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At Home in Brazil


[image: image] The notion of moving to Brazil has often been wrapped up in a certain degree of fantasy. The South American giant was somewhere you went if you wanted to get lost in the world’s largest rainforest, make a fortune mining precious gemstones, or escape extradition to live in tropical bliss after pulling off a major heist.

Mythical projections aside, in an age when earthly paradises are increasingly rare commodities, Brazil pulls off the feat of being one of the most seductive places on the planet.

Few other countries offer year-round access to natural attractions of such sheer beauty and diversity, ranging from glimmering beaches and lush jungles to rugged mountains and endless dunes. Yes, it can get a little hot, but there are no hurricanes, blizzards, or earthquakes, and you never have to wear thermal underwear.
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Beyond its physical allure, you find a uniquely rich culture that seeps into every aspect of day-to-day life. Brazilians also have a flair for the visual that eschews modifiers such as “bland” or “neutral,” and Brazilians’ love for music if off the charts. The often unsung regional cuisines are fantastic as well; the abundance of fresh produce, especially fruit, is jaw-dropping in its variety.

Equally compelling is a lifestyle in which enjoying yourself is more of a priority than working 80-hour weeks. Brazilians do work hard, but they don’t brag about it. Yes, Brazilians get stressed, but overall they have the fine art of relaxation down to a C (as in caipirinha).
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Of course settling in Brazil also means dealing with the flip side of the fantasy. Brazil’s recent economic boom has ushered in a period of expanding markets, countless entrepreneurial opportunities, and major demand for qualified and specialized workers that the Brazilian labor force can’t supply. While many Brazilians have benefited from the economic upturn, poverty—not to mention crime and urban violence—are still major issues.

Although financial opportunities are myriad, many expats who take up residence in Brazil do so for reasons that are more romantic than rational. They fall in love with a Brazilian—or with Brazil itself. Fed up with rat races, stress, cold weather (and cold people), many are inspired to construct simpler, but more satisfying lives in Edenic spots that keep friends and family members back home drooling with envy.
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I count myself among the romantics. I came to Brazil out of love for a Brazilian and ended up staying out of love for the country and, even more so, for the people. This “romantic” characteristic is telling since I believe that to live happily in Brazil, one has to be open, adventurous, adaptable, and a bit of a dreamer. Brazil is not a rational place. “Order and progress” might be the motto stitched onto Brazil’s flag, but in reality, a certain degree of chaos reigns.

A combination of patience, wiles, and charm, not to mention a decent command of Portuguese, goes a long way. If you can surrender yourself to its sometimes maddening, but never less-than-fascinating paradoxes, Brazil is a place that seeps into your soul, and living in Brazil can last a lifetime.
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WHAT I LOVE ABOUT BRAZIL



• Luminous blue skies.

• All the crazy, wonderful stories that people tell (Brazilians are great raconteurs).

• Tropical fruits such as cupuaçu, mangaba, and bacuri.

• Keeping the windows open 365 days of the year.

• Nursing a hangover with água from a freshly machete-cut coconut.

• How frequently and easily I can go barefoot.

• How frequently and easily I can go dancing in the streets.

• Once in a while a hummingbird flies into my living room.

• Brazilian music provides the soundtrack to my life.

• I never have to rush.

• The lyrical, colorful, and impossible-to-remember idiomatic expressions of the Portuguese language.

• Dozing off in a hammock.

• The heady perfume that rises from the earth after a sudden tropical downpour.

• Easy getaways to unspoiled, natural paradises.

• Breezes rustling in palm fronds.

• The number of beijos (kisses) and abraços (hugs) I can rack up on any given day.

• Brazilians’ disarming ability to take a dire, dark situation and make it seem lighter: all about life and living.

• Knowing that when I’m burned out, stressed out, down and out, I can walk down the street and hurl myself into the embrace of a perpetually warm, blue ocean.
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WELCOME TO BRAZIL
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We were so right to come. The minute the plane landed I felt different: driving through the streets and coming into the hotel, as if something wonderful were going to happen.... Ahh! It’s something in the air of Brazil—that’s what it is. And whatever it is, they should bottle it.

from the 1953 film Latin Lovers, spoken by wealthy American Nora Taylor (Lana Turner) upon arriving in Rio de Janeiro

During the many years I’ve lived in Brazil, I’ve made numerous trips to North America. Whenever the topic of my residence comes up, people are always invariably mystified, curious, freaked out, and/or envious of the fact that I live in Brazil. While many inevitably express a great interest in traveling to Brazil (especially once I do my Brazilian sales pitch—admittedly Brazil is not a difficult place to sell), very few are convinced that they should up and move to Brazil as well.
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In truth, visiting Brazil and moving here are two immensely different propositions. When it comes to first impressions, the “South American giant” can do a real number on unsuspecting foreigners. Even discounting all the myths and fantasies that swirl around Brazil, the reality of the place can be utterly seductive. However, deciding to make Brazil a temporary or permanent home means discovering a whole other set of much more complex realities, some of which can be wonderful, others problematic.

