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Overview

On June 21, 2007, a group of scholars, researchers and advocates gathered on an islet just outside Rio de Janeiro  to examine the current state and future trajectory of affirmative action in Brazil and the United States. Staged against the backdrop of campaigns in both countries to eliminate race-conscious opportunity programs, scholars and advocates for social justice came together to share analyses, insights and resources with the goal of sustaining these vital opportunity policies against formidable opposition.  The principal aims of the retreat were to reflect on the ongoing nature of racial inequality in the societies, to construct a comparative mapping of the belief structures that help rationalize this inequality, and to examine the function and justification for the use of  race conscious policies as legitimate and defensible  intervention.  In a rich and productive dialogue that extended through seven sessions, several small group convenings, and informal conversation, participants shared perceptions about the racialized nature of social inequality in each country, reservations about some of the mechanisms of affirmative action and concerns about sustaining these efforts against organized efforts to eliminate them.  Importantly, the group affirmed the importance of ongoing dialogue between people who are thinking about racial justice in both countries in order to better defend these policies against myths and distortions.  

This Executive Summary provides an overview of this ground-breaking bi-national dialogue and sets forth the key observations and recommendations that emerged from the group’s three and one half day dialogue.  Further elaboration of the group discussion and working groups are in progress in consultation with retreat participants.  

Background

The Niterói retreat developed out of a series of conversations between Brazilian and American intellectuals who have in their various capacities sought to develop and defend the conceptual foundations for broadening access and opportunity.  Recognizing that efforts to address racial inequalities in both countries have generated valuable lessons and provocative challenges, a small group of conveners sought to create an intensive comparative dialogue between academics, researchers and other intellectuals. 
    

The conveners selected the retreat format in order to create a space for focused reflection and engagement.  Recognizing that the public and overheated nature of the affirmative action debate often forced questions, disagreements or challenges into the margins, this retreat was organized to provide the opportunity to share, debate, and explore ideas and insights about such policies in a more intimate context.  

The meeting commenced with a welcoming reception and address by Minister Matilde Ribeiro of the Federal Secretariat for the Promotion of Racial Equality.  Minister Ribeiro established the central theme of this dialogue noting that “if racially conscious remedies are to flourish in Brazil and to be sustained in the U.S., effective and immediate intervention is urgently needed.” This theme infused the retreat from start to finish.  Picking up this charge, participants discussed, debated and explored strategies to more clearly represent the dynamics of racial inequality and to address the myths generated in both societies that function to erase these social realities. 

I.
The Sessions
I. Setting the Agenda

The order of the work was choreographed to provide participants first with the relevant historical and ideological background in each country, and then to pose a range of pressing questions pertaining to the development, scope, purpose and function of affirmative action in each country.  A key objective in the order of the work was to identify areas or questions requiring further reflection, and to distill from what is currently “knowable” the most promising approaches toward responding to the chorus of criticism against affirmative action.
  These orienting discussions effectively set the agenda for the duration of the retreat.  We set forth here some of the central observations and themes that emerged:

From the Session: The Post-Freyre Era: The Myth as Aspiration rather than Fact
In this session discussants set forth the historical development of the “racial democracy” myth and linked deep opposition to affirmative action to the contemporary power of this national self-image.  Notwithstanding the abundance of information disputing the myth’s claim to reality—some of the information having been produced by some of the most vocal critics of affirmative action—the myth continues to operate as an aspirational ideal.  These aspirations are currently deployed by critics to denounce affirmative action as “un-Brazilian.”  

Key questions for further discussion emerged, including the following: 

What exactly do we mean when we contend that the idea that Brazil is a racial democracy is a myth? 

Can/should the myth of racial democracy be used for strategic purposes in supporting affirmative action? Should we strive to reframe and invigorate this idea or should we reject it? 

How do we use the social realities of life in Brazil against the myth when the myth of racial democracy has already served to legitimate the social inequalities that exist in contemporary Brazilian society?

How can we better understand the opponents in this debate who acknowledge in their own research racial inequality?  How do we best engage these “Muy Amigos”?

