases of institutionalization and implementation, actors from the official political arena 
often pointed to actors and institutions in the pedagogical arena as responsible for this process. 
Interesting, but unsurprising considering the vetoes of the original law proposal; most of the time 
the role of the civil society arena (and specifically the Brazilian Black Movement) went unmentioned 
in this regard. At the same time, Black Movement associated actors and allies were found to be the 
ones taking the lead in local small-scale initiatives regarding implementation of the law.  

Based on the findings, I argue that in the case of constructing a curriculum that includes 
ethnicity/race issues in Brazil, both the challenges at the political level and challenges at the 
pedagogical level should be tackled at the same time. Both (transformation of) structure and agency 
should thereby be considered. First off all, political challenges need to be faced at the level of the 
national government. This study indicated the need for institutionalizing the issue in the official 
political arena at national level, specifically through the Ministry of Education. A solid presence of 
this national institution, also at state and municipal levels, could mean working with the issue at 
local level would develop further. Government-linked institutions and actors should take a more 
leading and proactive role in the process of institutionalization and implementation related to the 
law. This process will be impossible to realize, however, if the pedagogical challenge is not 
addressed too. Training on ethnicity/race issues should be developed and provided to actors both 
in the pedagogical arena and the official political arena. For implementation related to Law 10.630 
to become transformative, actors should become familiar with the frame, history, and contemporary 
reality behind the law and linked legal instrument. Moreover, actors should be stimulated and 
challenged to consider how they themselves are shaped by history, how they are involved in 
contemporary reality as a person and a professional, and how they can use their agency to change 
this reality, albeit perhaps only in part. 

Future studies should shed light on whether the more recent interventions in the policy 
process, such as the plan for implementation of Law 10.639 drawn up in 2009, helped to address 
the political challenges and set in motion a real transformative process both within the official 
political arena and the pedagogical arena. Future studies can fruitfully investigate “cases” made by 
other “minorities in power,” such as the indigenous population and women (with regard to 
education), and the relations and tensions between the demands made by various groups regarding 
other policy initiatives. Research could also provide more in-depth analysis of the micropolitical 
processes in which the different interests and forces were played out, with President Lula at the 
time approving the law, yet also signing the vetoes. While in this study the arguments were analyzed 
given at the time the vetoes were published, it would be interesting to include analysis of internal 
reports from the commissions, chambers, and the Senate, the parties involved in the process 
immediately before the vetoes were made public. Examination of such documents could clarify in 
more detail the micro-processes of discursive selectivity and negotiations related to the arguments 
given, as well as the power relations that played a role in this specific part of the process. 

This study has shown how change in education is a complex and slow process involving 
many actors linked to different arenas. While in the case of Brazil ethnic/racial inequality is still one 
of the main challenges to citizenship, it is important to emphasize that this study was also proof of 
how in the last decades Brazilian society has become more receptive to discussing the issue. As one 
participant formulated it when referring to the inclusion of race on the political agenda since the 
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late 1990’s: “It was much less than we wished for, but much more than we thought was possible ten years earlier” 
(A2:30). However, it should be remembered that even though progress has been slow, and many 
things have yet to improve, the Brazilian case can be considered an example for many other 
countries. It could be stated that the process concerning Law 10.639 is an example of the search for 
democratic answers needed to repair important ruptures in Brazilian society (Koonings, 2012: 23). 
Individual actors (in both the official political arena and the pedagogical arena) feel strengthened, as 
at present Law 10.639 represents one of the tools they can use; it is one of the laws they can refer to 
and build on in their struggle for a more racially just society.  

Focusing on a “minority issue” that was left off the Brazilian agenda on education, the study 
also relates to the broader (regional and global) agenda on education, citizenship, and development. 
In other contexts too, it is essential to critically reflect on who defines the issues on the education 
(and development) agenda, and which issues are being left out. Current globalization processes 
offer new opportunities, but also impose limits. It is still a fact that to be a “global actor” one must 
be recognized globally by other actors, cause global impacts, and be capable of engaging in dialogue 
and imposing one’s projects in environments where others are unable to. The case of the Brazilian 
Black Movement has shown that recognition also depends on the emergence and use of political 
opportunities at various scales. Globalization, and the social and technological developments 
associated with it, brought new dimensions and opportunities for social movements to organize 
themselves. This study has shown that such dynamics can have a positive influence on political 
development on other scales. Analyzing the process of agenda-setting concerning Law 10.639 
shows how entities within the Black Movement, being a movement “confined” to the local or 
national scale, “learned to manipulate and use the scalar organization of power games” (Santos & 
Soeterik, 2012: 184). In this case globalization also clearly offered opportunities. However, in 
processes of globalization, remaining power structures and related dominant discourses – such as 
those that disseminate non-critical cultural interpretation of social justice (in education) – are also 
strengthened by powerful actors, thereby frustrating the development of “alternative” agendas and 
more profound transformations in various countries.  

The Brazilian case should be understood within its regional context, where in the last thirty 
years citizenship has increasingly been presented as a theme related to development (Koonings, 
2012: 22). The same applies to education. The case of the Brazilian Black Movement fits a wider 
pattern in which a strong consciousness about rights exists among the non-privileged groups in 
Latin America, on the basis of which at present the state and politicians are actively questioned. 
Accordingly it is concluded that, even considering the many major challenges still existing regarding 
structural inequalities in Brazil, the country has made great strides compared to many other 
countries in putting the issue of ethnic/racial inequality on the agenda. Although many challenges 
remain in this regard, the discussion in certain sectors of society is much more evolved in Brazil 
than in many other countries. In future studies it would therefore also be interesting to compare the 
Brazilian case with developments elsewhere. It is hypothesized that such a comparison in many 
cases would emphasize the fact that Brazil could serve as inspiration for other countries.      

Huge challenges concerning citizenship, democracy, and participation still exist in Brazil. 
Regarding political challenges, the history of Brazil as an elite society needs to be highlighted. The 
recent huge mass protests in the streets of several state capitals around the country show how many 
– especially young – Brazilian citizens still feel frustrated within their own country, one which so 
strongly disseminates its “success story” in the contemporary world. They show the current 
challenges regarding the search for ways in which the different sectors of society, with their distinct 
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interest and claims, can effectively feel part of the process of nation-building, seen by many citizens 
as an “inclusive imagined community on the basis of social justice and participation” (Koonings, 
2012: 24-25). Hence, the findings of this study are in line with Koonings’s affirmation that the 
country is still far away from serving as “a paradigm for a new scientific view on development” 
(Koonings, 2012: 18).  

Concerning the search for new paradigms for inclusive development, it would be interesting 
to investigate the political (education) models in countries characterized by various forms of 
diversity that do not have a society structured along different categories of the population. As 
theories on coloniality lead us to understand, the need to have policies that focus on redistribution 
for or recognition of certain (identity) groups in the population only exists in (historically) 
profoundly disrupted systems. If people grow up in a system that recognizes everyone, and from 
birth onwards gives everyone the same chances and equal access to health, education, etc., would 
policies that approach different groups in society differently then also be needed? Investigation of 
such a different social, political, and historical context would help to formulate answers to the 
question of how to campaign simultaneously for inclusion of all citizens as well as for more 
structural changes to the system.       
 In studying a particular issue, in a particular place, in a particular time period, this book by 
necessity had to leave out many issues. Accordingly, I conclude by expressing the hope that this 
study inspires others to formulate new questions and stimulates  reflection on possible new answers 
to already existing questions, also in contexts other than the Brazilian one. 
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Appendix I Some notes on the Brazilian Education System 

Brazilian education is organized at two levels: basic education (comprising early childhood 
education, primary and secondary education, and vocational and technological education) and 
higher education (including various types of graduate and post-graduate courses). The national 
education system, as it exists today, is rooted in the 1988 Federal Constitution and in the 1996 
Education Act (Lei 9.394/96 de Diretrizes e Bases da Educação Nacional). In its chapter on education, 
the constitution (Brasil, 1988) guarantees compulsory and free primary education for all. It regards 
education as “a right that belongs to everybody; the duty of the State and of families, promoted and 
stimulated with the co-operation of society, with a view to the full development of the individual 
for the exercise of citizenship and preparation for work” (UNESCO, 2010: 2)244 Education in Brazil 
is financed with funds from both the public sector (through direct and indirect administrative 
agencies at the federal, state, and municipal levels of government) and the private sector (the latter 
charging tuition fees) (UNESCO, 2010). In 2011 the total expenditure on education in Brazil 
corresponded to 5.1 per cent of the Gross Domestic Product.245  

The 1988 Federal Constitution and the 1996 Education Act defined the basis for the 
development of the extremely decentralized education system that Brazil knows today. The 
decentralization of the system 246  should be understood in relation to wider processes of 
decentralization in the country taking place in the late 1980’s and mid 1990’s, strongly stimulated by 
global processes and actors. Accordingly, national legislation recognizes the federal system, the state 
systems of the 26 semi-autonomous self-governing states, and the education systems of education 
of the 5,564 municipalities, which are also relatively autonomous. In addition, the Federal District 
(Brasília) also has a system with the same powers and responsibilities as the states. These different 
systems are organized hierarchically, in accordance with the 1996 Education Act, but with each 
maintaining its autonomy to act within the federal agreements in effect in the country (UNESCO, 
2010).  

Important for this study is the fact that the decentralization processes gave great 
organizational autonomy to the sub-national state and municipal governments in organizing their 
educational systems. Essential is to note that where it regards public education, the municipalities, 
the states, and the Federal District are in charge of primary education, the states and the Federal 
District are accountable for secondary education, and the federal government is in charge of higher 
education. Moreover, it is necessary to highlight the fact that the 1996 Education Act also provided 
for the decentralization and autonomy of schools, which now are held responsible for drafting and 
implementing their pedagogic proposals, and managing their personnel, and material and financial 
resources (UNESCO, 2010).   

Besides determining the administrative responsibilities of the different education systems, 
the 1996 Education Act also stipulates that the Union, the states, the Federal District, and the 

                                                            
244 Amendment No. 59 to the Constitution from 2009 included a gradual shift (until 2016) to increased compulsory 
education from nine tot fourteen years, thereby also including secondary education. 
245 See http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/BRA.html  (access: 08/12/2012). 
246 In Brazil, the decentralization took place in two stages. A first stage in the decentralization process was intertwined 
with the process of redemocratization in the end of the 1980”s (UNESCO, 2005). It was in this period that municipal 
government started to become more open to interests from the urban popular sector (Melo and Rezende, 2004:42, see 
also Souza, 1997), also in the education sector. In the mid-1990’s, the globally propagated neoliberal agenda stimulated a 
second stage of decentralization (UNESCO, 2005: 23). In this second stage, from 1995 to 2002, the focus was on 
redefining the responsibilities of the Union, states and municipalities, decentralising the curriculum and the model of 
teacher training and strengthening the coordinating role of the federal state (UNESCO, 2005: 24). 
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municipalities should organize their respective school systems in collaboration, that is, in a so-called 
regime de colaboração (see 1988 Federal Constitution, Art. 211; Sari, 2009).247  
 
Table Ia  

 
 
 

Main responsibilities of different spheres of the 
Union as described in the 1996 Education Act 

(Articles 9-11, Brasil, 1996) 

 

Federal Union States Municipalities 

- Drafting the National 
Education Plan* 
- Organization of federal 
education system 
- Technical and financial 
assistance to states, Federal 
District, and municipalities 
- Drafting the National 
Curriculum Directives for 
basic education* 
- Developing education 
information and evaluation 
systems* 
- Defining general norms for 
graduate and post-graduate 
courses 
- Authorization, recognition, 
evaluation, and supervision of 
higher education courses and 
institutions belonging to the 
federal system  
  

- Organization of the state 
education system 
- Collaboration with 
municipalities in providing 
primary education 
- Defining education policies 
and plans integrating 
municipalities’ actions 
- Authorization, recognition, 
evaluation and supervision of 
higher education courses and 
institutions belonging to state 
system 
- Defining complementary 
norms for the state education 
system 
- Providing school transport 
for state school pupils  
 

   

- Organization of municipal 
education system 
- Redistributive actions 
regarding municipal schools 
- Authorization, recognition, 
evaluation and supervision of 
education institutions 
belonging to the municipal 
system** 
- Defining complementary 
norms for municipal 
education system** 
- Providing school transport 
for municipal school pupils  
 
 

 

*In collaboration with states, the Federal District, and municipalities  
**This is only a responsibility for those municipalities with their own education systems  
Source: Sari (2009: 36), adapted by the author 
 
For this study, which focuses on the implementation of Law 10.639 in primary education 
institutions, it is important to keep in mind that the 1988 Federal Constitution (Article 211, clause 4) 
reads that states and municipalities are primarily responsible for the provision of education at this 
level. States and municipalities must define forms of collaboration in order to assure the 
universalization of public primary education for all. The 1996 Education Act (Art. 10, clause 11) 
reaffirms this fact and indicates a proportional distribution of these responsibilities based on two 
criteria: the population to be served, and the financial resources available in each sphere (Sari, 2009: 
33).248 Mention should be made of the fact that in the end the Brazilian federal government is 
responsible as well, as it always has the redistributive and supplementary function in relation to the 
other entities (Sari, 2009: 34). 

