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Some Notes on afro descendent childhood in Brazil

Renato Roseno

To end slavery isn’t enough; we need to destroy the work of slavery 

(Joaquim Nabuco, 30/11/1884)

The heritage of slavery in structuring Brazil

Joaquim Nabuco’s statement
 uttered more than 120 years ago, appears to have predicted the great challenge to Brazilian society: a society profoundly marked by the extensive and perverse results of negro slavery.

Brazil was the last country in the western world to abolish slavery (1888), having been responsible for around 38% of all slaves transported from Africa to America between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, where an approximate total of 4 million human beings were kidnapped and sold as goods.

It is estimated that at the height of slavery the Brazilian economy had up to six hundred thousand slaves per year. African slavery was a fundamental component in structuring colonial Brazil’s economy and, as a consequence, in helping European countries involved in trafficking slaves and goods produced by means of slave labour, to accumulate wealth. It was slave labour that fuelled the sugar, coffee and mining industries, allowing Europe and Imperial Brazil to accumulate riches at the cost of suffering and inequality.

Brazil became the second largest black nation on the planet. Today 49.8% of the Brazilian population consider themselves black or mulatto. That is more than 75 million people. From the huge population contingent, the economic legacy slave labour left the country, and all the cultural influences African nations gave Brazil, we are a profoundly unequal, racist country.  Even though they are responsible for a large part of the nation’s wealth, afro descendents are by far those who most suffer in poverty and in the lack of access to basic human rights. Official statistics
 show that out of the country’s 14 million illiterate, 9 million are afro descendant. “Among students between 15 and 17, approximately 85.2% of whites were in education; 58.7% at upper high school level. Among blacks and mulattoes, however, 79.8% go to school, but only 39.4% to upper high school level – well below the desired rate. In contrast, the percentage of whites among 18 to 24 year-old students at university was 57.9% and around 25% for blacks and mulattoes, illustrating the enormous difference in the access the different racial groups have to university level education and how long they spend in it.” (IBGE – Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics, 2008). However, the most worrying issue is not the existence of racial inequality in the educational system, but something even worse: according to IBGE statistics, in 1997 only 9.6% of whites and 2.2% of Afro descendents over the age of 25 had completed university level education. In 2007 the percentage was 13.4% for whites and 4.0% for Afro descendents: in other words, there was a general increase, but the gap between the two had widened over the decade, having obvious consequences in the work market and in the mobility of these social groups.

The same inequality is also illustrated in the distribution of income, confirming that the majority of wealth in Brazil is white. When analysing the racial income distribution among the poorest 10% it can be seen that in 2007 whites made up only 25% of the total. In contrast, of the richest 1% of the population, whites represent 86%. Afro descendants, on the other hand, make up nearly 74% of the poorest section of the population and just over 12% of the wealthiest. Inequality is present even among Afro Brazilians who have concluded 12 years in formal education: income per hour worked for whites is 40% higher than for Afro Brazilians of the same educational level.

The written history on Brazilian childhood
 supports the claim that a small number of children (around 4%) came as slaves from Africa to Brazil. The trafficking of African slaves favoured young males. It is important to note that the mortality rate of African children was extremely high due to the terrible conditions they were subjected to. Nevertheless, children born into slave communities were trained for hard work (urban or rural) at an early age and then made to work. Accounts describe that by the age of 14 the child had already been completely trained and would be used for work or sold into the slave trade. As a form of resistance, slave communities sought to increase their family relationships and to maintain their cultural rites as a statement of their identity. Even so, the children were fundamental in maintaining the traditions and identity of Afro descendents in Brazil. As such, they had a double life: the pain, violence and oppression of being slaves on the one hand and the care and resistance to betraying African culture on the other. This duplicity marked the Afro Brazilian’s child’s life. Even post 1871 (when the Ventre Livre Law was passed freeing the children of slaves born thereafter), Afro Brazilian children were discriminated against (as is still the case today), in that even being free they still did not have access to schooling. Even nowadays basic social indicators relating to black children are worse. The mortality rate for the Black population is 27.9 per 1,000 births (37% higher than for the white population). The rate for whites is 20.3 per 1,000 births.

