
  



2 

 

Table of Contents 

Introduction ___________________________________________________________ 5 

Geography ____________________________________________________________ 6 

Introduction ________________________________________________________________ 6 

Location and Area ___________________________________________________________ 6 

Geographic Regions and Features ______________________________________________ 7 
Guiana Highlands __________________________________________________________________ 7 
Amazon Basin _____________________________________________________________________ 8 
Pantanal _________________________________________________________________________ 8 
Brazilian Highlands _________________________________________________________________ 9 
Coastal Lowlands __________________________________________________________________ 9 

Climate ___________________________________________________________________ 10 

Bodies of Water ____________________________________________________________ 11 
The Amazon _____________________________________________________________________ 11 
The Paraguay-Paraná-Plata River System ______________________________________________ 11 
The Tocantins-Araguaia River System _________________________________________________ 12 
The São Francisco River Basin _______________________________________________________ 12 

Major Cities _______________________________________________________________ 13 
Brasília _________________________________________________________________________ 13 
Rio de Janeiro ____________________________________________________________________ 15 
Salvador ________________________________________________________________________ 16 
Fortaleza ________________________________________________________________________ 17 
Belo Horizonte ___________________________________________________________________ 17 

Flora and Fauna ____________________________________________________________ 18 
Guiana Highlands _________________________________________________________________ 18 
Amazon Basin ____________________________________________________________________ 19 
Pantanal ________________________________________________________________________ 20 

Environmental Concerns _____________________________________________________ 21 
Destruction of the Rainforest _______________________________________________________ 21 
Pollution ________________________________________________________________________ 22 
Illegal Wildlife Trade ______________________________________________________________ 23 

Natural Hazards ____________________________________________________________ 24 

Self Study Questions: _______________________________________________________ 24 

History _______________________________________________________________ 25 

Introduction _______________________________________________________________ 25 

Indigenous Society _________________________________________________________ 25 

Creation of a Colony ________________________________________________________ 27 
Slavery and Sugar Plantations _______________________________________________________ 28 
Monarchy Moves to Brazil __________________________________________________________ 29 

Independence _____________________________________________________________ 30 



3 

 

The First Republic __________________________________________________________ 31 

State-Led Industrialization ___________________________________________________ 31 

The Vargas Era (1930–1954) __________________________________________________ 32 

Post-Vargas Republic (1954–1964) _____________________________________________ 34 

Military Dictatorship ________________________________________________________ 36 

The Return to Civilian Government ____________________________________________ 38 

Fernando Cardoso __________________________________________________________ 39 

Luis Inácio Lula da Silva ______________________________________________________ 40 

Recent Developments _______________________________________________________ 40 

Economy _____________________________________________________________ 42 

Introduction _______________________________________________________________ 42 

Standard of Living __________________________________________________________ 43 

Informal Economy __________________________________________________________ 44 

Banking and Finance ________________________________________________________ 45 

Trade Policy _______________________________________________________________ 45 

Agriculture ________________________________________________________________ 46 

Coffee ____________________________________________________________________ 47 

Cattle Ranching ____________________________________________________________ 48 

Sugarcane and Ethanol ______________________________________________________ 49 

Industry __________________________________________________________________ 50 

Foreign Investment _________________________________________________________ 50 

Transportation _____________________________________________________________ 51 

Energy ___________________________________________________________________ 52 
Oil _____________________________________________________________________________ 52 
Natural Gas ______________________________________________________________________ 52 
Electricity _______________________________________________________________________ 53 

Tourism __________________________________________________________________ 54 

Self Study Questions ________________________________________________________ 54 

Society _______________________________________________________________ 56 

Introduction _______________________________________________________________ 56 

Race and Ethnicity __________________________________________________________ 56 
Amerindian ______________________________________________________________________ 58 
European _______________________________________________________________________ 59 
Afro-Brazilian ____________________________________________________________________ 59 



4 

 

Mixed Race ______________________________________________________________________ 60 
Asians __________________________________________________________________________ 61 

Language _________________________________________________________________ 62 

Religion __________________________________________________________________ 62 

Gender Issues _____________________________________________________________ 64 

Cuisine ___________________________________________________________________ 65 

Dance/Marital Art __________________________________________________________ 66 

Sports ____________________________________________________________________ 66 

Self Study Questions ________________________________________________________ 67 

Security ______________________________________________________________ 69 

Introduction _______________________________________________________________ 69 

U.S.–Brazilian Relations _____________________________________________________ 69 

Brazil’s Relations with Neighboring Countries ____________________________________ 70 
Introduction _____________________________________________________________________ 70 
Argentina _______________________________________________________________________ 70 
Paraguay ________________________________________________________________________ 72 
Uruguay ________________________________________________________________________ 73 
Bolivia __________________________________________________________________________ 74 
Peru____________________________________________________________________________ 75 
Colombia________________________________________________________________________ 76 
Venezuela _______________________________________________________________________ 76 
Guyana _________________________________________________________________________ 77 
Suriname _______________________________________________________________________ 78 
French Guiana ___________________________________________________________________ 80 
Ecuador _________________________________________________________________________ 80 
Chile ___________________________________________________________________________ 81 

Military __________________________________________________________________ 82 

State Police _______________________________________________________________ 84 

Militias ___________________________________________________________________ 86 

Issues Affecting Internal Stability ______________________________________________ 86 
Crime, Illicit Drugs, and Radical Groups _______________________________________________ 86 
Human Trafficking ________________________________________________________________ 88 
Land Distribution and Reform _______________________________________________________ 90 
Poverty _________________________________________________________________________ 91 

Looking Forward ___________________________________________________________ 93 

Self Study Questions ________________________________________________________ 95 

Further Readings ______________________________________________________ 96 

Appendix A: Answers to Self Study Questions _______________________________ 97 



5 

 

Introduction 

A recent magazine article observed, ―If life is a beach, Brazil is its 

headquarters.‖
1
 Most Brazilians live in coastal cities where their 

carnaval culture has become a major international tourist draw. The 

country also has an expansive rainforest interior. The largest nation 

in South America, Brazil shares a border with every other country on 

the continent except Chile and Ecuador. Colonized by the Portuguese 

in 1500, its road to independence differed from most other countries. 

There was no revolt against a foreign colonial government by 

indigenous people seeking their freedom. Instead, the Portuguese 

monarchy was relocated to Brazil in 1808 to avoid conquest by 

Napoleon‘s army, which was sweeping the European continent. In 

1824 the Portuguese regent prince declared independence and a 

coronation ceremony was held several months later. Brazil became a sovereign country 

with an imperial government. The Brazilian-based monarchy was short-lived, though. In 

1889, Emperor Dom Pedro II was deposed by army officers in a relatively bloodless coup 

d‘état, paving the way for the establishment of a republican government. 

After settling in Brazil, Europeans quickly recognized the land‘s potential to generate 

wealth through timber, minerals, and cash crops like sugar and coffee. African slaves 

provided the labor until slavery was abolished in the late 19th century. However, reliance 

on exports made Brazil‘s fortunes contingent on the world economy. Throughout most of 

the 20th century, but particularly after the Great Depression of 1929, the country‘s 

leaders have tried to move from an agrarian economy to one in which industry—

manufacturing goods for domestic consumption—would be the engine of economic 

growth. Installed in a military coup, Getúlio Vargas governed (with a brief intermission) 

from 1930 until 1954 and took an active role in using the resources of the government to 

promote specific industries, including auto manufacturing. But state-led industrialization 

put Brazil deeply into debt. Ultimately, economic problems precipitated a military 

takeover in 1964 after the country experienced double-digit inflation. Beginning in the 

1990s, Brazilian leaders embraced a more neoliberal, or open trade, policy combined 

with privatization of public companies. This enabled the country to reduce its national 

debt, once the largest in the developing world.
2
 Brazil is now an economic powerhouse 

with a per capita income twice that of China.
3
 

                                                 

1
 National Geographic. ―Brazil Guide.‖ No date. 

http://travel.nationalgeographic.com/travel/countries/brazil-guide/ 
2
 Yale Global Online. Casas-Zamora, Kevin. ―Brazil: Poster Boy of Globalization Charts Its Own Course.‖ 

9 April 2010. http://yaleglobal.yale.edu/content/brazil-charts-own-course 
3
 Washington Post. Forero, John. ―Booming Economy, Government Programs Help Brazil Expands Its 

Middle Class.‖ 3 January 2010. http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2010/01/02/AR2010010200619.html 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9074844
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Geography 

Introduction 

The country known as Brazil was originally named Terra 

de Vera Cruz (Land of the True Holy Cross) in 1500 by 

Portuguese explorers, who reportedly cut down a tree for 

a cross to mark its Easter discovery. The subsequent 

discovery of brazilwood (pau-brasil), from which a red 

dye is made, ushered in the name Terra do Brazil.
4
 It is 

the largest country in South America and the fifth largest 

in the world.
5
 It is home to almost 200 million people.

6
 

Approximately 70% of the population lives on the eastern seaboard, which has most of 

the country‘s industry. As a result, the ecological destruction of the coast, including the 

Atlantic rainforest (Mata Atlântica), has been going on for centuries. The Amazon 

rainforest‘s remoteness has so far spared it a similar fate. The largest rainforest in the 

world, it spans 8.55 million sq km (3.3 million sq miles).
7
 As Brazil‘s interior is 

developed (in part for its energy resources), the future of the Amazon rainforest 

(Amazônia) is uncertain. 

Along with its other natural resources, Brazil is abundantly endowed with the world‘s 

densest river network, with eight hydrologic basins in all. Its terrain varies from the 

coastal lowlands along the eastern and southern Atlantic, to the Amazon Basin, which 

extends from part of the Guiana Shield in the north to the world‘s largest wetland in the 

west-central Pantanal. Its location and varied geography make it the most biologically 

diverse place on earth. But its environment is threatened by ongoing deforestation, 

pollution, overfishing, illegal wildlife trade, and encroaching development. 

Location and Area 

The largest country in South America in area and 

population, Brazil is situated in the northeast of the 

continent, along the Atlantic Ocean. Larger than the 

contiguous United States, its area of 8,514,877 sq km 

(3,287,612 sq mi) makes up approximately half of the 

continent‘s entire landmass. From the Atlantic coastline 

                                                 

4
 The Mariners‘ Museum. ―Pedro Alvares Cabral, 1467–1520 CE.‖ No date. 

http://ww2.mariner.org/exploration/index.php?type=explorer&id=60 
5
 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: Introduction.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 

6
 CIA World Factbook. ―Brazil: People.‖ 27 January 2010. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-

world-factbook/geos/br.html 
7
 BBC News. ―Brazil Country Profile.‖ No date. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/country_profiles/1227110.stm 
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in the east to its western border, it stretches 4,300 km (2,671 mi) to encompass tropical 

and subtropical regions, wetlands, savannas, plateaus, and mountains. From north to 

south it extends almost the same distance.
8
 The two largest areas by far are the Amazon 

Basin (also known as the Amazon lowlands), which takes up the entire northwestern part 

of the country, and the Brazilian Highlands (or Plateau), located south and east of the 

basin.
9
 

Geographic Regions and Features 

Brazil can be divided into five regions based on physical 

features: the Guiana Highlands, the Amazon Basin (or 

lowlands), the Pantanal, the Brazilian Highlands (or 

Plateau, which includes the coastal ranges), and the 

coastal lowlands. It borders every South American 

country except Chile and Ecuador: Argentina, 1,261 km 

(783 mi); Bolivia, 3,423 km (2,127 mi); Colombia, 1,644 

km (1,021 mi); French Guiana, 730 km (452 mi); 

Guyana, 1,606 km (998 mi); Paraguay 1,365 km (848 mi); Peru 2,995 km (1,861 mi); 

Suriname, 593 km (368 mi); Uruguay, 1,068 km (663 mi); and Venezuela, 2,200 km 

(1,367 mi). Finally, Brazil‘s Atlantic coast runs for 7,400 km (4,600 mi).
10

 

Guiana Highlands 

The Guiana Highlands straddle Brazil, Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname, and French 

Guiana, and are covered with forested plains, mountain ranges, waterfalls, and fast-

flowing rivers. The highest point in Brazil, Neblina Peak (3,014 m/9,888 ft), stands near 

the border with Venezuela in the Serra do Imeri mountains. East of the Imeri, Mount 

Roraima of the Serra da Pacaraima range ascends to 2,772 m (9,094 ft) near the border of 

Brazil, Guyana, and Venezuela. Bordering the Guianas
11

 are the less craggy Acaraí and 

Tumuc-Humac ranges. 

  

                                                 

8
 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: Introduction.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 

9
 BBC Weather. Country Guide. ―Brazil.‖ No date. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT005220 
10

 CIA World Factbook. ―Brazil.‖ 27 January 2010. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-

factbook/geos/br.html 
11

 The name for the region of South America that includes the nations of Guyana, Suriname, and French 

Guiana, former colonies of Britain, the Netherlands, and France, respectively. Encyclopædia Britannica 

Online. ―Guianas, The.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9038397 
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Amazon Basin 

The Amazon Basin covers more than 6 million sq km. 

About two-thirds of it is within Brazil; portions extend 

into Peru (15%), Bolivia (12%), Colombia (5%), Ecuador 

(2%), and Venezuela (<1%).
12

 From its widest at the 

eastern base of the Andes Mountains, the basin narrows 

to a stretch of annually flooding plains (várzeas) between 

the Guiana Highlands to the north and the Brazilian 

Highlands to the south. The várzeas follow the Amazon 

to the Atlantic, where they broaden but do not create a delta. The region‘s characteristic 

terra firme or ―solid ground,‖ is gently sloping hills made of alluvial soil deposited over 2 

million years ago that have subsequently risen above the floodplain. Superficial bow-

shaped lakes and wetlands are also found in the lowlands.
13

 

Pantanal 

The Pantanal—a vast, swampy, marshy region—is one of 

the world‘s largest freshwater wetlands and spans 

approximately 140,000 sq km (54,000 sq miles). It is 

spread over the states of Mato Grosso do Sul and 

southern Mato Grosso, and extends into Paraguay and 

Bolivia. The effluents of the upper portion of the 

Paraguay River, which floods during the rainy season, 

flow into the Pantanal.
14

 Small hills and a number of 

mountains and inselbergs
15

 crisscross its intricate floodplain, which consists of 10 large 

rivers and their deltas, thousands of lakes, ponds, and salt pans. The Pantanal is vital to 

the water regulation of the Paraguay River‘s watershed.
16

 

Though the Amazon is the most well known part of Brazil, the Pantanal is exceptional in 

its diversity of plant and animal life. Major threats to the region include agriculture, cattle 

grazing, and coal mining.
17

 

                                                 

12
 Department of Environmental Studies, Florida International University. McClain, Michael E. ―Water 

Resources Management in the Amazon Basin: Issues, Challenges, and Opportunities.‖ 1999. 

http://www.fiu.edu/~mcclainm/articles/McClain.ICEF.1999.PDF 
13

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: Relief: Amazon Lowlands.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-222804 
14

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: Relief: Pantanal.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-222805 
15 An inselberg is a residual relief feature—an isolated hill, knob, ridge, or small mountain that rises 

abruptly, like an island, from a gently sloping or virtually level surrounding plain. 
16

 Wetlands International. ―Information Sheet for a New Ramsar Wetland in the Pantanal.‖ 6 February 2003. 

http://www.wetlands.org/reports/ris/6BR008en.pdf 
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Brazilian Highlands 

The steep cliffs, plateaus, ravines, and hills of the 

Brazilian Highlands cover most of the eastern, southern, 

and central parts of the country, and include the coastal 

ranges.
18

 This region accounts for more than half the 

country‘s territory and is the principal source of its 

abundant mineral reserves. 

The major mountain ranges include the Serra do Mar, 

which extends along the Atlantic coast and averages 1,000 m (3,000 ft), and the Serra do 

Espinhaço, which continues through southern and central Brazil. The highest peaks are in 

one area less than 500 km (300 mi) from the eastern coast, and another near Brasília and 

the boundary separating the state of Bahia from Tocantins and Goiás states. The 

highlands extend north and west of Goiás approximately 1,000 km (600 mi) before 

falling to the lowlands. The east is marked by an imposing escarpment that stretches 

2,600 km (1,600 mi) along the coast and forms mountains as tall as 2,100 m (7,000 ft).
19

 

Nestled in the Brazilian Highlands is a vast plateau (Planalto Central), with an average 

elevation of 1,000 m (3,280 ft).
20

  

Coastal Lowlands 

The coastal lowlands account for only a small portion of Brazil‘s area, though they are as 

wide as 200 km (124 mi) in the north before they narrow in the northeast and end in the 

southeast. Their features include floodplains, swamps, lagoons, dunes, and sandy beaches 

(some of which have coral reefs or barrier islands). Other parts have deep harbors where 

the rocky coastline plummets straight into the ocean, such as Guanabara Bay (with the 

cities of Rio de Janeiro and Niteroi), and All Saints Bay (Salvador). The lowlands extend 

southward as they widen to Patos Lagoon, one of the continent‘s largest, and Mirím 

Lagoon.
21

 

  

                                                                                                                                                 

17
 Planet Ark. ―World‘s Largest Wetland under Threat in Brazil.‖ 13 January 2006. 

http://www.planetark.com/dailynewsstory.cfm/newsid/34461/story.htm 
18

 University of Texas, Austin. Perry-Castaneda Library Map Collection. Map of Brazil (Shaded Relief). 11 

June 2009. http://lib.utexas.edu/maps/americas/brazil_rel94.pdf 
19

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-

9106094 
20

 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Brazil: A Country Study. Sawyer, Donald R. ―Chapter 2: 

The Society and Its Environment: Geology, Geomorphology, and Drainage.‖ Rex A. Hudson, Ed. 1997. 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field%28DOCID+br0027%29 
21

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief: Coastal Lowlands.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 
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Climate 

Brazil has a predominantly tropical and subtropical 

climate, which means the weather is usually warm and 

humid, with heavy, consistent rainfall during the wet 

season. It receives 1,000–1,800 mm (40–70 in) of 

precipitation annually. A drier area exists in the 

northeast—sometimes referred to as the ―drought 

quadrilateral‖ to describe an imaginary four-sided figure 

between northern Bahia and the coastal cities of Natal 

and São Luis. This region receives 375–750 mm (15–30 in) annually.
22

 

Because Brazil lies south of the equator, seasons fall at opposite times of the year from 

the northern hemisphere. Summer (November–April) temperatures peak in January. In 

the lowlands, temperatures average 26°C (79°F), while the central highlands are usually 

slightly cooler, depending upon elevation. Coastal areas, such as Rio Grande do Sul, 

average 23°C (73°F), and Brazil‘s hottest region, the drought quadrilateral, averages 

higher, at 29°C (84°F). Summer is also the wettest season, accounting for the greatest 

part of the annual precipitation for the central highlands. Climate patterns in the northeast 

are an anomaly, with precipitation much lower than the equatorial norm.
23

 High rates of 

evaporation account for soil dryness. Such aridity, researchers have concluded, ―is 

principally determined by the way the tip of the Nordeste protrudes well into the 

influence of the South Atlantic subtropical high.‖
24

 

In winter (May–October), temperatures reach a dry 20°C 

(68°F) in the highlands, while the weather in the 

lowlands remains virtually unchanged from summer. 

Snow falls only in a few of the southernmost states, 

though frost and near-freezing temperatures do occur and 

can reach farther north. Cool, rainy weather can occur as 

far north as Recife and as far west as the Pantanal. The 

drought quadrilateral remains warm with temperatures of 

26°C (79°F), while warm ocean currents keep the coast warmer than inland areas.
25

 

  

                                                 

22
 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Climate.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-

9106094 
23

 American Meteorological Society. Moura. Antonio. ―On the Dynamics of Drought in Northeast Brazil: 

Observations, Theory and Numerical Experiments with a General Circulation Model.‖ August 1981. 

http://www.iges.org/people/Shukla's%20Articles/1981/On%20the%20dynamics.pdf 
24

 Late Victorian Holocausts: El Niño Famines and the Making of the Third World. Davis, Mike. ―Chapter 

8: Climates of Hunger [p. 257].‖ 2001. London: Verso Press.  
25

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Climate.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-

9106094 
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Bodies of Water 

Aside from the swampy configurations in the Amazon 

alluvial plain and a small number of lagoons along its 

coast, Brazil has no natural lakes. Due to its numerous 

rivers and reservoirs, however, its water supply is 

extensive. Relevant data concerns mainly those bodies of 

water that originated due to the need for energy 

production, irrigation, and water supply.
26

 Brazil is home 

to the most prodigious river system in the world: the 

Amazon River basin. Other noteworthy systems include the Paraguay-Panara-Plata and 

Tocantins-Araguaia river systems, and the São Francisco River basin. 