With regard to financing, in addition to the 18 per cent of federal taxes reserved for 
education, each of the public educational systems is responsible for its own maintenance, 

                                                            
247 Consequently, in the case of Brazil, the concept “education systems” (sistemas de ensino) should not be confused with 
the singular concept “education system” (systema educacional) that refers to the Brazilian education system as a whole.  
248 Sari affirms however that in the process of drafting the Constitution no consensus was reached on exact division of 
responsibility. The author points out that the definition of participation of the state is vague, both in the constitution 
and in the 1996 Education Act, and can therefore be interpreted in various ways (Sari, 2009: 34). 
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administering funds, as well as providing other resources, supervision, and regulation. However, the 
federal constitution obliges local governments (states, municipalities and the federal district) to 
spend at least 25 per cent of the tax revenues income to education.249 

The federal union, besides maintaining and organizing the own education system, has the 
responsibility of coordinating national education policies and executing normative, redistributive 
and supplementary functions to guarantee the equalization of educational opportunities and a 
minimum level of quality of education (see Table Ib). The Union should basically do this through 
the provision of technical and financial assistance to the states, the Federal District, and the 
municipalities. The federal union is also tasked with the coordination of information processes and 
evaluation of education. The main institutions in, or associated with, federal government 
responsible for these tasks are the Ministry of Education (MEC), the National Institute for Studies 
and Research in Education Anísio Teixeira (Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais, 
INEP), and the National Education Council (Conselho Nacional de Educação, CNE). 

 
Table Ib Responsibilities of the Federal Union 
Tasks related to the 
coordination of national 
education policies 

Examples of programs and 
actions 

Responsible department 
in, or associated with, 
federal government  

Redistributive and 
supplementary tasks: technical 
and financial assistance  

Fund for the maintenance and 
development of basic education 
and the valuing of education 
professionals (FUNDEB, 
2007)250 
 
National Fund for the 
Development of Education 
(FNDE) programs251 
 
Other programs administered 
by MEC, such as the Plan for 
the Development of Education 
(PDE)252 

 
 
 
 
MEC 
 
 
 
MEC 
 
 
 
 
MEC 

Normative function Federal laws253 and decrees 
 
CNE (National Education 
Council) resolutions and 
advices254   

CNE 
 
 
 
CNE 

Dissemination & coordination The school census (Censo  
                                                            
249 Of this amount 60 percent must go to primary education. 
250 FUNDEB is a mechanism developed envisioning the redistribution of financial resources between the sub-national 
units, until 2007 called FUNDEF. Through FUNDEB financial resources are passed on to the state and municipal 
secretariats of education (see: http://www.fnde.gov.br/index.php/financ-fundeb access 03/03/2012). 
251 FNDE is a state body linked to MEC responsible for collecting and distributing financial resources to various 
programs and projects linked to basic education. In line with the strategies defined by MEC, the Fund distributes the 
finances to states, the Federal District, municipalities, and NGOs (FNDE, 2008, www.fnde.gov.br) (see Sari, 2009: 43).   
252 The PDE, drafted in 2007, aims to improve the quality of basic education in Brazil. The program proposes various 
programs and actions that should contribute to identifying and solving problems that directly influence Brazilian 
education. The program proposes actions and programs that should be further developed in coordination with the 
Union, the states, and the municipalities (see Brasil, 2007). The plan for the development of education is entitled 
“Reasons, Principles and Programs.” (Brasil, Ministeiro de Educacao.  
http://portal.mec.gov.br/arquivos/livro/index.htm, accessed on August 16th, 2013).    
253 Such as, for example, the federal 2003 Law 10.639. 
254 Such as, for example, Advice 003/2004 and Resolution CNE/CP 01/2004, which both regulate Law 10.639. 
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of information processes and 
evaluation 

escolar)255 
Basic education evaluation 
system (Saeb)256 
Minor Exam Brazil (Provinha 
Brasil)257 
The National Secondary 
Education Exam (Enem)258 
The National Exam for the 
Certification of Youth and 
Adult Competences (Encceja)259 
The National Higher Education 
Evaluation System (Sinaes)260 

INEP/MEC 
 
INEP/MEC 
 
INEP/MEC 
 
INEP/MEC 
 
 
INEP/MEC 
 
INEP/MEC 

 
Also relevant with regard to Law 10.639 is that, where it concerns the definition of norms and 
curricula for basic education, general aims and objectives of national education are expressed in 
specific statutory laws. The Federal Government is in charge of legislation - like developing and 
adapting the Education Act - coordinating and developing national education plans, and providing 
technical and financial assistance to the states, the Federal District, and the municipalities for the 
development of their educational systems. Moreover, Federal Government is responsible for 
assistance in providing primary education. This role of Federal Government does not exclude the 
responsibility of the local governments to – in their own areas of jurisdiction – concurrently and 
supplementarily legislate matters related to their own educational systems, provided that the federal 
legislation (the constitution and the Education Act, including amendments made to the latter) is 
respected. Moreover, local governments are responsible for defining the exact curriculum content.  
 With regard to supervision in the national government, the National Education Council is 
the primarily responsible institution, after the Ministry of Education. The national institute for 
studies and research in education Anísio Teixeira (Instituto Nacional de Estudos e Pesquisas Educacionais, 
INEP), a MEC linked institute, gathers and evaluates information on different aspects of the 
Brazilian education system. In addition, all states and the Federal District have their own education 
councils that supervise the education institutions providing primary, secondary, and lower 
vocational education in their area.  

                                                            
255 Through the yearly school census nationwide statistical data on education are gathered. INEP and the state and 
municipal secretariats of education coordinate the execution of the census, but all public and private schools are 
responsible for gathering the data. Based on the data gathered (enrollment rates) the distribution of financial resources 
through FUNDEB is decided (see: http://portal.inep.gov.br/basica-censo, accessed on March 3, 2003). 
256 Implemented in 1990, Saeb was the first national education evaluation system. Saeb consists of two complementary 
evaluations (the National Evaluation of Basic Education, Aneb, and the National Evaluation of Educational Outcomes, 
Anresc, also referred to as Prova Brazil) conducted each two years. The two evaluations consist of exams in Portuguese 
language and Mathematics. Besides, through surveys information on the socio economic situation of pupils and the 
community is collected (see http://portal.inep.gov.br/web/prova-brasil-e-saeb/prova-brasil-e-saeb, accessed on March 
2, 2012). 
257 Provinha Brasil is an little exam applied on children subscribed in the second year of primary education      in public 
schools that envisions to evaluate the level and development of literacy (see: http://portal.inep.gov.br/web/provinha-
brasil/apresentacao , accessed on March 3, 2012). 
258 Enem is an exam created by MEC in 1998. The exam is used to evaluate the quality of secondary education in the 
country. It is the biggest exam conducted in Brazil, in which 4.5 million students participate (see: 
http://portal.inep.gov.br/web/enem/sobre-o-enem, accessed on March 3, 2012).   
259 The objective of Encceja is to evaluate the abilities and competences of youngsters and adults who did not have the 
opportunity to follow formal education at the appropriate age. A certain number of points entitles participants to a 
certificate (see: http://portal.inep.gov.br/web/encceja/encceja, accessed March 2, 2012) 
260 Sinaes is an instrument created by INEP/INEP in 2004. It evaluates higher education institutions, the courses 
offered, and the student outcomes (see: http://portal.inep.gov.br/superior-sinaes, accessed March 2, 2012).   
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Appendix II Overview of  Collected Data 

Table IIa   
 

Visited organizations and institutions Official Political Arena  
(if relevant, department) 

 Location 
of 

interview 

Nr of actors 
interviewed 

Ministry of Education (MEC) 
- Gabinete do minístro 
- Secretaria de Educação Continuada Alfabetização e Diversidade (SECAD) 

Brasília   
1 
2 

Special Secretariat for the Promotion of Racial Equality Policies (SEPPIR) Brasília 2 
Fundação Cultural Palmares (FCP)  Brasília 1 
Rio the Janeiro State Secretary of Education  
- Conselho Estadual de Educação  
- Coordenadoria de Inspeção Escolar (COIE) 

Rio the 
Janeiro 

4 
1 
2 

Secretaria Municial de educação Niterói (Fundação) 
- Núcleo de diversidade Étnico racial 

Niterói  
2 

Brazilian Institute for Geography and Statistics (IBGE) Rio the 
Janeiro 

1 

 

Table IIb 
 

Visited organizations and actors Civil Society arena  
 

 Location 
of 

interview 

Number of 
actors 

interviewed 
Centro de Articulação de Populações Marginalizadas (CEAP) 
 

Rio the 
Janeiro 

1 

Instituto de Pesquisas e estudos Afro-Brasileiras (IPEAFRO)  Rio the 
Janeiro 

1 

Jornal Ìrohìn Brasília 1 
Instituto de Advocacia Racial e Ambiental (IARA) Rio the 

Janeiro 
2 

Sindicato Estadual dos Profissionais da Educação do Rio de Janeiro 
(SEPE/RJ) 

Rio the 
Janeiro 

3 

Sindicato dos professores do Rio de Janeiro (SINPRO – RJ) Rio the 
Janeiro 

1 

Action Aid Brazil  
 

Rio the 
Janeiro 

1 

UNESCO Brazil Brasília 1 
Independent activists/scholars Rio the 

Janeiro 
3 
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Table IIc 
 

Organizations and institutions pedagogical arena  
(if relevant, department) 

 Location 
of 

interview 

Number of 
actors 

interviewed 
Universidade Federal Fluminense (UFF)  
– Programa de Educação sobre o Negro na Sociedade Brasileira (PENESB) 

Niterói  
1 

Universidade de Brasília 
 

Brasília 1 

Universidade de São Carlos 
 

Rio the 
Janeiro 

1 

Universidade Estadual do Rio de Janeiro (UERJ) 
- NEAB 
- PPCOR/ LPP/ UERJ 
- Faculdade de educação  

  
1 
1 
1 

1 Rio de Janeiro state school  São 
Gonçalo 
(state Rio 
de Janeiro) 

1 

1 Rio de Janeiro state school Duque de 
Caxias 
(state Rio 
de Janeiro) 

9 

1 Rio de Janeiro state school  Niterói 1 
12 Niterói municipal schools   Niterói (see in tables 

below) 
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Table IId 
 

Participants (number and institutional role) and type and amount of data  
collected in the twelve Niterói municipal schools   

Actor 
 

School 

Pedagogical 
coordination 

Direction Secretariat Total 

School 1B 
 

1 interviewed
(1/1 professionals) 

2 interviewed
(2/2 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 3 participants
3 interviews 
0 surveys 

School 2 
 

(0/1 professionals) 1 interviewed
(1/1 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 1 participant
1 interview 
0 surveys 

School 3 3 interviewed
1 filled in survey 
(4/8 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/2 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/1 professionals) 

6 participants
5 interviews 
1 survey  

School 4 
 

1 interviewed
(1/5 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/1 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 2 participants
1 interview 
(collective interview) 
0 surveys 

School 5 2 interviewed
(2/10 professionals) 

1 interviewed
1 filled in survey 
(2/2 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/1 professional) 

5 participants
4 interviews 
1 survey 

School 6 
 

4 interviewed
(4/8 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/2 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 6 participants
5 interviews 
 (1 collective) 
o surveys 

School 7 
 

1 interviewed
 (1/6 professionals) 

2 interviewed
 (2/2 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 4 participants
(+ 1 teacher 
interviewed) 
4 interviews 
0 surveys 

School 8 
 

(0/6 professionals) 1 interviewed
 (1/2 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 1 participant
1 interview 
0 surveys 

School 9 
 

1 interviewed
2 filled in surveys 
(3/9 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/2 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 5 participants
(+ 1 teacher filled in 
survey) 
2 interviews 
3 surveys 

School 10 4 interviewed
2 filled in survey 
(6/7 professionals) 

2 interviewed
(2/2 professionals) 

1 filled in survey
(1/1 professionals) 

9 participants
6 interviews 
3 surveys  

School 11 
 

3 interviewed
(3/11 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/2 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/1 professionals) 

5 participants
4 interviews  
(1 collective) 

School 12 
 

2 filled in surveys 
(2/3 professionals) 

1 interviewed
(1/2 professionals) 

(0/1 professionals) 3 participants
1 interview 
2 surveys 

   49 participants
36 interviews 
(3 collective) 
10 surveys 
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Table IIe 
 

Participants (number and institutional role) and type and amount of data  
collected in School 10 

Actor  
 

School 

Pupils 
 

Parents  
of first 

and 
second-

year pupils 

Teachers Pedagogical 
coordination

Management Secretariat

School 10 
 

 618 
filled in 
survey 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(618/76
6 
pupils) 

83 filled in 
survey 

36 filled in survey
+ all 36 
participated in the 
session in which 
the collected data 
were presented261 
and in the focus 
group 
discussions262 
+ 22 participated 
in training and 2nd 
focus group 
discussion263  
 
 
(36/61 teachers) 

4 interviewed
2 filled in 
survey 
+ 2 members 
participated in 
focus group 
discussions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(6/7 
professionals) 

2 interviewed 
 
+ 1 member  
participated in 
focus group 
discussions  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(2/2 
professionals) 

1 filled in 
survey 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(1/1 
professionals
) 

 

  

                                                            
261 This happened for both the primary and secondary cycles on December 14, 2009. 
262 The first focus group discussions were held after the teachers filled in the questionnaires. For teacher form the first 
cycle this happened on August 26, 2009, and for teachers from the second cycle this happened on September 9, 2009. 
263 This training session, in which a specific way of working with ethnicity/race issues in the classroom was presented to 
teachers from the first cycle, was organized on November 17, 2010. The training was followed up by a focus group 
discussion. 
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Appendix III Brazilian Constitution Article 206 (1988)264  

Art. 206. O ensino será ministrado com base nos seguintes princípios: 
 
I        igualdade de condições para o acesso e permanência na escola; 
II       liberdade de aprender, ensinar, pesquisar e divulgar o pensamento, a arte e o saber; 
III   pluralismo de idéias e de concepções pedagógicas, e coexistência de instituições públicas e 
privadas de ensino; 
IV     gratuidade do ensino público em estabelecimentos oficiais; 
V   valorização dos profissionais da educação escolar, garantidos, na forma da lei, 
planos de carreira, com ingresso exclusivamente por concurso público de provas e títulos, aos das 
redes públicas; 
VI     gestão democrática do ensino público, na forma da lei; 
VII    garantia de padrão de qualidade.  
VIII  piso salarial profissional nacional para os profissionais da educação escolar pública, nos 
termos de lei federal.  
 
