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ABSTRACT 
Recently, race issues have become a point of departure for the construction of educational 
policies in Brazil, a country which always denied the existence of racism and constructed its 
idea of a nation representing itself as a “racial democracy.” Unquestionably, the third World 
Conference Against Racism held in Durban (2001) - understood as a complex political 
process that involved preparation and developments that mobilized local, regional, national 
and global actors, arenas and agendas, is fundamental in this construction. Intending to start 
unraveling this complex process, this paper discusses how local, national, regional and global 
actors played a role in the mobilization for including race issues on the (national –Brazilian- 
and international) education agenda. Thus, the authors take a first look at the international 
‘outcomes’ of the Durban process, investigating the inclusion of race issues on the 
international agenda of the Millennium Development Goals, the Education For All campaign 
and the Global Campaign for Education. The paper concludes by affirming that the 
protagonist role in recent developments around race and education in Brazil does not seem to 
lie in the arena of international organizations, but much more on the national level where the 
Brazilian Black Movement used the opportunities for organization and divulgation of claims 
the Durban process offered.  

 

Introduction 

The emergence of racial policies at different levels of education in Brazil is one of the most 

important and controversial occurrences of the decade. Brazil, throughout most of the twentieth 

century, claimed to be a “racial democracy,” and within this context, policies based on racial 

group membership were interpreted as and accused of being racist. The critique of this ideology 

demonstrates the continued existence of racism and racial inequality in Brazil, and there are 

currently policies being created to combat both.  

The two main areas where these policies are being created in the Brazilian education system are 

(i) access to higher education and (ii) the combat of racism in the school environment. With 

regard to access of afro-descendent Brazilians to higher education, in 2003 racial quota 

admissions policies at free public universities were adopted at three universities in two states. 

Quotas have now been implemented at approximately 40 universities throughout the country. 

Also, the Ministry of Education is providing scholarships for students to attend private 

universities, which already benefits almost 900.000 low-income students, as well as funding 



university admission preparatory courses. Some state and municipal governments are also 

supporting such courses. Moreover, the Ministry of Education is funding university centers and 

groups researching themes related to racial inequality. In terms of combating racism in 

educational environments, Law 10.639 requires the teaching of themes related to race, the history 

of Africa and of afro-Brazilians, including their contributions to the struggles of the Brazilian 

Black Movement, thereby modifying the directives and bases of the national education system. 

This law has resulted in the production of instructional materials, the revision of educational 

curricula, and the commitment of departments of education to preparing teachers in this area, 

among others.  

The conditions that permit this emergence, as well as the agencies, actions, actors and 

activists behind the construction and legitimization that complemented and influenced the 

viability of these processes, still require analysis. With this in mind, this paper aims to contribute 

to and provoke further discussions, rather than exhaust the subject.  

In this paper, we will first explain how we approach the concept of ‘scale,’ pointing to the 

importance of understanding the multi- and inter- scale process while investigating the emergence 

of the theme of race in public policies in Brazil. Subsequently, we will focus the discussion on 

the emergence of the national public policy agenda against racial inequality. With the intention to 

start unraveling this complex process, we will then discus how local, national, regional and global 

actors played a role in the mobilization process of including race issues on the (national –

Brazilian- and international) education agenda. Thereby, we will focus on the preparation process 

around the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related 

Intolerance (WCAR) held in Durban in 2001. To finalize our paper, with the objective to have a 

first glance at the international ‘outcomes’ of the Durban process, we take a brief first look at the 

inclusion of race issues on the agenda of international organizations, thereby focusing on the 

Millennium Development Goals, the Education For All campaign and the Global Campaign for 

Education.  

 

Local, national, and global processes: the multi- and inter-scalarity of the emergence of race 

issues in Brazilian public policies  

In Brazil, there is indeed a strong debate going on regarding the decisive protagonist role within 

this process. Bourdieu and Wacqüant (2002) point to the importance of North American 



imperialism (through cooperative foundations and agencies) as a vector of exportation of 

agendas, translating a reading of U.S. race relations that is incompatible with the historical 

pattern of development in Brazil, where “race” does not make sense.  Even though racialized 

policies to combat racism and racial inequality developed prior to the writings of these authors, 

the legitimacy and importance these arguments confer on Brazilian social thought have great 

repercussions for the debate. Even if restricted to U.S. imperialism and cooperative agencies as 

transmitting instruments, they offer a line of reasoning for how such international agendas, actors 

and processes are imposed on intra-national agendas, actors and processes.  Other authors, 

such as Jaccoud and Beghin (2002) point to the protagonist role of the Brazilian Black Movement 

in the construction of these policies, policies which are framed by the (their own national 

interpretation of the) concept of “affirmative action.”  In a manner that intersects international 

(continental and global) and national political processes, but conserving their autonomy, 

Weddeburn (2005) indicates the existence of a political “environment” favorable to the revision 

of race relations and the creation of public policies in Latin America.   