From the Session:   The US Post-Civil Rights Regime: We are All Colorblind Now

In this session, the origins and contemporary articulation of “colorblindness” was discussed.  Here commentators revealed how the civil rights movement and the rhetorical genius of Martin Luther King have been folded into a notion of colorblindness, an ideology that parallels racial democracy.  Commentators noted that while the idea originated in a famous dissent opposing segregation, the author did not understand colorblindness as a means to disrupt racial hierarchy or to distribute opportunity fairly.  Instead, as originally conceived, colorblindness was simply a formal rule mandating formal blindness to social hierarchy.  The superior status of the racially privileged would not be remotely disturbed.  Today, although colorblindness is embraced as a social aspiration, it often militates against affirmative remedies designed to achieve racial equality.  

Having set the two myths in their historical and contemporary stages, the conversation turned to how affirmative action is ‘framed’ through reference to these myths, and what lessons could be drawn from each context to help inform the other.

These questions emerged:

· What is the role of legal struggles/law in contesting racial inequality? How does it differ as between Brazil and the US?

· How do we share strategies, histories, and challenges across national boundaries?

· In cross national movement-building, how do we selectively incorporate experiences from one context to another? (taking advantage of  the good and rejecting the bad)?

· How can cross-national coalitions be strengthened to advance Affirmative Action in both countries? 

· How do we reclaim Martin Luther King’s legacy here and abroad?

From the Session: The Anatomy of Racial Hierarchy: Examining the Corpus of White Supremacy in Brazil and the US
In Brazil and increasingly in the US, critics argue that affirmative action misrepresents a problem of social class as a problem of race.  The participants noted that this framing of the issue obscured the ongoing function of privilege, and moreover, suppressed the role of public policy both historically and contemporaneously in creating racial inequalities.  Thus, in the third session, participants engaged in an exercise to uncover the precise role that law and public policy played in distributing privileges and benefits on the basis of race.  This history continues to marginalize Afro-descendents in both countries.  The exercise proceeded in four steps:

1) Each participant contributed a law or policy that explicitly presented a preference for whites;

2) Each participant then linked that policy to contemporary racial disparities;

3) Each participant was asked to list one stereotype that is typically deployed to justify the contemporary advantages that whites enjoy;

4) Each participant was asked to link any of the foregoing elements to the arguments surrounding affirmative action

The exercise was quite useful in that it revealed how difficult it is to maintain a focus on white privilege as opposed to black disadvantage.  The group emerged with a sense that in order to fully defend affirmative action, it is important to address not only the exclusion and disadvantage faced by persons of African descent, but also to bring into view the historical  advantages and privilege that have been granted to those who are regarded as white.

From the Session:  Behind the Label: What are the Practices and what are the Policies? 
Our discussion clearly revealed that one of the most difficult challenges to affirmative action is the easy way in which the programs are stereotyped as unwarranted benefits to unqualified applicants.  Here discussants discussed alternative ways of presenting affirmative action as quite simply the removal of obstacles rather than the promotion of racial preferences.  


Questions that emerged from this discussion include:

How do we reframe the debate around the question of merit?

Should we use the diversity rationale to justify affirmative action? If so, when and in what forms?
How do we respond to the critique of the use of “quotas” in this context?

How do we challenge the putative dichotomy between social and racial inequality?

II.  Open Space Working Groups

In the afternoon of the third day, the Retreat then shifted into self-organized working groups.  This shift facilitated greater interaction and the development of concrete steps to strengthen the understanding, functioning and public perception of affirmative action.  A list of the various working groups follows. Individuals proposed various topics that emerged from the large group debates, and negotiated and combined areas of interest to arrive at approximately nine small group discussions.  In 90 minute time slots, participants discussed and debated observations and developed a range of recommendations related to the topic.  In this summary, we will list a few recommendations under the institution or sector to which the recommendation was directed.   The fuller report will include a summary of the background conversations in each small group that established the context for the recommendations:

A. Legislation and Strategy Group (Universities)

B. Identity Group: What is Black Identity in Brazil?

C. Reconceptualizing Affirmative Action as a Tool for Removing Obstacles 
D. International Human Rights Group 

E. Media and Communications

F. Quota Strategies 

Universities:

1) Develop a network of Universities to strengthen institutional support for these programs and to share knowledge of best practices

2) Seek resources to address the range of challenges that newly admitted students face in matriculating into the university economically, socially, and academically

3) Broaden the scope of affirmative action to include other functions, including faculty and staff hiring, organizational support, graduate study opportunities and curricular development

4) Develop curricular offerings that are responsive to the particular historical development, contemporary socio-economic contexts and challenges of Afro Brazilians

5) Investigate, seek funds, and implement retention programs for affirmative action beneficiaries

Media:

1) Identify sympathetic resources in the media and begin a counter-offensive

2) Focus on specific stories of students and their successes

3) Research the content and frequency of affirmative action coverage and prepare a report addressing questions of balance and the appropriate role of media in facilitating participatory democratic deliberation on key societal questions 

4) Mobilize media professionals to provoke and facilitate dialogue between advocates in favor of affirmative action and mainstream media representatives

5) Investigate who and where the researchers studying about the presence of people of color in powerful media outlets and pop cultural products are. Disseminate their message among media professionals and, subsequently, to a broader audience. 