Parágrafo único. A lei disporá sobre as categorias de trabalhadores considerados profissionais da 
educação básica e sobre a fixação de prazo para a elaboração ou adequação de seus planos de 
carreira, no âmbito da União, dos Estados, do Distrito Federal e dos Municípios.  
(Brasil, 2007)  
 

Translation in English: 

Article 206. Education shall be provided on the basis of the following principles: 

I     equal conditions of access and permanence in school; 
II    freedom to learn, teach, research and express thought, art and knowledge; 
III  pluralism of pedagogic ideas and conceptions and coexistence of public and private teaching 
institutions; 
IV  free public education in official schools; 
V    appreciation of the value of teaching professionals, guaranteeing, in accordance with the law, 
career plans for public school teachers, with a professional minimum salary and admittance 
exclusively by means of public entrance examinations consisting of tests and presentation of 
academic and or professional credentials; 
VI   democratic administration of public education, in the manner prescribed by law; 
VII  guarantee of standards of quality. 
 

 

  

                                                            
264 Source: http://www.v-brazil.com/government/laws/titleVIII.html, accessed July 8, 2013 
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Appendix IV Resolution CNE/CP 01/2004 

CONSELHO NACIONAL DE EDUCAÇÃO/CONSELHO PLENO/DF 
RESOLUÇÃO Nº 1, de 17 de junho 2004265 
Institui Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais para a Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais e para o 
Ensino de História e Cultura Afro-Brasileira e Africana. O Presidente do Conselho Nacional de 
Educação, tendo em vista o disposto no art. 9º, § 2º, alínea “c,” da Lei nº 9.131, publicada em 25 de 
novembro de 1995, e com fundamentação no Parecer CNE/CP 3/2004, de 10 de março de 2004, 
homologado pelo Ministro da Educação em 19 de maio de 2004, e que a este se integra, resolve: 
Art. 1° A presente Resolução institui Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais para a Educação das 
Relações Étnico-Raciais e para o Ensino de História e Cultura Afro-Brasileira e Africana, a serem 
observadas pelas Instituições de ensino, que atuam nos níveis e modalidades da Educação Brasileira 
e, em especial, por Instituições que desenvolvem programas de formação inicial e continuada de 
professores. 
§ 1° As Instituições de Ensino Superior incluirão nos conteúdos de disciplinas e atividades 
curriculares dos cursos que ministram, a Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais, bem como o 
tratamento de questões e temáticas que dizem respeito aos afrodescendentes, nos termos 
explicitados no Parecer CNE/CP 3/2004. 
§ 2° O cumprimento das referidas Diretrizes Curriculares, por parte das instituições de ensino, será 
considerado na avaliação das condições de funcionamento do estabelecimento. 
Art. 2° As Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais para a Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais e para o 
Ensino de História e Cultura Afro-Brasileira e Africanas constituem-se de orientações, princípios e 
fundamentos para o planejamento, execução e avaliação da Educação, e têm por meta, promover a 
educação de cidadãos atuantes e conscientes no seio da sociedade multicultural e pluriétnica do 
Brasil, buscando relações étnico-sociais positivas, rumo à construção de nação democrática. 
§ 1° A Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais tem por objetivo a divulgação e produção de 
conhecimentos, bem como de atitudes, posturas e valores que eduquem cidadãos quanto à 
pluralidade étnico-racial, tornando-os capazes de interagir e de negociar objetivos comuns que 
garantam, a todos, respeito aos direitos legais e valorização de identidade, na busca da consolidação 
da democracia brasileira. 
§ 2º O Ensino de História e Cultura Afro-Brasileira e Africana tem por objetivo o reconhecimento e 
valorização da identidade, história e cultura dos afro-brasileiros, bem como a garantia de 
reconhecimento e igualdade de valorização das raízes africanas da nação brasileira, ao lado das 
indígenas, européias, asiáticas. 
§ 3º Caberá aos conselhos de Educação dos Estados, do Distrito Federal e dos Municípios 
desenvolver as Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais instituídas por esta Resolução, dentro do regime 
de colaboração e da autonomia de entes federativos e seus respectivos sistemas. 
Art. 3° A Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais e o estudo de História e Cultura Afro-Brasileira, e 
História e Cultura Africana será desenvolvida por meio de conteúdos, competências, atitudes e 
valores, a serem estabelecidos pelas Instituições de ensino e seus professores, com o apoio e 
supervisão dos sistemas de ensino, entidades mantenedoras e coordenações pedagógicas, atendidas 
as indicações, recomendações e diretrizes explicitadas no Parecer CNE/CP 003/2004. 

                                                            
265 CNE/CP Resolução 1/2004. Diário Oficial da União, Brasília, 22 de junho de 2004, Seção 1: 11. (Brasil, 2004c) 
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§ 1° Os sistemas de ensino e as entidades mantenedoras incentivarão e criarão condições materiais e 
financeiras, assim como proverão as escolas, professores e alunos, de material bibliográfico e de 
outros materiais didáticos necessários para a educação tratada no “caput” deste artigo. 
§ 2° As coordenações pedagógicas promoverão o aprofundamento de estudos, para que os 
professores concebam e desenvolvam unidades de estudos, projetos e programas, abrangendo os 
diferentes componentes curriculares. 
§ 3° O ensino sistemático de História e Cultura Afro-Brasileira e Africana na Educação Básica, nos 
termos da Lei 10639/2003, refere-se, em especial, aos componentes curriculares de Educação 
Artística, Literatura e História do Brasil. 
§ 4° Os sistemas de ensino incentivarão pesquisas sobre processos educativos orientados por 
valores, visões de mundo, conhecimentos afro-brasileiros, ao lado de pesquisas de mesma natureza 
junto aos povos indígenas, com o objetivo de ampliação e fortalecimento de bases teóricas para a 
educação brasileira. 
Art. 4° Os sistemas e os estabelecimentos de ensino poderão estabelecer canais de comunicação 
com grupos do Movimento Negro, grupos culturais negros, instituições formadoras de professores, 
núcleos de estudos e pesquisas, como os Núcleos de Estudos Afro-Brasileiros, com a finalidade de 
buscar subsídios e trocar experiências para planos institucionais, planos pedagógicos e projetos de 
ensino. 
Art. 5º Os sistemas de ensino tomarão providências no sentido de garantir o direito de alunos 
afrodescendentes de freqüentarem estabelecimentos de ensino de qualidade, que contenham 
instalações e equipamentos sólidos e atualizados, em cursos ministrados por professores 
competentes no domínio de conteúdos de ensino e comprometidos com a educação de negros e 
não negros, sendo capazes de corrigir posturas, atitudes, palavras que impliquem desrespeito e 
discriminação. 
Art. 6° Os órgãos colegiados dos estabelecimentos de ensino, em suas finalidades, responsabilidades 
e tarefas, incluirão o previsto o exame e encaminhamento de solução para situações de 
discriminação, buscando-se criar situações educativas para o reconhecimento, valorização e respeito 
da diversidade. 
§ Único: Os casos que caracterizem racismo serão tratados como crimes imprescritíveis e 
inafiançáveis, conforme prevê o Art. 5º, XLII da Constituição Federal de 1988. 
Art. 7º Os sistemas de ensino orientarão e supervisionarão a elaboração e edição de livros e outros 
materiais didáticos, em atendimento ao disposto no Parecer CNE/CP 003/2004. 
Art. 8º Os sistemas de ensino promoverão ampla divulgação do Parecer CNE/CP 003/2004 e dessa 
Resolução, em atividades periódicas, com a participação das redes das escolas públicas e privadas, 
de exposição, avaliação e divulgação dos êxitos e dificuldades do ensino e aprendizagens de História 
e Cultura Afro-Brasileira e Africana e da Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais. 
§ 1° Os resultados obtidos com as atividades mencionadas no caput deste artigo serão comunicados 
de forma detalhada ao Ministério da Educação, à Secretaria Especial de Promoção da Igualdade 
Racial, ao Conselho Nacional de Educação e aos respectivos Conselhos Estaduais e Municipais de 
Educação, para que encaminhem providências, que forem requeridas. 
Art. 9º Esta resolução entra em vigor na data de sua publicação, revogadas as disposições em 
contrário. 
 
Roberto Cláudio Frota Bezerra, Presidente do Conselho Nacional de Educação 
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Appendix V Overview of  the MEC Education and Ethnic/Racial Diversity Series (2003-2008)  

 

                                                            
266 One of the actors, working at SECAD in 2004-2006, confirmed that this publication belonging to the “Coleção Educação Para Todos” series was already produced and financed by 
SECAD/MEC in 2006 (A8:48). 
267 As this kit in the first instance (in 2005) was only distributed, and in 2008 only reproduced by SECAD/MEC, in my analysis I do not consider this to be a SECAD/MEC 
publication. 

Table Va            MEC/SECAD publications directly related to the implementation of Law 10.639, 2003-2008 (Brasil, 2008a) 
 
Books/other materials 

No.
first prints 

Year of 
edition 

2º Prêmio Educar para a Igualdade Racial – CEERT 11,000 2005
Políticas de Promoção da Igualdade Racial na Educação – CEERT 11,000 2005
Superando o racismo na Escola (reedição) 8,000 2005
Educação anti-racista: caminhos abertos pela Lei Federal 10.639/03 (Volume 2 da Coleção Educação para Todos – Secad/MEC) 10,000 2005
Ações Afirmativas e Combate ao Racismo nas Américas (Volume 5 da Coleção Educação para Todos – Secad/MEC) 5,000 2005
História da Educação do Negro e outras histórias (Volume 6 da Coleção Educação para Todos – Secada/MEC) 8,000 2005
Tempos de Lutas: as ações afirmativas no contexto brasileiro 2,000 2006
Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais para a Educação das Relações Étnico-raciais e para o Ensino de História e Cultura Afro-brasileira e Africa 1,000,000 2005 e 2006 
Diretrizes Curriculares Nacionais (edição e português, Inglês, francês e espanhol) 5,000 2006
Revista Quilombos 10,000 2006
Gibi Quilombos 15,000 2006
Orientações e Ações para a Educação das Relações Étnico-Raciais 54,000 2006
Dimensões da inclusão no Ensino Médio: mercado de trabalho, religiosidade e educação quilombola (Volume 9 da Coleção Educação para Todos 
– Secad/MEC) 

5,000 2006

Uma história do povo Kalunga – livro do professor (2ª edição) 5,000 2006

Uma história do povo Kalunga – livro do aluno (2ª edição) 5,000 2006
O Programa Diversidade na Universidade e a construção de uma política educacional anti-racista (Volume 29 da Coleção Educação para Todos –
Secad/MEC) 

5,000 2008266

Acesso e Permanência da População Negra no Ensino Superior (Volume 30 da Coleção Educação para Todos – Secad/MEC) 5,000 2008
Yoté, o jogo da nossa história (livro do professor, livro do aluno e tabuleiro) 7,500 2008
Estórias Quilombolas 7,500 2008
Quilombos de Minas 7,500 2008
Calendário Meu Brasil Africano, Minha África Brasileira 5,400 2006
Calendário História e Cultura Afro-brasileira e Africana – Datas para conhecer e pesquisar 30,000 2006
Kit A cor da cultura (4 livros, 4 CDs, 1 jogo) – parceria com Fundação Roberto Marinho e SEPPIR267 2,000 2006
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Appendix VI Overview of  MEC Race-Based Actions and Programs (2003-2008) 

 
Table VIa             Programs and actions directly related to the implementation of Law 10.639 in which MEC played a role, 2003-2008268 period

Program Main objectives directly related to Law 
10.39 

Year/period Role MEC Financial support 
MEC 

Outcomes 

National 
Technical 
Commission for 
Diversity and 
Issues Related to 
Education for 
Afro-Brazilians 
(CADARA)* 
 
 
*until 2005 associated 
with Setec, from 2005 
on with SECAD 

Support and strengthen implementation of 
public policies related to the ethnic/racial theme 
(until 2005 within Setec, from then on within all 
MEC). Help in 
developing/monitoring/evaluating actions 
related to implementing Law 10.639. 
From August 2008 on: Support MEC managers 
and coordinators in the implementation of 
affirmative policies in its projects and programs.  

Created in July 
2003  

7 (out of 34) members 
representatives from different 
MEC departments  

? ?

UNIAFRO Implementing Law 10.639, Resolution 01 and 
CNE advice.  
Developing specific bibliographic material 
related to ethnic/racial issues. Providing 
support for teacher-training initiatives.269 
From 2008 on there was a stronger focus on 
teacher training and the development of teaching 
material for Afro-Brazilian and African history 
and culture, and ethnic/racial relations. 