This debate provokes a reflection on the relationship between this emergence on 

national scale and global processes of construction and diffusion of agendas, including 

educational agendas. Here, we defend the hypothesis that the ongoing processes in international 

arenas, that mobilize global actors exercise pressure on national realities, have at their core the 

actions of national actors that create translations, dialogs and constructions of agendas on 

different scales. In accordance with this reading, the Black Movement uses (the Brazilian 

movement particularly) a “politics of scale:” a mobilization, through the movement, of 

instruments of pressure (international organizations, conventions and international law, events, 

global political processes, etc.) on the State for the construction of policies.  

In this reading, the relationship between “national/local” and “global” processes is not 

a “one-way direction,” nor something disassociated, as in “levels,” but an interlacement of the 

tensions between agencies of political struggle, where the simultaneity of processes complexify 

the impact on different scales. Therefore, it becomes difficult to speak of a process of 

“successive” facts, in which a national construction impacts the global construction, or vice versa. 

There are ongoing multi- and international scales, which unfold simultaneously on several scales.  

This is our vision of the importance of the WCAR in Durban 2001 for the 

construction of racial policies in Brazilian public education. Promoted by the United Nations 



(UN), it was an important moment of discussion about racial injustices and policies on a global 

scale. Mobilizing global agencies, arenas and actors, the conference formally resulted in the 

signing of a declaration stating that the national parties undertake the adoption of measures to 

combat racism and its social impacts. What we highlight here, however, is that the main impacts 

of the Conference on the public policies in Brazil were not due to the declaration signed by the 

Brazilian government, but much more to the actions (on diverse scales; local/municipal, 

regional/state and national) carried out by the Brazilian Black Movement during the process that 

involved the Durban Conference. In our reading, there is a complex multi- and inter-scalar 

process of strengthening and tension, where the Black Movement uses the existence of a global 

fact for implementing its local, regional and national agenda.  

 

The emergence of an agenda of public policies against racial inequality in Brazil 

In recent years, Brazilian society has been revising its race relations. The criticism of the 

ideology (or myth) of “racial democracy,” brought to light by the Brazilian Black Movement, is 

reaching different sectors of society and having repercussions. One of the main developments is 

the creation of race-based public policies aimed at combating racism and racial inequality.  

This focus on the construction of public policies, as well as the ways in which public 

policies are being incorporated in the internal debate of the Movement, is something new for the 

Brazilian Movement. Until the beginning of the last decade, the internal debates of the movement 

consisted of two opposing proposals for combating racism: affirmative action policies or 

reparations. The first, focused on an intervention in current processes, which continue racism in 

an updated form. The second sought compensation for the evils of the slave trade, of slavery and 

for all of the historical violence suffered by afro-descendents during the formation of the African 

Diaspora. Currently, these two proposals are converging, based on the idea that affirmative action 

policies are also a form of reparations. There is, however, a new analytical focus in the Black 

Movement: while for some time the focus turned to denouncing and criminalizing concrete 

practices of discrimination based on race, since the 90’s, however, guidelines for combating the 

social consequences of racism have been created in an effort to overcome racial inequality 

(Jaccoud & Beghin, 2002). 

It is this focus that appears in the proposals and demands of the Black Movement in 

recent times, such as during the Zumbi dos Palmares March in 1995 and in the process of the 



creation of the Durban Conference. This focus permits the development of proposals for 

racialized public policies in diverse areas, as it allows for the identification of racial inequalities - 

independent from the identification and reconstitution of discursive practices of (concrete or 

subjective, overt or covert, evident or subliminal) discrimination- to become the fundamental 

basis for legitimizing the need for public policies. 