A recent study by the Applied Economic Research Institute, the Secretariat for Policies for Women and UNIFEM
 shows that; “When looking at collective settlements of subnormal housing (normally referred to as slums), the following breakdown of who the breadwinner is can be seen: 40.1% are black males, 26% black women, 21,3% white men and 11.7% white women. If this distribution reflects the overall grouping of Brazilian homes, it illustrates the fact that there is a disproportional number of the black population living in slums, which once again reinforces their social vulnerability.” In other words, slum communities in Brazil are mostly black. This has a specific impact on children’s and young people’s lives especially given the absence of basic public services and, not uncommonly, the presence of armed conflict due to the deep routed illegal drug trade and abandonment of the state. 

The majority of violations in poor communities effect the black child population most profoundly. They are subjected to extreme violence on a daily basis: alarming murder rates, ostensive armed violence and non access to basic services.  It’s worth noting what the National Rapporteur for the Human Right to Education describes in a mission to slums in Rio de Janeiro: “Considering the situation investigated by the Rapporteur, we find out (sic) that the Brazilian state (executive, legislative and judiciary), systematically violates the human rights of the population living in the Complexo do Alemão and similar areas, notably the human right to education. The extremely poor quality of the education services provided to children, youngsters and adults in those communities (a reality to other social services, as well), and the priority placed to (sic) a public security policy of military nature that criminalizes the low-income populations, consistently place those population’s (sic) lives at risk.”
  In other words there is an historical web of exclusion that effects the afro descendant’s childhood: discrimination, poverty, terrible living conditions and the absence of social policies. In communities dominated by drug trafficking the situation has reached emergency levels, as described by the National Rapporteur for the Human Right to Education.

To Afro Brazilian male youngsters living in these communities, deadly violence and drug trafficking are a constant danger. Additionally, female children and youngsters are also the target of other forms of violence normally associated to being ‘macho’. All Brazilian studies indicate that the majority of children and young women caught up in the sex trade associated with tourism and trafficking for sexual exploitation are Afro descendants, as, above all else, sexual tourism uses racial discrimination to establish a chain of exploitation as a form of modern racism, neocolonialism and slavery.

Intersectionality in understanding and dealing with racial discrimination against children (Genda, Race, Ethnicity, Generation, Social Class…)

From what we have seen we are led to interpret the links between racial discrimination against the afro descendant population and childhood. As a stimulus to this reflection we use here the concept of Intersectionality, which has originated from the thinking of and actions of Afro descendant women´s movement .

“Many factors are capable of creating different identities, some have a larger impact than others in defining lifestyle conditions of groups, both relating to privileges and, at the other extreme, social exclusion. What I am trying to say is that larger or small vulnerabilities (the higher the likelihood to suffer impacts – violence, discrimination etc. – how these identities can be seen negatively in certain societies), will be created from these characteristics in that isolating one to the detrement of its interaction makes the task of guaranteeing human rights as a whole unsuccessful.
” 

Intersectionality can be understood as “a concept which states the coexistence of different factors (vulnerabilities, violence, discrimination), also called the axis of subordination, which occur simultaneously in the lives of people. As such, it is a concept which helps us to understand the complexity of individual and group situations, as well as to develop the most suitable solutions.”

We know that intersectionality can be used to understand the axis of race and generate subordination, and how the articulation of these axis produces specific identities (unequal and unfair), and its pattern of feeding back and reproducing. 

The rich white world is also an adult world. The main form of generating discrimination has been the lack of access itself to how the human being deals with specific demands due to their generating condition (the invisibility of childhood as a special period in human life), and the lack of rights to control one’s life (no right to give opinions or to be heard, and ultimately, no right to an identity). 

Using this intersectionality as our line of thought – the axis of racial, class, ethnicity, generation and gender subordination, we can see they all feed back: the discrimination of an Afro Brazilian child is ever present in producing webs of racial discrimination. Racial discrimination is fundamental in maintaining unfair patterns of wealth and power in contemporary societies and these patterns end up justifying racial discrimination, gender discrimination etc.    

As such, we have come to the point where we are forced to associate the fight against all and any type of specific violation of human rights to all others. It is not possible to fight against discrimination of children without fighting against racial discrimination. It is not possible to fight oppression against women without addressing issues of race, class and generation. This thinking forces us to shift: today we are used to the comfort zone – we have our legal entities, movements and organizations specifically to combat specific types of oppression. However, the adoption of the intersectionality concept forces us to leave our comfort zone to think beyond the fragmented way we are used to. However, when thinking about a quilombola child with relation to human rights, I have to plan action which address the condition of being a child, his gender and his condition. This forces us to rethink a lot of the strategies and policies in force today. We have come to the sad conclusion that isolated policies tend to be ineffective. From this the importance of this session raises the issue of the afro descendent childhood.