Year 2005
Year 2006 
Period 2008-
2010 

SECAD/MEC cooperation 
with NEABs.  
Financing  
(cooperation with Secretariat 
of Higher Education, SeSu)   

2005: BRL 791,925.00
 
2006: BRL 969,863.00 
 
2008: BRL 616,717.60 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Total expenditure:  
BRL 5,378,505.60 

2005: 17 education 
institutions received 
financial support 
 
2006: Number of NEABs 
increases from 37 to 66 
 
22 education institutions 
received financial support 
 
2008: 27 education 
institutions received 
financial support 

                                                            
268 Data retrieved from Brasil 2008a and Brasil 2008c and Cavalleiro (2008: 20). 
269 The biggest initiatives were the project Educadores pela diversidade (Educators for Diversity), developed by Ágere Cooperação em Advocacy e Geledes – instituto de Mulher Negra 
in 2004 and 2005, the workshops on Afro-Brazilian and African Cartography organized by the University of Brasília in 2005 and the Course Educação Africanidades Brasil (Education 
Africa Brazil) organized by the University of Brasília in 2006 (Brasil, 2008a; Brasil, 2008c).  
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“Education and 
Ethnic/Racial 
Diversity” state 
forums  
 

Liaising between various actors for the 
promotion/consolidation of affirmative public 
policies aiming to combat racism, sexism, 
discrimination, andethnic/racial inequalities. 
Incentivizing agenda-setting for implementation 
of Law 10.639 and related Directives. 

Year 2004
Year 2005 
2008 

SECAD/MEC Political 
dissemination  
  
2004-2005: co-coordination 
 
2006-2007: non-systematic 
accompaniment 
 
From October 2007 onwards: 
accompaniment/monitoring 
 
February 2008: 
accompaniment/incentivizing 

? February 2008:270

18 states hold a forum, 
(only 4 well 
disseminated/institutionali
zed) 
7 states begin organizing 
forum  

Bibliographic 
production on 
education and 
ethnic/racial 
relations and 
Afro-Brazilian and 
African history 
and culture 
- Coleção Educação 
Para Todos271 
- Educação e 
Diversidade Étnico-
Racial series272 

Production of books and material regarding 
education and ethnic-racial relations and Afro-
Brazilian and African history and culture. Give 
academic visibility to the theme/stimulate 
research on race relations and black culture in 
Brazil.  

2004-2006 
(19)273 
 
2008 (3) 

SECAD/MEC coordinated 
(in Coleção Educação Para Todos 
together with UNESCO). 
Financing (through IADB 
loan for Diversity Within the 
University program)274 

(financed through 
Diversity Within the 
University budget) 

Publication of 6 titles in 
the Coleção Educação Para 
Todos series275 
 
Publication of 16 titles in 
the Educação e Diversidade 
Étnico-Racial series 

A Cor da Cultura276 Contributing to creation of successful 
pedagogical practices that combat ethnic/racial 

Started in 2005 SECAD/MEC helped in the 
distributing the material. 

? (SECAD/MEC partly 
financed reproduction 

Training of 4,000 teachers 
in 7 different states. 

                                                            
270 Information solely from the year 2008 (the revitalization period). 
271 Collection Education For All (see also Appendix V). 
 
278 Education and Ethnic/Racial Diversity series (see also Appendix V). 
273 Five of the twenty two publications appeared in 2008, but one of the actors, working at SECAD in 2004-2006, affirms that the two publications belonging to the “Coleção Educação 
Para Todos” series were already produced and financed by SECAD/MEC in 2006 (A8:48), as such I included them in this period, leaving only three publications in 2008 (see also 
Appendix V).  
274 Data obtained during personal interview ex-civil servants SECAD/MEC and other institutions in the official political arena (A8, A9, A10) 
275 In 2008, the total collection comprised 29 publications, six of these referred to the implementation of Law 10.639. 
276 The Color of Culture 
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and gender discrimination though 
production/promotion of audiovisual material 
and teacher training.  

Financial support for 
reproduction material in 
2008277 

of material in 2008) Production of teaching 
material/information kit.  
 
2008: reproduction of 
60,000 kits.  

Training program 
Gênero e Diversidade 
na Escola (Gender 
and diversity in 
the school)  

Particicipation in design and 
execution of pilot of the 
project. 

SECAD/MEC worked 
together with the 
Special Secretariat for 
the Promotion of 
Racial Equality Policies 
(SEPPIR), the Special 
Secretariat for Womens 
Policies (SPM), the 
Secretariat of Distance 
Education 
(SEED/MEC), the 
Latin-American Centre 
for Sexuality and 
Human Rights at the 
Rio de Janeiro State 
University 
(CLAM/IMS/UERJ) 
and the British Council.

A total of 1200 education 
professionals278 from six 
different municipalities 
participated in the pilot 
project (Cavalleiro, 2008: 
68).279  
From 2008 onwards the 
course was included in the 
program of the 
Universidade Aberta do Brasil 
(UAB) (the Brazilian 
Open University). It was 
then executed at various 
public universities.  

National contest 
for the 
development of 
teaching 
material 

Stimulate the production of teaching and 
pedagogical material that aims to implement 
Law 10.639 at all levels of education. 

2006 SECAD/MEC coordinated ? (not concluded) (not concluded) Of the 
101 works received none 
was considered of enough 
quality 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                            
277  A second phase of the project took place in 2010-2011, while a third phase is envisioned to take place in 2013-2014 (SEPPIR: 
http://www.seppir.gov.br/noticias/ultimas_noticias/2013/01/lei-10-639-03-completa-uma-decada, accessed on March 30, 2013) 
278 Besides teachers,school education managers and pedagogical coordinators also participated in the program. 
279 MEC, Gênero e Diversidade na Escola, http://portal.mec.gov.br/arquivos/redediversidade/pdfs/gde.pdf, accessed on March 30, 2013. 
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Table VIb             Programs and actions directly related to the implementation of Law 10.639 developed by other Secretaries within MEC, 2003-2008280 
Secretariat Action/program Year/Period 
Secretariat of Basic Education (SEB) - Kit III from the Ethic and Citizenship Program entitled “ethnic racial 

relations and gender”  
?

Secretariat of Professional and 
Vocational Education (Setec) 

- Development of workshops for teachers, directors and pedagogical 
coordinators in the education system for the implementation of Law 
10.639 (cooperation with SECAD)   

2007 and 2008

Secretariat of Higher Education 
(SeSu) 

- UNIAFRO (cooperation with SECAD)  
Implementation of Law 10.639, resolution 01 and CNE advice.  
Development of specific bibliographic material related to ethnic/racial 
issues. Support of teacher training initiatives.281 
From 2008 on there was a stronger focus on teacher training and 
development of teaching material for Afro-Brazilian and African history 
and culture, and ethnic/racial relations. 

Year 2005
Year 2006 
Period 2008-2010 

Secretariat of Distance Education 
(Seed) 

- Distribution of 5 media productions on Afro-Brazilian history and 
culture through the TV/DVD school program to 75 million schools 
around the country  

July 2007

Secretariat of Inclusive Education 
(Seesp)282 

none -

                                                            
280 Data retrieved from Brasil 2008a and Brasil 2008c. 
281 The biggest initiatives were the project Educadores pela diversidade (Educators for Diversity), developed by Ágere Cooperação em Advocacy e Geledes – instituto de Mulher Negra in 
2004 and 2005, the workshops on Afro-Brazilian and African Cartography organized by the University of Brasília in 2005 and the Course Educação Africanidades Brasil (Education Africa 
Brazil) organized by the University of Brasília in 2006 (Brasil, 2008a; Brasil, 2008c). 
282 The Secretaria de Educação Especial focuses on education for people with special needs.  
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Appendix VII Overview of  the Household Situation and 
    Ethnic/Racial Identity of  School 10 Pupils 

Table VIIa  
Households situation and ethnic/racial identity of pupils in the regular series at School 10 

Monthly household income283 284 285 % 
Under EUR 210   
Between EUR 210 and 420   
Between EUR 420 and 630    
Between EUR 630 and 840   
Over EUR 840   
Did not respond  

15 
25 
9 
4 
4 
43 

How many rooms at home  
1 room 
2 rooms 
3 rooms 
4 or more rooms 

17 
50 
23 
10 

How many people live in the same house 
1-3 persons 
4-6 persons 
7 or more persons  

27 
65 
8 

Level of education of father/male caretaker 
No formal education 
Primary education incomplete  
Primary education complete  
Secondary education incomplete  
Secondary education complete  
Higher education incomplete  
Higher education complete  
Did not respond  

1.7 
20.7 
10 
9.1 
11.2 
0.7 
2 

44.6 
Level of education mother/female caretaker 
No formal education 
Primary education incomplete  
Primary education complete  
Secondary education incomplete  
Secondary education complete  
Higher education incomplete  
Higher education complete  
Did not respond  

0.2 
27.8 
9.3 
11.6 
12 
0.7 
2.2 
36.2 

Ethnic/racial identity 
IBGE categories 

 
self-definition  

White  
Black  
Brown  
Yellow  
Indigenous  
Did not respond  

17 
27 
43 
4 
7 
2 

Moreno  
Brown 
Black  
White  
Other286  
Did not respond  

31 
17 
13 
12 
20 
7 

                                                            
283 In the questionnaires I requested an indication of the household income by inquiring about the number of minimum 
salaries received. As in the period in which I conducted fieldwork in these schools (in 2009 and 2010) the minimum 
wage rose from BRL 465 (approximately EUR 199) to BRL 510 (approximately EUR 222), with an average wage of 
EUR 210. 
284 In grades 3 to 8 questionnaires were filled in by the students. The high number of surveys in which this item was not 
filled in indicates that many students had difficulties answering this question; observation confirmed that in most cases 
this was because they had no idea about the income of their parents. Taking this into account, in the two lowest grades, 
instead of filling in the questionnaire with pupils (who themselves were still illiterate), data were collected through 
sending a small questionnaire to the parents/caretakers of the pupils. The picture that emerged here was one of an even 
lower monthly household income: 41 percent under EUR 210, 39 percent between EUR 210 and 420, 11 percent 
between EUR 420 and 630, 7 percent between EUR 630 and 840, and 0 percent above EUR 840 (2% did not respond 
to this question). 
285 Both pupils and caretakers indicated in the questionnaire that all parents/caretakers, when they worked outside the 
home, worked mainly in informal, unqualified jobs such as cleaning, construction, and security. 
286 Only those categories were included that were mentioned by more than five pupils. 
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287 Only those categories were included that were mentioned by more than five pupils. 

Table VIIb  
Households situation and ethnic/racial identity of pupils in EJA program at School 10 
Monthly household income % 
Under EUR 210 
Between EUR 210 and 420 
Between EUR 420 and 630 
Between EUR 630 and 840 
Over EUR 840 
Did not respond  

19 
55 
14 
7 
0 
5 

How many rooms at home  
1 room 
2 rooms 
3 rooms 
4 or more rooms 
Did not respond 

37 
36 
10 
10 
7 

How many people live in the same house 
1-3 persons 
4-6 persons 
7 or more persons 
Did not respond 

60 
31 
7 
2 

Ethnic/racial identity (%) 
IBGE categories 

   
self-definition 

 
 

White  
Black  
Brown  
Yellow  
Indigenous 
Did not respond  

12 
29 
13 
5 
7 
34 

Black  
Moreno  
Dark  
White  
Brown  
Negro  
Other287 
Did not respond  

19 
14 
14 
14 
12 
10 
12 
5 
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Appendix VIII Overview of  Background Information on the School 
    10 Professional Team 

Table VIIIa  
Background information on School 10 teachers 
Education level (%) 
Secondary education  
Higher education  
Post-graduate (Master’s/specialization) course  
Doctorate  

8.6 
31.4 
57.2 
2.8 

Years working in education 
0-1 years  
1-3 years  
3-6 years  
6-10 years  
10 or more years  
Did not respond  

0 
0 

14.3 
25.7 
54.3 
5.7 

Years working at School 10 
0-1  
1-3 years  
3-6 years  
6-10 years  
10 or more years 
Did not respond  

5.7 
17.1 
48.6 
5.7 
14.3 
8.6 

Working hours per week at School 10 
16 hours or less 
17-22 hours  
23-26 hours  
27-30 hours  
31-40 hours  
Did not respond  

31.4 
51.4 
2.9 
5.7 
2.9 
5.7 

Teachers (%) who also work at another school 
65.7 

Gender  
Male                               22.9 
Female                           71.4 
Did not respond              5.7
Ethnic/racial identity  
IBGE categories 

 
self-definition 

White  
Black  
Brown  
Yellow  
Indigenous  
 

40 
15.6 
38.6 
2.9 
2.9 

 

White 
Brown  
Negro  
Mestiço  
Moreno  
Black  
Yellow 
Other288  
Did not respond 

     24.3 
12.9 
12.9 
7.1 
4.3 
4.3 
4.3 
7.1 
228 

                                     Source: Questionnaires (N= 35) conducted in August 2009 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            
288 Categories used by only one person. Examples are Mulato, European and Caucasian. 
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                                    Source: Interviews and questionnaires (N= 9)  
                                    conducted in June-September 2009 
  

                                                            
289  Concerning the issue of ethnic/racial identity, the issue of self-identification was only added later in the 
questionnaires for the teachers, therefore no data on this issue from the pedagogical/management team of School 10. 