On some levels, Brazil has a lot in common with the United States. Both are massive countries—in terms of territory and population—that dominate their respective neighbors and hemispheres, politically, economically, and to some extent, culturally. Both possess a strong sense of nationalism while preserving pronounced regional identities. There are many historical parallels as well. Both countries began life as Atlantic coast colonies from which brave, enterprising settlers gradually moved west to open new frontiers. The two nations’ early cash crop economies (sugar in Brazil and cotton in the United States) were based on slavery, resulting in societies that not only are racially diverse but also have racism as a major social issue. Somewhat related is the fact that both nations have traditionally possessed a historical and socioeconomic divide between the North and South. Built by immigrants, Brazil and the United States are two of the world’s most successful examples of melting pot countries that, to this day, openly embrace people from different cultures. Both are also societies prone to extremes, such as the extreme divide between rich and poor (admittedly Brazil’s are much greater), and the extreme violence that so often makes newspaper headlines. At the same time, Americans and Brazilians share in common the fact that they are great optimists with a fervent belief in the future (although, lately, while Brazil’s faith in its destiny is at a heady high, belief in the American Dream has taken somewhat of a hit).

In other aspects, however, North Americans will find Brazil to be an alien place. Even in the most sophisticated, cosmopolitan, First World enclaves of Rio and São Paulo, life is different even if the external trappings appear to be the same. Brazil is less organized, more complex, less defined, more chaotic. If in North America, things tend to be literal, straightforward, and in-your-face, in Brazil, they’re more lyrical, circuitous, curvy, and nuanced, sometimes to the point of puzzling. It’s often difficult to get a straight answer or to pin things (or people) down. Unlike Americans, Brazilians tend to be less transparent, more indirect, and nonconfrontational. Lines are often blurry: between professional and personal, between white and black (and mulato), between now and soon and later. When a Brazilian makes plans with you, it’s understood that they might actually never materialize. At the same time, getting together last minute, or on the spur of the moment, is very common. Brazil isn’t a place where a lot of advance planning occurs—it is, however, a place where improvisation, flexibility, and spontaneity rule, opening up endless possibilities and opportunities.

Opportunity is a major reason why many foreigners choose to come to Brazil. The country’s growing economy combined with its lack of qualified labor means there are many opportunities for foreigners that aren’t available in North America. From construction sites and oil rigs to financial companies and technology startups, there are an unprecedented number of openings available. Considering the historic lack of investment in education, they aren’t likely to be filled by Brazilians for at least a generation. If you’re just starting out in life, moving to Brazil can help you get on the fast track. By providing you with invaluable professional experience, and sometimes serious financial compensation, working in Brazil can constitute a major investment in the rest of your career—and your life. And if you’re farther on in your career or life, it might just present you with the essential change that you need or crave.

I wouldn’t advise moving to Brazil if comfort, ease, routine, and stability are of prime importance to you. However, if you’re open to challenges and yearn for something different, Brazil could end up fulfilling some deep desires.

Ultimately, in Brazil, life has the potential to be more exciting—and more fun. Despite their often tough existences (and many do lead difficult lives), Brazilians have a great knack for cutting through the extraneous and superfluous and getting down to the business of enjoying themselves and life, which is ultimately a very affirming—and refreshing—attitude to embrace. If you can find something to do and someone to do it with (Brazil is a very hard place without friends, family, or community), you can manage to enjoy a quality of life that’s sometimes more difficult to encounter in North America.

Many foreigners are unable to pin down exactly what it is that hooks them on Brazil. Inevitably they refer to the tropical climate and the immense warmth, generosity, good humor, and openness of Brazilians. But for most die-hard Brazilianists (including myself), there’s some ineffable, indescribable, but very deep essence about Brazil that surreptitiously takes hold of you, gets inside of you, and before you know it, you’re hooked—maybe even for life. During the 14 years I’ve lived in Brazil, I’ve experienced moments when I contemplated returning to North America—and even a couple of occasions when I started to do so. However, all my efforts have been in vain. To date, I’ve never been able to kick the habit.

The Lay of the Land

The fifth-largest country in the world in terms of both territory and population (with 194 million inhabitants), Brazil is also the largest country in South America, occupying roughly half the continent. It shares borders with every South American country except Chile and Ecuador and also boasts an Atlantic coastline that stretches for 7,500 kilometers (4,655 miles).

Brazil’s landscapes are quite diverse and include hills, plains, mountains, and highlands. Most of the northeastern region consists of low rolling hills and flat plains while the south and southeastern regions contain rugged mountain ranges such as the Serra do Espinhaço, Serra da Mantiqueira, and Serra do Mar. The country’s highest peak, however, Pico da Neblina (2,994 meters or 8,923 feet), is located in the state of Amazonas, on Brazil’s frontier with Venezuela. In the center and western parts of the country, the land rises into elevated plains known as planaltos. Brazil has one of the world’s most complex system of rivers, all of which drain into the Atlantic. Aside from the Rio São Francisco, Brazil’s longest national river, which weaves its way up from Minas Gerais through the arid Sertão of the Northeast, the most famous is the mighty Amazon, the world’s second longest river and largest in terms of volume of water.

The Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente (IBAMA) is the federal agency in charge of studying and monitoring Brazil’s natural environment. IBAMA’s researchers have recognized seven distinct ecosystems within Brazil: the Amazonian rain forest, the Caatinga, the Atlantic rain forest, the coastal region, the Cerrado, the Pantanal wetlands, and the southern plains. In theory, a good chunk of Brazil’s natural treasures—covering around 15 percent of Brazil’s national territory—are protected by national and state parks as well as some reserves operated by private individuals and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). In practice, though, the immense spaces and difficult access, coupled with limited resources, make it difficult for government watchdogs such as IBAMA to protect endangered ecosystems from illegal farming, ranching, logging, and poaching.

To this day, Brazil has vast amounts of territory that are sparsely or not at all inhabited, especially in the Interior. Indeed, Brazil is known as a “crab culture” because more than 70 percent of Brazilians live within 200 kilometers (125 miles) of the coast. Currently, around 83 percent of the population is urban.

STATES AND REGIONS

Like the United States, Brazil is a federal republic composed of 26 states and a federal district. Aside from the federal government, each state also has its own government. Brazil’s states are distributed among five territorial regions that have been grouped together by the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE) based on criteria that includes shared geographical, socioeconomic, and cultural similarities. Since 1970, the five regions are Norte, Nordeste, Sudeste, Sul, and Centro-Oeste.

The Norte (North) is made up of the Amazonian states of Amazonas, Pará, Amapá, Rondônia, Acre, Roraima, and Tocantins. Geographically, it is the largest of Brazil’s regions (covering 42 percent of national territory), but it’s smallest in terms of population density, with only 16 million inhabitants spread out amidst a vast wilderness. Much of the region is covered by the world’s largest tropical rain forest, the majority of which is uninhabited by humans (although it’s home to an estimated 40,000 plant, 2,000 mammal and bird, 3,000 fish, and 2.5 million insect species). The North is where indigenous influence—in terms of population and culture—is the strongest.
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Much of Brazil is tropical rainforest.



The Nordeste (Northeast) contains the states of Bahia, Sergipe, Alagoas, Pernambuco, Paraíba, Rio Grande do Norte, Ceará, Piauí and Maranhão. The Northeast was the first region of Brazil to be colonized. To this day, it maintains some of the country’s richest historical and cultural treasures, not to mention a strong Afro-Brazilian influence. The state capitals along the coast all have colonial origins, although those who have best preserved their pasts are Salvador (Bahia) and Recife (Pernambuco), the region’s two largest and most economically and culturally dynamic cities. The majority of the Northeast’s 53 million residents live in urban centers along the coast, which isn’t surprising as the region boasts Brazil’s longest and most stunning coastline with thousands of miles of paradise-worthy tropical beaches that make the region a tourist hot spot. The vast parched Interior, however, known as the Sertão, is partially responsible for the Northeast’s legacy as one of Brazil’s poorest regions.

The four states of the Sudeste (Southeast)—Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, Minas Gerais, and Espírito Santo—concentrate Brazil’s biggest economies, industries, and cities (São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, and Belo Horizonte) as well as 40 percent (or 80 million) of the country’s exceptionally diverse population. This region boasts the majestic mountain ranges of the Serra do Espinhaço, Serra da Mantiqueira, and Serra do Mar.

The last two ranges continue into the neighboring Sul (South). Less than 7 percent of Brazil’s territory, but with a population of 27 million, this compact region consists of three small and southernmost coastal states: Paraná, Santa Catarina, and Rio Grande do Sul. Together they boast the country’s highest standard of living, highest literacy rate, and lowest poverty and crime rates. The European influence of the South’s 19th- and 20th-century immigrant settlers is quite pronounced.

The booming Centro-Oeste (Central-West) is Brazil’s only completely landlocked region. The country’s second largest region, covering around 19 percent of national territory, it also has its smallest population (14 million people, most of them clustered in medium-sized towns). Largely rural, with most of its topography consisting of elevating plains (planaltos), the Central-West embraces the sprawling states of Goías, Mato Grosso, and Mato Grosso do Sul, where agribusiness is thriving, as well as the Distrito Federal (Federal District), home to the nation’s capital of Brasília.

WEATHER

With its immense size, Brazil’s climate is extremely varied. The Equator runs through the northern part of the country while the Tropic of Capricorn crosses through the south, running parallel to São Paulo. As you head from north to south, temperatures, humidity, and precipitation levels change greatly. Brazil boasts four distinctive climatic zones: subtropical, equatorial, tropical, and semiarid. Ninety percent of the country is situated in the tropical zone, where there is very little seasonal variation. Rain is frequent and temperatures range 25–35°C (77–95°F). However, as you head south, seasonal variations become more distinct, resembling those of the continental United States and Europe, with hot, steamy summers and cool winters. In the southern states of Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul, temperatures can plunge low enough to produce frost and even snow.

