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AbstrAct

In recent years, the reduced presence of blacks in higher education has occupied 
an increasingly significant space in discussions of public policy agendas, social 
movement and academia. This work aims to study whether and how the observed 
changes in the profile of undergraduate students have changed in recent years. 
To this end, micro data of the Population Census 2000 and 2010 are used for 
the construction of the profile of students attending undergraduate school with a 
complementary analysis of their different training areas. The analysis indicates 
an improvement in the access rates to higher education for blacks, but with even 
distant results of their participation in the total Brazilian population. The paper 
presents the Racial Parity Index – RPI – as a synthetic indicator of the distance 
between blacks and whites in the different aspects presented.

Blacks • HigHer education • racial inequalities •  

ÍndiCe de Paridade raCial – iPr
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A
symmetries between sex and color/race in Brazilian education have 

been the subject of reflection by many authors over the last thirty years: 

Hasenbalg (1979); Silva and Hasenbalg (2000); Henriques (2001); Beltrão 

and Teixeira (2004); Paixão (2010); Rosemberg and Madsen (2011), among 

others. The literature has shown that inequalities in access, progression 

and completion of the different stages of basic and higher education are 

also bounded by the color/race of the students: educational indicators 

found for blacks are well below those observed for whites. Important 

differences between educational indicators for blacks and whites are 

observed from the first stage of the Brazilian educational system and 

should be studied in interaction with other social markers such as sex, 

region of residence, income and age. 

Since 2004, affirmative action policies, mainly quotas (in the 

public sector) and scholarships in the private sector (partly financed by 

the University for All Program – Prouni)1 have changed, even if slowly, 

the ethnic/racial profile of the students of Brazilian higher education. 

This work aims to study whether and how the observed changes in the 

profile of people who attend an undergraduate course have changed in 

recent years. To this end, 2000 and 2010 Population Census microdata 

are used (IBGE)2 for the construction of the student body profile 

of undergraduate courses, with a complementary analysis of their 

different educational areas. In the analysis by training area, information 

derived from the Higher Education Census, organized by the Institute of 

Educational Studies and Research Anísio Teixeira – INEP 3 – 2010 data,4 

is also presented with information disaggregated by sex and color/race. 

1
Prouni is a program of 

the ministry of education, 

created by the Federal 

government in 2004, 

which grants full and partial 

scholarships (50%) in 

private institutions of higher 

education in undergraduate 

and sequential specific 

training, to Brazilian 

students without higher 

education qualifications 

(tire suas..., 2015).

2
the Brazilian institute of 

geography and statistics 

– iBge – is the Brazilian 

government agency that 

produces national statistics.

3
ineP is a federal agency 

under the ministry of 

education that promotes 

studies and research 

on education.

4
the census of higher 

education has been 

published by ineP since 

1995, but only in 2009 

the student module was 

set up, which allows 

a characterization of 

the profile of students 

enrolled in different 

undergraduate courses.
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The variable color/race has a high non-response rate, close to 70%, which 
requires a careful analysis of their results.

students in Brazilian HigHer education
One of the main references on the situation of the black segment in 
higher education are the Economic Analysis Laboratory Historical, 
Social and Statistics of Race Relations – LAESER publications, organized 
by Marcelo Paixão: “Annual Reports of racial inequalities in Brazil”. The 
second report, published in 2010, presents data obtained from editions 
of the National Survey by Household Sampling – PNAD – 1988-2008, 
which indicate disparities by race/color and gender distribution in 
different aspects: health, social assistance, victimization, social security 
and access to education systems.

In the analysis of net attendance rates to higher education, 
indicating the effectiveness of an education system considering school 
attendance at the appropriate age, differences by race/color in access to 
higher education are striking:

the gross rate of schooling in higher education of white resident 

population rose from 12.4% in 1988 to 35.8% in 2008, representing 

an increase of 23.4 percentage points, or a proportional increase of 

189.2%. in the case of black or parda population, the gross rate of 

schooling in higher education increased from 3.6% in 1988 to 16.4%. 

this development corresponds to an increase of 12.7 percentage 

points, or in proportional terms, from 350.4% in 2008. (PaiXÃo, 

2010, p. 229)

The aforementioned report also notes that although the access of 
blacks and pardos (mixed-race)5 to higher education have tripled between 
1995 and 2006, in 2006, in the age group of 18 and 24 years of age, these 
still represented only 6% of young people attending higher education 
(PAIXÃO, 2010). The report outlines that, in general, the arrival of blacks 
and pardos to higher education is a recent reality, probably associated with 
the increased access of this group to basic education in recent decades 
and affirmative action programs, created in the 2000s.

At the intersection of information by sex and color/race, the 
expansion of access to higher education is markedly higher for black 
women, as described in Table 1.