Table VIIIb  
Background information on School 10 P/M team 
Education level (%) 
Secondary education  
Higher education  
Post-Graduate (Master’s/specialization) course  
Doctorate  
Did not respond 

11.1 
33.3 
33.3 

0 
22.3 

Years working in education 
0-1 years  
1-3 years  
3-6 years  
6-10 years  
10 or more years  
Did not respond  

0 
0 
0 
0 

66.6 
33.4 

Years working at School 10 
0-1  
1-3 years  
3-6 years  
6-10 years  
10 or more years 
Did not respond  

0 
11.1 
22.2 

0 
55.5 
11.2 

Working hours per week at School 10 
16 hours or less 
17-22 hours  
23-26 hours  
27-30 hours  
31-40 hours 

0 
44.4 

0 
0 

55.6 
Teachers (%) who also work at another school 

33.3 
Gender (%) 
Male    0                               Female   100                                     
Ethnic/racial identity289 
IBGE categories 
White  
Black  
Brown  
Yellow  
Indigenous  
Did not respond 

44.4 
11.1 
22.2 

0 
0 

22.3 
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SUMMARY 

Policy Discourses and Multi-scalar Interactions in Curriculum Development: 
Institutionalizing and Translating Ethnicity/Race Issues in Brazilian Education 
 
This book is the result of a PhD research project that questions what policy discourses and multi-
scalar interactions influence the process of curriculum development with regard to ethnicity/race 
and education in contemporary Brazil. In this project, a critical empirical analysis is made of policy 
processes regarding ethnicity/race in education. It investigates how policies with regard to 
ethnicity/race issues are formulated and framed by civil society and government and how the 
outcomes of this process ultimately take shape in the practice of schools. The research builds on 
interdisciplinary work that focuses on multi-scalar policy processes and change in education, as well 
as studies focusing on processes and mechanisms of domination, inclusion and exclusion. Discourse, 
framing, beliefs and recontextualization are central concepts in this work. The key purpose of this work is 
to contribute to critical debate on education and the role that it may or may not play in the 
emancipation of certain groups in society. Specific interest is therefore placed on the role that social 
movements can play in initiating and/or strengthening such change processes.   
 
Object of study 
The object of this study is the Brazilian Education Law 10.639, a major policy initiative designed 
with the intention of combatting ethnic/racial inequality and exclusion of Afro-Brazilians in society 
in general and education in particular. Where the law is concerned with the content of education 
(what is taught), it requires all primary and secondary education schools to revise their curriculum 
and integrate content on the history, culture and societal contributions of the Afro-Brazilian 
population. Encouragement of recognition and appreciation of identities amongst pupils and 
recognition of the historical contributions and struggles of the Afro-Brazilian population are central 
elements in the policy initiative. Law 10.639 emphasizes the need to adapt existing educational 
content, given that in current content, if attention is paid to the issue at all, it focuses merely on the 
history of slavery, portraying the Afro-Brazilian population mainly as victims and leaving 
unmentioned their agency concerning resistance to oppression and contributions to society. In 
addition to what, the law also emphasizes the need to pay attention to how educational content is 
presented. The purpose is for the content to be worked on across the curriculum, linked to 
different disciplines and throughout the different year groups. Henceforth, the law envisions a 
transformation of the entire school culture where it regards dealing with ethnicity/race issues in 
general and issues related to Afro-Brazilians in specific.   
 
Design of the study 
In this study, education is understood as a complex terrain and outcome of discursive, material and 
institutionalized struggles at various scales of politics (Robertson, 2011). Hence it recognizes a 
complex and dialectical multi-scalar interaction between material and ideational factors (Hay, 
2002a). A critical ethnographic approach was used in which the focus was on unraveling micro-
processes while embedding these in the macro-structural environment. In the analysis of ideational 
factors, the study focuses on “discursive manifestations,” – the ways in which discourse is expressed 
in language use, text, speech, and communication.  

This study consists of two levels of analysis. The first level deals with the arenas in which 
policies are designed and negotiated in an interactive process between political institutions and 
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organized civil society actors acting independently from these institutions. The second level deals 
with the arenas in which the outcome of this process is received and translated into educational 
institutions and practices. Within these two levels of analysis, three arenas have a central place: the 
“official political arena,” the “civil society arena,” and the “pedagogical arena.” In the first arena, 
the policies as texts are constructed and institutionalized in political institutions at different scales. 
In the second arena, the strategy of actors, operating outside the official political arena, is mainly 
focused on influencing agenda-setting processes (which mostly happens in the official political 
arena) through framing specific issues in a specific way. In the last arena – the arena in which 
schools exist – enactment on the policy agenda takes place. 

Emerging from a long-term engagement with the context in which the researcher worked 
and lived in Brazil for eight years, fieldwork took place in different blocks of time in the period 
from October 2007 to November 2010. The first part of fieldwork focused on the politics of race 
and education. The sub-question that guided this part of the research was: What discourses and 
multi-scalar interactions explain the uneven policy change process with regard to ethnicity/race and 
education in Brazil? Data were collected in both the city of Rio de Janeiro (capital of the like-named 
state), another municipality in the state of Rio de Janeiro named Niterói, and Brasília, the political 
capital of Brazil. At first, interviews were held with actors from the official political arena, the civil 
society arena and the pedagogical arena. In the official political arena, actors linked to the local (Rio 
de Janeiro state and Niterói municipality) and national representations of education authorities and 
to government entities working on the promotion of racial equality were interviewed. In the civil 
society arena, actors from the Brazilian Black Movement, teachers’ unions, advocacy movements, 
NGOs and INGOs were included. Furthermore, in the pedagogical arena, data were collected from 
actors connected to federal and state universities and teacher training initiatives. 

In the second part of the fieldwork, the day-to-day recontextualization of education politics 
on race was studied. The following sub-question guided this part of the research: How is the new policy 
discourse received and recontextualized at the school level in Brazil and what conditions contribute to its effective 
implementation? In the explorative phase of this part of the fieldwork, data were collected at schools 
in three different municipalities within the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro (São Gonçalo, 
Duque de Caxias and Rio de Janeiro). In a later stage, fieldwork-based data collection was 
conducted at 12 schools in the municipality of Niterói. One of these schools was then investigated 
more closely as a case study. Data collected at the schools from members of the management team 
(principal and vice-principal), the pedagogical team (educationists and coordinators) and teachers 
through semi-structured in-depth interviews, questionnaires and focus group discussions were 
triangulated with other data sources such as institutional documents and reports, observations and 
informal talks in the school context and short surveys filled in by pupils. 
 
Findings  
The findings of the study are discussed in three separate chapters (chapters 4 to 6). This is based on 
the understanding that curriculum development consists of three main processes, namely: 1) pre-
approval agenda setting; 2) post-approval institutionalization; and 3) enactments in practice. 
 
The pre-approval agenda-setting process  
Focusing on the question of what discourses and multi-scalar interactions explain the uneven policy 
change process with regard to ethnicity/race and education in contemporary Brazil, two empirical 
questions are addressed in Chapter 4. Firstly: What arenas, actors, and events influenced the agenda-
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setting process concerning ethnicity/race issues in education until the moment when Law 10.639 
was passed and its regulation came about? Secondly: How do different actors interpret, and 
maintain or contest (the constitution of) this agenda and its institutionalization? In an attempt to 
answer these questions, the campaign against racial inequality in education, the development of Law 
10.639 in official political spheres, and Law 10.639’s regulations were analyzed.    

The analysis shows that in the phases of 1) campaigning, 2) political negotiation and text 
drafting and, 3) national regulation, most of the activities took place in the official political arena 
and the civil society arena. Moreover, the Brazilian Black Movement was found to be the main 
motor in the policy change process, a process that took place in a context of increased political 
opportunity. The country’s redemocratization process since the end of the 1980s, and the openings 
for participation at different levels of politics emerging in the neoliberal state in the 1990s, 
contributed to transforming relations between civil society and the state. These nation-wide 
transformations resulted in Black Movement-linked actors finding room to include their claims on 
municipal and state agendas. As a result, since 1989 – and more intensively so since the 1990s – 
policy instruments similar to Law 10.639 have already existed at municipal and state levels, forming 
the basis for the formulation of this national law one decade later.   

From the mid-1990s onwards, stimulated by global actors and processes of globalization 
and neoliberalization, the debate on social issues, ethnic/racial inequality and race-based policies 
internationalized. Even when building on other frameworks than those proposed by the Brazilian 
Black Movement, the debate disseminated by global actors also intensified the discussion of racial 
inequality in Brazil. It was shown how a complex multi-scalar and intra-scalar process of 
strengthening and tensioning with regard to race issues emerged in conjunction with the World 
Conference Against Racism (WCAR) held in Durban in 2001. Here the Black Movement used a 
global event to present its local, regional, and national agenda. Drawing on the work of Santos 
(Santos, R.E., 2006), and Santos and Soeterik (2012), this study argues that the Durban conference 
should be understood as an example of how the Brazilian Black Movement used a “politics of 
scales” to take advantage of and create political opportunities for putting race on the agenda and 
make it a topic of debate in society.  

Hence, although the Black Movement was a key actor in furthering the anti-racist education 
agenda in Brazil, the study highlights that effective construction of policies only became possible 
within a global context that strengthened the movement in its struggle. In Brazil, the period 
following the WCAR was characterized by public recognition by Brazilian public authorities of 
racism in Brazilian society and the role played by education in reproducing and/or combating it. 
Popularization and politicization of the issue of racial inequality and affirmative action started in 
this period, forcing sectors of society to take a stance regarding the legitimacy of these kinds of 
policies.  

Looking specifically at the institutionalization and implementation of Law 10.639 and 
related legal instruments, it was found that this was strongly linked to different interpretations of 
the policy’s essence and rationale. Together with allied scholars and social movement actors, the 
Brazilian Black Movement constructed a framework within which Brazilian society in general, and 
education in particular, is understood as structured through racial inequality and racism. One of the 
ideas behind initiatives like Law 10.639 is to stimulate actors within schools to deconstruct these 
mechanisms, politicizing race. This politicization implies a reflection on, and revision of, 
representations of society as a whole (Soares, 2009), as well as reflection on the involvement of all 
actors within the social dynamics of society. To comprehend the rationale behind and objective of 
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Law 10.639, it is thus essential to understand the “social materiality” of race – that is, the way in 
which race as a social construct and discursive category is sustained on the level of social relations. 
This study has shown, however, that a majority of actors in both the official political arena and at 
schools do not interpret Law 10.639 the way it was initially framed. This study identified in both the 
official political arena and the pedagogical arena discourses dominated by a non-critical 
liberal/conservative approach to ethnicity/race issues. This led to no priority or visibility being 
given to the institutionalization and implementation of the policy in political, bureaucratic, and 
educational processes. Highly-positioned actors in the official political arena, unwilling to politicize 
race, still maintained an image of a Brazil characterized by a history of harmonious racial relations 
(the myth of Brazil as a racial democracy). The presence of racism and the racial structuring of 
Brazilian society were not acknowledged. Inequalities were explained by referring to socioeconomic 
differences on the one hand, and individual responsibility on the other. One’s own involvement as a 
person – with a separate ethnic/racial identity – within the social dynamics in (professional) 
contexts went unrecognized. Hence, Law 10.639 is referred to as only being designed for the black 
population. Accordingly, the dominant debate in the official political arena focused on education 
about different ethnic/racial groups (studying the “other” and “their culture”). This led to a 
naturalization of differences, and a reification of the concept of culture. In so doing, the customs 
and world visions of the (white) majority were often implicitly taken as the norm, meaning that 
whiteness went undiscussed. In the majority of discourses expressed by highly-positioned actors 
operating in the official political arena, no criticism of or engagement with power issues, processes 
of exclusion, discrimination, and racism in education was found. Lack of commitment and 
conflicting interests with regard to the agenda was observed at both national, Rio de Janeiro state, 
and Niterói municipal government levels. Accordingly, the policy change process concerning Law 
10.639 was therefore marked by non-critical interpretations of the law, and neglect of the societal 
relevance and urgency of working with ethnicity/race issues in education. 

The dominant interpretations reflected in the official political arena meant that, when the 
law proposal finally entered the national official political arena, it remained shelved for years. 
Similarly, before enactment of Law 10.639, two essential clauses in the law proposal were vetoed. 
Many Brazilian Black Movement-linked actors felt the vetoes took the backbone out of the project, 
as these removed elements would have formalized the connections between the Brazilian Black 
Movement, teachers, and schools regarding such matters as teacher training. All these aspects 
contributed to the fact that the version of the law that was finally enacted in 2003 was not specific, 
and could be interpreted in various ways. 
 
The post-approval institutionalization process 
After campaigning, political negotiation, drafting, and national regulation, the discussion in Chapter 
5 turns to implementation of Law 10.639 in the official political arena. The chapter continues with 
analysis of the question of what discourses and multi-scalar interactions explain the uneven policy 
change process with regard to ethnicity/race and education. Turning to the post-
approval/regulation period of Law 10.639, this chapter analyzes the discourses of actors involved 
with the institutionalization and implementation of Law 10.639 in the official political arena. 
Processes of institutional/network strengthening and processes of revitalization of networks and 
remobilization were analyzed. Specific interest was placed on understanding, firstly, what arenas, 
actors and, events have (had) an effect on the process of institutionalizing Law 10.639 and the 
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Curriculum Directives 003/2004. Secondly, attention was paid to how different actors interpret and 
maintain or contest (the constitution of) this agenda and its institutionalization.   

The study shows that several political and pedagogical challenges still exist with regard to 
institutionalizing and enacting the law in official political institutions. At the time of data collection, 
institutionalization and implementation mainly happened in separate “islands” or “appendixes” 
(such as special commissions or departments within the official political arena) and depended on 
individuals identifying themselves with the cause of the Brazilian Black Movement. Within these 
“appendixes,” actors linked to the Brazilian Black Movement were often held responsible for 
promoting the further implementation of the legal instruments. An effect of this model was that 
ethnicity/race issues were not worked on as a transversal issue – passing through all aspects, diverse 
institutions and levels of the education system. Analysis of the accounts of highly-positioned actors 
in the Ministry of Education and the Rio de Janeiro State Secretariat of Education showed the 
conscious choices made in this regard. This institutional “appendixing” of ethnicity/race issues was 
partly explained by the fact that powerful actors in the official political arena still consider 
ethnicity/race to be “an issue for blacks.”  

