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ABSTRACT

As a signatory to Durban III World Conference against Racism, Discrimina-
tion, Xenophobia and other forms of Intolerance, Brazil has committed itself to 
the enforcement of mechanisms to promote social equity. As a consequence, 
governmental programs have been implemented, aiming at the inclusion of Afro-
descendents in higher education. Actually, the quantity of such students in the 
academy is minimal and does not relate to what can be observed in the general 
population. As an example of such endeavor, Universidade de Brasília (UnB) has 
started an Affirmative Action program in order to include a contingent of 20% 
of its freshman students as representatives of racial underprivileged groups. This 
policy started in August 2004. The present study aimed to investigate the percep-
tions of students and general public to this policy. An instrument, based partially 
on McConahay´s (1986) Modern Racism scale, was administered to a sample of 
316 students. A factor analysis (AF) extracted five factors, corresponding to 48% 
of the total variance explained. An Analysis of Variance (Anova) was performed 
to better understand the results, concerning both age and gender of the subjects. 
Results show that, although students demonstrated interest in the implementing 
of Affirmative Action programs, and are aware of the relevance of such procedu-
res to the cultural and social structure of the community, they do not agree with 
their reasons or measures taken, or to the existence of the problem itself.

KEYWORDS

Affirmative action; Racism; Racism measurement; Social inclusion; Higher 
education.

RESUMO 

Na qualidade de signatário da Conferência Mundial Contra o Racismo, Discri-
minação, Xenofobia e outras formas de Intolerância, o Brasil se comprometeu 
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com mecanismos para promoção da igualdade. Como consequência, diversos 
programas governamentais foram concebidos, buscando a inclusão social de 
afrodescendentes na educação superior. De fato, a quantidade de tais estudantes 
na academia é mínima e não se aproxima do que pode ser observado na popu-
lação como um todo. Como exemplo desse esforço, a Universidade de Brasí-
lia (UnB) começou um programa de ação afirmativa com o objetivo de incluir 
20% de seus calouros como representantes dos grupos raciais minoritários. Essa 
política iniciou-se em agosto de 2004. O presente estudo buscou investigar as 
percepções de alunos e do público em geral sobre tal política. Um instrumento 
baseado parcialmente na Escala de Racismo Moderno de McConahay (1986) foi 
administrado a uma amostra de 316 alunos. A Análise Fatorial (AF) extraiu fato-
res correspondentes a 48% da variância total explicada. Executou-se a Análise 
de Variância (Anova) para melhor compreensão dos dados no que se refere à 
idade e ao gênero dos sujeitos. Os resultados apontam que, apesar de os estu-
dantes demonstrarem interesse no processo de implantação de programas de 
ação afirmativa e estarem conscientes da relevância de tais procedimentos para 
a estrutura social e cultural da comunidade, não existe concordância quanto às 
suas razões e medidas tomadas ou com a própria existência do problema.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE

Ação afirmativa; Racismo; Medidas de racismo; Inclusão social; Educação 
superior.

1	 Introduction

The present study has the objective of discussing how Affirmative Action 
programs are perceived in a non-West country. Specifically, the perception of 
college students towards the implementation an Affirmative Action program 
in a large Brazilian university was investigated, and conclusions regarding the 
acceptance of such programs are drawn, apart from its implication to the unders-
tanding of racial dynamics in Brazil. As such programs can be seen as a political 
reaction to injustices against non-privileged groups in one society, it is important 
to, first, address some cultural and social aspects of the Brazilian society, in par-
ticular to what relates to its racial structure, such as discrimination and racism. 

During the colonization process in Brazil, the Portuguese domination and 
enslavement of the native population led to bloodshed (RIBEIRO, 1995). The 
decimation of the original inhabitants lasted centuries, being estimated that 
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from an original population that might have reached from two to five million 
natives, now there exists just over 360,000 today, representing some 0.2% of the 
Brazilian population (IBGE, 2002). 

Due to such constraints, forced by the European colonizers in the so-called 
workforce, the first African slaves were brought to Brazil in 1538. In the following 
three centuries 3.5 million African slaves were brought to the country, frequently 
treated in appalling conditions, bought and sold as it pleased to their masters. 
For Ribeiro (1995), the country has a cultural division that originates from this 
social-economical history. 