5
given the peculiarity of the 

Brazilian racial classification 

system, it was decided not 

to translate term “brown”, 

which corresponds to a 

designation of the mestizo 

population, especially 

between blacks and whites, 

but also indigenous.
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tAble 1

gross enrollment rate in HigHer education By gender and  

Color/raCe – 1988 and 2008

 
gross enrollment  

rate 1988 (%)
gross enrollment 

rate 2008 (%)
Variation (%)

White women 12.4 39.9 221.7

Black women 4.1 20 387.8

White men 12.3 31.7 157.7

Black men 3.1 13 319.3

note: the number of blacks is the sum of the number of blacks and pardos.

source: authors’ calculations based on the data presented by Paixão (2010, p. 227).

In the combination of color/race and gender, white women 

are the ones with better indicators, followed by white men, black 

women and black men. In the period analyzed, the number of blacks 

enrolled showed the greatest growth, but with rates of attendance still 

significantly lower than whites, regardless of gender.

A similar result is presented by Rosemberg and Madsen (2011). 

Analyzing data from 2003 and 2009 PNAD editions, the authors state:

white men and white women representing 73.8% of the undergraduate 

students in 2003, now account for 42.3% in 2009; black men and black 

women representing 25.1% in 2003, now account for 35.1% in 2009. 

the percentage of variation (growth) in the period indicates higher 

rates among black men (95.6% variation), followed by black women 

(94.9% variation). on the other hand, white men, but mostly white 

women had the lowest growth rates: 22.8% and 19.5% respectively. 

(rosemBerg; madsen, 2011, p. 32)

It is as though there were a repressed demand for the access of 

blacks to higher education. However, despite the widening participation, 

the inequality between blacks and whites is still representative, if the 

participation in the whole general population is considered.

One of the referenced factors to increase the participation of 

blacks in higher education are affirmative action policies adopted by 

governments at the federal and state levels and in private educational 

institutions in Brazil over the past 10 years aimed at reducing social 

differences among whites, blacks and indigenous (ROSEMBERG; 

ANDRADE, 2008; FERES JR., 2011; DAFLON; FERES JR.; CAMPOS, 2013).

According to João Feres Jr. (2011), by the end of the 2010s, 

affirmative action programs already existed in most public institutions 

of higher education. In Brazil, 71% of public universities had some  

form of quota for public school students (87%) or for race (57%).6 However, 

when relating the adoption of affirmative action policies for quality 

education, as measured by the General Index of Courses – IGC – 20087 

6
in all the institutions 

analyzed by the author, 

the racial status was 

not the only criterion 

accepted and was, when 

present, associated 

with lower income.

7
the igP – general index 

of courses – considers 

students’ performance 

in the national student 

Performance exam – enade 

– as well as the evaluation 

of the academic staff, the 

infrastructure and the didactic- 

-pedagogical organization 

of the institution during 

a three-year period.
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the author states: “This calculation is revealing [...] we realize that the 

percentage of reserved seats for affirmative action programs decreases 

as the quality of the university rises” (FERES JR., 2011, p. 16).

The greater presence of blacks in higher education should also 

be analyzed considering the training areas or courses attended. Studies 

indicate that women and blacks are concentrated in less prestigious 

programs, although “prestige” is still a notion little explained in these 

studies. The most common reference in researches dealing with higher 

education student body composition are the analysis by dream careers (Law, 

Medicine and Engineering). Other studies consider the candidate-vacancy 

relation, which, however, limits the analysis to a single higher education 

institution – HEI (GUIMARÃES, 2002).

Researches in the field of Sociology showed that gender is an 

important indicator in relation to the prestige of a professional career. 

Predominantly feminine or masculine careers are the extremes of the 

scale and show, in the first case, poorly paid occupations and sometimes 

unstable careers, with shorter and/or marked by insecurity working 

hours and in the second, professions with higher salaries and better 

structured from the perspective of the professional career. The concept 

of the sexual division of labor explains these differences through two 

principles: the reproductive work is worth less than productive work; 

productive work of women is worth less than the productive work 

carried out by men (KERGOAT; HIRATA, 2003, p. 113). This is reflected 

in wage differentiation, always disadvantageous for women. Bourdieu 

(2003) also addresses the issue when he recognizes three principles of 

sexual division: the functions that are more suitable for women are the 

extension of their domestic duties (teaching, care, etc.); a woman cannot 

have authority over men; the male monopoly in the maintenance of 

technical objects and machines (BOURDIEU, 2003, p. 112-113). Studies 

such as Ribeiro and Klein’s (1982) and Ferreti’s (1976) were pioneers in 

addressing aspects of this issue in Brazil. 

There are also studies on educational stratification, which 

analyze the influence of social background on academic performance: 

the lower the correlation between social background and student 

performance, more open and democratic is the school system. However, 

as pointed by Boudon8 (apud MONTALVÃO, 2011, p. 393), the expansion 

of the school does not necessarily lead to a decrease or a cooling of 

professional stratification process. The educational stratification reflects 

the social stratification and even in socialist countries, where social 

inequalities were smoothed, the distinctive effects of belonging to state 

bureaucratic class families are present (MONTALVÃO, 2011). In this case, 

one must take into account the development of educational systems 

and the ways in which prestige is distributed.

