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The conference took place at the University of California, San Diego between Thursday, May 22 and Saturday, May 24th, involving over 300 participants and fifty five panels focused on the theme of race and ethnicity in Latin America and the Caribbean. I was part of a team from the University of Manchester which included our supervisor, Professor Peter Wade, and four postgraduate students: myself (working on black middle classes in Brazil); Joceny Pinheiro (working on indigenous people and the state in northwest Brazil); Tom Grisaffi (working on ethnic identity and coco-leaf production in Bolivia; and Paul Crossly, (working on indigenous people in Mexico). We were received warmly by students and staff at the University of California, San Diego.
 
In addition to presenting our papers, we attended panels relevant to our interests and found them very productive, especially for getting a sense of  the approaches and perspectives international researchers were employing and the body of  literature they were using. It was also an excellent opportunity to discuss ideas, avenues for future research and to network with professors and students. 
I presented a paper on Blackness, Whiteness and Social Mobility in Salvador, Brazil as part of a panel on Afro-Latinos, chaired by Mark Sanders of Emory University. Mark Sanders presented a paper entitled ‘Para la historia,’ the autobiography of Ricardo Batrell and the Afro-Cuban Struggle for Racial Democracy,”and Barbara Abdia-Rexach from the University of Texas at Austin presented a paper, “Navigating the African Diaspora through the Dominican Parade: (Re) constructions of Identities of Afro-Dominican Immigrants in Santurce, Puerto Rico.” The discussion session afterwards was useful and panellists were able to see the common themes of their papers – which focused on multiple processes of identity formation among blacks. Suggestions and questions from the audience brought up different issues and perspectives that we might not have otherwise thought about. Questions about citizenship, constitutional change and multicultural citizenship in Brazil and Latin America more broadly also provided a wider framework for looking at our data. The international discourse on human rights and its effects in the Americas was a persistent theme throughout the conference. Panel 21 on Friday, May 23rd specifically dealt with this theme. The papers presented showed how this discourse is deeply rooted in modern society and the idea of the multicultural state. These panels gave us a sense of the broader, social context, global processes and discourses that we found very useful for linking and framing our work.
 
There were more than four panels on the theme of Afro-Latinos and the papers drew from different sociological, anthropological, historical and cultural studies perspectives and methodologies. I found this cross-disciplinary element to be a positive experience of the conference.  Panel 22, on Friday 23rd May, was entitled “In the Wake of Durban: The Brazilian Debate on Racial Equality”  and I found this to be relevant to my concerns about the black movement and affirmative action in Salvador, Brazil. As a result of decades of mobilization, the coming of age of the Brazilian black movement in political terms and the entry of Afro-Brazilians into decision making circles is a monumental achievement in Brazil more generally. The flagship policy of the black movement is affirmative action policies in schools and universities, and these policies have taken on symbolic importance in government practice as well. Monica Gonzales from McGill University examined this process in Rio de Janiero, where the quota system has recently had some negative press and does not seem to have widespread public consensus. The arguments being used against it include that quotas are a violation of liberationist discourse; that they are the result of US influence and will only serve to perpetuate racism; that the problem is one of class and not race and access to education is a serious problem for all poor Brazilians; and increased access of public school students to public universities is a more sensible and fair approach which will automatically include more blacks without having to use a race quota.. 
Afro-Brazilian movements have continued to focus on this policy, however. She noted that many of the black movement activists were middle class professionals, and posed the question as to whether this was an elite level of bargaining. It does appear to be a reflection of the strategic choices made by the Afro-Brazilian movement.  The black movement has transformed itself based on an NGO model with a small core of full-time, paid activists whereas before, it was run mainly by volunteers. These NGO’s are able to attract funding and direct their energies to a particular goal. Therefore, we now have professional activists, designing policies to bring to the government. This particular organizational change from general awareness raising to public policy was a strategic decision made and has been more successful at bringing concrete results. Was it perhaps easier to convince a smaller group of public servants and the government versus trying to gain public approval and support and change attitudes and behaviours? My experience of affirmative action activism in Salvador is quite different to what seems to be happening in Rio, although everywhere it is causing an intense, emotional debate about race in Brazil, how best to address racial inequalities, and what kind of intervention the state should make. The quota system implemented at the University of Bahia has dramatically changed the racial composition of those entering the university in the last five years, especially for the more prestigious and competitive courses. Many of those accepted on the quota system have formed themselves into a formidable, vocal and active group of young persons, soliciting the support of politicians and other non-governmental and civil organizations. They tend to adopt a politically charged, black identity and many of them are involved in their communities and black movement non-governmental organizations. These young people are likely to become a future generation of professional, middle class activists in Salvador who may not only have an effect on government policy in Bahia but in other states in Brazil as well.
Finally, the panellists looked at how transnational contexts had changed and how the discourse on human rights had allowed the black movement to present black issues as a human right and gave them legitimacy and currency – This was a theme that ran throughout the whole conference.
The closing session on Saturday, May 24th had distinguished scholars in the field of race and ethnicity and they did an excellent job of summarizing the important ideas of the conference. They included: Leon Zamosc (University of California, San Diego); Xavier Albó (Centro de Investigación y Promoción del Campesinado, Bolivia) Reid Andrews (University of Pittsburgh); Peter Wade ( University of Manchester); and Wolfgang Gabbert (University of Hanover, Germany). The consensus was that access to social power became more difficult for nonwhites at higher social positions and that it seems that specific racial based quotas are needed to address specifically racial barriers that they encounter. It was also suggested that more comparative research on racial experience in the region was needed in order to put our work into context and generate discussion, debate and new theoretically frameworks for interpreting our data and our complex and dynamic field contexts.