The Amazon 

The Amazon and the Nile have long been rivals for the title ―longest river in the world.‖ 

One complicating factor is that the mouth of the Amazon is so wide it is difficult to 

identify its endpoint.
27

 It is undisputed that the Amazon River begins in the Peruvian 

Andes, only 160 km (100 mi) from the Pacific Ocean, and continues some 6,400 km 

(4,000 mi) to empty into the Atlantic. One fifth of the world‘s fresh water flows through 

the Amazon Basin. Six of its tributaries are greater than 1,600 km (1,000 mi) long, and 

some convey more water alone than the Mississippi River in North America. In fact, the 

Amazon discharges 10 times more water annually than the Mississippi. Large ships can 

travel upstream to Manaus, while the river is navigable for smaller vessels as far as 

Iquitos, Peru (3,700 km/2,300 mi from the Atlantic Ocean). But waterfalls and rapids 

disrupt the tributaries, thereby limiting navigability. No major flow has been harnessed to 

generate hydroelectric power.
28

 

The Paraguay-Paraná-Plata River System 

The second largest river system is the Paraguay-Paraná-Plata, which siphons large areas 

of Bolivia, Paraguay, Argentina, and Uruguay, as well as Brazil. Here, the system travels 

through the highlands of the states of Mato Grosso, Goiás, and Minas Gerais, before 

heading south and dividing into the Paraguay and the Paraná. Part of the Paraguay forms 

a portion of the Brazil–Paraguay border. Various tributaries from the southeast connect to 

the Alto Paraná, which joins the Paraguay and flows along the Argentina–Paraguay 

                                                 

26
 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Corporate Document Repository. Sugunan, Dr. 

V.V. ―Fisheries Management of Small Water Bodies in Seven Countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America: 

Brazil: Inland Fisheries Resources.‖ 1997. http://www.fao.org/docrep/w7560e/w7560e06.htm 
27

 National Geographic. Roach, John. ―Amazon Longer than the Nile River, Scientists Say.‖ 18 June 2007. 

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2007/06/070619-amazon-river.html  
28

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief: Drainage.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 
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border to form the Paraná proper. This flows to the sea via the Río de la Plata estuary. 

Dredging in the 1990s increased the navigability of these rivers in Brazil. Hydroelectric 

stations and reservoirs have been built along this system, including on the Iguaçu, 

Paranapanema, Tietê, and Grade.
29

 

The Tocantins-Araguaia River System 

The Tocantins River flows south to north, dividing the 

state of Tocantins almost down the middle, while the 

Araguaia forms the state‘s western border and joins the 

Tocantins after flowing 1,000 km (600 mi). After they 

converge, this new branch flows north until it empties 

into the Para River estuary,
30

 part of the Amazon delta, 

and passes the world‘s largest fluvial island (produced by 

sediments deposited by a stream or river), Marajó 

Island.
31

 The Tocantins-Araguaia is a separate system from the Amazon, and comprises 

813,700 sq km (314,200 sq mi) of tropical savanna (cerrado) and forest, roughly the size 

of the U.S. states of Texas and Colorado combined.
32

 This area‘s endangered cerrado is 

home to 11 indigenous peoples,
33

 one third of the country‘s biodiversity, and potentially 

5% of the world‘s flora and fauna.
34

 The Tucurui Dam was constructed in 1970 on the 

lower part of the Tocantins to provide power for Para, Maranhão, as well as a nearby 

mining facility. 

The São Francisco River Basin 

The largest river completely within Brazil, the 2,914-km 

(1,811-mi) São Francisco and its tributaries comprise the 

fourth largest river system in South America. The eastern 

Brazilian states of Minas Gerais, Goiás, Bahia, 

Pernambuco, Alagoas, Sergipe, and a portion of the 

                                                 

29
 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief: Drainage.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 
30

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief: Drainage.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 
31

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Majaró Island.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9050734 
32

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief: Drainage.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 
33

 Cebrac Foundation. ―The Araguaia-Tocantins Hidrovia Project: A Report by a Blue-Ribbon Panel of 

Independent Experts.‖ March 2000. Brasília, Brazil. As cited in Environmental Defense. Rich, Bruce and 

Stephan Schwartzman, Aaron Goldzimer, et al. ―Export Credit Agencies in Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, 

and Venezuela.‖ No date. http://www.edf.org/documents/634_LatinAmerica.pdf 
34

World Wildlife Fund. ―De Grão em Grão, o Cerrado Perde o Espaço.‖ 1995. Brasília, Brazil. As cited in 

Environmental Defense. Rich, Bruce and Stephan Schwartzman, Aaron Goldzimer, et al. ―Export Credit 

Agencies in Bolivia, Brazil, Ecuador, Peru, and Venezuela.‖ No date. 

http://www.edf.org/documents/634_LatinAmerica.pdf 
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Federal District are drained by the river‘s basin, which occupies 631,200 sq km (243,700 

sq mi). Riverboats suited for navigating shallow waters travel between Pirapora in Minas 

Gerais and Juàzeiro in Bahia, while larger, maritime vessels may only operate on the 

waters below the Paulo Afonso Falls. The river is important for the energy its 

hydroelectric plants produce, as well as the irrigation it provides for the eastern and 

northeastern parts of the country.
35, 36

 

Major Cities 

Brasília 

With a population of 2.3 million (2007 official 

estimate),
37

 Brasília is in the Federal District (Distrito 

Federal) within the east-central state of Goiás on the 

central plateau. It lies at an elevation of 1,100 m (3,500 

ft) between the Tocantins, Parana, and São Francisco 

rivers. Though the notion of having a capital city farther 

inland was posed as early as 1789 and written into the 

constitution in 1891, it wasn‘t until 1956—after 8 years 

of surveying—that a site was chosen for the new capital and work begun. Such an intense 

and prolonged selection process allowed for extensive planning. Construction on the 

layout of the city was begun and thousands of miles of highway were built, linking it to 

the major cities in the south, north, and east. 

The then president Juscelino Kubitschek was in such a hurry to put a futuristic face on his 

nation that he held the dedication ceremony for the new capital on 21 April 1960, when 

Brasília, a model of architectural symmetry, was still under a cloud of construction dust.
38

 

Building continued in the city even through the military coup in 1964 and the restoration 

of a civilian government in 1985. In 1987, it was named a UNESCO World Heritage site 

for its modern design and planned layout.
39

 Today, much of Brasília‘s cultural life 

revolves around its university, museums, and the National Theatre, while its nightclubs, 

sporting grounds, swimming pools, indoor and outdoor soccer stadiums, zoological park, 

forest reserve, Lake Paranoá, and nearby rivers allow for diverse recreational activities.
40

 

                                                 

35
 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brazil: The Land: Relief: Drainage.‖ 2010. 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9106094 
36

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―São Francisco River.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9109568 
37

 CityPopulation.de. Brinkhoff, Thomas. ―Brazil: Distrito Federal.‖ 13 June 2009. 

http://citypopulation.de/Brazil-DistritoFederal.html 
38 

Los Angeles Times. Hawthorne, Christopher. ―Critic‘s Notebook: Brasilia‘s Embrace of the Future 

Seems so Quaint.‖ 21 April 2010. 

 http://articles.latimes.com/2010/apr/21/entertainment/la-et-brasilia-20100421 
39

 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. ―Brasília: Introduction.‖ 2010. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9016243 
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São Paulo 

The original settlers, predominantly from southern 

Portugal, founded the country‘s first highland settlement 

upon a plateau in the southeast.
41

 The city of São Paulo, 

named by its Jesuit founders in 1554 on the anniversary 

of the conversion of St. Paul, lies approximately 350 km 

(220 mi) southwest of Rio de Janeiro and 50 km (30 mi) 

inland from the port city of Santos. The capital of the 

federal state of the same name, the city is the largest in 

the southern hemisphere, and has one of the world‘s fastest-growing urban populations: 

10.2 million in the city proper
42

 (official 2007 census estimate) and approximately 19 

million in its metropolitan area.
43

 This places São Paulo in the ranks of the world‘s 

megacities—those with a population over 10 million. 

It was with the rise of coffee cultivation after 1880 that São Paulo assumed economic 

importance as the rail transportation hub for coffee grown on expanding plantations in the 

interior.
44

 As domestic and foreign migration increased in conjunction with an emerging 

industrial sector, the city began to gain on Rio de Janeiro, which had previously been 10 

times larger. Immigrants from Italy, Portugal, Spain, Germany, and Eastern Europe, and 

later from Japan, the Middle East, Korea, and Bolivia—as well as from within Brazil—

flocked to the city owing to the availability of jobs. Almost two thirds of its current 

population is of European heritage, one third is of African descent, and the rest is made 

up of various Asian ethnicities, predominantly Japanese.
45

 

Because of its relatively late growth, the number of historical buildings is much lower 

than that of most other cities. Two exceptions are the Museum of Sacred Art, housed in 

the church and convent of Luz (1579), and the São Francisco Church, originally built in 

1676. What it lacks in history, however, it more than makes up for in industry. Today, 

São Paulo (or Sampa, to its inhabitants) is a massive, economically diverse metropolis 

and a leader in many industries such as high tech, banking and finance, commerce, and 

global trade. It is Brazil‘s link to the global economy, as shown by the prominence of 

brand-name, foreign multinational corporations in downtown areas.
46

 Its thriving 
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commercial center and ever-growing business districts support the Brazilian expression, 

―Earn in São Paulo so you can spend in Rio.‖
47

 

Rio de Janeiro 

Cidade de São Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro, or Rio, as it 

is usually referred to, was founded on 1 January 1502. 

The Portuguese settlers confused the entrance of today‘s 

Guanabara Bay with the mouth of a river (rio). Rio de 

Janeiro was the Brazilian capital both pre- and post-

independence (1763 and 1822–1960, respectively). Once 

the capital was moved to Brasília, Rio‘s former Federal 

District became Guanabara State, which merged with the 

state of Rio de Janeiro in 1975 to become the new Rio de Janeiro State. Today, the city of 

Rio‘s population is 6 million (official 2007 census estimate).
48, 49

 

The city is situated along Brazil‘s Atlantic coast, near the Tropic of Cancer. It faces 

predominantly south, while its beaches run east-west. At the entrance to Guanabara Bay 

sits Pão de Açúcar (or Sugar Loaf), a 395-m (1,296-ft) peak named for its shape.  The 

peak is famous for its cable car, which opened in 1912.
50, 51 

The city‘s Center (Centro) 

occupies part of the plains west of the bay, and its North Zone (Zone Norte), its larger 

section, runs northwest over plains, hills, and a few rocky mountains. Its South Zone 

(Zona Sul) extends to its famous beaches. The West Zone is now accessible by road and 

tunnel.
52

 

Though somewhat overshadowed by the new capital of Brasília and the mega-metropolis 

of São Paulo, Rio is an important economic center for industry, trade, banking, education, 

culture, and research. The proximate gold and diamond mines of Minas Gerais aided the 

increase of Rio‘s economic and social notoriety in the 18th century. Its position as 

national capital and royal residence strengthened Rio‘s growing cosmopolitanism and 

contributed to its increasing national character. After becoming a mere state capital in the 

mid-20th century, however, its identity began to morph into the cultural center of the 
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country.
53

 The ethnic heritage of its residents, known as Cariocas (from the Tupi Indian 

word for ―white man‘s home‖), well reflect Brazil‘s diversity, a mixture of people of 

European, African, indigenous, and mulatto ancestry.
54

 

Rio is known as Brazil‘s cultural capital. Thus, it has many institutions that support the 

arts and sciences, including the Brazilian Academies of Letters and Sciences and 

numerous national museums. The statue of Christ the Redeemer atop Mount Corcovado 

is one of the world‘s most famous images. Rio is also known for its yearly Carnival 

(Carnaval), a pre-Lenten
55

 festival that brings music, parties, dancing, and parades to its 

streets.
56

 The festivities begin on Saturday and continue until Tuesday. People often dress 

in costume, and go to parties, into the streets, or into clubs, day after day, night after 

night. The famous samba schools, followed by revelers, make up the parades. It should be 

noted that in Brazil‘s south, Carnival typically comes to its traditional end (before Ash 

Wednesday, the beginning of Lent), whereas elsewhere, such as in the northwest, revelry 

might continue until the following Sunday.
57

 

Salvador 

Founded in 1549, Salvador was the first capital of what 

was then a Portuguese colony. The city was also a hub 

for the African slave trade, a legacy reflected in its large 

population of blacks and mulattos. In the 16th century, 

the growth of its sugar trade made it an enticing target for 

pirates and others who wanted to contest Portugal‘s 

claim. Once the capital was moved to Rio de Janeiro in 

1763, Salvador declined in importance and did not 

experience an economic revival until the 20th century. 

The economic growth of the mid-20th century coincided with a surge in the population, 

which was approximately 14 million in 2007.
58

 Chief industries include automobile 

manufacturing, ceramics, chemical production, wood- and leatherworking, and 

shipbuilding, although tourism has become an important part of its economy. The city is 

easily reached via shipping lines, airlines, as well as by rail and bus. Salvador is divided 

into two parts: upper and lower. The state and local administrative office buildings, along 
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with higher-end real estate, are in the upper part; the lower comprises the port, the 

commercial district, and surrounding residential areas. 

Salvador has cultural draws as well. In 1985, UNESCO named its old city center 

Pelourinho a World Heritage site.
59

 It is known for its Baroque churches, including the 

church of the convent of the Third Order of St. Francis (1701), as well as its colonial 

architecture, such as its 17th-century forts and the Barra lighthouse. Salvador is home to 

two universities and a number of museums. Though not as well known as Rio, Salvador 

attracts many for its annual Carnival festival. It is the capital of the northeastern state of 

Bahia (since 1889) and a major port city. Also known as São Salvador, or Bahia, Brazil‘s 

third-largest city is at the southerly tip of the peninsula separating Todos os Santos Bay 

from the Atlantic Ocean. 

Fortaleza 

Originally a small village named Villa do Forte da 

Assumpção, this city became Fortaleza Nova de 

Bragança in 1810. It began in 1654 at the mouth of the 

Pajeu River, near a small fort for defense against native 

attacks, and is positioned on a semicircular coastal 

depression. Currently, Fortaleza is the capital of the state 

of Ceara in the northeast. 

Fortaleza‘s harbor, long open to trade, is an important site for the exportation of carnauba 

wax, cashews, clothing, cotton, fruits, hides, lobsters, salt, sugar, and textiles. The city‘s 

factories manufacture dyes, electroceramics, and Styrofoam packing material, and 

process marine algae for fertilizer, feed, agar, and carrageenan. The city is accessible via 

highway, rail, and an international airport. Fortaleza is home to two universities, a theater 

restored in the Art Nouveau style, and one of the country‘s largest football (soccer) 

stadiums. As is the case on the coast of Brazil, its beaches are popular with tourists. 

Fortaleza has a population of 8.1 million (2007 est.).
60

 

Belo Horizonte 

The city of Belo Horizonte (beautiful horizon) in southern Minas Gerais is in the 

southeast. It lies on the western side of the Serra do Espinhaço, at 830 m (2,720 ft). This 

was the first planned city in Brazil, designed in the late 19th
 
century after Washington, 

DC. It has a population of 2.4 million.
61
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Belo Horizonte, known for its mining and livestock activity, its publishing, textiles, 

furniture, and food-processing industries, plus iron and steel manufacturing, is also a 

center for banking, commerce, and administration. Despite being a center of industry, it 

has been nearly pollution free. Its modern architecture, epitomized by Oscar Niemeyer‘s 

Chapel of São Francisco, is famous throughout the world.
62

 

The city is also an important cultural center, and hosts several museums, a music 

conservatory, a ballet school, as well as elementary and secondary schools, and two 

universities. The city is navigable via subway, major highways, railroads, and has one 

domestic airport. (An international airport services the wider area from Confins.)
63

 

Flora and Fauna 

The ecosystems of the Brazilian Highlands and coastal lowlands have 

been destroyed or impacted by development of saltworks, marinas, 

and waterfront residential development.
64

 This section on flora and 

fauna will focus on the three other geographical areas: the Guiana 

Highlands, the Amazon Basin, and the Pantanal. 

Guiana Highlands 

The Guiana Highlands are part of the Guiana Shield,
65

 which covers 

2.5 million sq km (965,255 sq mi), contains 10–15% of the planet‘s 

freshwater reserves, has a great variety of flora and fauna, and is 

home to many indigenous people.
66

 The Guiana Shield region features the world‘s largest 

area of uninterrupted, intact, primary tropical forest. It has approximately 20,000 vascular 

plant species, 975 bird species, 282 species of mammal, 280 species of reptile, 272 

species of amphibian, 2,200 species of freshwater fish, and an unknown quantity of 

invertebrate species—speculated to number in the hundreds of thousands.
67
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Amazon Basin 

One of the most biologically diverse areas of the world, 

the Amazon Basin is comparable in size to the 

contiguous U.S.
68

 It contains the largest tropical forest on 

Earth and nearly one third of the world‘s species.
69

 This 

biodiversity is due to the region‘s warmth, abundant 

sunlight, and the large amount of mineral nutrients that 

are washed down from the Andes Mountains. Similarly, 

there is structural diversity, which allows for many layers 

of vegetation from the canopy to the earth, as well as a multitude of ecosystems as the 

altitude plummets from the Andes.
70

 

A primary reason that over 80% of the basin has been preserved is its remoteness. Yet 

numerous dams, to generate power for economic gains, are planned for the Amazon, and 

those would adversely affect or destroy its unique ecosystem. The Amazon is home to 

more than 40,000 species of trees and plants that are crucial to global climate regulation 

and the local water cycle. The kapok tree, which can reach 50 m (164 ft), has a smooth, 

grey trunk and is usually seen at the edges of the forests, riverbanks, and other areas 

where it receives abundant light. The Brazil-nut tree, which can reach 40 m (131 ft) and 

live for 1,000 years, provides nuts that were once used as currency by indigenous people. 

Other plants include epiphytes, bromeliads, aroids, palms, and vines.
71

 

More than 100,000 species of invertebrates there have been identified, though some 

believe it may hold more than 30 million. These include the 16-cm (6-in) longhorn beetle, 

the 20-cm (8-in) flatworm, and the 30-cm (12-in) Amazonian centipede. Peru‘s Manu 

National Park alone has 1,300 species of butterflies. More than 3,000 species of fish 

inhabit the Amazon River and its many tributaries. Plankton are abundant in flooded 

forests; electric eels can be 1.8 m (6 ft) long and, though blind, can stun prey with an 

electric shock of up to 650 volts. The pirarucu, which can grow up to 3 m (10 ft) long and 

weigh as much as 150 kg (330 lb), uses its sharp teeth and toothed tongue to catch and 

devour its prey. The majority of the 20 species of piranha are actually vegetarian (only 

the red piranha is to be avoided when food supplies and water levels are low). One of 
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many fruit-eating fish of the Amazon is the giant tambaqui. Weighing up to 30 kg (66 lb), 

its teeth are powerful enough to crush and even grind fruit such as palm nuts.
72

 

Amphibians in the Amazon include the climbing salamander, the orange-bellied leaf 

toad, and the Peruvian smooth-sided toad, though frogs are in the majority. As a rule, the 

more brightly colored a frog is, the more toxic it tends to be. The basin is home to many 

species of reptile. Boas are found throughout the region, as are black caimans, the 

Amazon‘s largest predator, reaching up to 6 m (19.6 ft). There are 20 species of turtle 

that make their home in the Amazon. The region has 3,800 species of birds, including the 

endangered hyacinth macaw, the largest parrot; the harpy eagle, which is over 1 m (3 ft) 

tall with a wingspan of 2 m (6.5 ft); the toucan; and more than 300 species of 

hummingbirds. The basin is home to a variety of mammals including the jaguar, the pink 

river dolphin, one of the world‘s three manatee species, the giant otter, the tapir (another 

swimming mammal), and the endangered black spider monkey.
73

 

Pantanal 

The Pantanal is considered the world‘s largest wetland 

and often called the ―Pantanal complex.‖
74

 The 

vegetation is a blend of those areas that surround it: the 

rainforest of the Amazon basin, the cerrado savannas of 

central Brazil, and the Chaco savannas of Bolivia and 

Paraguay.
75

 The region is home to 3,500 species of 

plants, 650 species of birds, 125 species of mammals, 

180 species of reptiles, 41 types of amphibians, and 325 

species of fish.
76

 The area is an important breeding ground for wetland birds such as the 

heron, stork, ibis, and pink spoonbill. The Americas‘ largest stork, the jabiru, is a symbol 

of the Pantanal. The hyacinth macaw, the rhea (similar to the ostrich), and 45 species of 

birds of prey are characteristic of the region. Mammal species include the jaguar, puma, 

ocelot, maned wolf, giant otter, giant anteater, giant armadillo, marsh deer, peccary (a 

wild pig), tapir, capybara (the world‘s largest rodent), as well as five species of monkeys. 
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Native reptiles include the Paraguayan caiman and the world‘s largest snake, the 

anaconda.
77

 

Environmental Concerns 

Brazil has a long history of legislating protection for its 

natural habitat. Its first conservation law, which 

prohibited the destruction and burning of forests, was 

passed in 1797. Its first national parks were created in the 

1930s.
78

 Perhaps most famously, in 1992 Rio de Janiero 

hosted the United Nations‘ Earth Summit, the second 

global environmental conference to aid governments in 

devising ways to stop pollution and the destruction of 

natural resources.
79

 Despite this background, the country faces numerous environmental 

concerns. 