8
Boudon, raymond. 

Education, opportunity 
and social inequality. 

new York: willey, 1974.
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In Brazil, it is known that public universities hold advantage, 

and only a few private institutions can be considered prestigious, 

beyond occupation. Prates, Silva and Paula (2012), for example, 

considered the institutional nature of the HEI, as well as and the type of 

degree (bachelor’s or teaching), using Treiman’s Standard International 

Occupational Prestige Scale and the Brazilian Code of Occupations. The 

results showed that the elite public system provides most prestigious 

positions.

The racial question operates similarly to genre according to 

Bourdieu (2003, p. 111) when he declares that: 

whatever their position in the social space, women have in common 

the fact that they are separated from men by a negative symbolic 

coefficient that, just like skin color to blacks or any other sign of 

belonging to a stigmatized social group, affects negatively all they 

are and do. 

One cannot fail to consider, however, the strong economic 

component associated with the racial question and the overlaps between 

gender and race and their results. What seems to be interesting to 

analyze in relation to higher education, is that women are the majority 

among students, even among black students, the female segment, white 

and black, experiences extraordinary expansion in the period analyzed, 

in absolute numbers.

The racial dimension of the population of graduates was treated 

by Kaizo Beltrão and Moema Teixeira on a text published by the 

Institute of Applied Economic Research – IPEA – in 2004, based on data 

from 1960-2000 Population Census, related to Brazilian students’ racial 

belonging and gender and their career choices. The authors indicate:

what we can learn from the Brazilian census data regarding the 

insertion of different color/race groups in university careers is that 

this insertion is somehow mirroring the sex scale: in general, more 

masculine careers have a lower share of blacks and pardos and 

more feminine careers have greater participation of these groups. 

(BeltrÃo; teiXeira, 2004, p. 35)

The analysis proposed in this article works with data from 

Population Census (IBGE) and the Higher Education Census (INEP). These 

are quantitative researches with distinguished features and structures. 

Thus, the comparison of its results should be made with caution. The 

Population Censuses inform which graduation training course only 

to people who have already had their certificate. It is a sum measure 

because the information does not depend on the study period. Since the 
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presence of blacks in higher education is recent, probably the results 
fall short of the rates observed for students attending higher education 
in the information collection period. As a comparison, data from 2010 
Higher Education Census are presented by training areas. It should be 
noted that high non-response rate for the question about color/race, 
central for the study proposed here, in the INEP researches limit the 
analyses.

Profile of students By race/color 
Based on PoPulation censuses
This study analyzes 2000 and 2010 Population Censuses microdata. The 
comparison between the censuses results allows the analysis of the 
participation of blacks in access to and completion of higher education 
before and after the increase in public policies of affirmative action.9

The main analysis question is the color/race of the respondent. 
For the question your color or race is, the response options are: white, black, 
yellow, pardo and indigenous. The term “black” indicates the sum of the 
values   found for blacks and pardos, as it has been very common in studies 
of that kind. The use of the term “black” facilitates the analysis, given 
the social indicators described in the literature approach the values   
found for blacks and pardos (ROSEMBERG et al., 1986). We have adopted 
the concept of race according to Guimarães (2002, p. 50), for whom 
race is a socially constituted category, “not just a political class needed 
to organize resistance against racism, but it is also an indispensable 
analytical category: the one that reveals the discrimination and 
inequality that the notion of ‘color’ entails are effectively racial and not 
just ‘of class’”.

The distribution of the Brazilian population by race/color based 
on Population Censuses already deserves a first observation. There was a 
change in the racial configuration between 2000 and 2010, with a greater 
presence of blacks compared to whites for the total population. For Silva 
(2013, p. 114), “we may say it is the recovery of the black population’s 
participation, majority in the 19th century and that, at the beginning of 
the last century, especially with the great European immigration flow, 
lost representation in the national population context”.

Table 2 presents data from 2000 and 2010 Censuses regarding 
the distribution of the population by race/color. 

9
the projects and affirmative 

action proposals aim 

not only blacks but 

also the  self-declared 

indigenous. Because of 

the small universe they 

represent in the general 

population (0.7%) and 

depending on the diversity 

of profiles and demands 

for their assistance, 

their profiling will not be 

described in this study.
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tAble 2

distriBution of tHe PoPulation By race/color and Variation in tHe 

Period –  2000 and 2010

Color/raCe

PoPulation

Variation
%

2000 2010

n % n %

White 91,298,042 53.7 90,621,075 47.5 -0.7

Black 10,554,325 6.2 14,351,135 7.5 36.0

Pardo 65,318,092 38.4 82,820,049 43.4 26.8

Black * 75,872,417 44.6 97,171,184 50.9 28.0

Yellow 761 583 0.4 2105353 1.1 176.4

Indigenous 734,127 0.4 821 501 0.7 11.9

Unknown 1206675   36,051    

Total 169 872 844 100.0 190 755 164 100.0 12.3

note: the number of blacks is the sum of the number of blacks and pardos.

source: iBge, microdata from the 2000 and 2010 censuses. 