As a result of its wide territorial extension, Brazil is very heterogeneous in cul-
tural terms, with different groups being formed by the European immigration and 
the African slavery commerce. Slavery in the country was abolished a little more 
than a century ago in Brazil (in 1888). Yet, persons of African ancestry have histo-
rically suffered discrimination from people from different origins (HENRIQUES, 
2001). This is mostly true when we consider that, in relation to racial issues, one of 
the most serious aspect of discrimination is the social and economic poverty that 
can be observed in most of the African descendants in the country.

Evolving to present days, this situation led to a perception of a racial stability 
in Brazil, which has been supported by what is known as the “racial democracy” 
consensus (SKIDMORE, 1976). That is a concept somewhat complex, which 
refers to a national belief that Brazil is not a racist country, in particular due 
to its extensive Black2 population and its presence in the national cultural sce-
nario. It is also believed that opportunities are equally presented to all citizens, 
leading to a situation where the difficulties due to racial questions are denied 
(SCHWARTZMAN, 2003). However, official data seems to dictate otherwise, as 
the White population receives better education, have higher incomes, and more 
health care and job opportunities than Blacks. Such issues in Brazil were listed 
by Unesco as a theme related to a large range of difficulties faced by the young 
Black population, such as social inequalities, violence and poverty (THOMP-
SON, 2000; HENRIQUES, 2000, 2001, 2002). The society in general has an 
inherited difficulty in coping with racist behaviors, and is not quite aware of their 
manifestations or effects. Considering this context, this study has the general 
objective of investigating the social impact of an Affirmative Action program 
directed towards Blacks in the higher education context, through the observation 
of college students’ perception of the phenomena. 

In order to achieve this objective, a Racism Scale was developed and tested 
in Brazil. An assumption was taken that two forms of racism co-exist in this 

2	 In this study it is used a definition applied by the Brazilian Statistical and Geographical Institute (Instituto 
Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, IBGE) that include both Negro and “Mulato” persons.
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context, named Classic and Modern Racism (MUMMENDEY; WENZEL, 1999). 
While the first is characterized by the blatant expression of hostile behaviors 
related to a target group, the former presents itself in a rather subtle, less opened 
fashion. The differentiation on the expression of prejudice is a consequence of 
the institutionalization of norms that banned discrimination against underprivi-
leged groups. The conception of alternative ways of expression of such beliefs is 
a consequence of such ruling (MCCONAHAY; HARDEE; BATTS, 1981; MCCO-
NAHAY, 1983; PETTIGREW; MEERTENS, 1995), therefore allowing dominant 
groups to dodge these directives. This is frequently achieved by denial of preju-
dice, by attributing social and economical difficulties of minorities to internal 
factors (e.g. little effort or lack of discipline), which expanded from race into 
gender relations.

While the model of Classic Racism has focused on blatant racism, this pers-
pective has examined the possibility that racism is also expressed more covertly. 
The reported racial attitudes of Whites changed dramatically in surveys between 
the 1940s and the 1980s (FISKE, 1998), yet subtle indicators of White preju-
dice remain. Given the opportunity to help a Black person or a White person, 
Whites give less help and less helpful help to Blacks. Confronting the discre-
pancy between words and deeds, as well as examining the subtle indicators of 
prejudice led some scholars to wonder whether the dominant affect was not 
hatred, leading to aggression, but rather ambivalence and discomfort, leading 
to avoidance (MCCONAHAY, 1983). One recognized theory which attempts to 
resolve this dilemma was also the one most oriented to individual differences: 
the Modern Racism Scale (MCCONAHAY; HOUGH, 1981) built on the related 
concept of symbolic racism. That is, because Whites were no longer comfortable 
expressing racism directly, they would express it instead by advocating traditio-
nal values and policy preferences that all happened to disadvantage Black people. 
By this token, opposition to busing, Affirmative Action and welfare were really 
attitudinal cover-ups for an underlying theme of anti-Black racism, for which 
these issues were symbolic. Thus, the Modern Racism Scale was designed to 
measure this symbolic form of racism as a stable individual difference. Modern 
racists believe that Blacks are gaining underserved status and attention, pushing 
themselves where they are not wanted, and that Blacks’ anger is unreasonable 
because discrimination is no longer a problem. Following McConahay’s work, 
Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) created a new subtle racism scale which was used 
in Europe, as well as the United States. Yet, no parallel measure that investiga-
tes the subtle opposition to AA policies was found in Brazil. The development 
of such measure is a secondary objective of this study. As it follows, the bases for 
the implementation of Affirmative Action programs are discussed, as well as the 
development of one program at a Brazilian university. 
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2	Lite rature