In addition to a lack of broader institutional support, the “appendixes” had to cope with low 
staffing and budgets. This, combined with their relatively autonomous character, lack of 
coordination and communication, and unstable and discontinuous relations between political 
institutions at different levels of governance, led to a situation in which Law 10.639 and related legal 
instruments were an issue for which no coordination existed between the various levels of 
government and their different institutions. Hence, despite the actions of some individuals, the 
institutionalization and implementation process of Law 10.639 in the bureaucratic apparatuses at 
national, state, and municipal level stagnated. In turn, this stagnation of the institutionalization 
process led to a lack of financing, dissemination, and development of material, as well as insufficient 
teacher training. “Finger pointing” dynamics showed that nobody considered themselves and the 
institution or organization they worked for to be accountable for taking essential steps towards 
institutionalization of the law and enactments related to it. These dynamics were observed both 
between the national government and state and local municipal governments, and within 
institutions. This resulted in situations where teachers were often held responsible for 
implementation, while at the same time, structural support needed for teachers to implement the 
policy seemed to be lacking. 
 
Enactments at the School Level 
The question of how the new policy discourse is received and recontextualized at the school level 
and what conditions contribute to its effective implementation is addressed in Chapter 6. The main 
focus is on the discussion of data collected at one school (School 10). Three issues were highlighted: 
the contextual factors that affect the enactments related to Law 10.639 and the Curriculum 
Directive 0003/2004; the ways in which members of the pedagogical/management team and 
teachers acknowledge and translate the content of these two legal instruments; and the influence of 
personal background on the ways teachers approach ethnicity/race issues in the school context. 

At the level of the 12 Niterói municipality schools, this study found that although a slight 
majority of professional actors at the schools had heard of Law 10.639, very few team members 
knew about its exact contents. The number of teachers and pedagogical/management team 
members who had read the law was very small. At the same time, a majority of the professionals 
confirmed that their school worked with the contents of the law. Analysis of data collected at 
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School 10 shows that only a few actors at the school understood the essence of the law as being 
transformative, involving the entire society and all Brazilian citizens. These actors did indeed 
problematize dominant ideas, attitudes, and educational contents, and recognized the need to revise 
them. However, a majority of actors did not consider the transformative potential of the law. It was 
also found that, while many actors “external” to the school emphasized the responsibility schools 
and teachers bear with regard to the implementation of Law 10.639, professional actors at the 
school, regardless of their exact interpretation of the law, emphasized structural and contextual 
factors, limiting their agency regarding the formation and transformation of practices in the domain 
of ethnicity/race issues. 

The main factor identified that explains why the law has been recontextualized and 
translated at School 10 predominantly in a non-transformative way is the lack of understanding by 
the professional team of the concepts of race and racism as used in the framing of the Brazilian 
Black Movement. Most interpretations of Law 10.639 at School 10 emphasized its cultural 
elements. This interpretation was often accompanied by the principle of non-discrimination, a focus 
on “the other” and whiteness as norm. Hence, at the level of individual professionals’ practices at 
the school, recontextualization of the law was strongly marked by offering “additional” educational 
content. When referring to the daily practices at the school, inequalities, lived realities of racism, and 
underlying power issues were only recognized by a few members. There was no recognition of the 
social and historical context in which education takes place and where identities are shaped. 
Education contexts, processes, and actors were primarily discussed as being neutral and color blind, 
not connected to differences and inequalities in society. As these interpretations reflect to a great 
extent the ideas dominant in Brazilian society (for example, as was also seen in the official political 
arena), the outcomes of the case study are considered to be an example of how dominant societal 
discourses and social beliefs at schools mediate between structural factors and the agency of 
individual actors and groups.  

The absence of a school-wide, ongoing project on ethnicity/race issues that would reach 
beyond the prescribed curriculum was another factor contributing to the non-development of 
critical interpretations and transformative practices by individual professionals at the school in 
question. This, in turn, was related to the unavailability of space for knowledge construction in 
which the voices of “minorities in power” are included and a lack of external support received at 
school for implementing policies such as Law 10.639. 

Concerning the conditions contributing to effective implementation of Law 10.639, it was 
found to be important to gain insight into how different actors face certain issues and use 
opportunities and their space for maneuver. Contextual issues such as (availability of, or access to) 
time, material, and knowledge were presented by some actors as a positive influence, while others 
identified these as a negative influence in working with Law 10.639. Hence, individual professional 
actors at the school positioned themselves differently within the context. While a few teachers 
perceived some “room for maneuver,” embracing the responsibility and attempting to develop or 
transform practices within their daily working context, a majority of the teachers and 
pedagogical/management team members did not acknowledge their possible capacity to (at least 
partly) change the situation in which they find themselves. The majority of negative factors 
identified by the teachers and pedagogical/management team members were presented as lying 
outside their ability to change. 

However, it was found that the few alternative discourses present at the school opened up 
discussion about ethnicity/race issues in general and Law 10.639 in specific. These “openings” 
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sometimes led to a renegotiation with regard to the concept of racism and its manifestations in the 
school context in specific and in society in general. At such moments, the legal instrument served as 
a “tool” or “vehicle” for actors willing to work with the issue in making their point.  
The personal background of teachers was found to influence the way they work with ethnicity/race 
issues. The input from team members who identified themselves as black, or self-identified white 
members referring to an intimate relationship with (a) black person(s), presented more critical 
problematization of the issue of racism in the institution. Being a minority, these members 
addressed the issue of racism not only as an individual problem, but primarily as a societal and 
institutional problem. They expressed a more critical sociopolitical interpretation of Law 10.639, 
and recognized their individual agency, and the need to act on it.   

Based on theories on social and personal beliefs (Pajares, 1992; Nespor, 1987), it was 
concluded that, in a societal context dominated by the ideology of Brazil as a racial democracy, and 
an institutional context characterized by a lack of support and training on the issue, members who 
themselves never suffered racism or who do not have an intimate relationship with an individual 
who has suffered this form of exclusion find it difficult to understand what racism is, and to 
recognize its dynamics in daily situations and practices. This lack of understanding leads to a non-
critical problematization of the issue, and non-recognition of their own related role. However it was 
found that a few times – following a critical contribution of one team member to the group 
discussions – some professional actors at the school began to reflect on the possible meaning of 
Law 10.639 in their pedagogical practices and their role as educators. Hence, in line with the 
aforementioned theory, it became apparent that there are opportunities for beliefs and practices to 
change. However, this study also confirmed that changing beliefs is not a process that stands alone; 
it needs both the will to bring about change and external support. 
  
Conclusions 
This study shows that although “minority issues” (such as ethnicity/race issues) are still often 
excluded from dominant agendas at various levels of governance, the increased inter-scalar and 
multi-scalar dynamics in the globalized world simultaneously present new opportunities for these 
minorities to “navigate scales.” The case of Brazil has shown how certain actors took advantage of 
the opportunities emerging at different scales of politics and succeeded in putting “new” issues on 
the political agenda. This study exemplified why the process of curriculum development and the 
power-knowledge relations therein cannot be understood when the process is taken to be and 
investigated as a top-down linear process. In the case of Law 10.639, it was the Brazilian Black 
Movement moving “up” and “down,” operating within different arenas, that was the motor behind 
the developments. A hierarchical and non-dynamic understanding of policy would have made it 
impossible to recognize the different arenas, actors, and factors that influenced the phases of 
agenda-setting, and the development, adjustment, and approval of the policy instruments. It would 
also have made it difficult to understand why at present in Brazil Law 10.639 has been implemented 
in the way it has been, and has been implemented so modestly. 
 This study also highlighted the value of including the civil society arena in the analysis of the 
formation of “alternative” policies. In all the phases of the policy process, at different scales, the 
Brazilian Black Movement was the main motor behind actions. Accordingly, without its inclusion in 
the analysis of the civil society arena as the arena in which “alternative” pedagogic discourses are 
framed, it would have been difficult to understand the crucial role played by the Brazilian Black 
Movement, acting inside, but at the same time also often independently of both the official political 
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arena and pedagogical arena. Accordingly, one of the main conclusions is that, for more profound 
curricular transformation to take place, a social movement is needed that moves between and 
operates within the various arenas, including the pedagogical arena. However, the study has also 
shown that, for more widespread and transformative implementation, action from within the civil 
society arena alone is not enough, but a broader and more profound institutionalization of the 
agenda within the official political arena is also needed.  

It was found that huge political challenges still exist in contemporary Brazil regarding the 
process of curriculum development in general. Specific political and pedagogical challenges were 
identified in terms of curriculum development around ethnicity/race. The political challenges relate 
to the educational system, concerning the distribution of tasks and responsibilities, and 
coordination and interaction between institutions at different levels of governance. The specific 
pedagogical challenges have to do with the need for a more explicit and profound discussion in the 
different institutions of the concepts of culture, race, and racism, and their meaning in the context 
of Brazilian society and education. Hence, beliefs and discursive processes regarding ethnicity/race 
issues were found to play a key role in transforming and reproducing education related to these 
matters. In Brazil, the ideology of a racial democracy was found to still serve to disseminate the idea 
of “social cohesion” within society. Therefore, the discourse of the Brazilian Black Movement was 
– and still is – systematically withheld legitimization by actors linked to powerful sectors in society, 
such as the official political arena and the media, that invest in maintaining belief in this ideology. 
Based on the findings, it is argued that in the case of constructing a curriculum that includes 
ethnicity/race issues in Brazil, challenges at both political and pedagogical levels should be tackled 
at the same time.  

In summary, this study has shown how change in education is a complex and slow process 
involving many actors linked to different arenas at different scales. While in the case of Brazil, 
ethnic/racial inequality is still one of the main challenges to citizenship, it is important to emphasize 
that this study also demonstrates how in recent decades Brazilian society has become more 
receptive to discussing the issue. For this reason, and based on the fact that political manifestation 
of “minorities in power” (in education and other sectors of society) is in fact currently highly 
relevant in many parts of the world, it is argued that the Brazilian case can be considered an 
inspiring example for many other countries. In other contexts too, it is essential to critically reflect 
on who defines the issues on the education agenda, and what are the place and role of (e.g. 
ethnic/racial) minorities and their discourses in this process. 
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RESUMO EM PORTUGUÊS 

 

Discursos políticos e Interações Multi-escalares em Desenvolvimento Curricular: 
Institucionalização e Tradução de Questões de Raça/Etnia na Educação Brasileira 

Este livro é o resultado de um projeto de pesquisa de doutorado que investiga os discursos políticos 
e as interações multi-escalares que influenciam o processo de desenvolvimento curricular no que diz 
respeito à etnia/raça e educação no Brasil contemporâneo. 

No projeto, é feita uma análise empírica crítica de processos políticos em relação a 
etnia/raça na educação. É investigado como as políticas em relação à etnia/raça são formuladas e 
enquadradas pela sociedade civil e pelas instituições ligadas ao governo, e como os resultados deste 
processo finalmente tomam forma na prática das escolas. O objetivo principal deste trabalho é 
contribuir para o debate crítico sobre a educação e o papel que a mesma pode ou não ter na 
emancipação de determinados grupos na sociedade. O interesse específico vai para o papel que os 
movimentos sociais podem desempenhar ao iniciar e/ou fortalecer tais processos de mudança.  
 
Objeto de estudo 
O objeto desta pesquisa é a Lei Educacional Brasileira 10.639, de 2003. Trata-se de uma iniciativa 
política importante, concebida com a intenção de combater a desigualdade étnica/racial e exclusão 
dos afro-brasileiros na sociedade em geral e especificamente na educação. A lei se preocupa com o 
conteúdo da educação (o que é ensinado) e exige que todas as escolas de ensino primário e 
secundário revisem seu currículo e integrem nele conteúdos sobre as contribuições, na história, na 
cultura e na sociedade, da população afro-brasileira. Outros documentos legais que surgiram depois 
da aprovação da Lei deixam claro que favorecer o reconhecimento e a valorização das identidades 
entre os alunos e reconhecer as lutas da população afro-brasileira são elementos centrais. A Lei 
10.639 enfatiza a necessidade de adaptar o conteúdo educacional existente. Um exemplo de 
alteração aponta que no conteúdo atual – onde é dada atenção à questão – o foco vai apenas para a 
história da escravidão, retratando a população afro-brasileira principalmente como vítima e 
invisibilizando sua ação, que trata de resistência à opressão, bem como outras contribuições para a 
sociedade, que não são mencionadas. Além do que, a lei também enfatiza a necessidade de se 
prestar atenção à forma como os conteúdos educacionais são apresentados. Seu objetivo é que os 
conteúdos sejam trabalhados em todo o currículo, ligados a diferentes disciplinas e a vários ciclos de 
ensino. Mais adiante, a lei prevê uma transformação de toda a cultura escolar para uma cultura que 
considera questões de etnia/raça em geral e questões relacionadas aos afro-brasileiros 
particularmente. 
 