Destruction of the Rainforest 

Brazil occupies about one third of the world‘s extant rainforests (including the bulk of the 

Amazon rainforest). Many consider ―rainforests [to be] the lungs of the planet as the 

vegetation pulls carbon from the atmosphere.‖
80

 The loss of rainforest has a greater 

impact on the planet than other types of deforestation, because organic carbon stored 

there is released when trees are cut to use the land for other purposes. In the past 40 

years, 20% of the Amazon rainforest has been cut down. This is more than was harvested 

or cleared there for 450 years after European colonization. It is possible that another 20% 

could be lost in the next 20 years. Additionally, the 

amount of land cleared by fire has made Brazil one of the 

top emitters of greenhouse gases in the world.
81

 

Deforestation has been accelerated by the development 

of transportation arteries, enabling the logging industry to 

expand.
82

 Other reasons include clearing land for cattle 
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ranches (which have been eligible for government subsidies in the past), subsistence 

farming, and commercial agriculture. Forest is lost to development (specifically dam 

construction, which causes flooding of the rainforest and increasing emission of carbon 

dioxide and methane—contributors to global climate change), mining (which encourages 

clearance for building material), fuel wood collection, subsistence agriculture, and fires.
83

 

Though the destruction is ongoing and considerable, Brazil has put vast amounts of 

endangered land under federal protection. These include lands added to its Amazon 

Region Protected Areas (ARPA), as well as those set aside for indigenous peoples, who 

account for 0.25% of the population. (Approximately 60% of the indigenous population 

lives in the Amazon.) Yet enacting laws is easier than enforcing them. Not only does the 

government struggle to maintain these preserves and parklands,
84

 but poorer farmers, 

landowners, and developers have an economic incentive to exploit the protected areas‘ 

valuable resources, including mahogany and other wood. Still, the rate of deforestation 

and number of fires within the protected areas has been significantly reduced. IBAMA 

(Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis), Brazil‘s 

environmental enforcement agency, has gone from having fewer than 80 enforcement 

agents for patrolling the entire Amazon in the 1990s to receiving 360 more agents in 

1999. Despite this increase, their job remains highly challenging due to the size of the 

area they must patrol.
85

 

Pollution 

Brazil also suffers from various forms of pollution. 

Mining leads to land degradation and water pollution, 

which affect the rivers. This threatens the water supply of 

most of the population. Cities such as São Paulo and Rio 

have dangerously high levels of smog due to automobile 

emissions. Though the government has advocated the use 

of ethanol-containing fuels and has implemented policies 

to improve air quality, IBAMA does not have enough 

funding or personnel for enforcement.
86

 Moreover, though ethanol is less polluting than 

other biofuels, it is made from sugarcane in Brazil. An increase in demand would likely 

lead to an expansion of sugarcane plantations in the Atlantic rainforest. Situated on the 

coast in São Paulo State, clearing of the Atlantic rainforest began almost immediately 
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after Portuguese colonization, to plant cash crops.
87

 While biofuels are considered 

renewable, monocrop agriculture is not sustainable. 

Oil spills also threaten Brazil‘s rivers and coastline. Between 2000 and 2004 alone, there 

were nine incidents that resulted in oil or another petroleum-based product being spilled 

into the ocean, rivers, or neighborhoods.
88

 But oil spills are not the only dangers to the 

rivers and fish. Dams built on rivers prevent the big, seasonal floods that allow fish to 

return to lagoons, where they can reproduce safely. Because the dams impede the flow of 

fresh water to the ocean, ocean water is now encroaching inland.
89

 The Brazilian 

government does penalize manufacturers, mining companies, and oil companies for not 

insuring against environmental disasters, but fines are small and administration of 

environmental laws is again somewhat lax due to a lack of resources.
90

 

Illegal Wildlife Trade 

Brazil‘s tremendous biodiversity makes it a hotbed of 

illegal wildlife trade, which poses a threat to animals 

taken, as well as the population that remains. An 

environmental activist explains, ―From the moment you 

take these animals out of nature, it is like taking a worker 

away from a big company. You leave the ecosystem 

unbalanced, and we humans need the ecosystem to be 

balanced for our own survival.‖
91

 It is estimated that each 

year 38 million birds, animals, and reptiles are taken from the Amazon rainforest to sell 

to foreign collectors, though some are also used for meat and in traditional medicine.
92

 

This illegal trade follows the smuggling of arms and drugs in profitability in Brazil, 

though it is perceived as a less serious crime by Brazilian authorities.
93

 Although 

poaching is officially against the law, collectors continue because of the financial gain. 

According to the international police organization INTERPOL, illegal wildlife trade 

around the world is worth USD 6 billion annually. While the Brazilian government has 
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committed to putting an end to the illegal seizure and sale of animals, it will need 

international support to succeed.
94

 

Natural Hazards 

Despite the size of the Amazon rainforest, parts of Brazil 

are susceptible to drought. The most severe drought 

(1877–78) is well remembered for the famine-like 

conditions it created in the northeast. Droughts in this 

arid region are affected by recurring climate patterns over 

the Pacific Ocean known as ―El Niño‖ and ―La Niña.‖
95

 

(These produce slight warming and cooling of the Pacific 

Ocean, respectively.) Although drought is temporary, it 

can contribute to desertification, or the permanent degradation of productive land. The 

slight cooling of the Pacific Ocean from La Niña typically creates more rainfall across the 

Amazon basin.
96

 Floods (predominantly in southern Brazil) intensify during periods of La 

Niña, and can be extremely dangerous in urban areas, leading to displacement and death 

for many residents.
97

 

Self Study Questions: 

Brazil is smaller than the U.S. True or False? 

Brazil is known for its hot, dry weather. True or False? 

Brazil‘s summer months begin in December. True or False? 

One fifth of the world‘s fresh water flows through the Amazon Basin. True or False? 

The Amazon is the largest river completely within Brazil‘s borders. True or False? 
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History 

Introduction 

The indigenous population of the area today known as 

Brazil migrated throughout the region in pre-Columbian 

times, acclimating to different locales and topographies. 

In 1500, as part of the European scramble for colonies, 

Brazil was claimed for Portugal, whose colony it 

remained for nearly three centuries. Yet Portugal lacked 

the manpower and materials to establish an 

administrative system of governance. Instead, on the 

basis of patronage (coronelismo), parcels of land were deeded to court favorites and 

accomplished military men.
98

 This laid the foundations of a continuing legacy: The 

accumulation of large amounts of land by individuals, and the use of government 

patronage to confer benefits on favored groups. 

As was true elsewhere in the Americas, European settlement proved devastating to the 

native peoples. As much as half the indigenous population died during the 16th century.
99

 

This rapid destruction of human life reinforced the landowners‘ need to find other 

sources of labor. Throughout much of the colonial era and years of independence, an 

unregulated commodity economy created boom-and-bust cycles: in sugar, where prices 

were brought down by competition from the Caribbean; and later in gold and coffee. 

Brazil achieved independence under the monarchy and ultimately became a republic after 

the monarch abdicated and returned to Europe. The achievement of independence with 

relatively little bloodshed meant there was no distinct break with the past. The promise of 

a new society had not motivated the Brazilian people to rise and rebel against the social 

order. The republican government simply built upon the existing system of governance, 

rather than create new administrative linkages. 

Indigenous Society 

Unlike the Maya, Inca, and Aztecs, Brazil‘s indigenous population did not live in settled 

communities with well-defined hierarchies, so historians have had difficulty compiling a 

complete image of the area‘s pre-conquest civilizations.
100

 Similarly, though some 
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research has been done on the development of indigenous lowland dwellers in Venezuela 

and Brazil, scholarship has concentrated on the western coast of South America, as well 

as the Andes. Plus, the constant humidity of the rainforest is not conducive to the 

preservation of artifacts.
101

 

Early Portuguese arrivals recorded their impressions of 

the indigenous coastal people and the densely-populated 

communities inland, particularly in the Amazon basin.
102

 

Within 300 years, an estimated indigenous population of 

2.4 million was reduced to about 1 million as a 

consequence of slavery, the search for gold, land 

seizures, and—most commonly—the spread of disease. 

The extant populations are commonly classified into three groups: the Mundurucú, the 

Tupinambá, and the Yanomami. Researchers classify the peoples of the coastal areas as 

Tupi.
103

 The spread of the Tupi-Guarani languages suggests the extensive migration of its 

speakers.
104

 

The Mundurucú arrived near the Amazon River basin to the area of 

Mato Grosso approximately 500 years before the Portuguese. 

Research shows that they became less nomadic as they spent more 

time living in the forests and tending to crops. Known for their skill 

with the bow and arrow, the Mundurucú were a male-dominated, 

spiritual group that likely did not maintain trade or communication 

with others any distance from them. This is a group infamously 

known for its headhunting.
105

 

The Tupinambá occupied the coastal areas when the Portuguese 

arrived in 1500. Their villages of 100 to 1,000 people were led by a 

male, who was served by his wives, female slaves, and a few boys. 

Though the Tupinambá farmed and hunted nearby, they are known for their warfare and 

ritual cannibalism. The Tupinambá formed confederations in an attempt to resist 
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enslavement by the colonists, but many still died from smallpox and influenza, as well as 

directly at the hands of the Portuguese.
106

 

The Yanomami, in the Amazon Basin area, are the continent‘s largest unassimilated tribal 

group. Today, 20,000 remain and farm 48,280 sq km (30,000 sq mi) of land in the Guiana 

Highlands. Archaeologists have found a number of pottery traditions dating to 2000 

B.C.E., as well as human adaptation to the rainforest. At the time of colonization, the 

Yanomami lived in isolated villages and undertook communal agriculture. They 

successfully escaped conquest by—and even contact with—Europeans. Their limited 

contact with outsiders to this day assures their survival and renders them less vulnerable 

to the European-carried diseases that decimated other indigenous populations.
107

 

Creation of a Colony 

The King of Portugal sent an armada under Pedro Álvares Cabral to 

capitalize upon Vasco da Gama‘s 1498 discovery of a maritime route 

to the Indies. The land that Cabral sighted, well within the Portuguese 

zone defined by the Treaty of Tordesilla, was swiftly claimed by the 

crown.
108

 Having claimed the land, the Portuguese crown had no 

immediate plans to govern it and lacked the resources to do so. The 

territory‘s commercial potential was more important than any 

civilizing mission. So in 1533 the king divided the colony into 15 

hereditary fiefs, from the coast inland. The original 15 Coronéis, 

typically referred to as captains, were awarded strips of land 

(capitaincies). They sought to attract settlers to create local, 

agricultural economies. Those who received the land grants were called capitaincies-

donatários and used their parcels to create a plantation economy.
109

 Along the coast, 

grants of 20 to 50 sq mi (52 to 130 sq km) were the norm, while interior parcels could be 

10 times that size.
110

 Sharecropping emerged as a means for the landless to subsist and 

provide labor for the plantation owners. When squatters were found on land claimed by a 

plantation owner, the dispute did not end up in court. Typically the squatters were evicted 
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by militias (ordinances) of the capitaincies-donatários, who employed the private 

security forces to protect their assets and govern their property. Thus, the monarchy did 

not have to provide security but collected tax revenues from imported or exported goods, 

which all passed through Lisbon. 

Slavery and Sugar Plantations 

The prospect of generating income through cultivation of cash crops figured prominently 

in the spread of colonialism. While sugar was initially used as a spice, the introduction of 

tea, coffee, and chocolate into the European diet spurred the expansion of sugar 

plantations in the tropics and semi-tropics, including Brazil.
111

 By 1518, less than two 

decades after the Portuguese explorers had landed in Brazil, the first sugar plantation was 

in operation. By the 1530s the industry was well established in the northeast.
112

 From the 

16th through 18th centuries, the sugar industry was Brazil‘s main source of wealth. 

Profitability was partly contingent on reliable labor. Although indigenous people were 

enslaved, they proved not up to the demands of toiling in the hot sun to cultivate and 

harvest sugarcane, a backbreaking task. As a result, plantation owners came to rely on 

slaves imported from Africa. More than three million Africans were brought to Brazil 

until slavery was abolished in stages during the 19th century.
113

 In 1826 the Portuguese, 

under pressure from European powers, agreed to end the trans-Atlantic slave trade in 3 

years, although the law was not enforced until 1850.
114

 The formal emancipation process, 

also known as manumission, began in 1871 with the Law of the Free Womb, which 

granted freedom to all who were born to slaves. This was followed in 1885 by the 

liberation of all slaves over 60, and finally, in 1888, by complete emancipation.
115

 

Part of the momentum behind the abolition movement was to improve Brazil‘s 

international image, which had become a deterrent to immigration from Europe.
116

 An 

English visitor to Rio de Janeiro in 1829 observed, ―[M]y eye was so familiarized to the 

black visages that the occurrence of a white face in the streets of some parts of town 

really struck me as a novelty.‖
117

 Once slavery was abolished, European immigration 
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surged.
118

 Yet abolition itself did not address the legacy of the past. All records pertaining 

to ownership were destroyed, ostensibly to remove the stigma of slavery. But no 

legislation was drawn up to integrate former slaves into a society that was simultaneously 

absorbing European and Japanese immigrants.
119

 

Monarchy Moves to Brazil 

In 1808, the Portuguese royal court, fleeing Napoleon, was forced to 

relocate from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro. Through a series of treaties, 

defense was outsourced 2 years later to the British Royal Navy in 

exchange for trade privileges. Brazil eventually became Britain‘s 

third largest market, behind Germany and the United States. Although 

the Portuguese lifted restrictions on domestic production, which had 

long been prohibited to avoid competition with products 

manufactured in Portugal, cheap British imports stymied the creation 

of domestic industries.
120

 

In contrast to the U.S. and the Spanish-speaking nations of the 

Americas, Brazil‘s path to independence was comparatively 

bloodless. The prince regent, Dom João, fled to Brazil and made it his seat of 

government, bringing the royal family, many nobles, and other staff. He established a 

ministry, a Council of State, a Supreme Court, an exchequer and royal treasury, a royal 

mint, a royal printing office, and the Bank of Brazil in Rio de Janeiro; he set up a royal 

library, a military academy, and medical and law schools; he raised Brazil to equal 

importance with Portugal. After ascending to the throne 

in 1816, troubles on the continent forced him to return to 

Lisbon, leaving his son Dom Pedro as regent. The Cortes 

(Portuguese parliament), intent on restoring the previous 

relationship, began to repeal the king‘s reforms and 

ordered Dom Pedro to Europe. His response was to form 

his own ministry and proclaim independence on 7 

September 1822. He was crowned Emperor Pedro I on 1 
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December. Brazil was officially recognized by the United States and Portugal in 1824 

and 1825, respectively, followed by other European states.
121

 Brazil became a sovereign 

country with an imperial government. 

Independence 

Dom Pedro established a government comprised of four branches that 

included a cabinet in which he filled many positions by appointment, 

while others were filled by popular vote filtered through an electoral 

college system. Income requirements, both for voters and those 

seeking office, meant that the government represented the interests of 

the wealthy. Police officers were not paid salaries; rather, they were 

expected to earn an income by whatever means they could. The 

landowning elite saw such positions as an opportunity to enhance 

their own power and maintain connections with the government. In 

reality, the emperor‘s power did not extend far outside the capital. 

Moreover, he was forced to contend with revolts. The state of 

Pernambuco went so far as to secede. It was only with the help of British and French 

forces that Dom Pedro was able to bring it back into the fold, underscoring his 

dependence on European powers to maintain his authority. A border war with Paraguay 

necessitated the creation of a national army, which grew from 16,000 men in 1863 to 

36,000 in 1865.
122

 Economic power in Brazil was shifting from the northeast—which had 

developed through sugar plantations that relied on slave labor overseen by Portuguese 

immigrants—to the south, where the ascendant coffee industry relied on European 

immigrants, mainly Italian, to pick the crop. This new elite had much less allegiance to a 

Portuguese monarchy, which had done much to maintain the institution of slavery, than 

to their counterparts in the northeast. In short, ―[t]he power of the monarchy, which 

rested on a slave-based, sugar-exporting economy of the northeast, was undercut by the 

coffee oligarchs of São Paulo.‖
123

 The military sided with the republicans and executed a 

coup on 15 November 1889, after which Pedro II abdicated and sailed for Europe.
124
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The First Republic 

The first republic was characterized by a system of decentralized 

governance organized around the three important southern states (Rio 

de Janeiro, São Paulo, and Minas Gerais), which gained the right to 

collect tax monies. Other than the military, there were simply no 

national political institutions, and the military was quickly outmanned 

by state-organized militias. The political map was redrawn from 

provinces (which had presidents appointed by the emperor) into states 

(with governors who selected the president). Laws were enacted to 

restrict the rights of non-landowners to vote or run for public office, 

so there was no means for class-based political ideologies to woo 

voters in different areas. Brazil remained a collection of regional 

economic states exporting primary products abroad.
125

 By the end of the 1930s, the three 

southern states had become significantly wealthier than the rest of the country. Because 

the Constitution of 1891 afforded states considerable rights for revenue collection (such 

as the rights to collect taxes on goods crossing state borders and to contract for loans 

from overseas sources), the potential for the country to fragment was strong.
126

 The states 

also had the right to create their own armed forces, which typically acted more like local 

law enforcement officers than soldiers providing national defense. Between 1894 and 

1930, the troops of the São Paulo state military (Força Publica), whose training was 

outsourced to a French military mission, outnumbered in-state federal forces 10 to 1.
127

 

The fact that the First Republic never created its own centralized armed forces 

contributed heavily to its undoing. A variety of units of armed forces outside the south 

banded together to install candidate Getúlio Vargas to office in 1930, even though he had 

lost the presidential election. 

State-Led Industrialization 

Agriculture had formed the backbone of the Brazilian 

economy until the 20th century. Although cash crops 

proved enormously profitable to plantation owners, 

profits were simply plowed into expansion, enabling the 

wealthy to import consumer goods. Slaves, 

sharecroppers, and subsistence farmers were not a 

consumer class that could stimulate domestic production. 

Moreover, a price collapse could wreak havoc on the 
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economy. By 1929, 70% of foreign currency revenues were coming from coffee—until 

the Great Depression caused international demand to plummet.
128

 This economic crisis 

enabled Getúlio Vargas to assume far greater control over policy-making than the 

constitution accorded a president. 

The Vargas Era (1930–1954) 

The Vargas era, also referred to as the Second 

Republic, is considered pivotal in modern Brazilian 

history. Although Getúlio Vargas was a member of the 

landed elite, he recognized the potential of workers in 

Brazilian politics. Union activists (pelegos) became a 

staunch base of support. Unionization had appeared in 

the 1880s among dockworkers and railroad workers, 

often drawing on the union heritage of their southern 

European origins.
129

 Vargas, who spoke an unfamiliar language of economic nationalism, 

created the first centralized Brazilian government during his tenure. In the process, he 

strengthened the institutions that would dominate modern Brazil, in particular labor 

unions and publicly-owned enterprises. The state and foreign investors cooperated to 

develop chemicals, machinery, and electronic equipment—all cutting-edge industries at 

that time.
130

 

When Vargas assumed power, the bureaucracy was widely viewed as an impediment to 

state-directed development. As a scholar observed, ―The bureaucracy‘s main function 

was not the provision of public service but the provision of private services. It provided 

jobs and profit opportunities for individuals with the right political contacts….‖
131

 Yet 

under Vargas, the growth of state enterprises and bureaucratic organs of governance 

continued to create a great number of jobs, which were filled by patronage.
132

 Still, this 

proved advantageous to Vargas‘ appeal as an urban populist. The growth of the state 

                                                 

128
 Brazil as an Economic Superpower? Understanding Brazil’s Changing Role in the Global Economy. 

Barros, Geraldo. ―Chapter 4: Brazil: The Challenges in Becoming an Agricultural Superpower [p. 83].‖ 

Lael Brainard and Leonardo Martinez-Diaz, Eds. 2009. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution. 
129

 Brazil: Five Centuries of Change. Skidmore, Thomas E. ―Chapter 4: Making Brazil ‗Modern‘: 1870–

1910 [pp. 86–87].‖ 1999. New York: Oxford University Press. 
130

 State-Directed Development: Political Power and Industrialization in the Global Periphery. Kohli, Atul. 