In recent years the discussion of the existence of this “tacit segregation” has 
re-surfaced and is reason for debate, gaining new grounds especially in what 
relates to education. It is now believed that generating learning opportunities to 
Black students through education may contribute to alter the racial distribution 
of Brazilian society as it regards to educational level, reflecting the experience of 
other countries where Affirmative Actions (AA) have been used as a mechanism 
to achieve social inclusion3. Fighting racial prejudice in the educational settings 
is expected to create conditions to a better understanding, bringing both sides 
together and encouraging the creation of new social groups that can better par-
ticipate, and have a voice, in the society. Such expectation was stated by Cohn 
(1995, p. 2) in that “to foster a new orientation to policies, in a way of making them 
more evenly balanced and thus capable of contemplate the existing social diversity, 
is a confrontation to the inheritance of the country’s social protection system”. 

Social inclusion programs are frequently related to economical needs of a 
group, frequently facing a situation of difficulty. These difficulties, in turn, vio-
late the perception of equity within a society, which is inconsistent to the meri-
tocracy ideology. This is the Brazilian case, where the recent economic evolution 
and stability presented similar consequences as observed in other countries. In 
short, that means lesser social mobility, broadening of social inequalities and 
differences (COHN, 1995). A result of this situation is the increase in impove-
rishment, especially at the working classes or groups that are already underprivi-
leged, as a direct consequence of the lack of creation of new jobs, not to mention 
the loss of the quality on the existing ones.

Due to its historical background and social evolution, the Brazilian educa-
tional system has been a source of social distortions, albeit initiatives to mitiga-
te this situation – perhaps because of the lack of continuity of such proposals. 
Yet, as a result to policies implemented at different government levels, signs of 
an improvement can be noticed, especially in what relates to basic education. 
Recent statistics show that over 97% of the Brazilian children up to age 14 are 
enrolled in scholar activities (HENRIQUES, 2002), thanks to programs such as 
Bolsa Escola (Elementary-level Scholarships) and Renda Mínima (Federal Govern-

3	 Affirmative Action is understood as social policies pioneered by the USA as a mechanism aimed to present 
solutions to what Skidmore (1976) names as “the American dilemma” that is, the social and economi-
cal marginalization of the Afro-American. This definition encompassed later other ethnical minorities, 
women and persons with disabilities. To this author, AAs are interesting initiatives to attack the problem 
but are controversial proposal, as some groups may incorrectly understand that a place is being taken from 
a White person to be given to a Black one.
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ment Allowances), both aiming to provide financial assistance to families, as long 
as their children will attend regular classes. 

The discussion now turns to the need of improving the quality of public edu-
cation, providing better conditions to students, teachers, and making it possible 
to students to complete the basic education. However, Black population has not 
been equally benefited by these policies, as the situations inside schools still needs 
improvement. For instance, as studied by Cavalleiro (2000) the kind of attention 
that a child will receive from his-her teacher differs according to the child’s race, 
(Black children do receive less attention and nurturing from teachers, when com-
pared to White children). The effects of this action in the child’s self-esteem and 
self-confidence are troublesome, negatively affecting the rest of the student’s life. 

Not surprisingly, the social gap that lingers in the classroom is represen-
ted in the scholastic performance. Evidence shows (IBGE, 2002; SHICASHO, 
2002) that the performance differs between Blacks and Whites in Brazil, crea-
ting an obstacle to social inclusion of Black individuals that has not received the 
necessary attention until now. As a consequence, the number of Black students 
attending universities is much smaller than their actual representation in the 
general population. Besides the educational history, this fact is related to both 
social and historical reasons. 

Notably, higher education is not available to all Brazilian students that may 
seek the continuity of their studies. Thus, certain State administrations started 
adopting measures to increase the participation of such students in undergra-
duate programs, by creating quotas for Blacks in public State universities. Some 
Federal universities followed this movement by taking similar AA measures. In 
this study we investigate part of the implementation process of such an interven-
tion that started in August 2004 at the University of Brasilia, a large Federal uni-
versity in the country. Although the overall procedures were designed to affect 
aspects of the organizational and social development, in the present study only 
the perception of such AA program was investigated. 