Thus, the resulting agenda touches diverse areas.  Surveys of public policies to 

combat racism and racial inequality demonstrate this multiplicity, as well as the importance of 

these historical landmarks. Before the Durban Conference, Heringer (2003) counted 124 

initiatives to combat racial inequality, with an emphasis in the educational sector. The same 

author points out that after the Conference, the Brazilian state initiated a series of initiatives, 

repositioning the public debate.  Between September 2001 and June 2003, she documented a 

series of initiatives in different sectors of the federal government (the Ministries of Justice and of 

Agrarian Development, the Federal Supreme Court, and the President’s office in areas such as 

Education, Labor and Income, Food Security, Communication and Advertising, Quilombos and 

political-institutional development, and the creation of a Special Secretariat for the Promotion of 

Racial Equality policies, a Special Secretariat which has Ministry status), of state governments 

(in Education, with the adoption of quotas for afro-Brazilians in higher education by two state 

governments and two university counsels) and municipal governments (with initiatives in the 

Education sector and in Labor and Income).   

Jaccoud and Beghin (2002) and Jaccoud (2008) also emphasize the importance of the 

Durban Conference and the multiplicity of areas of intervention by public policies against racial 

inequality. The authors, however, focus on the historical trajectory of these policies in three 

generations. The first generation, in the 1980’s, was marked by the creation of counsels and 

advisory bodies focused on the issue of race in state and municipal governments that created a 

base for discourse and pressure for the Black Movement, which culminates in the creation, at the 

federal level, of the Palmares Cultural Foundation in 1988. The second generation was influenced 

by the formation of the Federal Constitution in 1988, which focuses on criminalizing racial 

discrimination (and the creation of special police stations and divisions). The third generation 

began to develop after the Zumbi dos Palmares March in 1995 (see footnote 6 on p.6), when, in 

response to the document ‘National Policies to Counteract Racism and Racial Discrimination’ 

from the hand of the Brazilian Black Movement, the President’s Office created a Inter-ministerial 



Working Group for the Valorization of the Black Population (with the task of preparing policy 

proposals). The process that started in that period was strengthened in the process of the Durban 

Conference, broadening the focus of public policy. Between 1995 and 2002, the authors identify 

51 initiatives at the federal level that they classify as valorizing, positive, and repressive policies.  

Both surveys indicate that there are more initiatives created in the area of education 

than in any other. But, other areas, such as the labor market, health, human rights, and most 

recently Quilombos are also the focus of much policy creation—despite the insufficiency of these 

initiatives for overcoming racism and its political, institutional and funding fragilities.  

When thinking about the emergence of race-based policies in Brazilian education, this 

diversity of areas in which the policies emerged indicates that they are inserted in a flow of social 

empowerment of the thematic of race and racial inequalities—or rather: it seems not to be a 

phenomenon arising from processes inherent to the area of education, but more a result of the 

anti-racism struggle in general. This perception is reinforced by our observation that in the 1990’s 

there were profound changes in Brazilian education, inserted in the diffusion of neoliberal 

principals throughout the world, with the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund 

playing principal roles. In the case of Brazil, this “neoliberal wave” did not bring a racial agenda 

with it. In the process of the emergence of new forms of social coordination (Lechner, 1997), 

with the incorporation of new agendas by the State, it seems to be then the protagonist role of the 

anti-racist social movement, or the Black Movement, that is responsible for the strengthening of 

this agenda - an agenda that has education as the area of emphasis, but does not seem to emerge 

specifically in this area. Next, we look at how this agenda appears in some international areas of 

dispute that strengthen national struggles.  

 

The Durban process 

The intention in this section is to begin unraveling the complex (preparatory phase) process of the 

WCAR in Durban 2001 and discus how some important local, regional, national and global actors 

played a role in the mobilization process of including race issues on the (national –Brazilian- and 

international) education agenda.   With the official end of the apartheid regime in South Africa 

in 1994, the character and focus of discussion of this third WCAR was different compared to the 

two previous conferences in 1978 and 1983. At the beginning of the 1980’s, many countries, 

including Brazil, still insisted that racism was something only present in other societies, while 



comparing itself to countries where extreme forms of racism were openly part of national politics, 

like South Africa. Many countries insisted that racial discrimination was a phenomenon that was 

absent in their societies (Albuquerque, 2008: 53). According to Albuquerque (2008: 89) the third 

conference in Durban had the potential to “bring home the reality of racism in our societies, 

reinforce human rights institutions and find significant remedies for the victims of racism”.   The 