6) Develop ways disseminate, and to introduce key media personnel to, the idea of  reconceptualizing affirmative action as a tool for removal of obstacles 

Academics:

1) Develop and further articulate for various audiences the key justifications for affirmative action, including compensatory, redistributive and equalizing opportunity rationales, with emphasis on reconceptualizing affirmative action as removal of obstacles
2) Facilitate greater international exchange by identifying and translating key research texts on affirmative action from Portuguese to English and English to Portuguese

3) Organize a response to the collective assaults on these policies by “muy amigos” including a widely distributed general statement in response to Dangerous Divisions, a scholarly collection of research on race in Brazil by academics and researchers who support affirmative interventions, and comparative texts exploring race and remedies in a variety of national contexts

4) Coordinate follow-up convenings to facilitate the creation of interdisciplinary, cross-sectoral and international research on racial inequality and affirmative action

5) Organize to pressure for the expansion of affirmative action to other functions of the university, including graduate programs, curriculum development and hiring.

6) Identify and document the conditions and obstacles that quota students must address and seek useful interventions

7) Develop information about these policies that can be broadly disseminated to support these policies

8) Convene a national conference on affirmative action to which all participants in the debate are invited to engage

Community Groups/Activists:

1) Develop mechanisms to facilitate community involvement in the selection of students who will be admitted to the universities.  

2) Develop additional strategies for expanding access to universities by using community groups and other organizations to serve as a pipeline to the university.

3) Develop a variety of projects within communities to promote the understanding of affirmative action as a policy designed to remove obstacles rather than to provide unwarranted preferences

4) Identify democratic communitarian spaces where affirmative action educational workshops could have traction and be carried on to a broader audience. 

5) Investigate why the debates and discussions that are taking place inside community centers and associations, often facilitated by the Black movement and race-conscious activists, do not have much influence in regards to policy choices and social change. 

Other Questions and Concerns

In addition to these recommendations, the group identified a range of issues around which there was a need for further deliberation to reach agreement.  Some of those issues focused on the specific content and function of affirmative action policies and the question of regional variation and specification: 

1) What should be the numerical predicate or percentage for determining the actual number of the admissions quotas?

2) How should regional differences be incorporated into the functionality of these programs?

3) When should the need for additional resources to sustain students’ success be contemplated?

4) How should the preference for identification versus identity be actualized in facilitating affirmative action? 
III. Next Steps

Currently, the coordinators are distilling the working group sessions and proposals into a summary and distributing these summaries to the team leaders of each of the groups.  All of the recommendations require further elaboration, in particular, specification as to who, when, how and where the suggested steps should be undertaken.  We anticipate a follow-up conversation among team leaders to further elaborate on each of the recommendations and to take steps to assemble the personnel and resources necessary to make these suggestions a reality.

It is suggested that the Ministry might be the appropriate venue to reconvene such a conversation and to identify those recommendations that the Ministry is in the best position to advance.  The Minister is currently facilitating a series of conversations this fall under the rubric of “Cycle of Debates, Affirmative Action: Strategies to Amplify Democracy.”  She awaits the final report from the Niterói group to determine the best means of intersecting this project with the “Democracy” project.

The AAPF has proposed further that the Minister assemble a delegation of selected participants to visit the US.  The AAPF is amenable to coordinating a series of visits for the delegation to explore the wide variety of affirmative action policies in operation in the US both in higher education and in other sectors including industry, government, labor, and civil society.  Also, the AAPF would coordinate meetings with those on the frontlines of defending affirmative action both to combat the distortion that travels concerning affirmative action and to reveal some of the negative consequences that have occurred where these important opportunity policies have been retracted.