3	 The importance of an Affirmative 
Action 

The latest 10 years have observed a change in the discussion of the racial 
issues in Brazil. What was originally seen as a “problem” restricted to Afro-descen-
dants, began to be understood as a matter that affects the society as a whole. If at 
the beginning of such discussion, ethnic-related non-governmental organizations 
were the sole supporters of ideas such as the Movimento Negro (Black movement), 
the actual stakeholders increased, and the discussion has broadened. However, 
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the resistance to accept the consequences of the structural changes needed is still 
generating difficulties to the implementation of the AAs in some institutions. 

Historically, the first measures to account for racial discrimination in Brazil 
were adopted in the legal field in the middle of the last century. The most rele-
vant instrument adopted was the Afonso Arinos Law (1951), which precludes 
imprisonment for persons convicted of racial or color discrimination. Two other 
legal instruments, the Caó Law (1985) and the Paim Law (1997), expanded the 
coverage of the former, setting longer imprisonment terms for discrimination 
on the basis of race, color, ethnicity, religion, or national origin, practiced directly 
and indirectly, in all terms (e.g. racist publications).

The Brazilian Constitution (1988) establishes as an attribution of the State 
the protection of native and Afro-Brazilian cultures, and those of other groups 
participating in the national process of civilization. This emphasizes two para-
mount aspects for the protection of cultural groups: the access of the group to its 
culture and its diversity, and the right of participation of persons in the creative 
process and expression of their own culture. As a result, cultural backgrounds 
were acknowledged, such as the recognition of African descendants living in qui-
lombos (communities of resistance to slavery that were established when it was 
still a legal activity). Remnants of quilombos were given the right to ownership 
of the lands that were occupied by their descendants for the past five centuries. 

In 1995, the Federal Government established an Inter-Ministerial Working 
Group to propose actions to tackle racial discrimination and promote the social 
and economic integration of Afro-Brazilians. Later, in 2001, it established the 
National Council for the Combat of Discrimination, responsible for proposing, 
monitoring, and evaluating public policies for promoting equality and protection 
of rights of individuals, social and ethnic groups affected by racial discrimination. 
A significant result of the activities of this Group was the creation of an extensi-
ve proposal for the Federal Government to adopt AA measures, in recognition 
of the rights of the Black population. In the areas of education, diplomacy, and 
culture, such measures were taken through their respective Ministries, aiming 
to expand the access of Afro-Brazilians to universities, diplomatic corps, among 
other initiatives.

In such legal grounds, the foundations to a social shift were set. However, it 
is most relevant to consider the social implications of these movements. Citing 
Tajfel, Taylor and Moghaddam (1994, p. 5-6) point out that social change is:

[…] the subjective modes of structuring the social system in which the individual 
lives. It refers basically to his belief that he is enclosed within the walls of the 
social group of which he is a member; that he cannot move out of his own into 
another group in order to improve or change his position or his conditions of life.
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Such perception is also supported by Cuellar (1997) who states that it is not 
sufficient to condemn discrimination, and that is useless to make claims based 
on human rights and/or moral imperatives on such a matter. The problems cau-
sed by discrimination cannot be solved by judicial or technical measures only. 
Racism, even when presented in a surreptitious fashion, is not a marginal phe-
nomenon: it develops whenever there is a social identity crisis. That is to say that 
the circumstances that help setting up a discriminatory environment, allied to the 
reproduction of discriminative models, hinder social mobility.

As described by Aberson (2003), such evolution is based in, at least, two 
different points of view: social justice and legitimacy, as a mean to social change. 
While the first can help to understand the effects of discrimination, which keeps 
a person or a group outside an organization or block the access to information, 
the legitimacy perspective consists in the adoption of procedures that, while battle 
this social obstacles, foster inclusion.

An important theoretical model to explain this dynamic is the realistic 
conflict theory (RCT), proposed by Sherif (1966). The theory states that 
intergroup conflict and co-operation are a result of responses to real or imagined 
group interests. It is based in three assumptions about behavior: a) people are 
selfish and will try to maximize their own rewards, b) conflict is the outcome of 
incompatible group interest, and c) the social psychological aspects of intergroup 
behavior are not determinants, but rather determined by compatibility or 
incompatibility of group interests. Relating RCT to the existing educational and 
social scenario in the country, it can be found a reasonable ground for conflict 
to arise, as there are limited resources in higher education as well as restrictions to 
funding. The interests of the different social groups are in dispute and, naturally, 
one of the groups is exercising control over such resources.