With the exception of the Sertão, which gets very little rainfall, the rest of the country receives a lot of precipitation. Although rains are common throughout the year, coastal regions have distinctive rainy seasons when downpours are daily occurrences and can even last for several days. In the Southeast, violent downpours flood the streets of Rio and São Paulo in the summer months, December–March. In the Northeast, along the coast between Bahia and Pernambuco, rainy season generally coincides with the winter months of June–August. Rain is much less frequent in the permanently sunny states of Rio Grande do Norte and Ceará, where temperatures remain constant year-round. Close to the Equator, Maranhão and especially the Amazonian state of Pará receive the most rain throughout the year, with annual averages of 3,500 millimeters (138 inches) in some parts. The rest of the Amazon, along with the Pantanal, receives a lot of rain as well, but both regions also have a more pronounced dry season that lasts March–October.

FLORA AND FAUNA

One of the things that impresses most about Brazil is the exuberance, diversity, and fantastic aspect of its nature.

Trees and Plant Life

More than a quarter of the world’s known plant species can be found in Brazil. As the world’s largest tropical rain forest, the Amazon boasts an astonishing range of trees, many festooned with Tarzan-worthy vines and creepers. Among the most legendary species are wild rubber trees and Brazil nut trees, capable of producing 450 kilograms (1,000 pounds) of nuts in a year, along with rosewood and mahogany trees, whose beautiful hardwood is always much in demand for fine furniture. The extremely fertile Atlantic forest is also famous for other native woods, including jacaranda and ipê, with their bright purple and yellow blossoms.

Other Brazilian trees are more sought-after for their fruits than for their wood. Throughout the tropical zones of the coast and the interior, Brazilians depend on diverse varieties of local palms. The Amazon is renowned for many fruit-bearing species, particularly those that yield pupunha and the energy-packed açai. In Ceará and Maranhão, livelihoods depend on the carnaúba and babaçu palms, whose all-purpose fruits and fibers are used to make products that include wax, cooking oil, soap, rope, timber, and thatch. Alagoas and northern Bahia are lined with swaying plantations of coconut palms, while southern Bahia is where you’ll find the dendê palm, whose bright orange oil is used in Bahian cuisine. In the Cerrado, the fruit of the buriti palm is also made into various delicacies.
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Pineapples grow wild in Brazil.



Fruit trees are everywhere you go, even in cities. In the Amazon, you can feast on cupuaçu, bacuri, and muriti, while the Northeast is rife with mango, papaya, cajú (cashew), jaca (jackfruit), graviola, mangaba, and guava trees. The Cerrado boasts exotic species such as pequi, araticum, and cagaíta. Bananas are ubiquitous, and there are many types, ranging from the tiny banana nanica (dwarf banana) to the immense banana pacova, which can measure up to 50 centimeters (20 inches). In southern Brazil, you can still glimpse the umbrella-shaped araucárias, a variety of pine tree whose nuts were much appreciated by local indigenous people back in the days when these trees were widespread.


FISH AND FOWL, GREAT AND SMALL

Whether you want to catch them, eat them, or merely admire them, Brazil’s waters are filled with eye-catching and mouthwatering fish. Along the Atlantic coast, sunken galleons and protective reefs offer ideal opportunities for snorkeling and diving amid gaudily hued schools. Inland, the Amazon and the Pantanal together boast close to 3,000 species living in their rivers, lakes, and tributaries. On the small end of the scale are the dozens of species of infamous fanged piranhas. Then there is the regally red- and silver-scaled pirarucu, the king of freshwater fish, which can grow to lengths of 3 meters (10 feet) and weigh up to 200 kilograms (440 pounds) and is a favorite Amazonian delicacy.

Brazil is also home to a fantastic diversity of winged creatures, whose plumages are often as spectacular as a Carnaval desfile (parade). In the Amazon and Atlantic rain forests and, in particular, the Pantanal, you’ll have plenty of opportunities to be awestruck by the Technicolor hues of araras (macaws), papagaios (parrots), and cartoon-like tucanos (toucans). Coastal Pará and Maranhão are ideal for viewing the guará (scarlet ibis), whose Day-Glo crimson finery is a consequence of its fondness for pink crustaceans.

Both the largest and smallest birds in the Americas reside in Brazil. The ema (rhea) is an ostrich-like flightless bird that can grow to the height of 1.5 meters (5 feet) and weigh 35 kilograms (77 pounds). With a twist on expected gender roles, males not only build nests and incubate eggs, but also raise chicks as well. Meanwhile, tiny iridescent beija-flores (hummingbirds)—which in Portuguese means “flower kisser”—measure as little as 6 centimeters (2.3 inches), weigh only 2 grams (0.07 ounces), and can be seen fluttering their aerodynamic wings throughout the country, including in cities where people often put out feeders for them.