National Process – the Case of Brazil 

‘Seven years after the approval of the Durban Declaration and Program of Action, despite 
the efforts of civil society and some states in the region, there is still not enough 
institutionally nor the necessary financial resources for implementing the initiatives 
established to combat racism and all forms of discrimination.’  
(Declaración de la Sociedad Civil de las Américas de cara a la Conferencia Mundial de 
Revisión de Durban, 2008: 1) 

 
This was one of the conclusions of the Civil Society Conference of the Americas, which took 

place from June 13 through 15 as a preparatory stage for the Durban Review Conference held in 

April 2009 in Geneva with the purpose of assessing compliance with the 2001 Durban 

Declaration and Program of Action. 

It can be stated that the Durban Conference has had little direct, practical influence on the 

shaping of public education policies in Brazil; however, it did have an impact in the sense of 

stimulating a local and national mobilization process around the issue of racism and racial 

inequality, including education. 

As explained in the first section of this paper, political changes since the late 1980’s and 

mid 1990’s led to an opening in relations between state and civil society. One of the many 

consequences of these political changes was that since the mid 1990’s it was more and more 

openly recognized that racism is a phenomenon that structured Brazilian reality and relations. The 

effect of these national changes on the international process was that beginning in 1995 the 

official Brazilian external political discourse in relation to the racial situation in the country, and 

consequently the relation between the Brazilian state and the UN Committee on the Elimination 

of Racial Discrimination (CERD), changed. In 1995, the Brazilian state presented a report to the 

CERD, which for the first time affirmed the presence of racial inequality in Brazil, based on 

statistical data collected through household surveys.   The process of Brazilian participation 

in the preparation and occurrence of the Durban conference must be understood within this 

context. In Brazil, this situation along with the intended character of the Durban Conference, 



resulted in the organization of civil society movements, cooperation between different state actors 

(such as the ministry of foreign affairs and the ministry of justice), civil society actors (such as 

social movements – being mainly the Black Movement - and universities) and leadership roles 

being given to new organizations such as the Inter-ministerial Working Group for the 

Valorization of the Black Population, see p. 7).   The plural composition of the National 

Preparation Committee contributed to the deepening of the discussion regarding the priorities 

within the Brazilian state in relation to the World Conference in Durban. The preparation process 

of the Durban Conference was seen by representatives of different social movements as a unique 

opportunity to include themes related to the struggle against racism and discrimination and the 

promotion of racial equality as priority items on the national political agenda. 

Carneiro (2002) explains that the mobilization of civil society for the conference around 

issues related to the situation of afro-Brazilian populations started in April 2000 when leaders of 

different Black Movements and Workers’ Unions organized themselves in a Pro-Conference 

Mobilizing Committee. This committee assumed several organizational tasks, and formulated a 

denouncement regarding the lack of accomplishment and systematic violation of the International 

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) (see footnote 13, 

p.10), since this resulted as the direct non-action and omission by the Brazilian state concerning 

the implementation of public policies to combat racism and discrimination and stimulate racial 

equality. Thereby, the committee also established contact with international organizations 

involved in the process of the Conference, such as international human rights organizations. The 

organization of the National Forum of Black Organizations for the third Conference Against 

Racism was also one of the initiatives of the committee. This forum defined the delegations for 

participation in the preparatory process for the conference and developed a document addressing 

the effects of racism in Brazil.  

It is important to stress that many of the denunciations and claims expressed by the 

Brazilian Black Movement during this preparatory process were already present in the 

movement’s agenda with regard to the formulation of public policies which were included during 

the re-democratization process in the late 1980’s and in the first half of the 1990’s. During the re-

democratization process, for example, some state and municipal governments created councils 

and advisory committees to address race issues. This agenda led to the inclusion of new 

(revolutionary, in the view of the Black Movement) policies such as those that required the 



inclusion of race issues in primary education curriculum.  The importance of this period of the 

end of the 1980’s to mid 1990’s is also affirmed by the key role played by the document 

‘National Policies to Counteract Racism and Racial Discrimination’ from the hand of the Black 

Movement, in the preparatory phase of the World Conference. The contents of this document 

became a significant part of the presented claims and proposals from the Black Movement to the 

official delegation of the Brazilian government and consequently had a strong influence on the 

final national preparatory report for the conference (Albuquerque, 2008). Besides this influential 

document contributed by the Black Movement, essential contributions were made to the National 

Preparation Committee by the Institute of Applied Economic Research (IPEA) that provided 

statistical data on the reality of racial inequality in the country.  