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that these resources are controlled by 
a White dominant group and so, if the situation and the perception of the pro-
blem are to be changed, the approach must take into consideration the reduc-
tion prejudice through intergroup contact. This situation relates to what became 
known as Gordon Allport’s Contact Hypothesis, which states that prejudice is a 
direct result of generalizations based on incomplete or mistaken information, 
about a group of people. Thus, contact between the groups, when conducted 
properly, should lead to better interactions. The Contact Hypothesis is based in 
the assumption that that prejudice may be reduced as one learns more about the 
group or groups toward whom the discriminating behaviors or perceptions are 
driven. That said, it is coherent to believe that “Affirmative Action can be conside-
red as a tool that may be used as an instrument to create the necessary conditions 
to a transformation in society” (SOARES, 2000, p. 39).
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Based on this ideology, the University Brasilia (UnB) proposed a system to 
foster the inclusion of Blacks among its students. This initiative is of great rele-
vance in the Brazilian education context, due to the visibility of UnB, recognized 
as one of the leaders in its field, and because of its proximity to high-rank politi-
cians. More precisely, this large educational institution operates at the political 
capital of the country, as well as one of the first to propose such an endeavor. 

The proposal of UnB was to hold 20% of undergraduate openings to Black 
students each semester, for a period of ten years, starting at the second semester 
of 2004. This refers to a number of nearly 400 students per semester. A support 
program is also planned, aiming to give the necessary attention to such students, 
in an effort to prevent the drop off courses (CARVALHO; SEGATO, 2002) such 
as Education, Psychology, and Social Services.

It was expected that newcomers would face some adversities or difficulties 
in their participation in campus life. As pointed by Kent (1996), the university is 
a representation of society and, as such, is subjected to similar problems, being 
the nature of race relations on campus just one of this instances. Fisher and 
Hartmann (1995) presented a study on personal experiences related to racial 
prejudice. The research was also conducted in university campus with a White 
majority, pointed out that, whilst both groups (Black and White students) had 
similar opinions on the importance of interracial experiences between students, 
social segregation was still reported as the norm on campus. Other findings sup-
port the existence of a link between racial prejudice and other prejudicial atti-
tudes. Qualls, Cox, and Schehr (1992) observed that individuals who showed 
racially-biased opinions, were also prone to attitudes against gender, having ste-
reotypical gender role views.

One of the common criticisms to AA programs in universities is that the 
acceptance of underprivileged students would jeopardize the selection of better-
prepared (often non-Black) students. The UnB system considers the use of a 
mandatory minimal punctuation at the selection exam, meaning that, even though 
the protected student’s grades may be lower than the non-protected ones, the 
first group still needs to demonstrate the same basic skills as the later, in order 
to be considered eligible to entering the institution. If the openings available to 
the program students are not filled out, the remaining positions will be assigned 
to non-protected candidates.

Another challenge of this AA program was to define the race of the student. 
Unlike the situation observed in some countries such as the United States, the 
UnB program allows postulants to be classified by their own judgment on his 
or her ethnicity. This self-classification is then evaluated by a commission that, 
prior to selection, decides whether the candidate is eligible of not to enter the 
program. This is indeed a tricky situation, were a misjudgment can be very dan-
gerous both to candidate as well as to all the selection system.
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Last, critics of the program state that it is likely that Black middle class stu-
dents, that normally would not be covered by the program, would benefit from 
this strategy, in detriment of other Black students from less privileged back-
grounds. That is to say that the most needed students would still not be treated 
fairly.

Even though these concerns are not a novelty when AA programs are created, 
a number of studies have demonstrated that diversity-increasing programs 
through AA procedures have results of high social relevance. For instance, 
Lefevre (2003) points to the fact that such initiatives take into consideration that 
there are no barriers to be imposed to non-participants that are better prepared. 
Johnson and Lollar (2002) suggested that students enrolled in such programs 
are more prone to participate in political and social activism, as well as present 
greater awareness of any inter-relations between different cultures. Konrad and 
Janet Spitz (2003) found that traditionalistic attitudes related to gender and race 
are good predictors of positive or negative perceptions over AA programs. Finally, 
Aberson (2003) demonstrated that ethnical aspects mediate the perception of 
the benefits of such measures, being responsible to greater commitment of the 
participants.