Although you’ll rarely find them in florists’ shops (when buying flowers, Brazilians weirdly prefer to go with decidedly nontropical roses, carnations, and chrysanthemums), in the wild you’ll be treated to more than 200 species of delicate and brightly colored orchids as well as bright red heliconias, birds of paradise, and glossy anthuriums. In the Amazon, the giant lilies that emerge from the platter-size pads of the Victoria amazonica are captivating because of their size and because they change color during each day of their three-day life span. Aside from the beauty of many Brazilian plants, their leaves and roots are used extensively for medicinal and cosmetic purposes.

Mammals

Brazil has an intriguing variety of exotic mammals. The largest creatures you might see—although they’re extremely elusive—are cats such as jaguars and panthers. A far more common sight is the capivara (capybara), the world’s biggest rodent. More like a giant guinea pig than a rat, capivaras are at home on land and in water and can grow to lengths of 1 meter (3.3 feet) and weigh up to 70 kilograms (155 pounds).
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Many regions, such as the Pantanal are teeming with wildlife.



Lontras (otters) are common in rivers of the South and Southeast, while the rare ariranha (giant otter) inhabits the lakes and rivers of the Pantanal and the Amazon. Antas (tapirs) are long-snouted foraging creatures that can grow to the size of a pony. Also common in forests are caititus (peccaries), wild boars that can reach 1 meter (3.3 feet) in length and often travel in trampling herds of up to 50. Tamanduás (anteaters) are surreal-looking creatures with long snouts and even longer furry tails. They spend much of their days sucking up tens of thousands of ants with their sticky tongues. Another really odd-looking beast is the preguiça (sloth), which lives up to its name by doing little more than dozing in trees.

Of the world’s 250 primate species, more than 70 are found in Brazil. Many of these are actually unique to the country. Macacos or micos (monkeys) are a common sight, even in major cities. Cute, tuft-headed macaco-pregos (capuchin monkeys) are widespread throughout Brazil, including in Rio’s Floresta da Tijuca.

In terms of sea mammals, Brazil’s Atlantic coast is home to seven species of whales including southern right whales (in Santa Catarina) and humpback whales (in Bahia). One of the best places in the world for viewing vast schools of dolphins is on the island of Fernando de Noronha, off the coast of Pernambuco.

Of course, the first thing that comes to mind when one hears the words Brazil and reptiles together in the same sentence is the anaconda. Hero of trashy Amazonian terror movies, the anaconda does indeed live up to its fearful reputation. Adults can grow to well over 10 meters (33 feet) in length, and many live to be more than 20 years old. Because of their size, anacondas have no predators (aside from humans in search of snakeskin), so they aren’t shy about wrapping themselves around large prey and squeezing them to death before swallowing them whole (this includes people, although very rarely). While it’s rare to come across poisonous cobras (snakes), which usually only attack when threatened, there are quite a few such varieties, including víboras (vipers), cascavéis (rattlesnakes), and cobras coral (coral snakes).


JEITO BRASILEIRO (THE BRAZILIAN WAY)

Dar um jeito or um jeitinho is a common Brazilian expression that sums up a quintessentially Brazilian philosophy as well as an art form and a way of life. Literally (and inadequately) translated, it means “give a way,” which doesn’t begin to do justice to the rich and subtle inferences the expression embraces. Dar um jeito is a Brazilian’s typical recourse when confronted with the many pepinos (problems, but literally “cucumbers”) that daily life throws in the way. When faced with an awkward situation or a difficult problem, Brazilians rarely confront it head on—usually a futile tactic since the pepino is often the result of inflexible and sometimes absurd rules or government bureaucracy. Instead, they rely on a wide range of indirect jeitos or strategies, among them diplomacy, craftiness, flexibility, and charm, to get around an obstacle or extricate themselves from a predicament. The whole point is not to lose your cool and make a big scene, which Brazilians, a nonconfrontational people, only resort to in extremes. When they do, it’s known as um escândalo and involves an impressive display of melodrama.



Brazil possesses several species of jacarés (the term used for both alligators and caimans). In the Pantanal, you’ll encounter jacarés-do-Pantanal (Paraguayan caiman) everywhere, and probably even eat a couple as well—if you’re up to it, the meat is surprisingly tender.

Along the Atlantic coast, five species of formerly endangered tartarugas marinhas (sea turtles) are now thriving thanks to the creation of Projeto Tamar, a national project aimed at saving the turtles from humans who once hunted them for their shells and eggs.