―Chapter 5: Grow Now, Pay Later: State and Indebted Industrialization in Modern Brazil [p. 188].‖ 2004. 

New York: Cambridge University Press. 
131

 Politician’s Dilemma: Building State Capacity in Latin America. Geddes, Barbara. ―Chapter 3: 

Insulation and the Struggle for Reform in Brazil, 1930–1964 [p. 45].‖ 1994. Berkeley: University of 

California.  
132

 Department of Geography, London School of Economics. Valença, Marcio. ―Patron-Client Relations 

and Politics in Brazil: An Historical Overview.‖ No date. 

http://www2.lse.ac.uk/geographyAndEnvironment/research/Researchpapers/rp58.pdf 

http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9074844
http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9074844


33 

 

counterbalanced the essentially private, agrarian oligarchies that represented the interests 

of coffee growers. 

When he lost the 1930 presidential election, and after the assassination of his running 

mate, Getúlio Vargas successfully led a revolt to take over the presidency. He held 

national elections for a new Constituent Assembly in 1933 and, for the first time, 

elections were overseen by a federal authority. In 1934, the Constituent Assembly 

finalized Brazil‘s third Constitution, which granted universal suffrage, and Vargas was 

soon reelected. His time in power saw a number of attempted revolts, which led him to 

declare martial law and cancel the 1938 election. He announced by radio the 

establishment of another constitution (its fourth) for the Estado Nôvo (New State), which 

remained in effect from 1937 to 1945.
133

 It has been described as the first time a central 

government exercised effective control over territorial Brazil.
134

 Having accorded himself 

dictatorial powers, Vargas continued to expand state industry and instituted social 

reforms that improved the plight of the less well-off. Conservative, anti-communist 

military officers suspected that every attempt to expand the rights of the working class 

was a step further toward communism.
135

 A number of military officers staged a coup in 

October 1945, and Vargas was forced to resign.
136

 

General Eurico Gaspar Dutra was elected president in December 1945, and Vargas was 

elected to the Senate. In 1946, the country‘s fifth Constitution (the republic‘s fourth) 

promised protections against another dictatorship, limited presidential terms to 5 years, 

separated the three branches of government, and restricted the federal government‘s 

interference with state matters. Vargas was again elected president in 1950, but did not 

have the same political capital that had once enabled him to expand his powers. He 

continued to be popular and this provided a measure of political protection. But when 

investigations revealed that Vargas‘ personal guard had hired assassins to kill the head of 

an opposition newspaper, he was again forced to resign.
137

 Just 19 days later, on 24 

August 1954, he committed suicide.
138
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Post-Vargas Republic (1954–1964) 

Vice President João Café Filho served out the rest of Vargas‘ term. 

Juscelino Kubitschek de Oliveira, seen as the heir to Vargas, beat two 

competitors to become president in 1955, and was inaugurated early 

the following year after a coup and countercoup. He continued 

pushing industrial development to advance technologically. He 

oversaw the introduction of auto manufacturing in 1956, which ―in a 

generation would result in Brazil‘s leaping from the bull cart and 

mule train era into that of the internal combustion engine.‖
139

 Yet at 

the same time, capital-intensive industrialization was unsustainable. 

Export revenues remained stagnant and could only partially defray 

the costs of building an automobile industry and other heavy 

industries from scratch.
140

 

To provide those funds, the government had to run large budget deficits that resulted in 

double-digit inflation.
141

 The election of 1960 did not bring any long-term solutions.
142

 

Schoolteacher-turned-politician Jânio Quadros of São Paulo won the election, promising 

more transparent government. Though he assembled his cabinet to tackle economic 

problems and produce a stabilization plan that had international support, he was not 

strongly supported on the left or among businessmen. Soon, it was clear that Quadros‘ 

charismatic oratory skills did not transfer to a talent for negotiation. Without warning, he 

stepped down, perhaps thinking that Congress would not accept his resignation—but it 

did.
143

 

The effect of Quadros‘ resignation was significant. The political scene was sliding into 

chaos again. The country was about to get another of Vargas‘ so-called ―heirs,‖ João 

Goulart. (Though he had been the running mate of Quadros‘ opponent, Goulart had 

received more votes than Quadros‘ running mate.)
144

 The National Democratic Union 

(UDN) (União Democrática Nacional) and the military were panicked at the idea of 
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Goulart as president. They saw him as a communist sympathizer. This fear was so great 

that the commander of the Third Army, stationed in Rio Grand do Sul, promised to 

defend Goulart against any federal troops who might attempt to block his travel to 

Brasília, the new capital. Centrist politicians were so afraid of a civil war that they began 

to negotiate with the military. In the end, they agreed to greatly reduce the president‘s 

powers, and the government became parliamentary, with executive power held by a 

prime minister and a cabinet. Goulart relented, promising to work to restore full powers 

to the presidency.
145

 

Under Goulart, Brazil‘s political and economic problems only 

worsened, and the country became increasingly polarized. On the left 

were the Brazilian Communist Party (Partido Comunista Brasileiro), 

the Chinese-oriented Communist Party of Brazil (Partido Comunista 

do Brasil), and many radical nationalists. On the right were the 

traditional elite, mainly the UDN.
146

 In 1961, Brazilians nullified the 

constitutional amendment of that year, which had imposed the 

parliamentary system. Goulart now had full powers. The 

international community‘s opinion of Brazil sank, and foreign 

investment slowed to a trickle. By March 1964, the annual rate of 

inflation was over 90%, which hurt poor people the most.
147

 

When Goulart began to move distinctly left (issuing decrees regarding land expropriation 

and the nationalization of private oil refineries), the military began to mobilize. On 31 

March–1 April 1964, the military took control of government offices in Brasília and Rio. 

It encountered no resistance and violence was generally limited. General Castelo Branco, 

army chief of staff, was elected president by the Congress, which had been purged of 

Goulart supporters and leftists. The military high command issued its ―Institutional Act‖ 

on 9 April 1964, declaring its legitimacy and granting itself unrestrained powers (save 

that it was to expire on 31 January 1996). Though the U.S. recognized the new 

government (and had aided the overthrow of Goulart), its support for the new military 

regime was cautious.
148
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Military Dictatorship 

Once installed in power, the military quickly 

marginalized the working class and its demands for 

higher wages.
149

 Wage levels were repressed in the 

public sector, where the government exercised direct 

control, and private businesses followed suit because the 

unions had lost their power. Chile, Uruguay, and 

Argentina followed Brazil‘s example of a ―national 

security state.‖ This included the repression and 

incarceration of subversives, and censorship of the press. 

Through 1967, the military governed without drastically altering the basic governmental 

framework, though its leaders were drafting a new constitution, which was ratified later 

that year. This constitution held that the president was elected by an electoral college, but 

only a military leader could run. It also allowed the president to rule by decree, even 

overriding Congress if necessary. In 1968, students in Brazil held large demonstrations 

against the military leaders, part of an international wave of student protests. They were 

joined by members of the urban working class in São Paulo and Rio. The military regime, 

fearing a growing opposition and its calls for democracy, manufactured a ―communist 

threat‖ throughout Brazil as a pretext to clamp down. They added a number of 

Institutional Acts to the Constitution. Institutional Act 2 permitted indirect elections, 

dissolved all political parties, and created two new ones: the Brazilian Democratic 

Movement (MDB) and its nominal counterpart, the National Renovating Alliance 

(ARENA). Institutional Act 5 suspended the legislature, forced a number of Supreme 

Court justices into retirement, and suspended habeas corpus
150

 for crimes against national 

security. 

In 1969, another constitution was developed that eliminated many individual rights, gave 

the executive the ability to impose taxes, establish public jobs, and strong-arm bills 

through the legislature. Until 1975, political parties and labor unions remained illegal, 

military officers chaired all universities, and students groups were closely watched. 

Torture and execution became commonplace. Though many intellectuals and artists went 

into exile overseas, they remained staunch nationalists.
151
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While critical of Brazil‘s authoritarian regime, the U.S. and Western European 

governments supported its austere economic policy to prevent its economic collapse. The 

military government reoriented the economy toward exports that would generate foreign 

exchange to pay down the debt. By the end of Branco‘s government in 1967, inflation 

had sunk to 28%. This was followed by 6 years of 10% annual growth. With aid from the 

U.S., finance minister Delfin Neto improved Brazil‘s economy. This ―boom‖ improved 

industrial wages, although it increased the income disparity between the industrial and 

nonindustrial sectors, due to the difference in job skill levels and to accelerated rural-to-

urban migration. The military government attempted to re-craft the bureaucracy to 

improve efficiency, but it had limited success. Thus, ―the basic pattern of creating and 

maintaining pockets of efficiency within a politicized and patronage-based bureaucracy 

continued.‖
152

 

During the same period, the government undertook 

building the massive hydroelectric dam at Itaipu and the 

Trans-Amazon highway (completed in the 1990s). The 

latter was to encourage settlement in the interior, but 

migration did not occur. New towns that sprang up 

along the highway were abandoned as workers moved 

on. Because the military regime focused on building 

roads and highways instead of an efficient rail and 

subway system, it consequently assured people‘s 

dependence on oil. So the 1974 oil shortage had a terrible effect on the economy. The 

ruling generals had to borrow more money, much of it from international financial 

markets, to pay for the ever-increasing price of oil. Brazil‘s debt increased to USD 100 

billion (from USD 3 billion in 1964), due mainly to skyrocketing oil prices. Despite its 

economic and infrastructural achievements, the military government had failed at its most 

important goal: economic stabilization.
153

 Rural migrants streamed into the cities and 

joined an increasingly restive urban working class, who bore the brunt of the 

deteriorating economy.
154

 Large demonstrations took place around Sao Paulo in 1979—

where nearly 400 labor strikes occurred—and again in 1980.
155

 To reduce Brazil‘s 

external debt, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) put the country on a strict austerity 

plan. 
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The Return to Civilian Government 

Responding to international and domestic pressure, 

Brazil‘s military leadership initiated a political opening 

(abertura) in 1976 in an effort to create breathing space 

and prevent the emergence of more radical opposition. 

Political parties were reinstated in 1979. However, the 

country‘s economic problems doubled the activist 

opposition. Labor movements demanded higher wages, 

better working conditions, and the right to strike. 

Corporations and the military, surprised at the number of strikers (3 million in one year 

alone), acquiesced to ample wage increases. Also in 1979, the Partido dos Trabalhadores 

(Workers‘ Party, or PT) began under the former president of the metalworkers‘ union, 

Luis Inácio Lula da Silva (Lula). In 1980, the PT led strikes in the industrial sector and 

won higher wages, safer working conditions, paid sick and vacation leave, and a more 

democratic union structure. In 1984, large demonstrations took place all over Brazil. This 

caused the government‘s supporters to flee, bringing an end to the military 

dictatorship.
156

 

Tancredo Neves was elected president and the former government‘s José Sarney was 

appointed vice president. Neves died of a perforated ulcer just a month after he was 

supposed to take office, and Sarney became president. But he had no support and was not 

trusted by the military or the democratic side. After a brief period when it paid back no 

debt, Brazil received assistance from the IMF in 1988 in the form of a USD 1.4 billion 

supplemental loan.
157

 That same year, Brazil‘s new Constitution, written by all 559 

members of Congress, was unveiled. This document weakened executive powers, 

strengthened the legislative and judicial branches, outlawed government by decree, and 

gave oversight of the executive to the Congress. It also provided extensive human rights 

and legal rights, and included social and economic rights to education, maternity leave, 

social security, labor, and leisure. Much of this constitution has yet to be enacted, 

however, and its enforcement has not been effective.
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Fernando Cardoso 

The presidential campaign and election of 1989 gave a glimpse into 

the future of Brazil‘s political landscape. Though defeated, Lula 

produced an impressive showing at the national level. Fernando 

Affonso Collor de Mello (Collor) became president in March 1990. 

His election represented the end of military control. In 1992, it was 

revealed that he had used cocaine and been a party to 

embezzlement. The ensuing investigation found that he was selling 

political favors for millions of dollars. He resigned that summer 

after being impeached by Congress, and the balance of his term 

was served by Vice President Haman Franco. In 1993, Franco 

appointed Fernando Henrique Cardoso as finance minister. His 

Plano Real, designed to tackle inflation, introduced a new currency 

(the real), which caused inflation to dramatically drop from 50% per month to 1–2% per 

month between 1994 and 1996. In 1994, Cardoso ran against Lula in one of the most 

extraordinary presidential races in Brazil‘s history. Both candidates‘ political careers had 

developed in opposition to the right-wing military and the elite. Both had built their own 

political party (Cardoso had founded the Brazilian Social Democratic Party, PSDB). 

Cardoso‘s leftist past had contributed to damaging the country‘s reputation abroad. 

Conservatives distrusted him, yet he was preferred over Lula, who was clearly more left-

leaning. But Cardoso teamed up with a number of others, including the conservatives, by 

convincing the business sector that he would keep the economy stable. Cardoso won with 

more than 50% of the vote, and became one of only two elected presidents in 32 years 

who were allowed to accede. Cardoso served one more term beginning in 1998, thanks to 

his law enacted the same year permitting presidents and governors to be reelected.
159

 

During his second term, the government again received support from the IMF, instituted 

additional monetary and bureaucratic reforms, and devalued its currency, measures that 

kept inflation under control. As the parties prepared for the 2000 municipal elections, 

however, the governing coalition crumbled.
160
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Luis Inácio Lula da Silva 

Since Cardoso was prohibited from running again in 

2002, Lula was seen as the leading opposition 

contender to the Brazilian Social Democratic Party‘s 

José Serra. Lula won with 61% of the vote, and on 1 

January 2003, Brazil saw its first transition from a 

democratically elected president to a democratically 

elected successor. Under his administration, Brazil 

issued bonds in its own currency, and employment and 

wages rose. But his tenure was not without scandal. Many Workers‘ Party higher-ups 

were forced to step down after it was discovered they were asking for money for public 

works projects and taking undeclared money to repay campaign debt.
161

 

In 2006, Lula won a second term against Geraldo Alckmin (of the PSDB). The economy 

continued to register solid growth and he continued to garner over 70% approval ratings. 

A man of the people, he was born into the most humble circumstances in the northeast. 

His mother, like millions of other Brazilian families, headed south with her children in 

search of a better future. There in São Paulo he began his political career. Under his 

presidency, Brazil avoided the worst effects of the 2008 global financial downturn. When 

his term ended in December 2010, it was the first time in 21 years he was not a candidate 

for president, although he can run again in 2014.
162

 

Dilma Vana Rousseff 

In the run-off presidential election held October 31, 

2010, Dilma Vana Rousseff, a former Marxist guerrilla 

and Lula‘s handpicked successor, won, becoming the 

country‘s first female president.
163

 

Recent Developments 

In mid-2009, a controversial bill signed by President 

Lula legitimized the holdings of nearly one million inhabitants of publicly-owned land in 

the Amazon Basin. These parcels can be up to 1,500 hectares (3,700 acres), as long as the 
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land was occupied prior to December 2004.
164

 Although the law appears to help small 

holders claim land they are occupying, developers and cattle ranchers routinely pay 

squatters to establish residence before signing over title. The prospect of accelerating 

deforestation has raised alarm. One environmental minister observed, ―Without 

environmental guarantees, the message we would be sending the world is that we are 

giving land titles away with one hand and a chainsaw with the other.‖
165

 

Despite Brazil‘s economic ascendancy, poverty remains widespread. Land redistribution, 

in the form of breaking up huge holdings, remains politically impossible. Those vested in 

the status quo claim state appropriation of land, even though much of it is unused, 

weakens property rights, and discourages investment.
166

 Large landowners hire gunmen 

(capangas) to evict those who lack title—whether the owner has an agricultural use for 

the land or not. This has resulted in large-scale migration from impoverished rural areas 

to the cities. According to an expert in 2005, ―Brazilians would have been far better off 

carrying out a comprehensive land-reform package a generation ago‖ to forestall the 

expansion of favelas (or shantytowns), where criminal activity is presumed to be rampant 

because few residents have the skills to secure legitimate employment.
167

 

Self Study Questions 

Historians have had difficulty forming a complete image of Brazil‘s pre-Columbian 

civilizations. True or False? 

Upon claiming the land that would become Brazil, the Portuguese crown virtually 

ignored it. True or False? 

After abolition, Brazil‘s government strove to integrate former slaves. True or False? 

Rio de Janeiro served as the seat of power for the Portuguese royal court. True or 

False? 

The new government of Dom Pedro represented the interests of the average 

Brazilian. True or False? 
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Economy 

Introduction 

Brazil has been accorded membership in an elite group 

of large, emerging economies known as BRIC (Brazil, 

Russia, India, and China) that are considered key to 

continued global economic growth.
168

 This is a 

remarkable turnaround because the South American 

country was once the largest debtor nation in the 

developing world.
169

 Much of the credit for enabling 

Brazil to reap the benefits of globalization in the 21st 

century has been given to President Luiz Inácio Lula da 

Silva (Lula), who was elected in 2002. His leftist Workers‘ Party (Partido dos 

Trabalhadores) affiliation initially alarmed international financiers. Lula was viewed as 

determined to pursue a redistributive agenda that would precipitate capital flight. But he 

was cognizant of how hyperinflation of the type that Brazil experienced as recently as the 

1990s
170

 could wipe out the purchasing power of consumers, hurting poor people the 

most. Contrary to expectations, he raised central bank interest rates and reduced 

government spending below levels recommended by the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF). This bolstered the real (BRL), the Brazilian currency, and international investor 

confidence as well.
171

 Aside from Lula‘s management of the economy, two market 

factors have aided Brazil‘s recent economic performance: 1) strong international demand 

for commodities; and 2) growing awareness of climate change increasing the demand for 

biofuels as an alternative energy (reinforced by the upward trend in petroleum prices).
172

 

In 2006, Brazil accounted for over 50% of the world‘s ethanol exports.
173

 Lula has 
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repeatedly declared that the country‘s economic future will have Brazilians ―plant and 

harvest fuel.‖
174

 

Standard of Living 

The standard of living varies along class lines and by 

region, with the northeast being the poorest. Because 

the country has not joined the ranks of the knowledge 

economy, wealth accumulation remains 

overwhelmingly tied to land ownership. In the late 20th 

century, the country claimed an arable land supply of 

350 million hectares (865 million acres). Yet five 

million families lacked even a small parcel on which to 

cultivate crops. Slightly better off were some 6.5 

million small holders whose combined land assets were equivalent to one-quarter of total 

cropland. At the other end of the ownership spectrum were estates of 600 hectares (1,483 

acres), owned by individual families who may leave some or even most of the land fallow 

depending upon market incentives.
175

 

Brazil has long had one of the highest levels of wealth inequality in the world.
176

 To 

address this, the Lula government took the unprecedented step of declaring that citizens 

were entitled to a minimum standard of living. His government launched a Fome Zero 

(Zero Hunger) campaign shortly after he took office. The Bolsa Familia (Family Grant), 

created in 2003, rendered families with a per capita monthly income of BRL 100 

(approximately USD 33) or less eligible for grant payments from the federal government. 

The actual amount is calculated by the number of children in a household (and requires 

those of school age to be in school).
177

 While it was no doubt welcomed by recipient 

households,
178

 this targeted income transfer approach to inequality has been described as 

―managing poverty.‖
179

 It has proved to be a costly approach to addressing unequal 
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access to resources. One study found that legalizing land seizures, which would entail 

compensating the (sometimes absentee) landowner, is less costly for the government than 

underwriting even a minimum of municipal services for landless peasants who migrate to 

urban shantytowns (favelas), where they join the non–tax-generating informal 

economy.
180

 

Informal Economy 

Despite Brazil‘s recent economic performance, critics 

have pointed out that the size of its informal economy is 

a drag on growth.
181

 The informal, under-the-table 

economy is estimated to equal 40% of the Gross 

National Product (GNP) and employ half of all urban 

workers.
182

 Businesses that do not exist on paper cannot 

get credit to expand. Although squatters (favelados) can 

in theory claim the land they built their homes on after 

5 years, title cannot serve as collateral for a bank loan 

because the property likely has little value in case of foreclosure.
183

 This phenomenon is 

indicative of the plight of communities on the margins, such as shantytowns (favelas), 

where most residents are self-employed. 

Paradoxically, government regulations actually foster the maintenance and growth of the 

country‘s informal economy. Since fees are required at each step, the business 

registration process is not only extremely cumbersome, but expensive.
184

 Many poor and 

politically unconnected people do not trust the government, particularly the police force, 

which has a history of inefficiency and corruption. As a result, they prefer to avoid all 

dealings with people in authority. Instead, some favelas have established their own laws 

regarding business and property rights. For example, in São Paulo, favelados have 
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developed a ―social contract‖ regarding land occupation, in effect creating an 

administrative system parallel to the government.
185

 

Banking and Finance 

The Central Bank of Brazil, which controls the currency supply 

along with credit interest rates and other typical central bank tasks, 

falls under the authority of the country‘s National Monetary Council. 