The decrease of those who declared themselves as white 

in the general population between the 2000 and 2010 Censuses is 

compensated by the expansion of those who declared themselves as 

black or pardo, with a slightly higher rate for blacks (variation of 36.0%) 

than for pardos (variation of 26.8%). In the population in 2000, blacks 

and pardos represented 44.6% and in 2010, 50.9% of the universe. That 

modification has been detected by other authors based on the results of 

the National Household Survey conducted in the last decade. According 

to Cunha (2012, p. 3):

this phenomenon can be attributed both to a fertility differential - 

the global fertility rate of black women is 2.1 and white 1.6 children 

per female, in the replacement level of the two groups – and/or the 

systematic increase of the population who declares being black 

due to a process of awareness of the importance of taking on their 

own identity.

As a product of self-classification, the mestizo category 

(designated by the official statistics, pardo) used to swing to the white 

categorization because of social upward mobility, one of the faces of the 

whitening process (DOMINGUES, 2002). It should be noted, however, 

a tendency to reversal of this phenomenon in recent decades, when 

there seems to be higher self-identification of the population with the 

black segment (pardo and black), according to Soares (2008). The highest 
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relative growth rate is in the “black” (preto) category, according to the 
author, probably by the most direct correspondence with the term 
“negro” (black).10

Thus, according to Soares’s study (2008), the increase of black 
and pardo population (black) would not be justified only by the changes 
in fertility rates, but it would be explained, mainly, by the modification 
of the self-classification of the population: “It can be said that what 
is happening is that Brazil is not becoming a nation of blacks, but 
it is accepting itself as such” (SOARES, 2008, p. 116). In a study with  
PNAD data from 1982 to 2007, Marteleto (2012) verifies that educational 
disadvantage among black and pardo groups, higher at beginning of 
period, becomes lower by the end of the same period, making the group 
more homogenous in terms of educational attributes.11

In general terms, that is the discussion about the changes of the 
racial composition of the Brazilian population, a topic that will not be 
deepened. However, it is important to point that out, since the changes 
in the distribution of whites and blacks in the general population have 
a direct impact on the different levels of education set out below and 
should be considered in the analysis of the results found by color/race. 
Furthermore, the improvement of educational indicators could be 
explained, for example, not by increased education, but by changes in 
the qualifying process of the people. On the other hand, less important 
than to note the growing identification process with the “black” or 
“negro” categories among the population, it is important to observe 
the proximity of black and pardo groups in social and economic terms. 
Hence the usefulness of grouping them to analyze how this segment 
of the population is considered in the case of this study, in terms of 
educational opportunity.

For this study, four types of analysis will be presented:  
1) comparison between results of 2000 and 2010 for a selected set of 
variables; 2) information by sex and color/race, with the formation  
of subgroups: white women, white men, black women and black men, 
for the 2010 Census; 3) Gender Parity Index – GPI – and Race Parity 
Index – RPI – as indicatives of the distances between men and women 
and blacks and whites in access to higher education; 4) an analysis by 
training areas considering sex and color/race.

In Chart 1, a comparison between the Censuses for people who 
attend undergraduate school and general data of the population is made.

10
the term “negro” (black) 

(in Portuguese) is 

preferred by Brazilian black 

movements to designate 

the group of blacks and 

pardos. among black 

american movements, that 

designation was rejected 

for being associated with 

the long history of slavery.

11
the author even shows 

that at the end of period, 

the “black” group  is, in 

slight advantage over 

the “pardo” group, which 

would strengthen soares’s 

hypothesis (2008) of 

greater identification 

with this segment. the 

whitening phenomenon 

for social mobility would 

be giving place to a 

“darkening with education”, 

ie the higher education level 

leading to greater black 

racial self-identification 

(marteleto, 2012, p. 339).
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chArt 1
distriBution of PeoPle attending undergraduate courses and tHe PoPulation, By 

category of tHe selected VariaBles, according to tHe Period. Brasil, 2000 and 2010

 

PeoPle attending undergraduate courses PoPulation

2000 2010

Variation

2000 2010

Variation

n % n % n % n %

sex

Man 1244796 43.5 2667420 43.0 114.2 83,602,317 49.2 93,406,634 49.0 11.7

Woman 1619250 56.5 3529896 57.0 118.0 86,270,527 50.8 97,348,530 51.0 12.8

Color/raCe

White 2249155 78.5 3906163 63.0 73.7 91,298,042 53.7 90,621,075 47.5 -0.7

Black 68,208 2.4 330.130 5.3 384.0 10,554,325 6.2 14,351,135 7.5 36.0

Pardo 491 698 17.2 1857577 30.0 277.8 65,318,092 38.4 82,820,049 43.4 26.8

Black 559 906 19.5 2187707 35.3 290.7 75,872,416 44.7 97,171,184 50.9 28.0

sex and Color/raCe

White 
woman

1265076 44.2 2187400 35.3 72.9 47,479,057 27.9 47,194,337 24.7 -0.6

White man 984 079 34.4 1718764 27.7 74.6 43,818,985 25.8 43,426,738 22.8 -0.9

Black 
woman

324 951 11.3 1283236 20.7 294.9 37,428,213 22.0 48,582,748 25.5 29.8

Black man 234 955 8.2 904 471 14.6 284.9 38,444,203 22.6 48,588,437 25.5 26.4

region

North 123 036 4.3 437 819 7.1 255.8 12,911,170 7.6 15,864,254 8.3 22.9

Northeast 473 802 16.5 1307228 21.1 175.9 47,782,487 28.1 53,081,740 27.8 11.1

Southeast 1433810 50.1 2805373 45.3 95.7 72,430,193 42.6 80,364,312 42.1 11.0

South 578 764 20.2 1060350 17.1 83.2 25,110,348 14.8 27,386,891 14.4 9.1

Midwest 254 634 8.9 586 547 9.5 130.3 11,638,646 6.8 14,057,968 7.4 20.8

age range (of age)