Desenho de estudo 
Neste estudo a educação é entendida como um terreno complexo, sendo o resultado de lutas 
discursivas, materiais e institucionais em várias escalas de política (Robertson, 2011). Por isso, 
reconhece uma interação multi-escalar complexa e dialética entre os fatores materiais e ideacionais 
(Hay, 2002a). Foi utilizada uma abordagem etnográfica crítica em que o foco era desvendar 
microprocessos, enquanto incorporando-os ao ambiente macroestrutural. Na análise dos fatores 
ideacionais, o estudo centra-se em “manifestações discursivas”, as maneiras pelas quais o discurso 
se expressa no uso da língua, texto, discurso e comunicação. 
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Este estudo consiste em dois níveis de análise. O primeiro nível trata das arenas em que as 
políticas são concebidas e negociadas, em um processo interativo entre as instituições políticas e os 
atores da sociedade civil organizada, que atuam de forma independente destas instituições. O 
segundo nível trata das arenas em que o resultado deste processo é recebido e traduzido em 
instituições e práticas educacionais. Dentro destes dois níveis de análise, três arenas têm um lugar 
central: a “arena política oficial”, a “arena da sociedade civil” e a “arena pedagógica”. Na primeira 
arena, as políticas enquanto textos são construídas e institucionalizadas pelas instituições políticas 
em diferentes escalas; na segunda arena a estratégia dos atores está voltada principalmente para 
influenciar os processos de definição da agenda política através do enquadramento das questões 
específicas, e, na última arena – a arena em que as escolas existem – ocorre a tradução da agenda 
política em prática.  

Emergindo de um compromisso a longo prazo, relativo ao contexto no qual o pesquisadora 
trabalhou e viveu no Brasil durante oito anos, a pesquisa de campo ocorreu em diferentes blocos de 
tempo, no período de outubro de 2007 a novembro de 2010. A primeira parte do trabalho de 
campo centrou-se nas políticas de raça e educação. A subpergunta que norteou essa parte da 
pesquisa foi: Quais discursos e interações multi-escalares explicam o lento processo de mudança 
política em relação à etnia/raça e educação no Brasil? Os dados foram coletados na cidade do Rio 
de Janeiro, em outro município do estado do Rio de Janeiro chamado Niterói e em Brasília, a capital 
política do Brasil. Inicialmente foram entrevistados, na arena política oficial, os atores ligados às 
representações locais (Rio de Janeiro, estado e município de Niterói), bem como as autoridades 
nacionais educacionais e entidades governamentais que trabalham com a promoção da igualdade 
racial. Também foram incluídos, na arena da sociedade civil, atores do Movimento Negro brasileiro, 
dos sindicatos de professores, organizações de advocacia, ONGs e ONGs internacionais. Além 
disso, na arena pedagógica, foram coletados dados com atores vinculados a universidades federais e 
estaduais e a programas de formação de professores. 

Na segunda parte do trabalho de campo, foi estudada a recontextualização da política na 
prática do dia-a-dia na escola. A seguinte subpergunta guiou esta parte da pesquisa: Como é 
recebido e recontextualizado o novo discurso político ao nível da escola, no Brasil, e quais 
condições contribuem para a sua implementação eficaz? Na fase exploratória desta parte do 
trabalho de campo, os dados foram coletados em escolas de três municípios diferentes dentro da 
região metropolitana do Rio de Janeiro (São Gonçalo, Duque de Caxias e Rio de Janeiro). Numa 
fase posterior, a coleta de dados foi feita em 12 escolas no município de Niterói. Destas escolas, 
uma foi investigada mais profundamente em um estudo de caso. Os dados coletados nas escolas 
com os membros da equipe de gestão (diretor e vice-diretor), com a equipe pedagógica (pedagogos 
e coordenadores) e com professores, por meio de entrevistas semiestruturadas, questionários e 
discussões em grupo, foram triangulados com outras fontes de dados, tais como documentos 
institucionais e relatórios, observações e conversas informais no contexto escolar, além de 
questionários preenchidos pelos alunos. 
 
Resultados 
Os resultados do estudo são discutidos em três capítulos distintos (capítulos 4 – 6). Eles baseiam-se 
no entendimento de que o desenvolvimento curricular é composto por três processos principais, a 
saber: 1) definição da agenda pré-aprovação, 2) institucionalização pós-aprovação e, 3) colocação da 
política aprovada em prática. 
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O processo de definição da agenda antes da aprovação 
Focalizando na questão de que discursos e interações multi-escalares explicam o processo de 
mudança política desigual em relação à etnia/raça e educação no Brasil contemporâneo, duas 
questões empíricas são abordadas no Capítulo 4. Em primeiro lugar: Quais arenas, atores e eventos 
influenciaram o processo de definição da agenda sobre questões de etnia/raça na educação, até o 
momento em que a Lei 10.639 foi aprovada e sua regulamentação surgiu? Segundo: Como os 
diferentes atores interpretam, e apoiam ou contestam (a constituição de) esta agenda e sua 
institucionalização? Na tentativa de responder a estas perguntas, foram analisados a campanha 
contra a desigualdade racial na educação, o curso da proposta da Lei 10.639 nas esferas políticas 
oficiais e a regulamentação da Lei 10.639. 
 A análise mostra que nas fases de 1) campanha, 2) negociação política e elaboração do texto 
e, 3 ) regulamentação nacional, a maioria das atividades ocorreu na arena política oficial e na arena 
da sociedade civil. Além disso, o Movimento Negro brasileiro foi identificado como o motor 
principal no processo de mudança política, que ocorreu em um contexto de aumento de 
oportunidades políticas. O processo de redemocratização do país, desde o final da década de 1980, 
e as aberturas para a participação em diferentes níveis da política emergente no estado neoliberal na 
década de 1990, contribuíram para transformar a relação entre a sociedade civil e o Estado. Essas 
transformações em todo o país resultaram em atores ligados ao Movimento encontrarem espaço 
para incluir as suas reivindicações nas agendas municipais e estaduais. Como resultado, desde 1989 
– e mais intensamente desde a década de 1990 – já existiam, em níveis municipais e estaduais, 
instrumentos políticos semelhantes à Lei 10.639, formando a base para a formulação desta lei 
nacional uma década depois. 
 A partir de meados da década de 1990, estimulado por atores globais e processos de 
globalização e neoliberalismo, internacionalizou-se o debate sobre as questões sociais, a 
desigualdade étnica/racial e políticas baseadas em raça. Mesmo reconhecendo que o debate 
disseminado por atores globais partiu de uma outra análise do problema, esse debate ajudou a 
intensificar a discussão sobre a desigualdade racial no Brasil. Foi demonstrado de que forma um 
complexo processo multi-escalar e inter-escalar de fortalecimento e tensionamento em relação às 
questões de raça surgiu em conjunção com a Conferência Mundial Contra o Racismo (the World 
Conference Against Racism, WCAR), realizada em Durban em 2001. Aqui, o Movimento Negro 
usou um evento mundial para apresentar sua agenda local, regional e nacional. Baseando-se na obra 
de Santos (Santos, RE, 2006), e Santos e Soeterik (2012), este estudo argumenta que a conferência 
de Durban deve ser entendida como um exemplo de como o Movimento Negro brasileiro usou 
uma “política de escalas” para tomar vantagem e criar oportunidades políticas para poder colocar a 
desigualdade racial na agenda e torná-la um tema de debate na sociedade. 
 Assim, embora o Movimento Negro seja um ator-chave na promoção da agenda de 
educação anti-racista no Brasil, o estudo destaca que a construção efetiva de políticas só se tornou 
possível dentro de um contexto global que fortaleceu o movimento em sua luta. No Brasil, o 
período após a WCAR foi caracterizado pelo reconhecimento, por parte das autoridades públicas 
brasileiras, do racismo na sociedade e do papel desempenhado pela educação na reprodução e/no 
combate das dinâmicas sociais que reproduzem esse mecanismo de exclusão. A popularização e 
politização da questão da desigualdade racial e ações afirmativas começaram nesse período, 
obrigando os setores da sociedade a tomar uma posição em relação à legitimidade deste tipo de 
políticas. 
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 Olhando especificamente para a institucionalização e implementação da Lei 10.639 e 
instrumentos legais, verificou-se estarem fortemente ligadas às diferentes interpretações da essência 
e razão de ser desta lei. Juntamente com acadêmicos aliados, e atores de outros movimentos sociais, 
o Movimento Negro brasileiro construiu um quadro onde a sociedade brasileira em geral, e a 
educação em particular, são vistas como estruturadas através de desigualdade racial e racismo. Uma 
das ideias por trás de iniciativas como a Lei 10.639 é estimular os atores dentro das escolas a 
desconstruir esses mecanismos, politizando o conceito de raça. Essa politização implica uma 
reflexão e revisão das representações da sociedade como um todo (Soares, 2009), bem como uma 
reflexão sobre o envolvimento de todos os atores dentro da dinâmica social da sociedade. Para 
compreender a lógica por trás e o objetivo da Lei 10.639, é, portanto, essencial compreender a 
“incidência social” de raça – isto é, a maneira na qual a raça, como uma construção social e 
categoria discursiva, é sustentada no nível das relações sociais. Este estudo demonstrou, no entanto, 
que a maioria dos atores, tanto na arena política oficial e na escola, não interpreta a Lei 10.639 na 
forma como ela foi enquadrada em primeira instância. Este estudo identificou que, tanto na arena 
política oficial e na arena pedagógica, os discursos são dominados por uma abordagem não-crítica 
liberal/conservadora das questões de etnia/raça. Isso fez com que nenhuma prioridade ou 
visibilidade fosse dada à institucionalização e implementação da política nos processos políticos, 
burocráticos e educacionais. Os atores com uma posição alta na hierarquia institucional da arena 
política oficial, não querendo politizar raça, defenderam uma imagem de um Brasil caracterizado 
por uma história das relações raciais harmoniosas (o mito do Brasil como uma democracia racial). A 
presença do racismo e da estruturação racial da sociedade brasileira não foram reconhecidos. As 
desigualdades foram explicadas como relativas a diferenças socioeconômicas, por um lado, e a 
responsabilidade individual do outro. O próprio envolvimento destes atores como sendo pessoas 
com uma identidade étnica/racial própria dentro das dinâmicas sociais não foi reconhecido. Assim, 
a Lei 10.639 é referida como sendo apenas concebida para a população negra. Consequentemente, o 
debate dominante na arena política oficial teve um foco na educação sobre os diferentes grupos 
étnicos/raciais (estudando o “outro” e “sua cultura”). Isto levou a uma naturalização das diferenças 
e a uma reificação do conceito de cultura. Ao fazê-lo, os costumes e as visões de mundo da maioria 
(branca) muitas vezes foram implicitamente tomados como norma, o que fez com que os brancos 
ficassem fora da discussão.  

As interpretações dominantes refletidas na arena política oficial fizeram com que, quando a 
proposta de lei finalmente entrou na arena política nacional oficial, permanecesse engavetada por 
anos. Da mesma forma, antes da promulgação da Lei 10.639, duas cláusulas essenciais da proposta 
da lei foram vetadas. Muitos atores ligados ao Movimento Negro sentiram que os vetos tiraram a 
espinha dorsal do projeto, sendo que esses elementos excluídos formalizavam a ligação entre 
movimentos sociais como o Movimento Negro brasileiro, professores e escolas, no que diz 
respeito, por exemplo, à formação de professores. Todos estes aspectos contribuíram para o fato de 
que a versão da lei, aprovada em 2003, não fosse específica, e pudesse facilmente ser interpretada de 
várias formas. 
 
O processo de institucionalização pós-aprovação 
A discussão, no Capítulo 5, volta para a implementação da Lei 10.639 na arena política oficial. O 
capítulo prossegue com a análise da questão de que discursos e interações multi-escalares explicam 
o processo de mudança política desigual em relação à etnia/raça e educação. No entanto, voltando 
para o período após a aprovação e regulação da Lei 10.639, este capítulo analisa os discursos dos 
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atores envolvidos com a institucionalização e implementação da Lei 10.639 na arena política oficial. 
Processos de fortalecimento institucional, processos de revitalização de redes e remobilização foram 
analisados. O interesse específico foi para a compreensão de quais arenas, atores e eventos tiveram 
um efeito sobre o processo de institucionalização da Lei 10.639 e as Diretrizes Curriculares 
003/2004. Em seguida, deu-se atenção à forma como os diferentes atores interpretam, apoiam ou 
criticam (a constituição de) esta agenda e sua institucionalização.  

O estudo mostra que vários desafios políticos e pedagógicos ainda existem com relação à 
institucionalização e implementação da lei nas instituições políticas oficiais. No momento da coleta 
de dados, a institucionalização e implementação ocorreu principalmente em “ilhas” ou “apêndices” 
(como comissões especiais ou departamentos dentro da arena política oficial) e dependia de 
indivíduos que se identificassem com o caso do Movimento Negro brasileiro. Dentro destes 
“apêndices”, os atores ligados ao Movimento Negro brasileiro foram muitas vezes considerados 
responsáveis por promover o prosseguimento da execução dos instrumentos jurídicos. Um efeito 
desse modelo foi que questões de etnia/raça não foram trabalhadas como questões transversais – 
passando por todos os aspectos, diversas instituições e níveis do sistema de educação. A análise dos 
discursos de atores de alta posição no Ministério da Educação e Secretaria de Educação do Estado 
de Rio de Janeiro mostrou as escolhas conscientes feitas a este respeito. Esta colocação das 
questões de etnia/raça em “apêndices” foi parcialmente explicada pelo fato de que os atores 
poderosos na arena política oficial ainda consideram questões de etnia/raça “um problema dos 
negros.”  