In relation to the end of the national preparation phase Albuquerque (2008: 154) writes:  

‘In Brazil, the national preparatory process generated important effects via awareness on 
the part of the state, media and society of the need to redefine policies that would ensure 
equal opportunities for all Brazilians, regardless of race, ethnicity, nationality, religion, 
sexual orientation or any other factor of social discrimination.’ 

 

The Regional Process – Latin America 

Of course this national process has to be understood in relation to its regional and international 

context. On a regional level, Carneiro (2002) points to the important role that the creation of the 

‘Strategic Afro-Latino-American and Caribbean Alliance Pro-third World Conference against 

Racism’ played in the preparatory phase of the World Conference. It was this alliance which, 

together with other organizations, invoked the Citizen Conference against Racism, Xenophobia, 

Intolerance and Discrimination, held in Santiago, Chile in December of 2000. This conference led 

to the formulation of a declaration that was presented to the official government delegations of 

the region countries that participated in the Latin American Preparatory Conference in the same 

city two days later.  

 In the regional preparatory meetings, participation of the Brazilian (official and civil 

society) delegations was characterized primarily by the successful insertion of numerous 

paragraphs relating to the specific situation of racism and discrimination that affects afro-

Brazilians and indigenous populations in the chapter on the victims of racism. The importance of 

the regional process was also affirmed by the head of the Brazilian delegation, Ambassador 

Gilberto Sabioa, minister of Justice in Brazil at the time. Sabioa expressed that the consensus 

reached with delegations of other countries from the region with regard to the chapters relating to 



afro-descendents and indigenous populations, made the final regional declaration and plan of 

action more valuable –for the process in Brazil- concerning its contents compared to the final 

declaration and plan signed in Durban (Albuquerque, 2008: 153).  

 

The International Process 

As argued in the beginning of this section, the third World Conference was marked by a process 

of redefinition of political strategies and international politics, also influenced by the fact that 

apartheid was not the central theme anymore. 

 Considering the role of the Durban conference on international scale, Albuquerque (2008) 

explains that throughout the entire process of preparation of the third Conference, there existed 

hope that this conference would reinforce the role of the United Nations as the only multilateral 

institution endowed with international legitimacy to create and implement consensual strategies 

and mechanisms that would be able to deal with this problem in an effective way. Indeed the 

Durban conference was marked by a process of redefinition of diplomatic strategies and 

international politics. After the third WCAR in Durban, several new working groups and experts 

where included within CERD. 

Nevertheless, when one investigates how national and regional agendas were included in 

the international Durban agenda, the complexity of international consensus about the theme of 

racism becomes apparent. Albuquerque (2008) explains that the work of the UN Secretary that 

prepared the international meetings seemed to be guided by the criterion to avoid dealing with 

issues of major controversial potential. Also, referring to the ‘explosive load’ of the Durban 

conference, Carneiro (2002: 211) writes: 

‘In many ways, without exaggeration, we can speak of the “Battle of Durban.” The 
ethnic/racial problem surfaced in every dimension in the international arena, leading to 
the almost impossibility of reaching the minimum of consensus among nations to face it. 
What seemed to be anti-racist activist rhetoric was manifested in Durban: the ethnic, 
racial, cultural and religious issues, and all the problems in which they unfold—racism, 
racial discrimination, xenophobia, exclusion and social marginalization of a large 
contingent of humans considered “different” –have the potential to polarize the 
contemporary world.’ 
 