Other important financial institutions include the Bank of Brazil, the 

country‘s largest bank and major supplier of long-term loans for 

farmers and exporters of manufactured goods; the National 

Economic and Social Development Bank, which funnels government 

and international loans to large-scale development projects; the 

National Housing Bank, which provides loans for home 

construction; and the Federal Savings Bank, which issues short-term 

loans to individuals. Among the state-level government banks, the 

Bank of São Paulo is the most notable. Short-term loans, savings 

accounts, and some commercial banking are handled by private banks.
186

 The stock 

market is a merger of the Brazilian Mercantile & Futures Exchange (BM&F) and the São 

Paulo Stock Exchange (Bovespa). The Bovespa is one of the largest exchanges in the 

world in terms of market value, the second largest in the Americas, and the leading 

exchange in Latin America.
187

 Commodity exchanges exist in Pôrto Alegre, Vitória, 

Recife, Santos, and São Paulo. 

Trade Policy 

From its earliest colonial origins, Brazil was developed 

to export primary products. First sugar, then gold and 

coffee were shipped overseas. Finished products were 

imported from Portugal and then the United Kingdom. 

Yet after independence, Brazil did not want to be 

wholly reliant on the international market and its price 

swings resulting from shifts in demand, as well as the 

potential competition from other countries. Economic 

relations with the world were perceived in some 

quarters as a threat to Brazilian development. Thus, a policy of industrialization was 

initiated that relied on tariffs to keep out foreign products. Part of a strategy known as 

―import substitution,‖ it assured domestic producers of a captive customer base. At the 
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same time, it caused the government to go into debt to pay for imported equipment and to 

subsidize producers (often closely connected to the government) to make the products 

affordable to buyers.
188

 Paying off the debt required the government to prioritize exports. 

In recent years, iron ore has become the country‘s second most important export after 

oil.
189

 

Agriculture 

Brazilian agriculture is dominated by corporations that 

promote the intensive exploitation of land, monoculture 

(the cultivation of a single crop on a farm or area), and 

production of cash crops and cattle for export. 

Increasingly, the country‘s agriculture is controlled by 

agribusiness in such sectors as soybeans, which has 

become an important export due to rising global 

demand.
190

 The preeminence of agribusiness, which has 

the capital to make large-scale investment, has resulted 

in an increasing concentration of land ownership, according to a survey by the Brazilian 

Institute of Geography and Statistics (INBGE).
191

 

At the same time, the National Institute for Colonisation and Agrarian Reform (INCRA) found 

that between 2003 and 2008, under the administration of President Lula da Silva, some 

519,000 families had been given plots of farmland (59% of all that had been formally 

settled in the country‘s history). INCRA also noted that BRL 4.4 billion (USD 1.3 

billion) of credit was provided to new land owners between 2003 and 2009. Critics 

nonetheless charge that this is simply a form of ―social compensation‖ that enables the 

government to avoid undertaking more substantial land reform initiatives.
192
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Coffee 

Coffee ranks just behind oil as the world‘s most traded 

commodity.
193

 It is the primary source of export 

earnings for a number of countries in the global coffee 

belt between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn.
194

 

Coffee was initially grown for local consumption in the 

18th century, and Brazil was at the forefront of 

commercial cultivation. By 1850, the country accounted 

for half of global coffee production.
195

 The government 

became involved when the international price of coffee 

tumbled during the Great Depression. To stave off a deeper price decline, it bought huge 

stocks of beans and destroyed them.
196

 A similar policy was subsequently adopted on an 

international basis during the Cold War, when the world coffee trade fell under the 

purview of the International Coffee Agreement (ICA). Established in 1962, the ICA 

required both producers and consuming nations to submit quotas.
197

 To the free world, 

stable prices were a means of preventing farmers in the coffee belt from becoming so 

destitute from international market price fluctuations that they would view communism 

as an economic safety net. Brazil, as the largest producer, received the largest quota.
198

 

After the Cold War, governments ceased to find agreement on quotas and the pact was 

discarded in the early 1990s.
199

 This led to greater volatility in price as new producers 

entered the market. While Brazil remains a major coffee exporter, it has been less 

successful in adapting to international market changes. It has been disadvantaged in the 

emerging market for blended coffees—combining beans from different regions of the 

world to create unique flavors and aromas. Brazilian roasters have lobbied to lift 

longstanding government restrictions on coffee imports, so they may mix beans and 
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create blends. But growers do not want other beans imported, which could drive down the 

price on their own.
200

 

Cattle Ranching 

When Brazil was under military rule in the 1970s and 

1980s, the government offered generous subsidies for 

cattle ranching in the Amazon to create an export 

industry that could help pay down the country‘s debt. 

Ranching thrived after civilian government was 

restored in 1985, even though subsidies were reduced. 

Ranches are created by extracting marketable timber 

and burning the remaining trees. The ashes are sold to 

make vegetable oil, and the land is planted with grass, which provides pasture for cattle. 

This sets in motion a destructive process where ―the nutrients that were once in the soil 

are removed from the ecosystem and shipped away as ground beef.‖
201

 Rising prosperity 

in distant markets like China is reflected in the increased volume of Brazilian beef 

exports from 1997 to 2003: from 232,000 to approximately 1.2 million metric tons.
202

 

Leather is a secondary source of income. When the grass ceases to grow due to 

desertification, more trees are cleared for pasture, and the process is repeated. Such 

environmental concerns have found limited political traction, since ranching is seen as a 

way to generate income from land that otherwise does not produce wealth. Because trees 

are cleared for pasture, cattle ranching is now the biggest cause of deforestation in the 

Amazon region.
203, 204
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Sugarcane and Ethanol 

Brazil is a leading producer of sugar.
205

 To some extent, the 

industry‘s efficiency stems from its domination by large plantations 

rather than small holders. The extent to which sugarcane benefits 

communities is debated. Planting and harvesting remain largely un-

mechanized.
206

 Sugarcane plantations offer mainly low-wage jobs 

that are attractive to migrant laborers, who likely hail from the 

impoverished northeast and take up residence in squalid, fieldside 

dormitories.
207

 Thus, a significant social footprint has been created 

by the cultivation of a crop intended to reduce mankind‘s carbon 

footprint. Some question whether sugar-based ethanol is really so 

environmentally benign.
208

 Ethanol made from sugarcane is both 

cheaper to grow than corn-based ethanol and can be used to produce 

heat and electricity. But Brazil‘s production is concentrated in São Paulo State and has 

expanded into the Atlantic rainforest. As a writer observed, ―One couldn‘t pick a worse 

place to harvest cane than Brazil‘s Atlantic rainforest. There, sugar cane crops have led to 

deforestation and, paradoxically, more carbon emissions.‖
209

 Brasilia has banned 

expansion of sugar plantations into the Amazon rainforest. But sugarcane expansion 

elsewhere has caused cattle ranchers to migrate into the Amazon rainforest.
210

 When all 

the attendant costs are factored in, the benefits of Brazil‘s sugar-based ethanol are much 

less clear.
211

 Yet Brazil has already created strong internal demand. Aside from the pure 

hydrate ethanol sold at filling stations for use in flex-fuel cars, the government mandates 

a blend of anhydrous ethanol in all commercial gasoline. The ethanol blend is 

periodically adjusted (within the range of 20 to 25 percent) in response to changes in 
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local supply and prices. The current 25% blend has been in effect since July 2007. Brazil 

has the largest sugar cane-based ethanol fuel industry in the world.
212

 

Industry 

Much of Brazilian industry originated under a state-

led industrialization program initiated by Getúlio 

Vargas in 1930 and nurtured until the military 

takeover in 1964. One such firm is Petrobrás, an oil 

conglomerate, established by a stroke of the 

presidential pen in 1953 with the proclamation, ―The 

oil is ours!‖
213

 Domestic production would enable the 

country to reduce its reliance on costly imported oil. 

Petrobrás established itself as a world leader in deep-

water extraction, since most of Brazil‘s oil lies deep off the coast.
214

 The company 

acquired the capability to drill as far as 2.4 km (1.5 mi) below the ocean surface.
215

 In 

1997, its monopoly over hydrocarbon-related production was broken by the government 

and the public company was partially privatized. It is now engaged in operations around 

the world, and was touted as one of the most profitable companies in the Americas in 

2009, ahead of well-known giants like Microsoft and Wal-Mart. But the government 

retains a ―golden share‖ or controlling interest in the company.
216

 

Foreign Investment 

The privatization campaign launched in 1996 by the cash-strapped Brazilian government 

generated interest among multinationals that were in a position to supply cutting-edge 

technology and capital for expansion.
217

 

Telecommunications (an emerging industry in the IT 

revolution) and the country‘s transportation system 

(such as railroads and ports) were attractive to foreign 

investors. In transportation, the process was 

complicated by the fact that workers were represented 
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by unions, which opposed privatization on principle. Thus, the government offered buy-

out packages and other adjustments leading up to privatization so foreign investors would 

not be deterred by the prospect of negotiating with unions.
218

 From the 1990s through 

2009, USD 87.9 billion in revenue was actualized due to privatization. Of this amount, 

48% is attributable to foreign investment, with USD 14 billion from the U.S. alone. 

President Lula breathed renewed life into the process of privatization, affording more 

opportunities to foreign investors. Between 2004 and 2006, his administration privatized 

the State Bank of Maranhão, the State Bank of Ceara, and the Paulista Electric Energy 

Transmission Company.
219

 

Transportation 

Historically, the development of transportation networks in Brazil 

has been motivated by the prospect of marketing natural resources 

or crops. The rail system remains limited to the south and 

southeast, and was built to transport coffee beans to port.
220

 The 

shift of the capital from Rio de Janeiro to Brasilia in 1960 was 

intended to hasten the exploitation of the interior, linking it to the 

coast through an expansion of the highway system. After taking 

over in 1964, the military government upgraded the existing road 

network, building extensive highways (including several in the 

challenging topography of the Amazon area) that connect all major 

Brazilian cities.
221

 Complementing its expansive highway 

infrastructure, the government‘s shipbuilding program also began 

in the 1960s, turning cargo shipment into a lucrative industry. A full three-fourths of 

Brazil‘s ships (the majority are owned by Petrobrás) are involved in coastal trade, 

servicing significant ports that include Santos (the busiest), Rio de Janeiro, Paranaguá, 

Salvador, and Recife. 
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Energy 

Brazil is the world‘s tenth-largest consumer of energy, the majority of which comes from 

oil (49%, including ethanol). The remainder is provided by hydroelectric dams (36%), 

natural gas (7%), coal (5%), nuclear (2%), and renewable sources (2%).
222

 

Oil 

In 2009, Brazil had the second-largest proven oil reserves in South America: 12.6 billion 

barrels (after Venezuela). These are in the Campos and Santos basins off the southeast 

coast. The country‘s oil production has risen consistently in the past few years, and Brazil 

is now a net exporter of oil. Though Petrobrás‘ monopoly of the oil industry was 

terminated in 1997, when the government opened the market to competition, oil projects 

funded by foreign investors are the exception. Petrobrás still directs virtually all the 

country‘s crude oil production. The State of Rio de Janeiro is the largest oil-producing 

region, accounting for over 80% of total production.
223

 

Natural Gas 

Brazil has a reported 12.9 trillion cubic feet (Tcf) of 

natural gas reserves (2009 est.), found predominantly in 

the Campos and Santos basins. Despite additional 

reserves inland, production has grown only slowly over 

the past few years, due mostly to a lack of infrastructure 

and low domestic prices. But demand is increasing 

because of rising oil prices and the cost of importing 

natural gas. A number of gas-fired thermoelectric plants 

were constructed after the opening of a natural gas pipeline between Bolivia and Brazil in 

1999.
224

 Consumption rates grew between 2007 and 2009, when natural gas was used as 

an industrial fuel-oil substitute. Demand declined with the economic slowdown that 

followed the global financial crisis, and Petrobrás decreased natural gas production in 

early 2010. In recent months, demand has picked up, especially from Brazil‘s industrial 

sector.
225
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Electricity 

Brazil produces more electricity than any nation in the West save the United States and 

Canada. In 2007, it produced 437 billion kilowatt-hours (Bkwh), a fraction of its 96.6 

gigawatt (GW) capacity.
226

 With its considerable river systems and precipitation levels, 

Brazil has located most hydroelectric dams in the south and southeast, where levels of 

energy consumption are the highest.
227

 Rivers that have been dammed for energy 

production include the Iguaçu, Tietê, Paranapanema, Paranaíba, Grande, the upper and 

lower São Francisco, and the northern Tocantins.
228

 For a country so large and reliant on 

hydropower, Brazil must be strategic in locating electric power plants so that as little 

energy as possible is lost in transmission over great distances. Further challenges facing 

the country are periods of below-average precipitation.
229

 

Damming rivers to generate electricity has also 

generated controversy. For example, to buoy the strong 

economy, the federal government has drawn up plans to 

build a new dam, the Belo Monte. It would be the third 

largest in the world, after China‘s Three Gorges Dam 

and the Itaipu Dam in Brazil‘s Amazon rainforest. A 

consortium of nine companies led by a state-owned 

concern was awarded the building contract for Belo 

Monte in April 2010, though litigation may delay the start of construction.
230

 Assuming it 

is completed, the Belo Monte Dam will produce 11,000 megawatts (MW) at an estimated 

cost of USD 11 billion. Lula has put his political capital behind it and supporters have 

likened the plan to President Franklin Roosevelt‘s damming of the Tennessee River in the 

1930s to provide electricity to the southeastern U.S.
231

 Nonetheless, the project has 

attracted a wide spectrum of critics including advocates for the rights of indigenous 

people, ecologists, and even international celebrities concerned with rainforest 

biodiversity. Under the proposal, the Xingu River, a tributary of the Amazon, will be 

diverted to flood 500 sq km (190 sq mi) of land. Critics argue that the project will 

displace indigenous communities for the purpose of generating electricity that will 

largely benefit iron ore mining interests, not ordinary Brazilians. Moreover, some 
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opponents claim that additional upstream dams that further damage the Amazon basin 

will be required to realize the potential of the Belo Monte Dam project.
232

 

Tourism 

Tourism is an important part of the Brazilian economy 

and accounts for a significant share of jobs in the 

service sector. Its location in the Southern Hemisphere 

allows Brazil to offer an off-season holiday to tourists 

from the north. A big draw is the annual Rio Carnaval, 

a pre-Lenten festival on a far grander scale than New 

Orleans‘ Mardi Gras. It is an established draw featuring 

costume parades, samba music, all-night parties, and 

packed beaches. The increasing popularity of eco-

tourism has brought visitors intent on seeing the Amazon rainforest and other unspoiled 

ecosystems. Brazil is in a position to promote heritage tourism for those who trace their 

arrival in the Americas to the trans-Atlantic slave trade. African traditions have been 

better preserved in Afro-Brazilian communities in Bahia State than elsewhere in the New 

World.
233

 According to an analyst, ―[t]he Brazilian government recognizes the gold mine 

that foreign tourists represent and thus it is ramping up its efforts to attract these high 

spenders from abroad.‖
234

 It faces some challenges, though. Crime statistics may deter 

some visitors: Brazil‘s national murder rate is more than four times that of the United 

States.
235

 Since 2009, São Paulo State has experienced a crime wave of murders, 

muggings, and kidnappings despite a booming economy.
236

 To ensure visitor safety, Rio 

will require additional security when the city hosts the Summer Olympics in 2016.
237

 

Self Study Questions 

Brazil‘s standard of living is generally the same throughout the country. True or 

False? 
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Brazil has a high level of income disparity. True or False? 

Brazil‘s informal economy is worth approximately two fifths of its GNP. True or 

False? 

Brazil‘s history as an export economy weighed significantly in its transformation to 

an industrialized nation. True or False? 

Family farms constitute the backbone of Brazilian agriculture. True or False? 
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Society 

Introduction 

Brazil is a large, multi-racial country of many contradictions, such as 

respect for tradition and the embrace of global culture. One 

unmistakable trend is that Brazil, for all its diversity in numerous 

dimensions, is an increasingly urbanized country. By the end of the 

20th century, 80% of its population lived in either cities or towns, 

drawn by the prospect of off-farm employment.
238

 Those with 

connections enjoy much better prospects of landing a coveted public-

sector job. Recruitment into the government is mainly done by 

political appointment, although appointees historically received 

lifetime job security after 2 years.
239

 A longstanding joke reveals 

what many Brazilians feel about ―bureaucrats‖: Two lions escape 

from the zoo and separate. One is quickly captured after he heads 

into a park and eats a passerby. The other remains on the loose for months after he 

disappears into the corridors of an unnamed ministry. To survive, he consumes one 

employee every three days. His presence is only detected after he eats the person who 

serves the morning coffee.
240

 The joke resonated among ordinary Brazilians, in part, 

because it parodied their national government—one of the largest bureaucracies outside 

the communist bloc during the Cold War.
241

 At the same time, it captured a popular 

perception of Brazil‘s citizens as victims of governmental authority. For better or worse, 

Brazil‘s state structure and public policy have done much to shape the contours of 

present-day Brazilian society. 

Race and Ethnicity 

Brazil and the United States share a similar history. Both were established as colonies by 

Europeans, whose presence quickly decimated the indigenous tribal populations. Both 

began at about the same time to import African slaves to work in plantation-style, cash-

crop agriculture. In turn, citizens of both countries put forward similar arguments for 

abolition. In both cases, halting slavery was less about the morality of owning another 
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human being than the presence of large numbers of Africans preventing the Atlantic 

colonies from fulfilling a Europeanized destiny.
242

 Despite these similarities, two quite 

different societies emerged.
243

 As one scholar put it, ―[O]ne case in which race mattered a 

great deal, the other where it presumably ‗didn‘t exist.‘‖
244

 

An African American journalist noted after visiting 

Brazil, ―In the [United] States, no matter your skin tone, 

your race is never in question.‖
245

 By contrast, it is 

generally agreed that race became less a discrete category 

than a continuum in Brazil.
246

 One factor that accounted 

for this difference was the ratio of whites to blacks, which 

was much lower in Brazil than in U.S. slave-holding 

states. Moreover, the settlers in Brazil were mainly single 

men rather than families. The resulting trend of marrying 

outside one‘s racial group led to the emergence of a biracial class whose mixed heritage 

was openly acknowledged.
247

 After abolition, no legal system of segregation akin to the 

Jim Crow laws of the United States was enacted in Brazil. In the U.S. South, 

institutionalized violence against people of African descent and the anti-democratic 

enforcement of race-based double standards discouraged racial mixing. Brazilians, on the 

other hand, have long prided themselves on having a ―racial democracy.‖ In this 

ostensibly colorblind society, where most Brazilians describe themselves as moreno 

(brown), any open discussion of racial disparities is considered ―un-Brazilian.‖
248

 As 

scholars have noted, ―[m]oreno is an ambiguous descriptor of race … and represents a 
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traditional ideology of universalism and non-racialism….‖
249

 Yet the economic and 

political elite of Brazil is overwhelmingly dominated by light-skinned people of distinctly 

European ancestry. This racial stratification becomes a self-reinforcing hierarchy, 

whereby successful Brazilians are routinely described as ―white‖ (branco), regardless of 

their ethnic or racial heritage.
250

 Contemporary media images of mixed-race couples in 

Brazil often reflect the opposite of the historical pairing—for example, high-earning 

black soccer players and their glamorous blond girlfriends.
251

  

Amerindian 

Approximately 300 years after the arrival of the Europeans in 1500, 

an indigenous population of 2.4 million had been reduced to about 

one million as the result of slavery, the search for gold, land seizures, 

and—most commonly—the introduction of diseases for which the 

indigenous people had no immunity.
252

 Millions of Brazilians claim 

an Amerindian ancestor, typically a woman.
253

 The current president, 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (―Lula‖), is descended from cablocos, or 

European immigrants who married members of indigenous tribes in 

northeastern Brazil.
254

 Today, Brazil has more than 200 indigenous 

groups speaking some 170 languages. Though they are dispersed 

throughout Brazil, indigenous communities are concentrated in the 

north. Major groups include the Yanomami in Roraima, the 

Mundurukú in Pará and Amazonas, the Kayapó and Kayabí in Mato Grosso, the 

Guajajára and Fulnio in the northeast, and the Kaingáng in the south and southeast. A few 

groups remain isolated. Although Brazil‘s more than 350 Indian reservations were 

established to protect the land that indigenous communities originally occupied from 

development, those boundaries are not always respected.
255
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European 

Brazil‘s white population is descended from the early 

Portuguese colonists and subsequent immigrants from 

other parts of Europe. Although race and racial 

differences were not as much an obsession as in other 

parts of the world during the zenith of European 

colonization, immigration from the Continent was 

expected to ―whiten‖ Brazilian society.
256

 In addition to 

the Portuguese, many Brazilians trace their ancestry to 

Spain, Italy, or Poland. There are also German 

communities in southern Brazil. More recently, white European ranks have been 

augmented by Syrian and Lebanese immigrants of a light complexion. Brazil now counts 

more citizens of Syrian extraction than Syria‘s capital, Damascus, and a larger population 

of Lebanese (most are Christians) than all of Lebanon.
257

 Immigrants from the Middle 

East quickly assimilate through high rates of intermarriage with brancos. 

