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Introduction 

• Although Brazil is considered a middle-income country, the country 
has a high index of social inequalities. Racism is present in the 
Brazilian society manifesting its presence in different forms of social 
and economic discrimination. 

• Economic inequalities in Cubatão are rooted in historic, social, 
ethnic and racial disparities – Northeastern migrants living in the 
city’s slums are mostly non-white and largely of Afro-descendency. 
These inequalities lead to a racialized space in Cubatão, which are 
favelas. 

• Latin American origin and resilience of high inequality indicators are 
assigned to historical factors such as colonial heritage, and post-
colonial experiments of economic, social and political 
modernization. Historical accumulation of advantages and 
disadvantages led to the overlapping of several inequality processes. 
“Inequalities are socially constructed, not fate” (Reygadas 49). The 
historical inequality started with the dependency of the economy on 
indigenous and black labour.  



Methods and Approaches 

 

• The methodology consists of the analysis of secondary sources 
such as articles in newspapers, Internet sources, books and 
academic research papers.  Through a literature review and 
analysis, this paper compares and contrasts, and connects the 
authors’ arguments and ideas related to the central argument 
of this paper, which is the analysis of racial and ethnic 
inequality inherent to the Brazilian society leading to poverty 
of non-white Northeastern migrants living in Cubatão’s slums.  
Emphasis is given on the anthropologist Luis Reygadas’ 
theories on inequality in Latin America. 

 

 



Roots of Inequality and Racism 

• High income elites, allied with the West, strive to block any policies 
that attempt progressive reforms. This creates a high degree of 
power and private accumulation of wealth by the Brazilian elites. 
Disparity in social capital, weak social ties, and networks with power 
holders lead to the “accumulation of advantages and disadvantages, 
contributing to the persistence of inequalities” and the creation of 
societal dualism (Reygadas 37).  

• Race is a social construct, reinforced by a racial ideology and 
changing through time. Race can be an important source of unity or 
division within a group.  

• The concept of race in Brazil is based on appearance and socio-
economic status. Although Brazil shows lower levels of racial 
segregation than the USA, Brazil has higher levels of racial inequality 
(Santos 5). The ambiguous racism in Brazil leads to blacks and whites 
intermarrying, living near each other, but racial ideologies are 
embedded in social practices that feed the production and 
reproduction of racial inequality.  



Racism – Historical Background 

• The historical mechanisms are shown as through history; 
people of indigenous and African descent have been suffering 
from centuries of racial segregation, slavery, violence and even 
death in Latin America. These mechanisms take form as 
disparity in social capital, leading to physical and geographic 
segregation. Currently 56.7 % of the population of Cubatão 
lives in favelas (Alves 12). These are areas of environmental 
risk - mangroves and hillsides.  

• Damiani (119) uses the term "wage slavery" highlighting 
poverty experienced by migrants, characterized by labor 
turnover and its nomadic character. This is consequence of the 
accumulation of advantages and disadvantages contributing to 
the persistence of inequality by creating two extremes of 
society - dualism.  



Slavery in Brazil 

• Slavery was a cruel, mercantilist way of acquiring wealth by 
European elites in Brazil and Europe that left its scars in the black 
and mestizo populations in Brazil. The legacy of slavery as one of the 
reasons causing the impoverishment of blacks in Brazil.  

• Slavery started in Brazil in the 16th century, when sugar plantations 
in the Northeast region required a large amount of slave labour. 
Brazil received more African slaves than any other region of the 
Americas (Skidmore 36). Brazil was the last country in the Americas 
to abolish slavery in 1888 (Butler 970).  

• Brazilian slavery abolition did not mean to be a transition between 
slavery and wage labour, but the marginalisation of Afro-Brazilians 
after abolition (Kraay 193). Competition with poor white labourers 
after abolition did not favour black Brazilians. Although slavery 
ended in 1888 in Brazil, the legacy of slavery arises in the lack of 
social and economic mobility of non-white Brazilians.  

 



Cubatão 
• Cubatão is a suitable case study connected to Reygadas’ theories on 

inequality because this city has a high economic inequality rate 
comparing to Brazilian standards, and in consequence, having a 
large part of its populations living in slums (Alves 7). These migrants 
lack access to economic opportunities due to the ability of Brazilian 
elites to reproduce their privileges through the failure of efficient 
redistributive policies.  

• Cubatão is a rich city with a GDP of 1.72 times the GDP of São Paulo 
state due to revenue obtained from the industrial hub in Cubatão 
(Santos 147). While the poor live in mangroves and hillsides, the 
middle and upper class workers, who are pendular migrants, live in 
the wealthy cities in the Santos metropolitan region, going to work 
in the industries of Cubatão. 