Up to  
17 years 

36,833 1.3 121 916 2.0 231.0 61,043,219 35.6 56,295,253 29.5 -7.7

18 to 24 1705767 59.6 3152341 50.9 84.8 23,365,185 13.8 23,873,730 12.5 2.2

25 to 29 
years

483 216 16.9 1180556 19.0 144.3 13,847,499 8.2 17,102,867 9.0 23.5

Over 30 
years

638 230 22.2 1742503 28.1 173.0 71,616,941 42.2 93,483,314 49.0 30.5

Total * 2864046 100 6197316 100 116.4
169 872 

844
100 190 755 164 100 12.3

note: the number of blacks is the sum of the number of blacks and pardos.

source: iBge/ demographic census, 2000 and 2010 (microdata).

The results indicate a significant increase in the rates of access 

to undergraduate school (116.4%) compared to the total population 

(12.8%). The increase is more pronounced in the variable color/race, 

with rates that reach 290.7% of black undergraduate students. In the 

breakdown by blacks and pardos, the rates of change are greater for  

the first group. In a first reading, the impression can be of a better 

balance in access to higher education for blacks and whites, but the 
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share of blacks compared to their representation in the Brazilian 
population still shows that inequalities are a fundamental imprint on 
the Brazilian higher education. In 2010, blacks accounted for 50.9%  
of the general population, index decreasing to 35.3% in groups of people 
attending undergraduate school. Interestingly, if the absolute number 
of white students (3.9 million) represents 4.3% of the total population of 
whites (90 million), the same rate for blacks is 2.3% and for pardos, 2.2%.

When the sex and color/race variables are integrated, it is 
observed that black women show the highest growth in rates in 
undergraduate school: 294.9%, followed by black men, with 284.9%. 

In the analysis by regions, it is observed that there is a rise in the 
North and Northeast regions, which have received a greater allocation 
of resources from the federal government and funding agencies aiming 
to reduce regional disparities described in the literature (BRASIL, 2010). 

Most students attend undergraduate school at the expected 
age (18-24 years of age). However, the expansion of higher education 
in the decade analyzed is reflected in rates for those over the age of 
30, a population that probably resumed his studies with the expansion 
of supply and reduction of fees, phenomena observed in most private 
educational institutions.

Table 3 shows disaggregated information for undergraduate 
school by educational institution administrative category, for the years 
2000 and 2010 in the four groups of sex and color/race (white men, black 
men, white women and black women) and disaggregated information 
for blacks and pardos. 
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tAble 3
distriBution of PeoPle attending undergraduate courses By gender and  

color/race, according to tHe administratiVe category of tHe HigHer education 

institution (Hei) and tHe Period. Brazil, in 2000 and 2010

sex/  
Color/
raCe

administratiVe category of ies

PubliC Particular

2000 2010
Variation

%

2000 2010
Variation 

%
n % n % n % n %

White 
man

275 218 32.3 494 299 27.6 79.6 708 861 35.2 1224464 27.8 72.7

Black 
man

11,533 1.3 44,478 2.5 285.6 19,056 0.9 98,034 2.2 414.4

Pardo 
man

91,080 10.7 251 839 14.1 176.5 113 285 5.6 510 121 11.6 350.3

Black 
man

102 614 12.0 296 316 16.6 188.8 132 341 6.6 608 155 13.8 359.5

Total man 386 618 45.3 807 415 45.2 108.9 858 179 42.7 1860006 42.2 116.7

 

White 
woman

320 365 37.6 568 609 31.8 77.5 944 710 47.0 1618791 36.7 71.4

Black 
woman

13,659 1.6 57,086 3.2 317.9 23,960 1.2 130 532 2.9 444.8

Pardo 
woman

122 602 14.4 335 321 18.7 173.5 164 731 8.2 760 297 17.2 361.5

Black 
woman

136 260 16.0 392 407 21.9 187.9 188 691 9.4 890 829 20.2 372.1

Total 
woman 

466 388 54.7 980 639 54.8 110.3 1152861 57.3 2549257 57.8 121.1

 

Total 
white

595 583 69.8 1062908 59.4 78.5 1653571 82.2 2843255 64.5 71.9

Total 
black

238 874 28.0 688 723 38.5 188.3 321 032 16.0 1498984 34.0 366.9

Total 853 006 100.0 1788054 100.0 109.6 2011040 100.0 4409263 100.0 119.3

note: the number of blacks is the sum of the number of blacks and pardos.

source: iBge/ demographic census, 2000 and 2010 (microdata).