Social Climate

Brazilians are universally famed for being welcoming, affectionate, good-natured, and fun loving, and upon arriving in Brazil, you’ll find they live up to their reputation and then some. In truth, there are times when living in Brazil—with all the chaos and corruption, bureaucracy and lack of efficiency—can really get you down. The saving grace is Brazilians themselves, who will usually go way out of their way to lend a hand, suggest someone who knows someone who knows someone who can dar um jeito (literally “give a way,” find a solution), or offer heartfelt sympathy at your trials over an icy beer (or four). The truth is that in North America people rely on authorities and institutions, but in Brazil such entities have traditionally proven corrupt or inefficient.

In Brazil, personal relations are extremely important. Brazilian society places much more emphasis on family, community, and groups than North America where the individual rules and where individual rights are enshrined by law; they are in Brazil as well, but there are glaring contradictions between theory and practice. In Brazil, it’s almost impossible to get by without a little help from your friends. This explains why Brazilians are inevitably such extroverted, social animals, who love doing things en masse and are often hilariously horrified at the thought of traveling, eating dinner, or going to a movie alone. It’s not just a question of the more, the merrier; it’s also one of survival. As a North American, it’s easy to feel incredibly enchanted by the warmth and inclusiveness of Brazilians. At the same time, for foreigners who prize solitude, privacy, and personal space, Brazilians’ intense emphasis on the social might take some getting used to.

IMMIGRATION

Like the United States and Canada, Brazil has a long history of welcoming immigrants from all over the world. In fact, Brazil was built by immigrants—from Portugal and Africa during colonial times, followed by Italy, Germany, Spain and other Europeans in the 19th and early 20th centuries as well as Japanese, Lebanese and Syrians, and more recently migrants from South American neighbors such as Bolivia.

Five centuries of immigration have shaped Brazilian society and culture into one of the richest and most diverse on the planet. Bahia’s capital of Salvador, for example, is the city with the second largest population of African descent after Lagos. São Paulo—60 percent of whose population can claim some Italian ancestry—is a city where the pizza rivals that munched upon in Rome (this according to Italians). Brazil also boasts the largest Japanese and Lebanese communities outside of their respective countries.

In recent decades, however, immigration to Brazil all but ground to a halt because of the political and economic turbulence that plagued the nation during much of the late 20th century. As a result, today foreigners represent a mere 1 percent of Brazil’s workforce, down from 7 percent at the turn of the 20th century.


[image: image]

Brazil has the largest Japanese community outside of Japan.



In the last several years, however, this trend has begun to change as a result of Brazil’s growing economy coupled with a severe lack of skilled workers and the economic crises wreaking havoc (and unemployment) in the United States and Europe. Between 2006 and 2011, the number of work permits granted to foreign professionals tripled from 25,400 to 70,524. In 2011, China, which is currently Brazil’s leading trade partner and main foreign investor, was the largest source of work visas, followed by the United States, Portugal, France, and Spain.


THE NEW IMMIGRANTS

Although the number of immigrants to Brazil might be small, their number has been increasing exponentially. According to the most recent Brazilian Census carried out by the IBGE, between 2000 and 2010, the number of immigrants living in Brazil increased by 87 percent. In 2010, the largest number of foreign immigrants came from the United States. The almost 52,000 who immigrated to Brazil that year were a major increase from 2000, when only 16,695 American immigrants moved to Brazil.

States with the Most Immigrants

São Paulo (81,682)

Paraná (39,120)

Minas Gerais (27,727)

Rio de Janeiro (19,093)

Goiás (12,444)

Regions with the Most Immigrants

Southeast (62,039)

South (47,944)

Central-West (17,667)

Northeast (8,456)

North (7,538)

Countries of Origin

United States (51,933)

Japan (41,417)

Paraguay (24,666)

Portugal (21,376)

Bolivia (15,753)



Moreover, in 2011, Brazil reprised its traditional role as a recipient country: For the first time in two decades the number of foreign immigrants entering Brazil was larger than the number of Brazilians leaving the country. Between 2010 and 2011 alone, the number of foreign-born residents increased by 50 percent. By the end of 2011, there were 2 million foreign nationals living legally in Brazil (and an estimated 600,000 undocumented foreigners). This is still minuscule when compared to neighboring Argentina, where legal foreign residents represent 14 percent of the population, and to the United States, where they account for 13 percent.

BRAZIL AND FOREIGNERS

Even though Brazil doesn’t receive as many immigrants as the United States and Canada, Brazilians themselves are incredibly welcoming to foreigners—much more so, in a sense, than their North American counterparts (for instance, there is no anti-immigrant stance or movement in the country).

Brazilians are proud of their country, although they’re not given to jingoism. That said, they’re also understandably sensitive to criticism. Although they can dish it out—often hilariously—they can’t always take it, especially coming from sometimes insensitive gringos who complain about the way things are, or aren’t, done here compared with “back home.”