• Population living in Cubatao, according to the IBGE Census in 2010  
Total 118720 
Race White 50 527 (42.56%) 
Race Black - 9,197 (7.75%) 
Race Black ,“Pardos”  - 57,971 (48.83%) 
Race (Asian) - 773 (0.65%) 
Race (Indigenous) - 246 (0.21%) 
then the sum of 57,971 (brown) + 9197 (black) is equal to the 67,168 Black inhabitants of the Black residing in Cubatão, according to the 
IBGE Census. 
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Racialized spaces  

• The strong process of industrialization and economic growth in 
Cubatão generated a stronger population growth, especially in the 
decades from 1960 to 1980 (Alves 352). With industrialization 
starting in the 1950s, these rural migrant workers were largely 
absorbed by the construction industry.  

• Housing has substantially improved in Brazil in the last decades, but 
blacks are still the majority of population in favelas. The tolerance 
that the Brazilian State has expressed in relation to the illegal 
occupation of urban lands is remarkable. This process is significant 
in its dimensions, if we consider, especially, the great mass of 
peasants who migrated to the cities in this century and settled 
illegally, since most impoverished people have no access to the 
private real estate market and to public housing policies.  

• The greater tolerance regarding illegal urban occupation to favelas 
comes from municipal governments, especially during pre-elections 
periods. This situation is therefore an inexhaustible source for 
political patronage (Maricato 157). 
 
 
 





Afro-Brazilians - Cycle of 
Disadvantages  

• The “cumulative cycle of disadvantages” is a by-product of 
racism due to the discrimination of non-whites in the 
education system and in the job market (Santos 5). Whites are 
able to go to good universities and attain higher paying jobs 
than blacks and pardos (mestizos). The racial discrimination 
takes form as limiting economic and social mobility of Afro-
Brazilians. This racial inequality creates two types of 
economies, one traditional, another informal. The informal 
sector gets through the formal sector by providing labour 
power, maintaining low salaries and a consumer class, being 
part of a larger capitalist accumulation process. Global trade 
conditions, together with “certain patterns of colonization” 
lead to a “highly unequal access to economic, political and 
social opportunies” (Reygadas 40).   



Actions to Empower 
 Afro-Brazilians 

• Cash transfer programmes have been successful in tackling 
inequality, poverty and exclusion by creating “social welfare 
networks” based on financial help to vulnerable groups 
(Riggirozzi, 74).  The Cubatão Municipal Bolsa Família sends to 
families a municipal debit card to be used in local businesses 
(Castro Junior 1). The conditions for Bolsa Família in Cubatão 
are that school attendance of children and adolescents be at a 
certain number of days per year; the maintenance of updated 
vaccination cards and completion of courses that lead to 
income generation in the future (Castro Junior 1).  



The Department of Racial and 
Ethnic Equality of Cubatão 
• The Department of Racial and Ethnic Equality of Cubatão, with its 

director, Júlio Evangelista Santos Junior, has significantly improved 
the awareness about racism in Cubatão and in ways to help black 
citizens in Cubatão achieve racial equality. One of the ways to 
improve black peoples’ lives is to tackle the gap between whites and 
blacks in accessing public health. Julio emphasized that there is need 
to increase primary care capacity of health, where there is a 
concentration of blacks, and greater involvement of municipal 
councils for the necessary changes to tackle institutionalised racism, 
understand how it happens and eliminate it. Often discrimination 
happens not only with blacks, but with other minorities groups such 
as white Northeasters due to their place of origin. Teaching the Afro-
Brazilian and indigenous culture in the school curriculum of the city 
of Cubatão is a priority in creating racial equality policies 
(Evangelista, qtd. in Rodrigues “Public Health”). Cubatão has quotas 
available for blacks in municipal jobs (Evangelista). 

 



Fighting Racism 

• According to Evangelista, when black and whites are poor, whites are 
still in better situation (qtd. in Rodrigues, “Racial Equality”). Quotas aim 
to narrow this gap between blacks and whites as a temporary measure 
aiming to achieve racial equality. Evangelista states that “that the 
perception that blacks are human beings has yet to be achieved by the 
Brazilian collective imagination, as the dehumanization that happened 
for over 350 years has been the keynote of the slave philosophy in Brazil 
by this way of portraying the black population in Brazil with the stigma 
that turned into legacy” (Evangelista, qtd. in Rodrigues “Public Health”). 
Evangelista fights to implement affirmative actions, aimed at black 
youth of the suburbs, victimized by institutionalized racism. There is the 
need to create and implement network services to fight against racism, 
with free legal assistance. With regard to political participation and 
social control in decision-making spaces and participation of civil society, 
inclusion in the curriculum of African content, Afro-Brazilian and 
indigenous groups, with the inclusion of these perspectives in cultural 
life, to be subsidized by the municipality (Evangelista, qtd. in Rodrigues 
“Public Health”). Another action relates to ensuring operating permits 
for African religions’ places of worship. 
 