The largest share of undergraduate students is concentrated on 
private educational institutions, and it is close to 70%. White women 
predominate in both public and private institutions. In the analysis 
by sex and color/race, there are more black women than black men, 
indicating that the bigger female presence is maintained in the interface 
by color/race, as Rosemberg already stated (2001). However, comparing 
the presence of each group in the general population and the access 
to undergraduate school, inequality by race/color is again evident. This 
way, the rates of change from 2000 to 2010, according to the absolute 
numbers of students which pass the 300% for blacks, in comparison to 
the 100% increase on the total student body, must be examined with 
caution. The presentation of information to blacks and pardos reveals 
a major gap between the two groups, but the greatest inequality will 
be between the white and the black stratum. Hence, it can be observed 
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that the separate rates of change of blacks and pardos show a similar 
expanding trend. Greater access to higher education, apparently, is for 
black and pardo, and the black category may be considered appropriate 
to display the distances observed between whites and blacks in access to 
higher education, despite the advances in the decade described.

Another important variable to consider is the distribution of 
students by region. Blacks are more concentrated in regions where the 
number of higher education institutions is lower, which may affect  
the access rates by race/color. Table 4 shows a comparison by region and 
sex and color/race and the general population.
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Students Population Students Population
Northeast Southeast

White man 17,3 13,8 31,8 26,2
Black man 3,1 4,9 2,3 4,0
Pardo man 18,7 29,4 9,9 17,8

The proportion of each racial segment in higher education 
institutions is presented by the distribution of these segments in the 
population of each region of Brazil. It is observed that racial inequalities 
in access remain. In the North and Northeast, for example, the 
proportion of blacks in the population approaches 70%. The access 
rates to higher education, although closer, remains clearly below: in 
the North, blacks represent 64.4% of students, and in the Northeast, 
56.3%. In the Southeast, the disparity appears to be more consistent: the 
black population corresponds to 43.8% of the total of this region, but 
the ones attending an HEI account for only 28.1%. In the comparison 
between black women and black men, the indicators are favorable to 
black women in all regions. The same situation can be described for the 
comparison between white women and white men. Yet, it is possible 
to observe that in all regions, the white population is overrepresented 
among students in relation to their proportion in the general population, 
while the black population is always proportionally underrepresented.

A separate analysis for the black and pardo groups by sex is 
described in Graphs 1 and 2. The choice was to display information only 
to the Northeast and Southeast regions, which polarize the participation 
of blacks in the population and in access to higher education. The 
analysis confirms and the graphics ratify, from another angle, the data 
presented previously.

GrAph 1
PeoPle attending undergraduate scHool comPared to tHe 

ParticiPation in tHe general PoPulation By wHite, Black and 

pardos men, nortHeast and soutHeast regions (2010) (%)

source: iBge/ demographic census, 2010 (microdata).
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0

10

20

30

40

Students Population Students Population
Northeast Southeast

White woman 24,7 15,4 38,4 28,8
Black woman 4,7 4,6 2,9 3,8
Parda woman 29,8 30,4 13,0 18,1

GrAph 2
PeoPle attending undergraduate scHool comPared to tHe 

ParticiPation in tHe general PoPulation By wHite, Black and pardo 
women, nortHeast and soutHeast (2010) (%)

source: iBge, the 2010 Population census microdata. 

Separating the information about black and pardo, the analysis 
of the graphs indicates a proximity in behavior regardless the declared 
color or the region. It is worth noting once again, that white men and 
women have a higher participation in the group of people attending 
undergraduate school comparatively to their participation in the 
general population.

Another strategy for the presentation of differences by race/
color observed in the groups of students is the use of a measurement 
of distance between the groups. In the case of gender differences, it 
is possible to use the GPI12 developed by UNESCO – United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization – in its global 
monitoring reports “Education for All”. An adaptation to the differences 
by color/race, the RPI is presented by Rosemberg (2006) under the name 
of Blackness Rate.13 This indicator mirrors itself on the GPI, replacing 
the variable sex by the variable color/race: a numerical indicator for 
blacks in proportion to the same indicator for whites. The advantage of 
the application of these indicators is that they emphasize the differences 
found between men and women and between blacks and whites. The 
closer the value of the index to 1, the smaller the distance between 
women and men, in the case of GPI, and between blacks and whites in 
the case of RPI. Supported by UNESCO’s analyses, values  between 0.95 
and 1.05 as the reference range are accepted, any indicator lower than 
0.95 represents an inequality for women or blacks and any indicator 
higher than 1.05, an advantage (UNESCO, 2004). On the whole of the 
population, the GPI values   are 1.03 for 2000 and 1.04 for 2010. For RPI, 

12
gender Parity index (gPi): 

indicator of differences in 

values obtained in women 

and men, the gPi of 1 

indicates the existence of 

parity between the sexes, 

gPi, which is between 1 

and 0 means a disparity 

in favor of boys, a gPi 

greater than 1 indicates a 

disparity in favor of girls 

(unesco, 2004, p. 386).