The three most controversial themes at the Durban conference were 1) the recognition of 

the historical link between slavery, slave trade and colonialism and contemporary manifestations 

of racism; and the claim for compensation (reparations) for centuries of slavery and colonial 



exploitation of the African continent (Albuquerque, 2008; Carneiro, 2002); 2) agreement on the 

definition of the list of victims of racism and different sources of discrimination, and; 3) 

discussion of the situation in the Middle East (mainly the Palestine-Israel conflict) as a situation 

involving racism and racist politics (Albuquerque, 2008). Carneiro (2002) explains that 

underlying these controversial issues there existed another—not directly expressed—element that 

characterized the non-participation of the western countries in the Conference, she states:  

‘Beyond the objective of preventing the approval of any proposal that would open 
loopholes for reparations, they also fought to impede the condemnation of the colonial 
past, especially because this would signify questioning and criticizing the 
grounds that justified colonization and the economic expansion of the West: (a) supposed 
racial and cultural superiority, and (b) the conviction of their civilizing mission in relation 
to peoples considered inferior or rather the certainty that they awakened the people of 
Africa to civilization and earmarked the unused goods in Africa for the progress of all of 
humanity’ (p. 212). 

 
However, it can be argued that besides all this controversy, in terms of issues related to 

afro-descendents of the Americas and specifically afro-Brazilians, the final Durban declaration 

and plan of action was a victory. The final document ratified several paragraphs agreed on in the 

regional preparatory meeting in Santiago and made the expression ‘afro-descendent’ an accepted 

word in the United Nations - thereby referring to a specific group of victims of racism and 

discrimination. Albuquerque (2008: 154) writes:  

‘…the consensus on these issues, which would be confirmed in Durban, allowed that a 

document produced by the States—members of the United Nations at an international 

conference about human rights explicitly identified these two groups as historical and 

contemporary victims of racism.’ 

 

Also, the urgency of implementation of public policies that eliminate the social 

disadvantages that concern this group was recognized, thereby recommending States and 

international organisms to develop special programs directed to afro-descendents and direct extra 

financial resources to sectors such as health and education. The leadership role of the afro-

descendent social movements of the Americas was also made substantive in paragraph 33 of the 

Declaration (p. 9), stating:    

‘We consider it essential for all countries in the region of the Americas and all other areas 
of the African Diaspora to recognize the existence of their population of African descent 
and the cultural, economic, political and scientific contributions made by that population, 



and recognize the persistence of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and related 
intolerance that specifically affect them, and recognize that, in many countries, their long-
standing inequality in terms of access to, inter alia, education, healthcare and housing has 
been a profound cause of the socio-economic disparities that affect them.’ 
    
In addition, it was agreed on in the Durban Conference to create the ‘Working Group of 

Experts on People of African Descent’ within CERD.   

Interestingly paragraph 176 of the Durban Action Plan establishes a time limit of 2015 for 

the accomplishment of these actions; thereby referring to the development of goals agreed on in 

UN conferences in the 1990’s and the beginning of the new century (such as the Millennium 

Development Goals), stating:  

“Recognizing the urgent need to translate the objectives of the Declaration into a practical 
and workable Programme of Action, the World Conference against Racism, Racial 
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance Urges [   ] States to adopt and 
implement social development policies based on reliable statistical data and centred on the 
attainment, by the year 2015, of the commitments to meet the basic needs of all set forth 
in paragraph 36 of the Programme of Action of the World Summit for Social 
Development, held at Copenhagen in 1995, with a view to closing significantly the 
existing gaps in living conditions faced by victims of racism, racial discrimination, 
xenophobia and related intolerance, especially regarding the illiteracy rate, universal 
primary education, infant mortality, under-five child mortality, health, reproductive health 
care for all and access to safe drinking water. Promotion of gender equality will also be 
taken into account in the adoption and implementation of these policies;” (p. 54) 

 

Considering the third theme of the Durban conference—measures of prevention, 

education and protection aimed at the eradication of racism—already in the first meeting of the 

international preparation committee consensus between the different regional groups was 

reached. As such, the ‘importance of education as an instrument to combat racial, ethnic, 

national, cultural and religious stereotypes’ was affirmed. 

In relation to the relative ‘success’ of the insertion of the issue of racism and racial 

inequality affecting afro-descendents and the thematic of education on the Durban (preparatory) 

agenda, we had a first look at how this agenda is reflected in other international treaties and 

campaigns. A first analysis of international treaties such as the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDG’s), the international Education For All (EFA) agenda and the international Global 

Campaign for Education (GCE) was done. Findings of this first analysis are discussed in the next 

section.  