Traditionally, Brazil had always been a country in which First World and Third World coexisted, but it was always the Third World aspects that got all the press and defined the country on the global stage. Over the last 10 years, however, Brazil has made enormous strides. Even though poverty and its trappings still exist on a large scale, Brazilians have a new sense of pride in Brazil’s achievements and promise. They no longer see their country as Third World and react defensively to those who do—particularly gringos and especially Americans. The truth is that Brazilians innately have a pretty strong anti-American streak. It’s hard to blame them considering the history of U.S. paternalism and interventionism in Latin America, specifically the fact that the U.S. government was complicit in the 1964 coup that resulted in a brutal military dictatorship that lasted a quarter century. The United States’ frequently heavy-handed foreign policy—particularly during the Bush years—didn’t do anything to burnish the United States’ reputation. Brazilians were uniformly repulsed by Bush and critical of the invasion of Iraq. This tarnished U.S. image, however, has improved considerably during the Obama years. Brazilians greeted the election of the United States’ first black president with all the joy of a World Cup win. Increasing U.S. recognition of Brazil’s role on the global stage has also calmed antipathy considerably.


LIFE AS A GRINGO

Brazilians routinely refer to all foreigners as “gringos” although it tends to apply more the fairer you are and the worse your Portuguese is. While North Americans may feel the term is pejorative, more often than not it’s actually quite affectionate (many of my friends refer to me fondly as “my gringo” or “our gringo”). Gringos are invariably treated kindly by Brazilians, and if you speak Portuguese, you’ll usually be accepted on equal terms as brasileiros.

In some contexts, however, being a gringo will set you apart from the crowd because there is a (somewhat valid) stereotype that gringos who come to Brazil are richer and more educated than your average Brazilians. In a few instances, this may result in your getting preferential treatment over Brazilians based merely on your gringo-ness (which can be either useful or embarrassing). In other instances, this could result in making you a target for thieves or scammers who may think that you’re not only loaded, but naïve or easy to take advantage of.

No matter how long you live in Brazil and how assimilated you become, you’ll likely never kick your “gringo” identity. However, take comfort from the fact that once you’ve absorbed a sufficient degree of language and culture, you’ll no longer feel like a “gringo burro” (dumb gringo), but a “gringo inteligente.”



On the flip side, Brazilians (specifically middle- and upper-class ones) are fascinated by what Americans and American media think of Brazil (whenever Brazil makes headlines in major U.S. media, it’s reported in major Brazilian media as well). They are also fascinated with American pop culture, not to mention consumer goods and gadgets (Brazilian tourist/shoppers spend more money per capita on shopping sprees in the United States than any other nationality). Ultimately, however, critical views of the U.S. government and society rarely impact the way individual Americans are treated in Brazil. When it comes to personal relations, Brazilians will take pains to adopt you as one of them. Before long, they’ll be paying you the ultimate compliment by calling you a brasileiro adotivo (an adoptive Brazilian).
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History


With alternating degrees of hope and cynicism, Brazilians have long referred to their country as the “país do futuro” (country of the future). However, Brazil’s complex identity has been shaped by a fascinating past unlike that of any other nation in the Americas.


PREHISTORY


The verdict is still unclear as to when and from where the first indigenous populations arrived in South America. Dates vary from 10,000 to 30,000 years ago, and origins range from Asia (via a land bridge over the Bering Sea) to Africa (via canoe). Regardless of these conflicting theories, the indigenous Brazilian people, commonly referred to as índios (Indians), never developed the sophisticated cultures of their Andean neighbors, the Incas.


[image: image]


When the first Portuguese explorers arrived in 1500, an estimated 5 million indigenous people lived in Brazil. Scattered in small groups and speaking well over 100 languages, most lived in villages, where they survived by hunting, fishing, and gathering as well as cultivating crops such as corn and manioc. One of the main groups was the Tupi-Guarani, a seminomadic people who originally spread out from the Amazon Basin, migrating south and east to the coast. It was the fierce Tupi that greeted the first Portuguese navigators and their crew.
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Portugal’s important cultural legacy is evident throughout Brazil.





PORTUGUESE CONQUEST


In 1500, Portuguese explorer Pedro Álvares Cabral had set sail from Portugal in search of a western trade route to India. On April 22, his fleet of 13 ships arrived on the southern coast of Bahia, where Porto Seguro now lies. Clambering ashore, the Portuguese planted a cross at the spot they baptized Terra da Vera Cruz (Land of the True Cross). They spent the next 10 days exchanging trinkets with the local Tupi and evaluating the prospects of this new land, which the native people referred to as Pindorama (Land of Palms). The only potential spoil that sparked their interest was a native tree with a hard, reddish-hued wood. When the expedition returned to Portugal, word got out about this exotic timber, known as pau brasil—pau means “wood” and brasil is said to be a derivation of brasa, a red, hot coal. It turned out that the wood yielded a deep crimson dye that was highly coveted by European weaving factories. Over the next few decades, ambitious traders sailed across the Atlantic to the land of the brasil wood, which soon became shortened to “Brasil.”