13
the adoption of this 

new designation will 

be explained later.
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the value is 0.83 for 2000, reaching 1.07 in 2010.14 This way, it is observed 
that there is gender parity in the analyzed period and an inversion on 
racial belonging: in 2000, the prevalence in the population was of the 
whites and 2010, of the blacks, as previously reported.

A pertinent criticism of the use of RPI is that the GPI is built from 
the comparison of the presence of men and women, a bipolarity which 
ends in itself.15 In the case of the color/race category, just considering the 
possibilities for responses set by IBGE, there are five options to choose 
from (white, black, yellow, pardo and indigenous). Although the black 
categories (black and pardo) and white do not constitute dichotomous 
categories, just as sex, currently they make up more than 98% of the 
population (cf. Graph 2), each group making up about one half. 

It should be noted, however, that, on the one hand the idea 
of parity means “feature of what is even” and also means “equality, 
balance (e.g., of salary, between similar levels of different professions, of 
exchange, of price etc.)” (HOUAISS, 2009, p. 1436). We think, therefore, 
that the RPI has potential as a measure of equal participation of the 
two main ethnic groups of the population. Thus, the possibility of 
using an indicator that measures inequality between blacks and whites, 
even disregarding the yellow and indigenous segments, can serve to 
highlight the distance between the groups (black and white) by different 
variables. The RPI thus constituted, instead of working with two values   
(numbers or percentages separately for black and white groups), 
synthesizes the distance between the groups in a single indicator. It 
is noteworthy that other studies present results using the expressions 
“white” and “nonwhite” (ANDRADE; DACHS, 2007; MAGALHÃES, 2009; 
SILVEIRA; MUNIZ, 2014; OBSERVATÓRIO DAS METRÓPOLES, 2013); or 
blacks and non-blacks (DIEESE, 1999; SANTOS, 2005; SEADE, 2012), 
which further reinforces the idea that the race issue, for good or ill, has 
been understood in dichotomous terms not only in studies which have 
addressed the issue but also in race equality policies of recent years.

Sergio Costa (2002) discusses the polarization of analytical 
categories “white” and “non-white” or “black” in the grouping of 
categories about blacks and pardos as opposed to “white” used by 
IBGE. According to the author, the opposition “gives visibility to racial 
ascriptions which co-determine social injustice in Brazil, becoming [...] 
analytically legitimate contribution and from the point of view of an 
anti-racist policy, precise and indispensable” (COSTA, 2002, p. 49).

Table 5 presents the RPI for the people attending the 
undergraduate school and the general population for the years 2000 
and 2010. 

14
adapting the reference 

interval   for Brazilian values, 

there is parity for women in 

the ranges of 0.98 to 1.08 

(2000) and 0.99 to 1.09 

(2010); for blackness rate, 

parity is any value between 

0.78 and 0.88 in 2000 and 

from 1.02 to 1.12 for 2010.

15
even with recent theoretical 

discussions that reflect the 

dichotomous view of sexual 

construction, the category 

sex is still useful and 

collected as a dichotomous 

variable formed by men and 

women. the discussions 

on how to research the 

different orientations and 

gender performances, 

alternatively to the sex 

category did not proceed.



B
l

a
c

k
’s

 a
c

c
e

s
s

 t
o

 h
ig

h
e

r
 e

d
u

c
a

t
io

n
: 
w

h
a

t
 c

h
a

n
g

e
d

 B
e

t
w

e
e

n
 2

0
0

0
 a

n
d

 2
0

10
8

7
6

  
 C

a
d

e
r

n
o

s
 d

e
 P

e
s

q
u

is
a

  
 v

.4
5

 n
.1

5
8

 p
.8

5
9

-8
8

1 
o

u
t.

/d
e
z
. 
2

0
15

tAble 5
gender Parity index (gPi) and racial (rPi) for PeoPle wHo attend 

undergraduate or Post graduation and for tHe general 

PoPulation, according to tHe Period. Brazil, 2000 and 2010

 
gPi rPi

2000 2010 2000 2010

Attends undergraduate school 1.30 1.32 0.25 0.56

Population 1.03 1.04 0.83 1.07

source: iBge/ demographic census, 2010 (microdata).