Afro-Brazilian 

Brazil claims the largest number of blacks residing 

outside of Africa, and they comprise approximately half 

Brazil‘s population. Negros,
258

 an accepted term in 

present-day Brazil, are descended from the more than 

three million slaves brought from Africa to the 

Portuguese colony. Those who survived the arduous 

journey across the Atlantic were able to retain more of 

their African tribal culture and traditions than those in 

the U.S. In Brazil, slaves were often the majority of a population in an area, making 

absolute control over them challenging and sometimes impossible. Brazilian slaves could 

not flee in pursuit of legal freedom; instead, they sought refuge among other runaway 

slaves (quilombos) in remote communities that were sometimes fortified. That protection 

made it nearly impossible to return them to the plantations they had fled.
259

 By contrast, 

in the U.S., the Mason-Dixon Line clearly divided the slave-holding South from the 
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industrialized North. Blacks on the northern side were free, while those on the southern 

side were chattel. 

When slavery was abolished in Brazil, the new republican government ordered that all 

records related to slavery be destroyed in 1889.
260

 There was no legalized discrimination 

to prevent freed slaves from becoming equal members in society. Therefore, no effort 

was made to integrate them into society. Nor was any allowance made for their special 

circumstances. Ironically, legalized segregation afforded American blacks places such as 

churches and Negro schools and colleges where they could organize and press for equal 

treatment under the law—ultimately waging a campaign for civil rights in the 20th 

century. The music and images of that struggle, which included self-affirmation through 

the ―Black is Beautiful‖ campaign, reached Brazil. In particular, the lyrics of a famous 

song by James Brown, ―Say It Loud: I‘m Black and I‘m Proud,‖ released in 1968, 

resonated among Afro-Descendentes in Brazil.
261

 A movimento negro (black movement) 

was seen as particularly threatening to the social order by the military regime, which had 

come to power in a coup in 1964.
262

 More recently, Brazil‘s economic growth has created 

a black consumer class, leading to greater representation of people of African descent in 

popular culture and the media. As U.S. advertisers had learned, businesses need models 

who look like the target market. For the 2010 São Paulo Fashion Week, the country‘s 

most important fashion event, Brazil‘s legal establishment decreed that 10% of the 

participating models had to be of African or Amerindian descent.
263

 

Mixed Race 

Mixed race (mulato)
264

 heritage is acknowledged in 

Brazil, whereas the ―one drop‖ rule in the United States 

rendered those with any African ancestry ―black.‖ 

According to 19th century science, each race was 

believed to have its own blood type that accounted for 

physical appearance and predicted their social 

behavior.
265

 In the slave-holding U.S. states, white men 

did not recognize as their offspring any children who 
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were born to them by slaves. The emergence of a class of people in Brazil who were 

openly acknowledged as biracial shocked some. One horrified Jesuit priest suggested to 

the Portuguese monarch that ―wayward women‖ in Portugal be sent to Brazil as settler 

wives, but supply never met the demand.
266

 Those who could claim biracial European–

African heritage, now referred to as pardo, came to form a buffer class and were placed 

in overseer and other supervisory roles on plantations. While slavery was still in force, 

some pardo moved to the cities where they learned trades and even entered professions. 

In Neither Black Nor White: Slavery and Race Relations in Brazil and the United States, 

the author identifies a social strategy he calls the ―mulatto escape hatch.‖ The racial 

designation pardo has enabled mixed-heritage Brazilians to enjoy opportunities for 

upward mobility denied to those of full African ancestry.
267

 Because the abolition of 

slavery threatened to shake up the social order and the more privileged status of the 

pardo, few of them were active in the abolition movement.
268

 The pardo remain largely a 

separate class because the intermarriage rate is high, and few Brazilians desire to marry a 

partner even darker than themselves. 

Asians 

The Asian community in Brazil includes recent arrivals, 

particularly Chinese, and a well-established Japanese 

community. Japanese immigration originates with the 

practice of primogeniture, by which only the eldest son 

inherited the family property. As a result, subsequent 

sons were forced to make their way in the world.
269

 The 

U.S. Exclusion Act of 1906, which was designed to halt 

Asian immigration, combined with job opportunities on 

Brazilian coffee plantations to attract ―second sons‖ to 

Brazil. Many eventually settled in cities such as São Paulo after a stint as agricultural 

laborers on coffee plantations. In 2008, on the 100th anniversary of the first arrivals, the 

number of Brazilian Japanese stood around 1.5 million, the largest community of ethnic 

Japanese (Nikkeijin) outside Japan.
270

 Most have prospered through education, hard work, 

and thrift. As a result, they often find themselves held up as a ―model minority.‖ As an 

example, for several decades a major Brazilian bank used the image of a Brazilian 
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Japanese to associate its standards of performance with those of Asians, declaring ―We 

need more Brazilians like this Japanese.‖271  

Language 

While Portuguese is the official language in Brazil, it 

has evolved into a distinct variety of that spoken on the 

Continent. Portuguese settlers, whose new experiences 

required new vocabulary, had extensive contact with 

indigenous tribal languages and, later, those of enslaved 

Africans. In contrast to other colonial powers, Portugal 

banned the establishment of institutions of higher 

learning along with printing presses and newspapers. 

For over 300 years, such traditional gate-keepers of 

linguistic standards were virtually absent in Portugal‘s South American colony. As a 

result, Portuguese in Brazil became a spoken language that diverged more from its 

linguistic ―parent‖ than colonial English, Spanish, or French did from theirs.
272

 Although 

a Brazilian can follow a broadcast in Continental Portuguese, Europeans have a more 

difficult time understanding the Brazilian variety, which has assimilated many indigenous 

and African expressions. In both Portugal and Brazil, the correct spelling of Portuguese 

words is overseen by the government, but differs in the two countries. Effective 2009, an 

agreement was reached by the two governments to recognize each other‘s spellings, 

according legitimacy to both varieties.
273

 

Religion 

Brazil is the largest Roman Catholic country in the world.
274

 The Church was 

strengthened by the immigration of large numbers of Europeans from predominantly 

Catholic countries (Spain, Italy, and Poland) after slavery was abolished. Former slaves 

sometimes became Catholics, but they also hid symbols of African gods behind Catholic 

saints on church altars, creating an indigenous variant of Catholicism known as 
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Candomblé. Initially repressed by mainstream Catholics, Candomblé was later tolerated 

and eventually even promoted as part of Brazilian culture.
275

 

Under colonialism, the church was a force for 

conservatism, promoting the interests of the Catholic 

community, which was largely comprised of European 

immigrants. It wasn‘t until after World War II, when 

decolonization and liberation movements took root 

worldwide, that the Catholic clergy began to rethink its 

mission. A social consciousness developed among the 

clergy, some of whom began to advocate on behalf of 

the poor, motivated by what became known as 

liberation theology (teologia da libertaca), a movement born in Latin America.
276

 Under 

military rule (1964–1985), the problems of the poor in Brazil received scant attention. 

Speaking out on their behalf could result in detention, even for a priest.
 
Denounced as 

Marxist by some quarters, including the Vatican, liberation theology proved 

controversial. Yet some observers feel the Catholic Church was successful in promoting 

the interests of the poor to the Brazilian government. They point to President Lula da 

Silva‘s advocacy of a ―Zero Hunger‖ agenda, following his election in 2002, as a 

reflection of this theological concern.
277 

 

While the movement receded after democracy was 

restored in 1985, the charismatic nature of the 

leadership is evident today in celebrations of Mass, 

which can be quite boisterous occasions.
278

 Yet the 

percentage of Brazilians who identify as Catholics has 

declined. In 1980, 80% of Brazilians self-identified as 

Catholic; by 2007 the figure had dropped to 64%.
279

 

Although this could reflect a change in perception 

among less observant Brazilian Catholics and thus 

reduced identification on their part, visits by successive popes have drawn smaller 

crowds as well. Other denominations, particularly Pentecostalism, have found a foothold 

                                                 

275
 Latin American Perspectives. Oliven, Ruben George. ―The Production and Consumption of Culture in 

Brazil [p. 105].‖ Volume 11, Number 1 (Winter 1984). http://www.utm.utoronto.ca/~dwilliam/his345/A-

Oliven-Culture-Brazil.pdf 
276

 The Earth Imperative. Boff, Leonardo and Clodovis Boff. ―A Concise History of Liberation Theology.‖ 

No date. http://www.landreform.org/boff2.htm 
277

 The American Prospect. Stan, Adele. ―Benedict in Brazil.‖ 9 May 2007. 

http://www.prospect.org/cs/articles?article=benedict_in_brazil 
278

 Washington Post. Reel, Morte. ―An Abiding Faith in Liberation Theology.‖ 2 May 2005. 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/05/01/AR2005050100821.html 
279

 Brazzil.com. ―How Brazil Benefits from Being World‘s Most Pentecostal Country.‖ October 2008. 

http://www.brazzil.com/articles/197-october-2008/10120-how-brazil-benefits-from-being-worlds-most-

pentecostal-country.html 



64 

 

in Brazil, which now claims the largest number of Pentecostals in the world.
280

 Officially 

classified with other groups under the evangelical umbrella, Pentecostalism, as a faith, is 

only about 100 years old. One scholar has explained its appeal to black Brazilians, noting 

that it ―emphasize[s] spiritual transformation and discontinuity with society, allowing 

negros to step out of their everyday social roles and create a new identity.‖
281

 

Church attendance in Brazil must be looked at in the context of the country‘s rural to 

urban migration. All churches provide a ready-made community for migrants to develop 

social networks, crucial for their survival in an unfamiliar place. ―They arrived here 

totally lost,‖ observed a professor at São Paulo University. ―And when they get into their 

little churches they start building a network, creating a world within which they can 

operate in the city.‖
282

 Even for those already established, the church offers many 

opportunities for socializing, a draw for the young who can enjoy reggae and rock music 

as part of a Pentecostal service.
283

 

Gender Issues 

It is difficult to generalize about the situation of women 

in a country with as much income inequality as Brazil. In 

contrast to many developing countries, illiteracy in Brazil 

varies more by region than gender. The poorer the 

region, the higher the illiteracy rate is among both males 

and females.
284

 The color line is also more salient than 

gender; a 1992 study revealed that the illiteracy rate of 

non-white Brazilians was three times that of whites.
285

 

Overall, women have more years of schooling than men.
286

 As in other parts of the world, 

a mother‘s education level is the biggest predictor of family size in Brazil. In turn, family 
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size is a predictor of how much schooling Brazilian children receive.
287

 Yet Brazilian 

women‘s earning power is lower for reasons similar to other countries. Household 

responsibilities are disproportionately shouldered by women, making them less reliable 

employees in the paid workforce. 

The extent of domestic violence in Brazil is unknown since not all cases are reported. 

Secrecy also shrouds reproductive choices in the country, where abortion is prohibited 

despite some attempts to legalize it. Abortion is presumed to be available through 

unauthorized providers, whose services vary in terms of safety. Advocates of legalized 

abortion have most recently pressed their case on public health grounds.
288

 But passions 

on the topic run deep. In 2009 the family of a 9-year old girl was excommunicated from 

their church after household elders arranged an abortion for her after the girl was raped 

by a family member. 

Cuisine 

The hybrid cuisine of Brazil reflects the country‘s 

multi-racial heritage. The primary staple of the 

indigenous people was manioc, a starchy food made 

from a type of tuber. One way of processing manioc 

gives it the appearance of a coarse cornmeal, which is 

still used as a seasoning and condiment today.
289

 The 

Portuguese introduced a number of spices from other 

parts of the world, in particular Asia, as a result of the 

spice trade. Portuguese salt cod (bacaloa) was an easy dish to prepare in Brazil, as was 

dried shrimp. Settlers also introduced the use of egg yolks to emulsify sauces. Slaves 

(primarily from West Africa) incorporated foods familiar to them—including yams, okra, 

coconut milk, and beans—into various dishes that became part of the dominant diet.
290

 

Whereas some bean dishes are considered black ―soul food‖ or ethnic cuisine in the 

United States, a beef, pork, and bean stew called feijoada is considered a national dish in 

Brazil.
291

 Indigenous chilies also figure prominently in Brazilian cuisine, which makes 
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use of an abundance of seafood and fresh fruit. No Brazilian meal is complete without 

coffee. 

Dance/Marital Art 

Capoeira is a dance form that harkens to the days of 

slavery in Brazil. According to Brazilian lore, it is a 

transplanted variant of an African warrior dance found 

in Angola. Gesture and motion were important means 

of communication for slaves, who were often taken 

from tribes of different linguistic traditions. The 

universal language of music served to strengthen the 

bonds of solidarity, and capoeira came to embody 

resistance against the slave master. It has been 

described as a fight between ballet dancers, or a gladiator dance, combining martial arts-

type moves with acrobatics.
292

 Their feet were the only limbs available to chained slaves. 

The basic capoeira position is known as ginga, in which the body sways in a circular 

fashion while the dancer steps forward and backward.
293

 In a competition, two dancers 

approach each other and, as the tempo of the music picks up, they engage in contact 

while attempting to dodge each other‘s blows, usually made with the feet. When it is 

over, the competitors shake hands and are replaced by a new pair. After slavery ended, 

capoeira was passed down as a recreational activity. 

Sports 

There is some dispute over when and by whom 

soccer was introduced to Brazil, but by the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries the game had found its 

footing.
294

 Initially it developed in Rio as a 

gentleman‘s sport in which payment to players was 

prohibited, and darker-skinned working class youths 

were excluded. Boys of the lower classes could join neighborhood and factory teams. As 

competitions among country club teams developed, one team decided to recruit the best 

players, and darker-skinned players joined their team. Brazilian President Getúlio Vargas, 

who governed almost continuously from 1930 to 1954, realized that soccer (known as 

―football‖ in most of the world) could be used to build a national identity that would 
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bolster his effort to transform Brazil into a modern, industrial nation.
295

 As a result, 

soccer competitions received great official promotion. A national team was fielded and 

soccer became a professional sport in which players could be financially compensated. 

Brazil‘s participation in the 1938 World Cup inspired nationalist passion. The game 

became something all Brazilians, regardless of class or race, could identify with. Darker-

skinned players were showcased in the press as proof that racism was not a prominent 

feature of Brazilian society. Black players from quite humble circumstances who 

achieved early success, such as Domingas da Guia, found themselves objects of national 

adulation, which their successors have continued to enjoy.
296

 Pele, the nickname of Edson 

Arantes do Nascimento, has been described as the greatest soccer player ever. At the age 

of 17, he scored several goals to secure Brazil‘s victory in the 1958 World Cup. It is 

widely agreed that soccer has attained the status of a secular religion in Brazil.
297

 

In 2009, Rio de Janeiro was awarded the 2016 Summer Olympic Games, a great source 

of national pride. As the Secretary General of the Brazilian Olympic Committee 

ecstatically explained, ―[t]he Olympic bid process is considered to be the most complex, 

the largest, the most sophisticated in the world. And the prize is the biggest.‖
298

 When the 

bids were being assessed, one factor in Brazil‘s favor was the modest impact of the 2008 

global economic downturn there. Another selling point was Rio‘s annual Carnaval 

celebration, presented as evidence that the city is logistically capable of hosting a mass 

event for people from all over the world. It is difficult for developing countries to 

compete in the Olympic medal counts, given their lack of training and coaching resources 

as well as funds to field large teams.
299

 Yet Brazilians already view the Olympic Games 

the way the South Koreans did in 1988 and the Chinese in 2008—namely, as a coming-

out party signaling that the host has joined the ranks of the industrialized nations. 

Self Study Questions 

São Paulo‘s annual Carnaval celebration is a big draw for people from around the world. 

True or False? 
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The majority of Brazil‘s indigenous population did not survive Portuguese colonization. 

True or False? 

Africans forced into slavery were unable to maintain any of their own cultural practices 

in Brazil. True or False? 

Brazil is home to the largest number of ethnic Japanese outside of Japan. True or False? 

In linguistic terms, Brazilian Portuguese and Continental Portuguese have diverged into 

two distinct varieties of the language. True or False? 
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Security 

Introduction 

Exploiting its vast natural resources and a large labor 

pool, Brazil is South America's leading economic 

power and a regional leader. It is also one of the nations 

of South America that is undergoing an economic 

recovery. However, crime and highly unequal income 

distribution remain pressing problems. Meanwhile, the 

country‘s president is making great strides to correct 

economic inequalities, while pressing ahead with 

important technical and structural economic reforms. 

These efforts encourage growth and position Brazil as a leading force not only in the 

Americas, but also in terms of global economic and political engagement. 

U.S.–Brazilian Relations 

The United States was the first country to recognize Brazil's independence (1824). The 

two countries have long-standing, friendly relations supporting a broad political and 

economic agenda. Increased U.S. - Brazil engagement and cooperation are demonstrated 

by high-level contacts between the two governments. 

The United States and Brazil continue to discuss and cooperate in areas including trade 

and finance, regional security, hemispheric economic integration, counter-narcotics, bio-

fuels, human rights and human trafficking, 

nonproliferation and arms control, international crime, 

and environmental issues.
300

 

In April 2010, Defense Minister Nelson Jobim and 

Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates signed the first major 

defense cooperation agreement in decades. Gates said it 

―offers a transparent, positive model for engagement 

throughout the Americas.‖
 
The agreement between the two most populous nations in the 

Americas formalizes a security partnership and establishes a framework on which to 

build that partnership. Furthermore, the agreement allows for more exchange of 

information regarding defense technology, peacekeeping operations, and operational 

experiences, in addition to more combined training and education and joint military 

exercises.
301

 A Brazilian defense scholar commented on the benefits that his country will 
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gain: ―Future wars are going to be as much about the management of information and 

intelligence as they are about armaments. And Brazil doesn‘t know how to do that. The 

U.S. is the perfect country to help us minimize that risk.‖
302

  

Brazil’s Relations with Neighboring Countries 

Introduction 

Brazil has traditionally been a leader in the inter-American community and has played an 

important role in collective security efforts, as well as in economic cooperation in the 

Western hemisphere. For example, Brazil supported the Allies in both World Wars. 

During World War II, its expeditionary force in Italy 

played a key role in the Allied victory at Monte 

Castello. Today, Brazil is a member of the Organization 

of American States (OAS) and a party to the Inter-

American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (Rio Treaty). 