 

The inclusion of race issues on the agenda of international organizations 

The Millennium Development Goals 

 “The Millennium Declaration was approved in 2000. It is a political commitment that 
synthesizes several of the important world conferences held in the 1990’s, integrates 
global development priorities and defines targets to be attained by 2015. The document 
included basic human rights topics in the international agenda of priorities under the 
perspective of development, especially economic, social and cultural rights” (BRASIL, 
2007: 14). 

  
The theme of racial inequality is not mentioned in the eight internationally agreed upon goals and 

linked targets of the Millennium Development Goals. This could be defended by pointing to the 

reality that the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were defined about one year before the 

Durban conference (held in August-September 2001). It is clear, however, that when considering 

‘important world conferences held in the 1990’s’ for the definition of the MDGs a selection was 

made. The Durban declaration, for example, recalls, among others, the Vienna Declaration and 

Programme of Action, adopted by the World Conference on Human Rights in June 1993 and the 

resolutions of the bodies concerning the convening of the WCAR and the two WCARs, held in 

Geneva in 1978 and 1983, respectively (see Durban declaration, p. 1). Also, we would like to 

mention here the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination (ICERD) (see footnote 13, p.10) and, specifically in relation to education (that 

concerns MDG 2), the UNESCO ‘Convention Against Discrimination in Education.’, delineated 

in 1960. Besides, it is also a fact that when the MDGs where agreed upon, many actors within 

several countries were already (since 1997 –when the decision was made to organize the third 

WCAR in 2001) in full process of national, regional and international preparation for the Durban 

Conference.  

The absence of the theme of racial inequality contrasts with the way the theme of, for 

example, gender inequality is included in the MDGs. In her paper ‘Global inequality, capabilities, 

social justice: The millennium development goal for gender equality in education’ Unterhalter 

(2005: 113) touches on the issue of the complexity of defining targets in the field of international 

development and discusses the critiques about the debate regarding the MDG for gender equality 

in education. She explains how gender equality came to prominence in relation to international 



development in the 1990’s and refers, among other factors, to the 4th International Women’s 

Conference (Beijing, 1995) and the World Conference on Education For All held in Jomtien 

(1990). 

Considering space limitations for investigating how gender entered the agenda of 

international organizations on a large scale, we would like to stress the fact that in international 

politics the theme of gender inequality is often included, and the theme of racial/ ethnic inequality 

is not. However it is interesting that in regional and (in the case of Brazil) national translation of 

agendas like the MDG agenda, inclusion of race issues can be perceived in some cases. For 

example, in the ‘Brazilian Monitoring Report on the Millennium Development Goals 2007’ 

(BRASIL, 2007) Kim Bolduc states, when she refers to an overall reduction in inequalities in 

Brazil:  

‘Nevertheless, sex, color, ethnic background and place of birth are still major factors in 
the definition of future opportunities for a Brazilian child. It is beyond doubt that Brazil’s 
biggest challenge in the next few years is to transform the MDGs into a reality for all. As 
stated in this National Report, 7.5 million people live in extreme poverty within the 
country. Besides, many children – mostly black and indigenous – remain out of primary 
school. Going beyond national averages is an imperative for all countries committed to 
reach the MDGs and transform them into an instrument to combat all sorts of 
inequalities.’ (p. 12)  

 

When further studying the Brazilian Monitoring Report on the 2007 Millennium 

Development Goals, it can be perceived that the analysis of racial aspects of inequality in the 

discussion of the different MDGs is indeed included. It calls to attention that, concerning MDG 2 

(Universal Education by 2015), Brazil included a third target, therewith also referring to race/ 

color inequalities specifically in education. 

We argue that this can be considered an example of how international policies and 

agreements (like the MDGs) can have local (national) use or impact, when also considering race 

issues. We state, however, that in trying to understand this complex multi- and inter-scalar 

process around agenda setting and the inclusion of race issues in education, we observe that in 

this case the decisive role does not seem to lie in the international, but much more in the local, 

national scale—in a process stimulated primarily by actions of the Brazilian Black Movement. 

The political change process that Brazilian society and politics went through in the last decades 

resulting in the inclusion of race issues in several national, state and municipal policies—the 



inclusion of the question of race/ color self identification in the national household surveys, for 

example—made it possible to ‘use’ the MDGs (while, as discussed above, the MDGs themselves 

do not include a discussion on racial inequalities) as one way to also monitor (and disseminate 

internationally) the development of the promotion of racial equality in the country.       