Two faces of racial discrimination experienced by children and young people: the afro descendent childhood in urban and rural contexts

Urban violence as an expression of socio-racial genocide

“the cheapest meat in the market is black meat”

The rock band  O Rappa

According to UNICEF data, each date 16 teenagers in Brazil are murdered. According to the Map of Violence in Brazil
, between 1994 and 2004 there was a 48.4% growth in the number of murders in Brazil. Annually in Brazil more than 40,000 people are murdered in what constitutes one of the highest murder rates in the world. It is worth highlighting that the current numbers are declining, but the numbers are still comparable with those of countries in conflict. In 2006 there were 23.9 murders per 100,000 inhabitants (Ministry of Health
).  Moreover and according to the Map of Violence, the most worrying growth in murders is among teenagers. The growth in murders of those aged 14 to 17 was 63.1% (between 1994 and 2004), much higher than any other age group. However, the situation is most perverse when we look at the racial breakdown: during the same period the black population had 73.1% more murder victims that the white population. Even so, in looking at it from a racial and generational standpoint the results are even worse: “among youths the problem is worse still: the rate goes up to 85.3%. This is the murder rate for young blacks (64.7 per 100,000), and is 85.3% higher than the rate for white youths (34.9 per 100,000
). As the map quite correctly depicts: “afro descendant, male teenagers and youths who live in poor areas or on the outskirts of major cities, and who have a low educational level and little or no professional qualifications, are at the highest risk of being murdered.” It is worth remembering the issue of extra-judicial executions that involve public security forces on or off duty
. It is known that afro descendent youths and teenagers are the main victims of death squads and extra-judicial executions. 

This is an example of how the axis of subordination or oppression adds up to reproduce human rights violations on a large scale. We are talking about individuals who are born under a marked identity to suffer and to not have rights. In the case of afro descendant Brazilian youngsters the mark is so strong that there is a demographic curve pointing to a reduction of the life expectancy of these youths due to urban violence.

The Invisibility of quilombola communities as cultural and racial violence

In accordance with article 68 of the Ato das Disposições Constitucionais Transitórias da Constituição brasileira (Brazilian Constitution Transitory Dispositions Act): The remaining quilombola communities occupying their lands are recognised as being definitive in ownership and the state must emit their respective deeds. Despite being rather late (only in 1988), this constitutional clause was a great victory in the black movement which gained recognition to the existence of these communities and their territorial right to them.  Legally they are considered as remnants of past slave communities “according to self-proclaimed criteria ethnic groups with their own historical trajectory, endowed with specific territorial relations, presuming black ancestry related to the resistance to historical oppression suffered.” 

However, it took a century from the formal abolition of slavery for the Brazilian state to recognise the existence of these communities and, therefore, forces the state to guarantee their specific rights. According to official data (SEPPIR), there are 3,524 quilombola communities in Brazil in 24 states of the Federation. Even so, only 150 have the deeds of their land. “quilombolas today are the so called black lands or black rural communities, which originated from bankrupt farms, donations of land to former slaves in wars and land from religious groups left to former slaves at the beginning of the second half of the 18th century
.” 

These communities were built from strategies to resist slavery, providing autonomy and freedom, exercising rites and beliefs.  Even so, “just as with indigenous children, quilombola community children are most effected by exclusion and discrimination. They don’t just make up the poorest 10% of the Brazilian population, but are also the most vulnerable and suffer from a variety of human rights violations, the main one being the lack of rights to land. According to 2008 data from The Childhood Rights News Agency, Brazil (ANDI), 43.8% of the quilombola population live without piped water and 45.9% without basic sanitary, while the national municipal average in Brazil is 91.23% and 95.22% respectively. Approximately 11.65% of quilombola children are undernourished – well above the Brazilian average of 7% of children under the age of 5
. 

In the remaining communities we have another type of intersectionality between the generation   and discrimination itself, as former slave community children are most excluded from being able to exercise their social rights. They are denied their dignity because they are poor, black and belong to traditionally afro descendent communities. 

The experience of resistance in Brazil and the fight for rights. An example of a quilombola community

Nevertheless, where there is oppression there is resistance and struggle for rights. The case of the previously mentioned report on the right to education in the Complexo do Alemão slum in Rio is an example.  Notwithstanding and due to their low profile, we would like to highlight the struggle of quilombola communities which join the variety of social movement, community, partnering entity and NGO initiatives that have broadened their vision of human rights.