Until now we have outlined some of the characteristics of UnB program, as 
well as aspects that may play a role as a background to it. In order to assess the stu-
dents’ perceptions of the program, the present exploratory study was developed. 
It important to state the study was made prior to the programs’ implementation.

4	 Method

Based on the assumption that much of the perception about a university’s 
AA proposal is biased (either knowingly or unknowingly), the study searched 
to examine the students views in relation to their knowledge of the actual AA 
strategy, as well as their attitudes towards the protected Black group. The aspects 
focused by the study are the Modern Racism perspective, and its influence on the 
sensibility of the individuals to the problem, as well as to the program adopted. 

The main areas of inquiry are related to a) subjects perceptions on the 
adequacy of the AA as a mean of retribution/equality to underprivileged groups, 
and b) their feelings on discrimination and Modern Racism. To that end it was 
first developed a background questionnaire (17 questions) that inquired on the 
knowledge of the implementation of the AA at the university, including elements 
related to its possible consequences, students´ knowledge of the proposed AA 
methodology, and their opinion regarding the life conditions of Black citizens 
in the country. It was also developed a Modern Racism Scale, based on an 
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adaptation of McConahay (1986) original scale (12 questions). Both instruments 
were developed in Portuguese, with the help of Focus Groups, structured on 
basis of race, gender, age, and being a student at UnB or not.

The questionnaires used a Likert-like scale (7 points varying from totally 
agree “1” to totally disagree “7”). The twenty-nine items composed the final ins-
trument, and an open-ended question regarding the subject’s opinion associated 
to the identification of ethnical background was included: What is the most legi-
timate way of identifying race? At the end of the questionnaire, the subject was 
asked to respond to demographic data, such as age, gender, and major.

5	 Procedures

A sample was proposed considering the distribution of students at the uni-
versity, according to their proportion in campus. It was expected that a part of 
the sample would be composed of off-campus high-school students as well, in 
a total of 400 intended subjects. Researchers were assigned to different schools 
(Health, Human Sciences, Exact Sciences etc.) according to the representation of 
each school in the general population. No error estimative was computed for the 
sample. Different times in all class hours of day and night were included, in an 
attempt to represents the proportion of students attending different schedules.

Research procedures were conducted during the months of May and June 
2004. After clearing outliers and other response errors, final data were collected 
from 316 subjects, 89% from university background and 11% from high school 
level. Subjects were volunteers, asked freely to participate in a study related to the 
AA proposed by the university. Upon positive answer, researchers followed a for-
mal protocol, in order to reduce experiment bias. Subjects were asked to present 
their first response, which should be the most sincere, that no identification was 
needed and that their information would be treated with confidentiality. It took 
from 10 to 15 minutes to each subject to complete the survey.

6	Res ults and Analysis

The final subject distribution was 36% from Human Sciences (e.g., Socio-
logy, History, Business), 36% Exact Sciences (e.g., Math, Physics, Engineering), 
11% Biological Sciences (e.g., Biology, Veterinary); 6% Health Sciences (e.g., 
Medicine) and 11% from high school. It was observed that 55% subjects were 
male; the mean age was 22 years (SD = 6).
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A factor analysis was performed and five factors were extracted using Prin-
cipal Axis Factoring and Varimax Rotation with Kaiser Normalization. The rota-
tion was selected in order to simplify the number of variables with high loadings 
in each factor. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy 
retuned a value of 0.82, confirming that the matrix is factorable. Factor loading 
values in the interval of -0.31 and 0.29 were excluded from the analysis. The 
resulting structure is responsible to 48% of explained variance, and the confi-
dence indexes (Cronbach´s Alpha) were all above 0.7 (varying from 0.79 to 0.71) 
to all factors.

The overall integrity of the questionnaire was maintained; however some 
questions imagined to be more suited to different dimensions presented them-
selves in a different fashion than expected. The factors items – all in Portuguese, 
as well as their loadings, can be seen at Appendix 1.