Recently, Brazil has given high priority to expanding 

relations with its South American neighbors. To forge 

greater cooperation, Brazil became a founding member 

of the Latin American Integration Association 

(ALADI). It is also a member of the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), 

created in June 2004, and Mercosul (Spanish: Mercosur), a customs union between 

Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Brazil, with Chile, Bolivia, Peru, Colombia, and 

Ecuador as associate members.
303,304

 

Brazil is a charter member of the United Nations and participates in its specialized 

agencies. It has contributed troops to UN peacekeeping efforts in the Middle East, the 

former Belgian Congo, Cyprus, Mozambique, Angola, East Timor, and, most recently, in 

Haiti. Brazil is currently leading the UN peacekeeping force in the earthquake-damaged 

Caribbean nation. Nine-time member of the UN Security Council in the past, Brazil 

assumed its tenth appointment as a nonpermanent seat on the UN Security Council for 

2010-11. Meanwhile, Brazil continues to lobby for a permanent position on the 

Council.
305

 

Argentina 
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 Former Argentine President Néstor Carlos Kirchner, who unexpectedly passed away in 

October 2010, was chosen in May 2010 to be the first Secretary General of the Union of 

South American Nations (UNASUR).  Mr. Kirchner‘s wife, Cristina Fernández de 

Kirchner, is the current President of Argentina.
306

 In 2005, when Néstor Kirchner was the 

President of Argentina, relations with Brazil were strained; Argentina wanted first to 

reach an agreement on how to rotate the permanent seat 

on the UN Security Council among members of the 

Mercosul before supporting Brazil‘s efforts to secure 

that seat.
307

 

In addition, trade relations between the two countries 

have been difficult for many years. Since defaulting on 

loans owed to foreign banks in 2002, Argentina has 

been obliged to enforce a ―two surplus policy.‖ This policy of budget surplus and trade 

surplus is meant to ensure that Argentina has enough foreign currency to make its 

international payments.
308

 Recent trade disputes have not helped matters. However, one 

dispute regarding a cessation of imports from Brazil, which was denounced by Brazilian 

and Argentine businessmen alike but never officially called for by the Argentine 

government, was recently resolved. In May 2010, Argentine President de Kirchner said, 

―there were not, nor will [there ever] be, barriers blocking Brazilian imports,‖ after 

holding a meeting in Rio de Janeiro with her Brazilian counterpart.
309

 The ―non-written‖ 

measures were taken by Argentina when Brazil‘s imports soared to 45%, while exports 

from Argentina increased only 23%.
310
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Paraguay 

Since gaining its independence from the Kingdom of 

Spain in 1811, Paraguay's immediate neighbors have 

largely shaped its fortunes in its corner of the world.
311

 

Like Uruguay to the south, it is a buffer state separating 

Brazil and Argentina (the two largest countries and 

economies in South America). A landlocked nation, its 

capability to import and export are dependent on access 

to its neighbors‘ ports. A logical result of this 

circumstance is that Paraguay's foreign policy has 

historically been directed at trying to balance the twin influences of Brazil and 

Argentina.
312

 

Historically, Paraguay aligned itself with Argentina, as the latter‘s port of Buenos Aires 

was Paraguay‘s sole access to external markets. As a result, its relationship with 

Argentina dictated the direction of Paraguayan trade. Meanwhile, Brazil desired to 

increase its regional influence (at the expense of Argentina) and to establish 

transportation linkages with countries to the west. To that end, Brazil granted Paraguay 

free-port privileges on the Brazilian coast at Paranaguá, and built the Friendship Bridge 

over the Rio Paraná, thereby linking Paranaguá to Asunción. The signing of the Treaty of 

Itaipú in April 1973, symbolized that Paraguay's relationship with Brazil had become 

more important than its ties with Argentina.
313

 

In mid 2009, Brazil announced that it would triple the amount it paid for energy from the 

Itaipú Hydroelectric Dam. The 14,000-megawatt Itaipú Dam, located on the border of 

Paraguay and Brazil along the Paraná River, is the world‘s largest power plant in terms of 

energy production. Both countries own half of the amount of energy produced by the 

dam. For Brazil, the dam provides about 20% of its energy needs.
314

 Brazil‘s willingness 

to negotiate the price ended a dispute that had strained relations between the two nations 

for some time. Furthermore, it was a significant gesture, given the importance of friendly 

Brazil-Paraguay relations to regional security.
315
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A thorn in the sides of Brazil, Paraguay, and Argentina is the unruly region at the 

convergence of their shared borders. This tri-border area, which has become a locus of 

money laundering, smuggling, and trafficking, will be discussed later in the chapter.
316

 

Uruguay 

Uruguay has traditionally had strong political and 

cultural links with its neighbors and with Europe. It is a 

founding member of Mercosul, the Southern Cone 

Common Market, along with Argentina, Brazil, and 

Paraguay. Uruguay is a member of the Rio Group, an 

association of Latin American states that deals with 

multilateral security issues (under the Inter-American 

Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance). Uruguay's location 

between Argentina and Brazil makes close relations 

with these two larger neighbors particularly important. Due to its perceived impartiality 

and its professional diplomatic corps, Uruguay is often asked to lead international 

bodies.
317

 

Uruguay has become a small-scale transit country for illicit drugs bound mainly for 

Europe, and often shipped via sea-borne containers. Law enforcement corruption 

contributes to the transit problem, and money laundering, due to strict banking secrecy 

laws, enables the increase in illegal activities. Weak border control along the Brazilian 

frontier has led to the increased consumption of cocaine base and synthetic drugs.
318

 

There are two once-contested boundary disputes between Brazil and Uruguay. One is the 

Ilha Brasileira (Spanish: Isla Brasilera) at the tri-point with Argentina at the confluence 

of the Quaraí (Cuareim) and Uruguay Rivers. The other is the tributary in the 235-square 

kilometer Invernada River region (of the many present in the region) recognized as the 

legitimate source of the Quaraí (Cuareim) River.
319

 

  

                                                 

316
 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. ―Brazil.‖ 27 May 2010. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/br.html 
317

 Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs, U.S. Department of State. ―Background Note: Uruguay.‖ 08 

April 2010, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2091.htm#foreign 
318

 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. ―Uruguay.‖ 06 May 2010. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications//the-world-factbook/geos/uy.html 
319

 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. ―Brazil.‖ 10 May 2010. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/br.html 



74 

 

Bolivia 

Brazil is an important trading partner for Bolivia in terms 

of both imports and exports. It is the number one source 

of imports for Bolivia, as well as its first market for 

exports, mainly natural gas. After the hydrocarbons 

industry was privatized in Bolivia during the 1990s, 

Brazil‘s Petrobras became the biggest foreign natural gas 

company in Bolivia.
320

 Thus, Brazil also became an 

important source of foreign investment for the country.
321

 

Investments were suspended following the 2006 Bolivian re-nationalization of its 

hydrocarbon industry, leading to tensions between the two countries. Later, however, 

Bolivia and Petrobras reached an agreement.
322,323,324

 Thus, Brazil is still reliant on 

Bolivia for gas for its southern states, but the dependence is mutual.
325

 

Relations have further improved with the Brazilian governmental decree allowing 

Bolivian textiles worth USD 21 million to be exported duty free.
326

 Brazilian President 

Lula declared that the agreement would compensate for the amount Bolivia will lose due 

to the U.S. annulment of the Andean Trade Promotion and Drug Eradication Act 

(ATPDEA) in 2009. This Act had also guaranteed Bolivian exports to enter the U.S. duty 

free.
327

 An inter-oceanic corridor linking the Ports of Santos and Matto Grosso in Brazil, 

with the cities of Arica and Iquique through Bolivia are also in the works. The Brazil-

Bolivia section is already completed and the entire corridor, consisting of 5,850 km (3635 
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mi), is set to finish by 2011. Approximately 1,530 km (950 mi) of the corridor will be in 

Bolivia.
328

 

Peru 

In September 2009, Peruvian President Alan García declared that 

Peru-Brazil relations were at their ―highest and most creative point 

in history.‖
329

 This was a significant statement in that, a year later, 

the two nations signed a total of 12 bilateral agreements in areas 

related to finance, energy, and education.
330

 In addition, Brazil 

wants to construct up to 15 hydropower plants in Peru‘s Amazon 

region.
331

 Brazilian President Lula and Peruvian President García 

have already agreed upon six of these, at an investment of USD 15 

billion.
332

 Such acts of regional integration further secure Brazil's position as a significant 

player in supporting Latin America‘s infrastructure development.
333

 

Peru experienced a major commodities boom in the last ten years. However, although it 

fueled growth, the boom also presented social and environmental challenges. Peru 

exemplifies both the economic promise and difficulties facing countries with rich mineral 

resources. It has been one of the world's leading producers of copper, gold, zinc, tin, and 

silver, but in the last decade it has also been Latin America‘s fastest-growing country. 

While the Andean nation has been able to reduce poverty from 50% to 34% during that 

time, Peru‘s national wealth is at risk because of environmental hazards. Areas of 

concern include unregulated gold mining, which has led to mercury pollution and illegal 

logging; dams that bring with them the threat of deforestation; and the environmental 

impact of the new Trans-Oceanic Highway.
334
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Colombia 

Columbia and the United States signed a deal in late 

2009 that would give the latter access to seven 

Columbian military bases in their fight against drug 

trafficking and counter-insurgency. This agreement is 

causing concern among neighboring countries 

(especially Venezuela) that claim it could destabilize 

the region. However, the U.S. did set a cap on 

personnel and contractors for their mission, relocated 

from Ecuador, which failed to extend the U.S. mission 

there. The intent of the ten-year old security arrangement called Plan Colombia is to 

monitor Colombia as well as the eastern Pacific (Panama, Ecuador, and Peru). Since 

2000, the U.S. has provided USD 7 billion in aid to Colombia. However, the 

constitutionality of foreign forces in Bolivia is holding up U.S. military presence in the 

country.
335

 Still, with U.S. support, Colombia has significantly crippled the Marxist 

Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (or FARC: Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias 

de Colombia), the country's largest guerrilla group.
336

 

Brazil has also invested in regional security concerning Colombia. In March 2009, Brazil 

and Colombia took a step forward by signing an agreement that grants both countries 

overflight privileges during drug trafficking operations. The agreement would allow both 

nations‘ military and police forces to pursue offenders up to 48 km (30 mi) into the 

other‘s territory.
337

  

Venezuela 

Brazil-Venezuela relations have come a long way since 

Lula came to power. Speaking during the ninth meeting 

between the two countries since 2007, President Lula 

said, in April 2010, ―We have evolved in eight years, 

more than we had evolved in 200 years.‖
338

 During that 

meeting, Lula and Venezuelan President Chavez signed 

22 agreements relating to such issues as housing, 
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energy, agriculture, tourism, and culture, among others.
339

 Projects include a Brazilian 

ship-building factory, public housing construction, and technical assistance in banking in 

Venezuela. Agreements in the areas of social services, health, and education could create 

a path to ―a special bi-national migratory status‖ for border residents.
340

 The two 

countries have also initiated the Brazilian-Venezuelan Social Cabinet in order to jointly 

develop programs that will reduce social inequality and poverty. 

Venezuela has an associate member status in Mercosul (awaiting Paraguay‘s 

endorsement
341

) and its full membership is cause for concern among some incumbent 

members. In particular, Venezuela is opposed to free trade with the United States but 

access to Venezuela‘s energy supplies may outweigh these reservations. Venezuela 

already contributes significantly to the Mercosul‘s gross domestic product, which in 2008 

was at USD 331.8 billion.
342

 Trade between Brazil and Venezuela has also been 

increasing recently, reaching USD 4.2 billion in 2009.
343

 

Guyana 

Relations have been traditionally good between 

Guyana, South America‘s third-smallest, and poorest, 

country, and Brazil. The latter has provided its smaller 

neighbor with both military training and logistics 

material, contingent upon Guyana‘s refusal to accept 

any form of military aid from Cuba. The Brazilian 

government briefly undertook military maneuvers along 

its border with Guyana in 1975 after the U.S. alleged 

that Guyana had allowed Cuban troops into its territory to refuel their aircraft en route to 

the Angolan civil war.
344

 

The commissioning in September 2009 of the Brazilian-financed Takutu River Bridge, 

connecting Guyana and Brazil, was the first major breakthrough in their bilateral 

relations after many years. At the inauguration of the USD-5-million bridge, President 
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Lula told Guyanese President Jagdeo that the bridge ―is the first physical link between 

two countries which for so long have turned their backs to each other.‖
345

 Connecting 

Lethem in Guyana and Bonfim in Brazil, the bridge will boost tourism and trade and also 

provide seaport access to the Brazilian state of Roraima, which is landlocked. In addition, 

the Brazilian president spoke of the possibility of a 560-km (350-mi) road linking Takutu 

River Bridge with Georgetown, Guyana‘s capital. He further proposed the construction of 

a highway linking the two countries, and renewed his commitment to the building of a 

hydropower plant in Guyana.
346

 

However, some Guyanese believe the country‘s politicians have plans for integration 

with Brazil. They say Brazilians are destroying much of the Guyanese forests in search of 

gold that enriches foreign investors while Guyana seeks deeper into poverty. As part of a 

parallel economy, little of these monies finds its way into Guyana‘s treasury. As a result, 

Guyanese citizens are forced to depend on subsidies and foreign aid for their survival.
347

 

Aside from these concerns, Guyana also faces issues related to environmental 

degradation, the drug trade, political problems, and a trade imbalance with Brazil. With 

regard to the latter, the Brazilian Ambassador to Guyana has said that Brazil ―wants 

Guyanese exports increased.‖
348

 Indeed, trade between the two states reached USD 17.8 

million in 2008, almost doubling in growth in the past four years.
349

 

Suriname 

Suriname is located northeast of Brazil and has a 

population of about half a million people. Most 

Surinamers live in the narrow, northern coastal plain. 

Suriname's borders are porous, largely uninhabited, and 

unguarded. Ungoverned rainforests and rivers make up 

the eastern, western, and southern borders, and the 

navy's capability to police Suriname's northern Atlantic 

coast is limited. Porous borders also make Suriname a 
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target for the transshipment of drugs from throughout South America to Brazil and 

Europe. Even though some economic diversification has taken place, the country's 

economy remains dependent on its mineral resources.
350

 

Suriname's economy has been dominated in part by its natural resources but this sector, 

and gold in particular, also has been linked to different social, health, environmental, and 

criminal issues. It is difficult to protect natural resources from illegal exploitation, such as 

unlicensed gold mining, and significant tax revenue is lost. The informal gold mining 

sector, which is located in the southern and southeastern parts of the country, is highly 

unregulated and untaxed. Because of a crackdown on illegal, small-scale mining in 

French Guiana, this sector has seen an influx of Brazilians.
351

 In December 2009, clashes 

between Brazilian gold miners and locals in the Suriname town of Albina left one man 

dead and 25 others injured.
352

 

Still there are many areas of cooperation between Brazil and Suriname. Suriname, French 

Guiana, and the Brazilian states of Amapá, Pará, and Amazonas have entered into an 

Amazon Tourism Agreement that focuses on joint promotion of the Amazon as a tourism 

destination.
353

 Efforts to generally strengthen and broaden relations were stepped up in 

2008 with the implementation of agreements made the previous year.
354

 Among these are 

an increase of exports from Suriname and technical cooperation in the energy, education, 

and agriculture sectors. New agreements in the fields of health, police cooperation, and 

vocational training, among others, were signed in September 2009. In bilateral talks, 

Suriname Foreign Minister Lygia Kraag-Keteldijk and his Brazilian counterpart Celso 

Amorim discussed the need to establish regular shipping connections and to solve 

immigration-related issues. They focused specifically on the 20,000 Brazilians who are 

living in Suriname, most of them illegally.
355
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French Guiana 

French Guiana is an overseas department of France. It is a 

sparsely populated tropical area located on the northeastern coast 

of South America, nestled between Suriname and Brazil. The 

French government heavily subsidizes French Guiana industries, 

resulting in more disposable income than the country would allow 

based solely on its own products. Of course, rural areas 

experience the ―least of the relative prosperity.‖
356

 Gold mining is 

also an issue in French Guiana, where over 10,000 gold seekers 

(called garimpeiros) work illegally. The Brazilian and French 

governments have attempted to control illegal mining, but have 

been unsuccessful thus far due to the lack of effective cooperation 

at the transborder level.
357

 

Ecuador 

Ecuador and Chile are the only two countries in South America that do not actually share 

a border with Brazil. However, they are members of the many economic and political 

groups that bind the region together, so relations between the countries are important, as 

governments and their economies ebb and flow over time. 

Ecuador is a small country on the northwestern coast 

of South America with a population of 13.8 million. 

Since gaining independence from Spain in the first 

half of the 19th century, Ecuador has lost 

approximately 60% of its land area due to border 

disputes with Peru, Colombia, and Brazil.
358

 

Nevertheless, Brazil-Ecuador relations have been 

generally friendly as both countries are engaged in 

economic cooperation. Brazil has taken on diplomatic 

roles in cooperation with others in regards to Ecuador‘s political troubles.
359

 This has 

ranged from the mid-term ouster of Ecuador's last three democratically elected presidents, 
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360
 to disputes between Ecuador, Venezuela, and Colombia in March 2008 regarding the 

Colombian army‘s incursion into and killing of a senior FARC member (Colombia‘s 

main rebel group) within Ecuador‘s borders.
361

 

Ecuador is located in an unenviable position between the two major drug-producing 

nations of Peru and Colombia. Organized illegal narcotics operations in Colombia 

penetrate across Ecuador's shared border, which thousands of Colombians also cross to 

escape the violence in their home country. Ecuador is also a significant transit country for 

cocaine originating in Colombia and Peru, with much of the U.S.-bound cocaine passing 

through Ecuadorian Pacific waters.
362

 

Chile 

Chile, an ethnically and culturally homogeneous nation,
363

 is 

comprised of a long, narrow coastal strip along the Pacific Ocean. 

It is a relatively stable country that has assumed regional and 

international leadership roles befitting its status as a stable, once-

again democratic nation.
364

 Both Brazil and Chile share democratic 

values, are committed to human rights, and are bound by their 

mutual goal to reduce poverty, social inequality, and exclusion.
365

 

Brazil has engaged in extensive treaties, agreements, conventions, 

protocols, and memoranda with Chile
366

 in the areas of education, 

social security, health, biofuels, science and technology, tourism, 

and gender issues, among others.
367
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Together with Argentina, Brazil and Chile have also been instrumental in mediating 

international conflicts. A notable example is the U.S.-Mexico conflict over the 1914 

Veracruz and Tampico incidents during the Mexican Revolution that almost led to war 

between the two northern neighbors.
368,369

 More recently, the ABC countries (Argentina, 

Brazil, and Chile) participated with the UN in a military operation to restore democracy 

and maintain peace and order in Haiti following the Haitian rebellion in February 

2004.
370

 Brazil provided relief aid and personnel directly to Chile in March 2010 to assist 

in the aftermath of one of the largest earthquakes in its history.
371

 

In terms of its own security issues, Chile is considered a transshipment country for 

cocaine destined for Europe. Some money laundering activity is reported, especially 

through the Iquique Free Trade Zone. Domestic cocaine consumption is on the rise, 

making Chile a significant consumer of cocaine.
372

 

Military 

Brazil‘s armed forces have played an active role in 

politics and governance ever since they helped 

overthrow the monarchy of Dom Pedro II in 1889. 

From the coup of 1930 until 1964, the military asserted 

its moderating power and intervened frequently in the 

political process. In 1964, the military ousted the 

civilian president and governed the country for twenty-one years.
373

 From the 1950s to 

the end of the century, Brazil‘s military expenditures were among the lowest in the world, 

down to 1.1% of GDP in 1993. Nevertheless, the Brazilian military remained active 

domestically and internationally. In 1994, Brazilian troops joined UN peacekeeping 

forces in five countries. The Brazilian military, especially the army, has also become 
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more involved in civic-action programs, education, health care, and the construction of 

roads, bridges, and railroads across the nation.
374

 

By 2008, Brazil was a growing global power and ready for a new national defense 

strategy, particularly with respect to increasing military might in neighboring countries 

such as Venezuela, Chile, and Colombia. By that time, Brazil had already made new 

military purchases, established alliances with regional and international organizations, 

and seen strong leadership in a pro-military president. All these signs confirmed Brazil‘s 

role as a regional military power.
375

 The new strategy included more investment in 

military technology, an expanded armed forces, a reorganization of the entire defense 

industry,
376

 and revival of its nuclear power program,
377

 including a nuclear-powered 

submarine.
378

 

While Brazil is the oldest nuclear generating country in Latin America, it renounced 

nuclear weapons in the late 1980s. As a signatory on the Nuclear Non-Proliferation 

Treaty (NPT), the country has been seen as a leader in the fight against nuclear 

proliferation. Recently, however, Brazil announced it will achieve ―industrial autonomy‖ 

by the end of 2010 in its capacity to process raw uranium into fuel. This development is 

considered a move by the military to secure the country's leadership status in Latin 

American military and political circles. A secret weapons development program, 

supported by successive military and civilian regimes but put on hold periodically, 

remains both a mystery and point of pride with the Brazilian government. Brazil has 

frequently fought with the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in Vienna to 

prevent inspection of its nuclear facilities, which the military has designated as 

sensitive.
379,380 
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Brazil's navy is also planning to build a nuclear processing plant, which will aid in the 

construction of the nation‘s first nuclear-powered submarine, to be built with French 

technical assistance.
381 

Currently, Brazil has contracted to purchase submarines and tanks 

from France, and tanks from Germany.
382

 Lula has said that with the new military 

purchases, he aims to ―boost domestic technical and defense production capacity… and 

[that Brazil] is not a ‗Venezuela, buying in the world‘s 

arms supermarket.‖
383

 

State Police 

The structure of Brazil‘s police force varies throughout 

the country.
384

 The State Police, under the supervision 

of the state governors, are powerful forces in their 

respective states. They consist generally of two separate 

forces: the Civil Police and the Military Police.
385

 

Each state maintains a Civil Police force, which is responsible for ―the duties of a judicial 

police force and for investigating criminal offenses, except military criminal offenses.‖
386

 

The state forces are stationed in populated areas and are responsible for all police 

functions. (Federal police are in charge of federal cases, which are then referred to federal 

prosecutors.)
387

 

Military Police organizations in Brazil are under army control and considered an army 

reserve. The Military Police of any state are organized as a military force and have a 

military-based rank structure. Training is weighted more heavily toward police matters, 

but counterinsurgency training is also included. Arms and equipment of state forces 
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include machine guns and armored cars, in addition to other items generally associated 

with police.
388

 

Elements within the Military Police in some states have been notorious for their 

vigilantism and death-squad activities. Because of such activities, the Federal Police have 

been called in to investigate.
389

 Two factors that may negatively influence police 

effectiveness have been low salaries and limited coordination between branches of law 

enforcement.
390

 

In fact, public security reforms have long been neglected in Brazil. Thus far, to combat 

crime, Brazil has improved gun legislation, set up a tactical police unit, established a 

firearm amnesty program, and developed a witness protection program.
391

 However, the 

first public security meeting was the 2009 national conference convened for the purpose 

of discussing and developing government policy. Both 

civilians and law enforcement officers participated in 

the conference that led to the country‘s third nationwide 

human rights plan. Although many welcomed the plan, 

many others criticized it for its failings in the areas of 

land rights, sexual and reproductive rights, and 

grievances on past human rights abuses—all of which 

continue to pose threats to the security of human 

rights.
392

 

Indeed, Brazil has problems with governance as well as social challenges. Freedom 

House, a watchdog organization, reports, ―abuses including torture and even death at the 

hands of state agents remain one of Brazil‘s most pressing human rights issues, although 

the victims are no longer political‖ and ―the 27 state governors possess a level of 

autonomy sometimes not matched by accountability.‖
393

 Detentions in Brazil are 

commonly in inhumane, degrading, and cruel conditions where torture is common.
394
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Participating in death squads and organized crime, law enforcement officials are accused 

of unlawful killings numbering in the hundreds.
395

 Landless workers, indigenous peoples, 

and human rights defenders are targeted and attacked for defending their own and others‘ 

rights. 