We have quoted here the example of the Conceição das Crioulas
  quilombola community (supported by Save the Children UK and Centro de Cultura Luís Freire. Conceição das Crioulas is a community of 4,000 inhabitants who live from subsistence farming and handicraft located 42 km from an urban area. According to [oral] history the community dates back to the 19th century. Although the community has been campaigning strongly for their right today they still face an assortment of difficult structural problems.  The formalization of land ownership is the main one. The children who live on the most remote small farms away from the town centre where the school is, take around two hours to get there. There are cases of hunger risk in children. The community, from a cultural stand point, has started to discuss the schooling model. The first debate is to study the community’s history at school: in other words, the school uses the origin of the community, socio-cultural aspects, rights to their land and their own lives as content for lessons. At first the children feel proud at being associated with that history and try to find out more from older people by asking more and more questions to continue their self-affirmation in terms of their ethnicity. According to people who did not have the opportunity to study last year, they realized that school was not only a place to acquire knowledge but to also pass it on. Not only does the teacher have knowledge, but the children themselves have it - the educational system does not incorporate this knowledge. 

Initiatives based on the Durban Action Plan to institutionalize a differential education were taken and mobilized the community.  The quilombola communities continue determined to put together a schooling educational proposal which values ethnic identity and the knowledge and history of its people and which is an instrument in the struggle for their territories and for the improving quality of life for each one of them. From this perspective, in 2008 the Pernambuco Quilombolas State Commission in unison with the Conceição das Crioulas, developed the principals of quilombola education in seeking to widen and deepen discussion and reflection on the issue with every quilombola community in Pernambuco and Brazil. The strengthening and valuing of the culture by Conceição das Crioulas resulted in it becoming a ‘Point of Culture’
  and sped up the founding of the first Afro-indigenous library in Brazil to act as a space for the appropriation of quilombola and indigenous history and to value their identities and to promote increased self-esteem. This is just one example of a community of 4,000 people and of how the struggle for afro descendent identity has strengthened from a human rights stand point.  The human right to education, and in this case to a differential education, was the reason a reflection on the rights of children and affirmative action against racial discrimination was possible. With this in mind it is fundamental to underscore the victory of law 10.639 January 2003 which determines the obligation to teach Afro Brazilian History and Culture, as a snapshot of resistance and effort to build identities.

It is necessary to address the issue from a post-colony and human rights standpoint between different points in the history of civilization. In the struggle for education at Conceição das Crioulas and its Afro-indigenous library, we can take away important lessons. Violations occur at the local level but have transnational roots. Therefore, it is fundamental to strengthen the struggle for rights through double impact methodology: strengthen action that has local impact, relating them to transnational struggles.

The exclusion of afro descendent children can only be understood as a sum of these structural aspects: social class, gender, race, generation. Hence the structural vectors of this exclusion can only be addressed if all aspects are addressed at the same time. For this to happen there must be a movement toward claiming one’s own rights. In other words: empowering children and youths so that they are capable of exercising their autonomy and legally claiming policies that guarantee rights.  Slum communities or quilombola communities in Brazil are places of violence and exclusion. Even so, children and youths from these places have demonstrated unequivocally the strength of their indignation against oppression and injustice.  We cannot forget that the current debate about ethnic quotas in Brazilian universities is the result of years of resistance, identity affirmation and defense of having rights acknowledged, and above all else, from afro descendent young people who have historically been excluded from university education. Their struggle today is for equality and reform. These children and youths have rejected the automatic association the media has historically made between Young Black, poverty and violence and has brought new significance to their identities.

In trying to define democracy in the contemporary world the British writer Hilary Wainwright provokes us: “democracy is equality in participating and increasing popular control over power” (WAINWRIGHT, 2004).  If this is so, we have to fortify actions which promote equality and participation by afro descendents children and adults in their communities so that they can change the relationship of power (macro and micro power relations).  For this to happen we have to get out of our adult world, listen to children and to take their voices into consideration, as is covered for in the Convention on the Rights of the Child (article 12).

At a time when the world is aghast with the brewing of another war, where more than 200 children have been murdered, it is fundamental that we listen to their message in that another world is possible, necessary and urgent. This other world wil only be possible if new identities are established out of the freedom of individuals of all ages, creeds and races.
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