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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” 



263 
 

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 



264 
 

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. 

  