In other words, in terms of looking at the international scale and arena, focusing on the 

MDGs, we argue that the goals and international agreements on these goals, in and of themselves 

do not play a leadership role in relation to the inclusion of the discussion of racial inequalities in 

different levels of politics.  

 

The United Nations and the UNESCO Education For All campaign 

When looking at other international actors, the UN, for example, we can state that next to the 

CERD (see p. 10, footnote 13) and the special Commissions and Working Groups created within 

the UN after the Durban Conference (see p. 13, footnote 25), specifically UNESCO has 

historically worked more on the issue of racial/ ethnic inequalities in education (for example by 

delineating the ‘Convention Against Discrimination in Education.’, see p. 17). When the 

international UNESCO page is studied, indirect reference to diversity and inequalities concerning 

different ethnic groups in education can be found in the elaboration of the ‘special themes’ such 

as: ‘Inclusive Education;’ ‘Languages in education;’ ‘Human rights education’ and; ‘Education 

for Holocaust Remembrance.’ We observe, however, that when discussing different forms of 

exclusion and the different ‘vulnerable groups,’ racism, racial inequality and afro-descendents are 

not mentioned. In the international UNESCO Education For All (EFA) agenda we perceive that 

reference to racial/ ethnic inequalities is made through the definition of the second objective of 

the Education For All campaign as:  

‘Assure that by 2015, all children, especially girls, living in difficult situations, and those 
belonging to ethnic minorities, have access to free, obligatory primary education of good 
quality’ (UNESCO, 2008).    
 
It seems however, that during the last few years, the issue of minorities and ethnic/racial 

inequality gained space in the EFA agenda. This is reflected in the Global Monitoring Reports of 

the last few years where the issue of working on ‘inclusion’ and ‘equity’ are mentioned in an 

increasing way as ‘top policy priority.’ 

 
The Global Campaign for Education 



The third global actor in the arena of education we would like to briefly comment on is the 

Global Campaign for Education (GCE). As this campaign seems to rely heavily on the EFA 

agenda, we also observe that some space, but no priority, is given to the discussion of race issues/ 

racial inequalities. We also observed this during participation in the GCE Third World Assembly 

in São Paulo (January 2008) where issues such as ‘quality of education;’ ‘the enforcement of the 

right to education;’ ‘adult literacy;’ ‘financing quality education;’ and the ‘abolition of user fees,’ 

were prioritized in the debate (at the Assembly these where the five most voted issues to be 

discussed first during debate around the motions to the amendment).  

There indeed seem to be, however, members and coalitions in the GCE that do insert the 

issue in the all encompassing discussion of ‘the right to education’ in an increased way. The Latin 

American Coalition for the Right to Education (CLADE) seems to play a prominent role here. 

During the world assembly it was observed that mostly members of this regional coalition 

brought ‘minority’ and ethnicity/ diversity issues into the discussion.  

Conclusion 

We argue in this paper that the third World Conference Against Racism, Racial Discrimination, 

Xenophobia and Related Intolerance held in Durban in 2001 has been fundamental in the process 

of recent inclusion of race issues in the construction of educational policies in Brazil. Thus, we 

discuss the Conference not as an event, but as a complex political process that involved 

preparation and developments that mobilized local, regional, national and global actors, arenas 

and agendas. The intention here was to start unraveling this complex process and discuss how 

some important local, regional, national and global actors played a role in this mobilization 

process of including race issues on the (national and international) education agenda.   

With the intention of continuing our analysis of this process and also investigating the role 

of actors such as multilateral organizations (for example, the World bank and the International 

Development Bank), and international cooperation organizations, our first analysis of how the 

Durban agreements and plan of action are reflected in the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs), the international Education For All (EFA) agenda and the Global Campaign for 

Education (GCE) shows us that race issues are often not present, or at least not given priority, on 

the agenda in the international arena. When it comes to international treaties and campaigns, it 

seems that the voice of those actors that work with issues such as racism, racial discrimination 



and minority issues (being mainly civil society movements) becomes a ‘subordinate voice’.  

The protagonist role of recent developments around race and education in Brazil seems to 

lie then primarily on the national level where the Brazilian Black Movement used the 

opportunities for organization and the divulgation of claims the Durban process offered. 
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