Militias 

Much of the violence in the streets is perpetrated by armed paramilitary groups 

comprised mostly of off-duty law enforcement officers. In Rio, they may control more 

areas in the favelas (shanty towns) than drug factions. Amnesty International reports that 

militias use ―their power over communities for illicit economic and political gain [and 

threaten] the lives of thousands of residents and the very institutions of the state.‖
396

 

Human Rights Watch reports that in Rio, ―police-linked militias control dozens of 

neighborhoods at gunpoint, extorting residents and committing murders and other violent 

crimes.‖
397

 State authorities have undertaken a number of operations 

to combat the militias. However, even after a legislative report on 

militia activity, the problem persists at critical levels due to the 

―failure of municipal and federal authorities to implement the 

inquiry's recommendations.‖
398

 

Issues Affecting Internal Stability 

Crime, Illicit Drugs, and Radical Groups 

Issues of law enforcement brutality and violations of human rights 

―are both caused by and symptoms of crime‖
399

 as security forces, 

faced with well-armed gangs and individuals, sometimes resort to violation of civilians‘ 

rights.
400

 Crime is a very serious problem in Brazil, especially in major urban areas. The 

country as a whole has a very high murder rate—more than four times that of the U.S.
401

 

Crime is widespread, affecting city centers and all types of residential neighborhoods, 
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including heavily secured upscale communities.
402

 One study indicated ―a decrease in 

homicides in larger cities with an increase in smaller interior cities,‖ with the biggest 

reduction in the state of São Paulo.
403

 Meanwhile, Salvador homicide rates have been 

higher than those in Rio de Janeiro or São Paulo.
404

 Thus, even though peacekeeping 

forces have brought some semblance of law and order to favelas when officers 

permanently settle there,
405

 Brazil‘s citizens still confront and have to live with large-

scale violence. 

Most criminal activity is related to drugs.
406,407

 Today, Brazil is the second-largest 

consumer of cocaine in the world. It is also an illicit producer of cannabis (marijuana), 

and there are trace amounts of coca cultivation in the Amazon region that is used for 

domestic consumption. However, the Brazilian government does have a large-scale 

eradication program in place to control cannabis production. Brazil is also an important 

transshipment country for Bolivian, Colombian, and Peruvian cocaine headed for Europe. 

The country is similarly used by traffickers as a way station for narcotics in air 

transshipments between Peru and Colombia. Recently, there has been an upsurge in drug-

related violence and weapons smuggling as Brazil 

remains an important market for Colombian, Bolivian, 

and Peruvian cocaine. Proceeds from illicit narcotics 

are often laundered through the country‘s financial 

system, and there is significant illicit financial activity 

in the Tri-Border Area.
408

 

The Tri-Border Area (also known as the tri-border 

region, or Triple Frontier) is the convergence of 

Argentina, Brazil, and Paraguay. It has become an unruly locus of money laundering, 

smuggling, arms, illegal narcotics trafficking, and fundraising for extremist 

organizations. Hezbollah, a Shiite Muslim terrorist group based in Lebanon, has also 
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established itself in the tri-border region,
409

 where it may be cooperating with other 

terrorist groups.
410

 Backed by Iran, it is a major political group and social welfare 

organization, financing its activities partly through drug and human trafficking in the tri-

border region.
411

 While Hezbollah is taking advantage of the sympathies of Lebanese 

émigrés who live and work in the area,
412,413

 it is using the tri-border region as a financial 

and logistical support base,
414

 though not an operational base, according to the State 

Department.
415,416

 However, to finance its terrorist operations, Hezbollah is using the 

same narcotics routes as Mexican drug traffickers.
417

 In June 2010, a Lebanese national, 

with an outstanding arrest warrant in the United States was arrested in Paraguay. Like 

many Hezbollah financiers before him, he was suspected of bankrolling the Lebanese-

based terrorist group.
418

 In spite of such arrests, the 

ABC nations deny the tri-border area is used for 

terrorist activities.
419

 

Human Trafficking 

Brazil is ranked as a Tier 2 country by the U.S. State 

Department, which means it is identified as a country 
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whose government does not ―fully comply with the TVPA‘s [Trafficking Victims 

Protection Act] minimum standards , but [is] making significant efforts to bring [itself] 

into compliance with those standards.‖
420

 Brazil is a source country for many who are 

subjected to trafficking and/or forced prostitution both domestically and abroad, be they 

men, women, girls, or boys. It is also a source country for the forced labor of men and 

boys.
421

 

According to the UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), sex trafficking of Brazilian 

women occurs in every Brazilian state and the federal district. A large number of 

Brazilian women and children, many from the state of Goiás, are found in forced 

prostitution abroad, often in Spain, Italy, Portugal, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 

Switzerland, France, Germany, and the United States, but also as far away as Japan. 

Brazilian authorities have uncovered evidence that foreign organized criminal networks, 

particularly from Russia and Spain, are involved in sex trafficking of Brazilian women. 

There is evidence that some Brazilian transsexuals have been subjected to forced 

prostitution abroad. Brazilian women and children are similarly forced into prostitution in 

neighboring countries such as Suriname, French Guiana, Venezuela, and Paraguay. To a 

lesser extent, women from neighboring countries have been identified in sexual servitude 

in Brazil.
 422

 

More than 25,000 Brazilian men are subjected to slave labor within the country, typically 

on cattle ranches, logging and mining camps, sugarcane plantations, and large farms 

producing corn, cotton, soy, and charcoal. Some boys have been identified as slave 

laborers in cattle ranching, mining, and the production of charcoal. Forced labor victims 

from rural northeastern states are commonly targeted by local recruiters (known as gatos) 

and lured with promises of good pay to Brazil‘s 

interior, where many become subject to debt 

bondage.
423

 

Involuntary domestic servitude—particularly involving 

teenage girls—constitutes another problem in Brazil. 

Child sex tourism remains a serious issue, particularly 

in resort and coastal areas in Brazil‘s northeast. Child 

sex tourists typically arrive from Europe and, to a lesser 

extent, the United States.
424
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The Government of Brazil does not fully comply with the minimum standards for the 

elimination of trafficking, although it is making significant efforts to do so. In the 

meantime, however, convictions of sex trafficking offenders have decreased since 2009 

and government-provided shelter services and protections for trafficking victims remains 

inadequate.
425

 

Land Distribution and Reform 

As a consequence of its archaic system of property rights dating back to colonial times,
426

 

Brazil faces two major land distribution challenges: the inequality of scale and insecure 

land tenure. Today, ―Brazil's agrarian structure is [still] dominated by large land 

holdings,‖
427

 resulting in one of the world‘s most unequal land distributions. In 2005, 1% 

of the population owned about half of all arable farmland.
428

 As of January 2009, one 

expert determined that landholders possess and control approximately 85% of all land in 

Brazil.
429

 As a scholar pointed out, ―Social movements, government, and the [World] 

Bank in principle agree that the redistribution of land is an urgent necessity for 

addressing rural poverty.‖
430

 

The figures for ownership would be higher were it not for the new 1988 constitution, 

―which acknowledges the social function of ownership‖ and allows for the government to 

expropriate land for the purposes of agrarian land reform.
431

 According to the Agrarian 

Reform Minister, by 2009, the government had resettled over one million families, about 

half between 2003 and 2009.
432

 Social pressure has also increased since the adoption of 

the new constitution, which allows for squatter occupation of unused farm land. This 

provision, along with the Pastoral Land Commission formed in 1975 by clerical activists 

in the Catholic and Lutheran churches, gave rise to the Movimento dos Trabalhadores 
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Rurais Sem Terra (MST) in 1985. Known as the Landless Workers Movement in 

English, it has become the largest social movement in Latin America with an estimated 

membership of 1.5 million spread throughout the country.
433

 The MST has two goals: one 

is to promote agrarian reform and the other to establish a just and fair society. The group 

identifies unused tracts of land and then organizes its followers to occupy them. The first 

occupation occurred in 1985 and generated a legal challenge from the absentee owner. 

The case made its way through the Brazilian legal system and the Supreme Court 

ultimately ruled that it is not a crime to occupy unfarmed land. Moreover, the court 

decreed the government had an obligation to appropriate such land and distribute it to 

landless farmers. This ruling gave the group legal status to carry out its operations.
434

 The 

MST has continued to organize, educate, and settle communities on unused land—using 

the constitution as a basis for their land occupations.
435,436

 

However, land reform is a divisive matter in Brazil, as owners of large farms conflict 

with land reformists. Landless and indigenous peoples continuously face threats and 

violence in land conflicts, particularly in the Amazon Basin and rural areas.
437

 The 

violence has amounted to human rights abuses at the hands of both hired gunmen and 

police officers.
438

 One Latin American newspaper reports that ―land rights disputes 

between wealthy ranchers and poor farmers has lead to over 1,200 murders in the past 20 

years.‖
439

 In addition to land ownership, experts say ―the related issues of deforestation, 

logging, land grabbing, and the slave labor sometimes used by powerful landowners, are 

the key factors in making Brazil's remote hinterlands such bloody places.‖
440

 

Poverty 
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The wide gap between rich and poor has been an enduring characteristic of Brazil since 

colonial times.
441

 Industrialization and rapid urbanization has only exacerbated the issue. 

As people migrated to urban areas, city economies failed to grow as rapidly to 

accommodate the influx of the migrants. Unemployment, underemployment, crime, and 

shantytowns (favelas), many of which lack urban services, have been the consequence.
442

 

Today, the urbanization rate is 86% and the number of people living below the poverty 

level is 5.2 million, or 26% of the population.
443

 According to a government study, in 

2005, only Sierra Leone had a wider gap between its rich and poor.
444

 Within Latin 

America, Brazil‘s human development indicators and poverty levels compare to the 

poorest countries in the world, despite Brazil‘s status as an economic superpower in the 

region.
445

 

Brazil, however, has seen a significant reduction in social and regional inequality in the 

past several years. In 2002, President Lula was elected upon his promise to implement 

social reforms and his signature social welfare program, Bolsa Família, has done more to 

reduce poverty than any another program. The Bolsa 

Família cash-transfer program serves almost 13 million 

people, providing a monthly stipend on condition of 

children‘s school attendance. The minimum monthly 

stipend, which was recently increased, helps the poor 

during the global recession, allows for more spending 

to stimulate the economy, and hopefully contributes to 

the end of the cycle of generational poverty.
446,447,448

 In 

2008, Lula unveiled another anti-poverty program 

called ―Territories of Citizenship,‖ intended to provide 24 million people in the poorest 

regions of the countries with jobs and infrastructure.
449
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Brazil‘s social welfare program may be the largest of its kind in the world.
450

 The 

Brazilian government estimates that ―poverty has fallen by 3.1% annually over the past 5 

years and could fall to 4% of the population by 2016, from 28% in 2008.‖
451

 Indeed, 

―since 2003, more than 32 million people in Brazil, with an estimated population of 198 

million, have entered the middle class, and about 20 million have climbed out of 

poverty.‖
 452

 Child nutrition and vaccination coverage has also improved over the years. 

Finally, Brazil has developed one of the world‘s most 

efficient strategies of slowing the infection rate and 

treatment of HIV/AIDS victims.
453

 

Looking Forward 

In May 2010, Brazil and Turkey brokered a nuclear fuel 

agreement with Iran in an effort to stave off new UN 

sanctions against Iran over its nuclear power 

program.
454

 Iran had agreed to transfer 1,200 kg of uranium, or half its stockpile, to 

Turkey, in exchange for nuclear fuel while continuing to enrich its own uranium 

domestically.
455

 New bilateral energy initiatives were also on the agenda,
456

 as Iran 

offered Brazil a role in Iranian natural gas projects.
457

 Brazil ceased its role as mediator in 

the nuclear dispute, however, after the UN passed its fourth round of sanctions in four 

years against Iran for failing to halt its uranium-enrichment program, a decision that both 

Brazil and Turkey voted against.
458

 Nevertheless, Iran has stated that it will continue to 
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hold nuclear fuel swaps with Turkey and Brazil.
459

 Meanwhile, some criticize Lula for 

supporting Iran‘s President Amhadinejad, Venezuela‘s Hugo Chávez, and Cuba‘s Fidel 

Castro while denouncing Colombia for allowing the U.S. to use its airfields.
460

 These 

actions underscore the Lula government‘s decision to pursue Brazil‘s national interest as 

it is seen from Brasilia. That perspective, a U.S. scholar observed, is one where 

―[n]obody tells us that Iran is the devil, and no one tells us the gringos are the devil.‖
461

  

Dilma Rousseff, Lula‘s handpicked successor, won the election in 2010.  He has 

promised to continue many of Lula‘s policies. This seems to assure that Brazil will 

continue to foster close relations with other socialist nations in the region.
462
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Self Study Questions 

Portugal was the first country to recognize Brazil‘s independence. True or False? 

The United States and Brazil are working together to allow the exchange of 

information regarding defense technology, peacekeeping operations, and joint 

military exercises. True or False? 

Brazil was one of the original members of the UN. True or False? 

Brazil has plans to build a nuclear-powered submarine with German assistance. True 

or False? 

The Friendship Bridge links Brazil and Paraguay. True or False? 
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Appendix A: Answers to Self Study Questions 

Geography Test Answers 

1. Brazil is smaller than the U.S. False.  

Larger than the contiguous United States, Brazil has an area of 8,514,877 sq km 

(3,287,612 sq mi) and makes up approximately half of the continent‘s entire 

landmass. 

2. Brazil is known for its hot, dry weather. False. 

Brazil‘s weather is usually warm and humid, due to its predominantly tropical and 

subtropical climate. The country experiences consistent, heavy rainfall during the 

wet season. 

3. Brazil‘s summer months begin in December. True. 

Because Brazil lies south of the Equator, its seasons occur at opposite times of the 

year from the northern hemisphere. 

4. One fifth of the world‘s fresh water flows through the Amazon Basin. True. 

Six of the Amazon‘s tributaries are greater than 1,600 km (1,000 mi) long, and 

some convey more water alone than the Mississippi River in North America.  

5. The Amazon is the largest river completely within Brazil‘s borders. False. 

The São Francisco and its tributaries, with a cumulative length of 2,914 km (1,811 

mi), comprise the largest river that lies solely in Brazil, and the fourth largest river 

system in South America. 

History Test Answers 

1. Historians have had difficulty forming a complete image of Brazil‘s pre-

Columbian civilizations. True. 

Scholarship has concentrated on the western coast of South America and the 

Andes because the humidity of the rainforest is not conducive to the preservation 

of artifacts, and Brazil‘s indigenous population did not live in settled 

communities. 

2. Upon claiming the land that would become Brazil, the Portuguese crown virtually 

ignored it. True. 
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Having claimed the land, the Portuguese crown had no immediate plans to govern 

it and lacked the resources to do so. The territory‘s commercial potential was 

more important than any civilizing mission.  

3. After abolition, Brazil‘s government strove to integrate former slaves.  

False. 

Abolition itself did not address the legacy of the past. All records pertaining to 

ownership were destroyed, ostensibly to remove the stigma of slavery from the 

country‘s image. But no legislation was drawn up to integrate former slaves into a 

society that was simultaneously absorbing European and Japanese immigrants. 

4. Rio de Janeiro served as the seat of power for the Portuguese royal court. True. 

In 1808, the Portuguese royal court, fleeing Napoleon, chose to relocate from 

Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro. 

5. The new government of Dom Pedro represented the interests of the average 

Brazilian. False. 

Dom Pedro filled many positions by appointment, while others were filled by 

popular vote. However, income requirements, both for voters and those seeking 

office, meant that the government privileged the interests of the wealthy. 

Economy Test Answers 

1. Brazil‘s standard of living is generally the same throughout the country. False. 

The standard of living varies by class and region, the northeast being the poorest. 

Because the country has not joined the ranks of the knowledge economy, wealth 

accumulation remains overwhelmingly tied to land ownership. 

2. Brazil has a high level of income disparity. True. 

Brazil has one of the highest levels of wealth inequality in the world. To address 

this, the Lula government launched an anti-hunger campaign and the Bolsa 

Familia program. 

3. Brazil‘s informal economy is worth approximately two fifths of its GNP. True. 

The informal, under-the-table economy is estimated to equal 40% of the Gross 

National Product (GNP) and employ half of all urban workers. 

4. Brazil‘s history as an export economy weighed significantly in its transformation 

to an industrialized nation. True. 
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To reduce its reliance on international price swings and demand shifts, as well as 

to protect against competition from other countries, Brazil initiated a policy of 

industrialization that relied on tariffs to keep out foreign products. 

5. Family farms constitute the backbone of Brazilian agriculture. False. 

Brazilian agriculture is dominated by corporations that promote the intensive 

exploitation of land, monoculture, and production of cash crops and cattle for 

export.  

Society Test Answers 

1. São Paulo‘s annual Carnaval celebration is a big draw for people from around the 

world. False. 

Brazil‘s world famous Carnaval, a pre-Lenten festival celebrated on a much 

grander scale than a similar festival in New Orleans, takes place in Rio de Janeiro. 

2. The majority of Brazil‘s indigenous population did not survive Portuguese 

colonization. True. 

By 1800, an indigenous population of 2.4 million had been reduced to about 1 

million in great part because of diseases introduced by European colonizers for 

which native people had no immunity. 

3. Africans forced into slavery were unable to maintain any of their own cultural 

practices in Brazil. False. 

Slaves were often the majority of a population in an area, making absolute control 

over them challenging. They could not flee to freedom; rather they sought other 

runaway slaves in remote communities. Due to this, Brazilian slaves were able to 

maintain much more of their African culture than, for example, slaves in the U.S. 

4. Brazil is home to the largest number of ethnic Japanese outside of Japan. True. 

In 2008, on the 100th anniversary of the first arrivals, the number of Brazilian 

Japanese stood around 1.5 million, the largest community of ethnic Japanese 

outside Japan. 

5. In linguistic terms, Brazilian Portuguese and Continental Portuguese have 

diverged into two distinct varieties of the language. True. 

The colonists‘ coinage of new words, contact with Amerindian and African 

languages, and the Portuguese ban on universities and printed media, meant that 

Brazilian Portuguese evolved into a distinct variety of that spoken on the 

Continent.  



100 

 

Security Test Answers 

1. Portugal was the first country to recognize Brazil‘s independence. False. 

The United States was the first country to recognize Brazil's independence (1822). 

The two countries have long-standing, friendly relations supporting a broad 

political and economic agenda.  

2. The United States and Brazil are working together to allow the exchange of 

information regarding defense technology, peacekeeping operations, and joint 

military exercises. True. 

In April 2010, the two nations signed an agreement formalizing a security 

partnership and established a framework on which to build that partnership.  

3. Brazil was one of the original members of the UN. True. 

Brazil is a charter member of the UN and a nine-time member of its Security 

Council. It participates in the UN‘s specialized agencies, and has contributed 

troops to the international body‘s peacekeeping efforts. 

4. Brazil has plans to build a nuclear-powered submarine with German assistance. 

False. 

Brazil‘s first nuclear-powered submarine will be built with French technical 

assistance. 

5. The Friendship Bridge links Brazil and Paraguay. True. 

Brazil granted Paraguay free-port privileges on its coast at Paranaguá, and built 

the Friendship Bridge over the Rio Paraná, to link it with Asunción.  