Além da falta de apoio institucional mais amplo, os “apêndices” tiveram que lidar com falta 
de recursos humanos e baixo orçamento. Isto, combinado com o caráter relativamente autônomo, 
falta de coordenação e comunicação e as relações instáveis e descontínuas entre as instituições 
políticas em diferentes níveis de governo, levou a uma situação na qual a Lei 10.639 e os 
instrumentos legais ligados a ela constituíam uma questão sobre a qual não existia coordenação 
entre os vários níveis de governo e suas instituições diferentes. Assim, apesar das ações de alguns 
indivíduos, o processo de institucionalização e implementação da Lei 10.639 nos aparatos 
burocráticos a nível nacional, municipal e estadual estagnou. A estagnação do processo de 
institucionalização levou a uma falta de financiamento, divulgação e elaboração de material, e à 
insuficiente capacidade de formação de professores na área. Ninguém se considerava ou 
considerava a instituição ou organização na qual trabalhava como responsável por tomar medidas 
essenciais para a institucionalização da lei. Essa dinâmica foi observada tanto entre o governo 
nacional e os governos estaduais e municipais, bem como dentro das instituições. Isto resultou em 
situações em que os professores, ao final, eram indicados como os responsáveis pela execução, 
quando ao mesmo tempo, faltava-lhes o apoio estrutural necessário para implementarem a política. 
 
Tradução ao nível da escola 
A questão de como o novo discurso político é recebido e recontextualizado ao nível da escola e 
quais são as condições que contribuem para a sua efetiva implementação, é abordada no Capítulo 6. 
Três questões foram destacadas: os fatores contextuais que afetam os atos relacionados à Lei 10.639 
e das Diretrizes Curriculares 0003/2004, as maneiras pelas quais os membros da equipe pedagógica 
e de gestão e os professores reconhecem e traduzem o conteúdo destes dois instrumentos jurídicos, 
e a influência da experiência pessoal sobre a forma pela qual professores abordam questões de 
etnia/raça no contexto escolar. 
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No nível das 12 escolas do município de Niterói pesquisadas, este estudo constatou que, 
apesar de uma ligeira maioria de atores profissionais das escolas ter ouvido falar sobre a Lei 10.639, 
poucos membros da equipe conheciam o seu conteúdo exato. O número de professores e membros 
da equipe pedagógica e da gestão que tinham lido a lei era muito pequeno. Ao mesmo tempo, a 
maioria dos profissionais confirmou que a escola trabalhou com o conteúdo da lei. Análise dos 
dados coletados na escola tomada como caso mostra que apenas alguns atores da escola 
entenderam a essência da lei como sendo uma proposta de transformação que envolve toda a 
sociedade e todos os cidadãos brasileiros. Esses atores realmente problematizaram as ideias, as 
atitudes e conteúdos educacionais dominantes e reconheceram a necessidade de revisá-los. A 
maioria dos atores não considerava o potencial transformador da lei. Constatou-se também que, 
apesar de muitos atores “externos” à escola enfatizaram a responsabilidade das escolas e dos 
professores no que diz respeito à implementação da Lei 10.639, atores profissionais na escola – 
independentemente das interpretações da lei – apontaram para fatores estruturais e contextuais 
limitando a sua atuação em relação à formação e transformação das práticas no domínio das 
questões de etnia/raça.  

O principal fator identificado, que explica por que a lei foi recontextualizada e traduzida na 
escola, predominantemente de uma forma não-transformadora, é a falta de compreensão por parte 
da equipe de profissionais de como os conceitos de raça e racismo são utilizados nela. A maioria das 
interpretações da lei 10.639 na escola enfatizou seus elementos culturais. Esta interpretação foi 
muitas vezes acompanhada pelo princípio da não-discriminação, um foco no “outro” e a 
“brancura” como norma. Assim, no nível das práticas dos profissionais individuais na escola, a 
recontextualização da lei foi fortemente marcada pela oferta de conteúdos educacionais 
“adicionais”. Ao se referir às práticas cotidianas na escola, as desigualdades, experiências de racismo 
e questões de poder subjacentes somente foram reconhecidas por alguns membros. Não houve 
reconhecimento do contexto sócio-histórico no qual tem lugar a educação e no qual as identidades 
são formadas. Contextos de educação, processos e atores foram discutidos principalmente como 
neutros e “sem cor”, não ligados à diferenças e desigualdades na sociedade. À medida que essas 
interpretações refletem, em grande medida, as ideias dominantes na sociedade brasileira (por 
exemplo, como também foi visto na arena política oficial), os resultados do estudo de caso são 
considerados um exemplo de como os discursos dominantes da sociedade e as crenças sociais na 
escola intermedeiam fatores estruturais e agências de atores individuais e grupos.  
Outro fator que contribuiu para o não desenvolvimento de interpretações críticas e de práticas 
transformadoras por profissionais individuais, foi a ausência, na escola, de um projeto maior e 
contínuo ligado às questões de etnia/raça, que vai além do currículo prescrito. Isso, por sua vez, 
esta relacionado à indisponibilidade de espaço para a construção de conhecimento no qual as vozes 
da “minoria” estão incluídas, bem como a falta de apoio externo recebido pela escola para a 
implementação de políticas como a Lei 10.639. 

Em relação às condições que contribuem para a efetiva implementação da Lei 10.639, foi 
observado que era importante obter informação sobre como os diferentes atores enfrentam certas 
questões e como eles usam as oportunidades e seu espaço de manobra. Questões contextuais, tais 
como (a disponibilidade de, ou acesso a) tempo, material e conhecimento foram apresentadas por 
alguns atores como influência positiva a elaboração de certas praticas em relação à Lei, enquanto 
outros identificaram essas questões de forma negativa, influenciando a elaboração de trabalhos em 
relação à Lei 10.639. Assim, dentro do mesmo contexto, atores profissionais individuais na escola se 
posicionaram de forma diferente. Enquanto alguns professores percebiam algum “espaço de 
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manobra” e, então, abraçavam a responsabilidade e tentavam desenvolver ou transformar as 
práticas dentro de seu contexto de trabalho diário, a maioria dos professores e membros da equipe 
pedagógica e de gestão não expressou a possibilidade de (pelo menos em parte) mudar a situação 
em que se encontravam. A maioria dos fatores negativos identificados pelos professores e membros 
da equipe pedagógica e de gestão foram apresentados como estando fora de sua capacidade de 
mudar. 

No entanto, verificou-se que os poucos discursos alternativos presentes na escola abriram 
discussão sobre questões de etnia/raça, em geral, e da Lei 10.639 especificamente. Essas “aberturas” 
às vezes levaram a uma renegociação na equipe, no que diz respeito ao conceito de racismo e suas 
manifestações no contexto escolar em particular e na sociedade em geral. Nesses momentos, a Lei 
10.639 serviu como uma “ferramenta” ou como um “veículo” para os atores dispostos a trabalhar 
com a questão marcarem seu ponto. 

A experiência pessoal dos professores foi identificada como influenciadora na forma como 
eles trabalham com as questões de etnia/raça. Foi observado que membros da equipe que se 
identificaram como negros, ou membros auto-identificados brancos que se referiram a uma relação 
próxima com uma pessoa negra, apresentaram problematizações mais críticas da questão do 
racismo na instituição. Sendo uma minoria, esses membros abordaram a questão do racismo não só 
como um problema individual, mas principalmente como um problema social e institucional. Eles 
expressaram a interpretação sociopolítica mais crítica da Lei 10.639, e reconheceram sua agência 
individual em relação à questões de etnicidade/raça. 

Com base em teorias sobre crenças (beliefs) sociais e pessoais (Pajares, 1992; Nespor, 1987) 
concluiu-se que, em um contexto social dominado pela ideologia do Brasil como uma democracia 
racial, e um contexto institucional caracterizado pela falta de apoio e treinamento na questão, os 
membros que nunca sofreram racismo ou que não têm uma relação próxima com uma pessoa que 
tenha sofrido esta forma de exclusão, têm dificuldade em entender o que é o racismo, e reconhecer 
sua dinâmica em situações e práticas diárias. Esta falta de compreensão leva a uma problematização 
não-crítica da questão e ao não reconhecimento do seu papel como ator em relação a ela. No 
entanto, verificou-se que algumas vezes – depois de uma contribuição crítica de um membro da 
equipe nas discussões – alguns atores profissionais na escola começaram a refletir sobre o possível 
significado da Lei 10.639 em suas práticas pedagógicas e seu papel como educadores em relação à 
ela. Assim, de acordo com a referida teoria, tornou-se evidente que há oportunidades para mudança 
de crenças e práticas. No entanto, este estudo também confirmou que as mudanças de crenças, ao 
lado da vontade individual, também precisam de apoio externo. 
 
Conclusões 
Este estudo mostra que, embora “questões de minorias” (tais como questões de etnia/raça) ainda 
são muitas vezes excluídas das agendas dominantes nos vários níveis de governo, o aumento das 
dinâmicas inter-escalares e multi-escalares no mundo globalizado, ao mesmo tempo apresentam 
novas oportunidades para as minorias “navegarem escalas.” O caso do Brasil mostrou como certos 
atores aproveitaram as oportunidades emergentes em diferentes escalas de política e conseguiram 
colocar questões “novas” na agenda política. Assim, este estudo mostra por que o processo de 
desenvolvimento de currículo e as relações de poder/saber não podem ser entendidos quando o 
processo é investigado como sendo linear – de cima para baixo. No caso da Lei 10.639, foi o 
Movimento Negro brasileiro, em movimento “para cima” e “para baixo”, operando em diferentes 
arenas, o motor por trás dos acontecimentos. A compreensão hierárquica, e não dinâmica, da 
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política, teria tornado impossível o reconhecimento das diferentes arenas, atores e fatores que 
influenciaram as diferentes fases da definição da agenda, e o desenvolvimento, ajuste e aprovação 
dos instrumentos de política. Também teria tornado difícil entender por que no momento, no 
Brasil, a Lei 10.639 é implementada da forma que é, e porque ela tem sido praticada de forma tão 
modesta.  

Este estudo, então, também destacou o valor de incluir a arena da sociedade civil na análise 
da formação de políticas “alternativas”. Em todas as fases do processo político, em diferentes 
escalas, o Movimento Negro brasileiro foi o motor principal por trás das ações. Assim, sem a 
inclusão, na análise, da arena da sociedade civil como uma arena na qual discursos pedagógicos 
“alternativos” são definidos, teria sido difícil entender o papel crucial desempenhado por este 
movimento, atuando no interior, mas, ao mesmo tempo, também, muitas vezes de forma 
independente, tanto da arena política oficial e da arena pedagógica. Assim, uma das principais 
conclusões é que, para que uma transformação curricular mais profunda aconteça, é necessário um 
movimento social que interaja e opere com as várias arenas, incluindo a arena pedagógica. No 
entanto, o estudo também mostrou que, para uma implementação mais generalizada e 
transformadora, a ação dentro da arena da sociedade civil, por si só, não é suficiente. Também é 
necessária uma institucionalização mais ampla e profunda da agenda dentro da arena política oficial. 
Verificou-se que enormes desafios políticos ainda existem no Brasil contemporâneo, a respeito do 
processo de desenvolvimento curricular em geral. Desafios políticos e pedagógicos específicos 
foram identificados onde se trata de desenvolvimento de currículo em torno de etnia/raça. Os 
desafios políticos são relacionados ao sistema educacional, especificamente à distribuição de tarefas 
e responsabilidades, bem como a coordenação e interação entre as instituições nos diferentes níveis 
de governo. Os desafios pedagógicos específicos têm a ver com a necessidade de uma discussão 
mais explícita e profunda nas diferentes instituições dos conceitos de cultura, raça e racismo, e seu 
significado no contexto da sociedade e da educação brasileira. Assim, as crenças e os processos 
discursivos sobre questões de etnia/raça foram considerados como desempenhando um papel 
fundamental na transformação e reprodução de práticas educacionais relacionadas a esses assuntos. 
No Brasil, a ideologia da democracia racial foi considerada como ainda servindo para difundir a 
ideia de “coesão social” dentro da sociedade. Assim, a legitimidade do discurso do Movimento 
Negro brasileiro foi – e ainda é – sistematicamente negada pelos atores ligados a setores poderosos 
da sociedade, que investem na manutenção da crença nesta ideologia – tais como na arena política 
oficial e nos meios de comunicação.  

Em suma, este estudo mostrou como a mudança na educação é um processo complexo e 
lento, que envolve muitos atores ligados a diferentes arenas, em diferentes escalas. Enquanto, no 
caso do Brasil, a desigualdade étnica/racial ainda é um dos principais desafios para a cidadania, é 
importante ressaltar que este estudo também foi uma prova de como, nas últimas décadas, a 
sociedade brasileira tornou-se mais receptiva a discutir a questão. Por este motivo, e com base no 
fato de que a manifestação política de “minorias no poder” (na educação e outros setores da 
sociedade) é, de fato, atualmente muito relevante em várias partes do mundo, argumenta-se que o 
caso brasileiro pode ser considerado um exemplo inspirador para muitos outros países. Em outros 
contextos, também, é essencial refletir criticamente sobre quem define as questões, na agenda da 
educação, e qual é o lugar e o papel de minorias (étnicas/raciais) e de seus discursos neste processo. 
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As a “middle power,” Brazil plays an important role in the 
contemporary world. At the same me huge challenges 
concerning ci zenship, democracy, and par cipa on s ll 
exist in the country. This study engages with one of the 
struggles: the struggle for an ethnically and racially just 
Brazil. Taking Brazilian Educa on Law 10.639 as object of 
study, this book explores the ques on of what policy dis-
courses and mul -scalar interac ons influence the process 
of curriculum development with regard to ethnicity/race 
and educa on in Brazil. The findings show that the incre-
ased inter-scalar and mul -scalar dynamics in the globali-
zed world present new opportuni es for Brazilian civil so-
ciety actors for ge ng a en on for ethnic/racial inequali-
ty. However, even considering the fact that Brazil is far 
ahead compared to many other countries, huge poli cal 
and pedagogical challenges s ll exist regarding the process 
of curriculum development around ethnicity/race in the 
country. 
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