The distances between blacks and whites are more clearly 
emphasized with the use of a single indicator. What is observed 
in the analysis of the results is that, apart from the change in racial  
self-identification profile of the general population from 0.83 (2000) 
to 1.07 (2010), access to undergraduate school for blacks has been 
expanded over the period considered: in 2000 the ratio was four whites to a 
black in undergraduate school, this rate decreased to two whites to every black 
in 2010. Compared to the GPI, there is maintenance in distribution, 
favorable to women, as observed in 2000.

training areas and Prestige
An important aspect in the analysis by sex and color/race is the different 
distributions by careers or courses. Chart 2 shows the ranking of the 20 
training areas with greater demand. It is noteworthy that information 
derived from the IBGE indicates the area of training of students, a 
combined indicator, that is, all undergraduate students by that date, 
captured by the data collection for the 2010 Census. The data from 
the INEP indicate the students enrolled in the HEI in 2010. So, the 
comparisons made have a tendency and approximation nature. Again, 
the RPI for Higher Education Census data should be considered with 
caution because of the high rate of non-response to the question in INEP 
basis.
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The 20 areas with higher frequency aggregate 76.5% of graduates 

and 78.7% of students. There has been a position overlapping in the ranking 

considering the five areas with the highest participation, that gathers 50% 

of students or graduates (calculation   based on the columns of percentage of 

IBGE and INEP). The presentation of GPI and RPI columns (columns 3 and 4) 

shows that the differences found are best defined by sex than by the color/

race. The GPI rate switches from 0.23, for civil and construction engineering - 

IBGE, to 11.88 for Education Sciences – INEP, a variation of 5.065%. In the case 

of RPI, the predominance of whites, as expected, occurs in all courses, with 

values   of 0.16 to dentistry – IBGE, to 0.84, for nursing and primary care – INEP, a 

variation of 425%. The high non-response rates to the question of color/race 

in the Higher Education Census – INEP should be considered in the analysis, 

but in comparison with those submitted by IBGE, the trends remain.

Compared by sex, the largest GPIs are observed in education (science 

education, IBGE 11.70 and 11.88 INEP) and healthcare (nursing and primary care, 

IBGE 6.60 and 5.23 INEP), higher female concentration areas as described in 

the literature (BELTRÃO; TEIXEIRA, 2004; MELO; LASTRES; MARQUES, 2004).  

The areas of engineering concentrate the lowest GPIs, with a ratio of four 

men to every woman in the IBGE and three men to every woman in INEP. 

It is good to remember that each research prospects a different universe, 

IBGE – graduates and INEP – students, these differences can be understood 

through a more recent presence of women in areas where previously there 

was a higher male predominance, as pointed out by Bruschini et al. (2011,  

p. 160-161), among others.

PatH taken and current cHallenges
This initial study aimed to describe the changes in access rates to higher 

education in Brazil based on the variable color/race and sex from the last 

two Population Censuses, by taking  some auxiliary data from the Higher 

Education Census as well. The latter, although very detailed in many aspects, 

not only in the presentation of information on the institutional nature of 

HEI but also in the form of students admission, still need to move forward in 

completing the racial aspect. It is known, however, that this problem is not 

the sole responsibility of INEP, the completion of the data must be done by 

the HEIs themselves through online registration.

The Higher Education Census is an important  database, with unique 

information, yet still little explored in studies on higher education. Attributes 

of the HEI, such as the administrative category (universities, colleges, etc.), 

the administrative organization  (public and private, with or without profit) 

and the different forms of education (classroom or distance), associated with 

gender and race compositions may give clues to the prestigious positions in 

higher education and those occupied by women and blacks.



A
m

é
lia

 A
rte

s e
 A

rle
n

e
 M

a
rtin

e
z R

ic
o

ld
i

C
a

d
e

r
n

o
s

 d
e

 P
e

s
q

u
is

a
   v.4

5
 n

.15
8

 p
.8

5
9

-8
8

1 o
u

t./d
e
z
. 2

0
15

   8
7
9

      

Qualifying the student body of this level of education is important 
and necessary, taking into consideration its recent transformations. In the 
last two decades, the Brazilian higher education system has undergone a 
significant expansion. In the middle of last decade, the introduction of 
a policy of affirmative action in higher education is another factor to be 
considered. 

In the period analyzed by this study, women remain majority, while 
the black segment had an extraordinary relative growth. Not surprisingly, 
the highest relative growth was among black women (black and pardo). Still, 
the black segment is underrepresented in all regions, not only in the ones 
where it is still a minority (such as South and Southeast) but also where it is 
majority (North, Northeast and Midwest). Although most of the students are 
in the age range considered ideal (18 to 24), there is considerable growth in 
the age range 25 to 29 and above 30 years of age, which indicates late access 
to students, many of them laborers. On the other hand, the little difference 
between the group of black students in private and public higher education 
institutions (with a slight advantage to the latter), continues to show the 
their influence to the group, even if the differences in Brazilian regional and 
ethnic/racial composition are taken into consideration.

In this regard, although the discussion about the usefulness of an 
indicator that measures the distance between blacks and whites needs to 
be developed, taking into account its advantages and limitations, it was 
considered that the RPI is an important tool to give visibility to the racial 
composition of higher education, as well as to underscore, as a synthetic 
indicator, the inequalities between the two main ethnic groups that make 
up the Brazilian population. 

Finally, from the point of view of inclusion of historically 
disadvantaged and discriminated segments of the population (blacks and 
pardas, women), it can be said that important spaces were conquered. However, 
the distances are still significant. Their measurement and breakdown will help 
to understand and support the political decisions to tackle them. Measuring how 
much and in what ways that distance was changed by affirmative action policies 
and other socio-economic factors in the period studied is a path to be taken 
which requires new studies for its unveiling. 
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