Fighing Racism 
• Some of the affirmative actions organized by the Department of Racial and Ethnic 

Equality of Cubatão are the project "Equality in Communities", which is an initiative of 
the Special Coordination of Racial and Ethnic Equality and aims to take all municipal 
communities discussions and debates in which racial equality lead to promotion 
policies (Evangelista, qtd. in Rodrigues, “Racial Equality” ). The goals of the Project are 
to spread the discussion, and collect data, views and events that may contribute in 
real time to the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies promoting 
racial equality at the municipal level (Evangelista). The project’s potential partners are 
municipal councils, women's organizations, samba schools, black and indigenous 
movements, various civil society organizations, among others (Evangelista).  
 

• The Department of Racial and Ethnic Equality of Cubatão also organized the Cubatão 
2014 Black Awareness Week, with its theme: "IV November Zumbi Cubatão: Racial 
Equality is Real! "Cubatão is Palmares, is Resistance and Identity!", from 17 to 27 
November 2014 (Rodrigues, “Cubatão”). Some activities that took place were the 
launch of the Municipal Committee of Health of the Black Population, the launch of 
the Municipal Forum of Education and Ethno-Racial Diversity; IV Seminar "Black 
Women Roots of Resistance", Youth Workshop Live: Black Youth, violence and public 
policy; talk wheel: "Capoeira as a Tool to combat Racism and the Formation of 
National Identity", and the Official ceremony of delivery of the Trophy Zumbi dos 
Palmares (Evangelista, qtd. in Rodrigues, “Cubatão”). These are actions that aim to 
counterbalance racial inequality and increase awareness of racial discrimination in 
Cubatão. 
 



Conclusions 

• Brazil has a disturbing rate of inequality carried out by very powerful 
elites, with the generation and distribution of wealth being a 
changeable issue that can be gradually improved. Cubatão is a highly 
industrialised city which should not have about sixty percent of its 
population living in slums. The local white elites managed to 
reproduce their ability to accumulate wealth, but post-neoliberal 
local governments have been able to make a difference in 
redistributing wealth, although on a small scale. 

• The geographic exclusion of Afro-Brazilians is an expression of other 
types of marginalisation that Afro-Brazilians are subject to in Brazil, 
such as political, work opportunities and conditions, areas of 
residence, and education (Vargas 52).  Only by confronting racism 
we will be able to “understand and work toward the elimination of 
“racialized inequalities that characterize Brazilian social relations” 
(Vargas 52). 



Conclusions 

• Although cash transfer programmes are somewhat part of a 
neoliberal agenda by encouraging consumerism, these programmes 
contribute to diminishing social and economic inequalities in Brazil 
by allowing the next generation of Brazilians to have more access to 
education.  The inequality of the education systems is still seen as 
people living in the white neighborhoods attending private schools 
while most the blacks or mixed-race students attend underfunded 
public schools. 

• The Brazilian Ministry of Agrarian Development implemented the 
first affirmative action program in the country in 2001, requiring that 
twenty percent of its internal employees be black (Pagano 9). Thus, 
several government agencies and public universities followed suit in 
implementing affirmative actions (Pagano 9). Although these 
affirmative actions are based in a foreign model of affirmative 
action, there are opportunities for Afro-Brazilians to be involved in 
social movements such as black activism to fight their unprivileged 
situation. It is a step towards achieving racial tolerance and equality 
and demystifying “racial democracy”.  



Conclusions 

• The construction of a racial identity through self-declaration is 
a step to fight the “generally subordinate position of blacks in 
Brazilian society” (Pagano 17). Thus, affirmative actions 
developed by the city of Cubatão such as quotas for Afro-
Brazilians in municipal jobs are a step forward in fighting 
racism. This is a small step towards equality, and it will 
contribute to diminishing inequality amongst groups by, at 
first, an “artificial insertion” of minority groups in position of 
power, and improving the living conditions of oppressed 
groups, and consequently, their future generations. As 
Reygadas describes – “inequality is a structural feature that 
will not drastically decrease in a few short years, but it can 
also be reversed and deconstructed” (49). 
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