The resultant factors were interpreted as follows:

1.	 Perceptions and knowledge about Affirmative Action: Related to both the uni-
versity proposal and other discussions on the subject.

2.	 Racism (modern racism): Associated to the perception of racism, segregation 
and discrimination, as well as consequences of its existence.

3.	 Effects of Affirmative Action in society: Related to expected changes in society 
and people’s discriminative behavior linked to discrimination.

4.	 Perceptions about racial group: Associated to the perception of the life aspects 
of the racial group and the evolution of the racial question.

5.	 Racism and family relations: Related to the effect of discrimination in the for-
mation of friendship or family ties.

By analyzing the subject’s answer pattern it was noted that, when answering 
specific racial related questions on Factor 2, a lower level of racial bias was iden-
tified. However, the same subjects rejected the questions presented on Factor 4, 
indicating that such students would be more likely to express covert, rather than 
overt discrimination.

It was examined whether there was a difference by sex or age in the percep-
tions by students of racial segregation in two contexts: a) the level of manifest 
or subtle racism and b) the knowledge of the description of the AA proposed. In 
this context the questions were presented in two levels, (i.e. modern racism and 
structure of the racial group needs, according to the subject’s perception). An 
analysis of variance (Anova) was executed in order to determine if a) the inde-
pendent effects of age and sex (i.e., the two main effects) and b) the existence 
of effects of interaction between sex and age and the perception of racism and 
fairness.
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Sex has a significant (F(1, 315) = 241.83; p < 0.01) main effect for Factor 1, 
indicating that there is greater perception of unfairness or injustice inherent to 
the social system by males. Factor 5 presents the same level of significance, but 
indicates that females felt more strongly that the racial issues were important 
when dealing to racism and family/social relations.

The variable age was categorized in intervals of five years, starting from 15 
(15 to 19, 20 to 24 and so on). It has presented a significant effect (F(1, 312) = 139.51 
p < 0.01) for Factor 3 that relate to social change as a consequence of AA. That is 
to say that the younger subjects felt that it is more likely that as a consequence 
of the program there may be a change on the condition of the underprivileged 
group. No results were found for iterations between sex and age.

7	 Conclusion

In recent years, attempts studies of racial tolerance on college campuses 
have met with mixed results. Be as it may, the nature of racial debate on campus 
indicate that the university is a microcosm of society and faces the same nature 
of difficulties (KENT, 1996). The present study examined the relations existing 
among sex, age and some aspects of the discrimination and AA effects. The 
instrument produced five factors that were interpreted and results show that, 
however subjects manifest an understanding of the necessity for equality and 
awareness about the condition of the Racial group in question, and even about 
the justice of an endeavor to correct a secular social distortion, there is no great 
enthusiasm or much belief in that the chosen strategy is the most fair one. 

When contrasting the subject’s answers on factors 2 and 4 it is noted a cer-
tain degree of discomfort with one’s perception to their behavior and under-
standing of its causes. That is to say that, the Brazilian racial discrimination style 
“racial democracy” is still an obstacle to the implementation of the AA. Although 
a low level of racial bias was identified, the subjects rejected the questions pre-
sented, indicating that they would be more likely to express covert, rather than 
overt discrimination.

The Anova findings support conclusions from other studies on the area (e.g. 
QUALLS; COX; SCHEHR, 1992) that, despite the efforts from civil legislation 
and other initiatives, racism remains a social stigma in society and universities 
are not immune to it. As indicated by Kent (1996, p. 45) universities can no longer 
“pretend to offer a refuge from the swirling antagonisms of a highly racialized 
society”. Additionally, students are aware of this “subtle racism,” perceiving it in 
the policies, that should take this into consideration.
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The analysis also showed that there was a significant relationship between 
sex and discriminatory behavior in five questions, confirming the findings in 
previous studies that universities are not immune to racism, though the reported 
perception of racial bias on this campus was generally low. Unfortunately, racism 
and discrimination seem to still keep its roots, now in different ways. As shown 
by McConahay (1986), “old-style racism” has been replaced by a much more 
cautious “modern racism” and this may point that there is still much to do prior 
to make AA, when related to racial issues, a large instrument for social justice.