This US visit could well be a predicate to a series of convenings in Brazil to facilitate dialogue between leaders and policy makers in across a range of sectors here.
IV. Feedback and Conclusions

Our discussions proved to be extraordinarily successful. Retreat participants left the event with glowing evaluations of the three and a half day workshop, and we were pleased with the results of our efforts.  Feedback from participants indicated that the workshop provided a rare opportunity to deliberate around these important questions among academics and activists.  One participant summed up the value of the event thusly:

“Esse encontro é uma ferramenta importante na produção de conteúdos que vão embasar as estratégias de mudança. Um ponto fundamental neste encontro foi a possibilidade de reunir em um mesmo debate ativistas como eu (Jurema), Medeiros e Coronel Jorge da Silva, que nunca tivemos a oportunidade de debater, apesar de partilhar as mesmas preocupações, a mesma cidade, etc.” 
“This encounter is an important tool for producing material on which we can base strategies for change. One pivotal point in this encounter was the possibility of bringing together, in the same debate, activists like me [Jurema], [Carlos Alberto] Medeiros, and Colonel Jorge da Silva, who have never had the opportunity to discuss these issues, even though we share the same concerns, live in the same city, etc.” 
On the importance of such exchanges, participants enthusiastically endorsed the basic concept as one of the key reasons for their attendance:

“A percepção da importância da construção de redes nacionais e internacionais para o avanço destas políticas.” 
“Because we understand how important it is to build national and international networks to advance these policies.”

Participants indicated that they would warmly receive another opportunity to continue the conversation and would expand the circle of participants to those who were unable to attend:
“Por certo. Para alguns dos convidados, informarei o quanto perderam. Ainda penso que Samuel Vida da Bahia; Paulo Vinícius da UFPR; Marcelo Tragtenberg da UFSC, entre outros.”

“Of course. For some of those invited, I will tell them how much they missed. I still think that Samuel Vida from Bahia; Paulo Vinícius from the Federal University of Paraná; Marcelo Tragtenberg from the Federal University of Santa Catarina, among others.”
Eventually we also anticipate that innovative educational materials will grow out of the work in Niterói.  The meeting represents a significant first step in the evolution of a series of transnational collaborations that AAPF is currently coordinating among academics, researchers, and activists: dialogues designed to facilitate cooperative research, and the sharing of knowledge, experiences, and best practices pertaining to affirmative action.

Appendix A: Participant List 

	Participants – June 2007

	1. Carlos Alberto Medeiros - Journalist

	2. Devon Carbado – UCLA U.S.

	3. Dora Lucia Lima Betulio – Federal University of Parana

	4. Joel Zito Araujo – Movie Director

	5. Kimberle W. Crenshaw – UCLA/Columbia/AAPF – U.S.

	6. Seth Racusen – U.S.

- Ana Maria College

	7. Coronel Jorge da Silva –  Military Forces

	8. Marilu Lima de Oliveira – State Government of Santa Catarina

	9. Edna Roland – State Government of Sao Paulo and Municipality of Guarulhos.

	10. Raquel Cesar - Lawyer



	11. Rosana Heringer –

        Lawyer

	12. Jurema Werneck – Criola.org.br

	13. Matilde Ribeiro

Racial Equality Minister SEPPIR

	14. Ivonete Silva – SEPPIR (Special Secretariat for  Racial Equality

	15. Eliza Larkin Nascimento – IPEAFRO Afro Brazilian Studies Research Institute

	16. Christen Smith – U.S. - UTexas

	17. Sonia Santos –

Criola.org

	18. Russel Robinson – EUA- UCLA 

	19. Marcia Canario – Representative  SEPPIR

	20. Evandro Pizza – UFPR (Federal University of Parana)

	21. Renato Ferreira – UERJ (State University of Rio de Janeiro)

	22. Daniel Silva – CEERT (Research Center for Work Relations and Inequality)

	23. Luke Harris – Vassar College/AAPF

	24. Ted Gordon –U.S.- Utexas

	25. Joao Vargas – U.S.- UTexas

	26. Camila Morsch – Dashew Scholar - UCLA

	27. Angela R. Paiva – PUC-RJ (Private University of Rio de Janeiro)


� The meeting was a  bi-national enterprise.  The convening committee consisted of Brazilians Joel Zito Araujo, Dora Bertúlio and Carlos Medeiros and Americans Kimberlé Crenshaw and Seth Racusen.   A bi-national team handled coordination, facilitation and logistics (Crenshaw and Camila Morsch) and resources were provided by the Affirmative Action Research and Policy Consortium, a Project of the African American Policy Forum, and by the Ford Foundation, Brazil.    


� The Workshop Agenda is attached.