As limitations to the research, as mentioned before, the sample in this study 
consisted of subjects from one specific geographic area, where the AA was being 
implemented at a major university. Even more, the subjects were invited to 
answer the questions and these facts hinder the generalization of the findings, 
once the fact that subjects were volunteers point to some degree of interest in the 
matter. Other limitations of this study is that the questionnaire was tailored to 
measure various manifestations of racial bias, combined to perceptions of fair-
ness and knowledge of AAs and so reducing the conditions to analyze structural 
factors of discrimination. Finally, the question on the best form to identify race was 
not taken into analysis in this study due to the great difficulty in categorizing it. 
However, provided some insights on how complex this effort is.
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APPENDIX

Factor Structure

Loadings and confidence index to the questionnaire 

Item Factor

Position Questions 1 2 3 4 5

8
O sistema de quotas perpetua o racismo no 
Brasil.

0.76     

11
O sistema de quotas coloca em questão a 
capacidade intelectual dos negros.

0.60     

1
É compreensível que os negros estejam 
descontentes com a falta de oportunidades no 
ensino.

0.61

7 Eu sou favorável ao sistema de quotas da UnB. -0.58    

5
Os negros se sentirão inferiorizados pelo sistema 
de quotas.

0.58     

17
O sistema de quotas irá desestimular os negros a 
estudarem para entrar na UnB.

0.51     

4
O sistema de quotas é uma maneira de se fazer 
justiça social.

-0.49   

9
A igualdade de oportunidade deve começar pelo 
ensino fundamental e não pelo ensino superior.

0.35     

(continue)
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Item Factor

Position Questions 1 2 3 4 5

10
No momento do ingresso na universidade, 
é necessário privilegiar as classes menos 
favorecidas.

-0.32    

16
Com o sistema de quotas, os brancos irão julgar 
que os negros estão ocupando suas vagas na 
UnB.

0.30     

20 É fácil entender a raiva dos negros neste país.  0.56    

12
É compreensível que os negros estejam 
descontentes com a falta de oportunidades no 
mercado de trabalho.

 0.54    

22
Os negros estão exagerando muito na sua luta 
por direitos iguais.

 -0.52    

21
Existem negros que não têm empregos ou 
perdem promoções por causa de discriminação 
racial.

 0.50    

3
Os negros devem superar o preconceito sem 
apoio, como aconteceu com outros grupos.

 -0.49    

27
A integração racial é um importante passo para a 
democracia no Brasil.

 0.47    

28
É uma boa ideia que as crianças frequentem 
escolas que têm a mesma proporção de negros e 
brancos.

 0.44    

2
A discriminação contra negros não é um 
problema no Brasil.

 -0.40    

26
As leis que impedem a discriminação e favorecem 
a integração racial são desnecessárias no Brasil.

 -0.34    

14
O sistema de quotas trará mudanças positivas 
para situação dos negros nas próximas gerações.

-0.38  0.76   

Loadings and confidence index to the questionnaire
(Continuation)

(continue)
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Item Factor

Position Questions 1 2 3 4 5

13
O sistema de quotas conseguirá reduzir a 
desigualdade entre brancos e negros no mercado 
de trabalho.

-0.44  0.61   

15
A desigualdade social entre brancos e negros no 
Brasil é responsabilidade do Estado.

  0.38   

6
Eu estou familiarizado com o sistema de quotas 
da UnB.

  0.35   

29
Em geral, negros são mais inteligentes que 
brancos.

   0.59  

18
Nos últimos anos, os negros têm tido mais 
sucesso econômico do que eles merecem.

   0.59

19
Nos últimos anos, o governo e a mídia escrita 
têm demonstrado mais respeito pelos negros do 
que eles merecem.

   0.50  

24
Se uma família negra que tem a mesma renda e 
nível de educação que você mudasse para a(o) 
casa (apartamento) ao lado, você se importaria?

    0.73

25
Você se importaria se um membro da sua família 
tivesse uma forte amizade com uma pessoa 
negra?

    0.69

23
Negros não conseguem boas casas porque 
pessoas brancas não alugam ou vendem essas 
casas para eles?

   0.41

Eigenvalue 5.9 3.7 2.1 1.8 1.4

% of explained variance 20.0 12.5 6.4 4.9 4.3

Cronbach´s Alpha 0.79 0.76 0.77 0.71 0.75

Note: Values below .30 exist and were suppressed from the table to simplify structure visualization.

Loadings and confidence index to the questionnaire
(Conclusion)