Portugal only officially became interested in staking its claim to Brazil when French and Spanish merchants began sniffing around the new territory. In 1549, King João III named Tomé de Sousa as the first governor-general of Brazil. Accompanied by a force of soldiers, Jesuit priests, ex-convicts, and bureaucrats, Sousa arrived in Salvador da Bahia that same year and claimed the city as the capital of the Brazilian colony.


SUGAR AND SLAVERY


By the mid-1500s, pau brasil supplies were already drying up. However, in Pernambuco and Bahia, sugarcane had been successfully introduced to the rolling coastal hills. Tomé de Sousa incentivized the cultivation of sugar, which at the time was an exorbitantly expensive rarity in Europe. By the mid-1500s, vast plantations were springing up throughout Brazil’s Northeast. To keep up with demand, Portugal brought millions of African slaves to the colony, who were forced to work grueling 16- to 17-hour days.


Sugar became the number one source of profits for the Portuguese crown and laid the foundations for the organization of Brazil’s economy as well as its society. While plantation owners alternated between paternalism and brutality toward slaves, they had no compunction about fornicating with them, which resulted in the interracial mixing of Brazil’s population. In modern times, this gave rise to the myth of Brazil as a country of racial harmony, but it also allowed for the perseverance of a subtle but deeply rooted racism and glaring socioeconomic inequality that continue to this day.




LOSS OF APPETITE


Early European travelers to Brazil were quite enthralled with the “noble savages” they encountered and chronicled their lifestyles in manners both factual and fictional. Fact proved stranger than fiction in the case of German mercenary Hans Staden. Upon being captured by a Tupi group in 1552, Staden was treated with great hospitality: He was plied with food in preparation of a great banquet – where a plumper version of himself was to be the main course. Such a fate was in keeping with Tupi tradition, that by ritually devouring one’s enemies, one could absorb their courage. However, when Staden was finally ready to become stew, he started to cry; his unwarrior-like display of tears so disgusted his Tupi hosts that they released him. Although wimpy in the eyes of his captors, Staden wrote a tell-all memoir of his adventures, which became a major best seller back in Europe and considerably raised curiosity about the vast new land across the ocean.





JESUITS AND BANDEIRANTES


Jesuit missionaries, who had tight connections with the Portuguese crown, were the first to work their way deep into the unknown Brazilian interior. Intent on converting and subjugating the local indigenous population, they headed west into the Amazon and south toward the Pampas. Throughout the 1600s, Jesuit influence in Brazil grew enormously. While some Jesuits exploited the native people, using them as unpaid labor and exposing them to fatal diseases, others protected them from Portuguese settlers intent on enslaving the “savages.”


Equally responsible for the opening up of Brazil’s vast interior were the bandeirantes. Rough-and-ready bands of explorers in search of riches and índios (Indians) to enslave, bandeirantes first began making expeditions from São Paulo into the hinterlands in the early 17th century. The distances they covered were immense, and their discoveries filled in the contours of the Brazilian map.


In 1695, a small group of bandeirantes happened upon some glittering nuggets in a river at the spot that is now Sabará. The find kicked off the biggest gold rush the New World had known up until that time. Although deposits were found as far west as Goiás and Mato Grosso, most of the glitter was concentrated in the central mountainous region that came to be known as Minas Gerais (General Mines). During the boom years, 1700–1750, hundreds of thousands of fortune hunters descended on the region. Many died poor of hunger and disease; others grew filthy rich. Overnight, precarious miners’ outposts blossomed into wealthy mining towns such as Ouro Preto and São João del Rei. Vast numbers of slaves were brought in to work the mines, where conditions proved worse than in the sugarcane fields.


The indebted Portuguese crown was thrilled with the discovery of gold. Built by slaves, roads led through the mountains of Minas and down to the ports of Rio de Janeiro and Paraty, where the gold was then shipped off to Lisbon. In fact, it was Rio’s newfound importance as a strategic maritime port that elevated the filthy backwater town on the shores of Guanabara Bay to capital of Brazil, a title it usurped from Salvador in 1763. The move signaled the beginning of the end of northeastern Brazil’s economic and political supremacy in favor of the southeastern “triangle” formed by Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, and São Paulo.
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Brazil’s first capital was Salvador.





INDEPENDENCE


The gold boom was explosive but fleeting. By the mid-1700s the precious metal was increasingly hard to find. But the Portuguese crown still insisted on taxing and appropriating every last nugget. Gradually, Brazilian settlers’ anger rose and culminated in the revolt known as the Inconfidência Mineira. Led by an Ouro Preto dentist known as Tiradentes (Tooth Puller), a dozen outraged Mineiro citizens conspired to rise up against the Portuguese. After their plans were discovered, all plotters were exiled except Tiradentes who was hung in public in Rio before having his severed body parts paraded around Ouro Preto as a warning to future rebels. The horrific measures only succeeded in transforming Tiradentes into a national hero and fanning the flames of independence. Indeed, the Inconfidência Mineira was only one of many popular revolts that erupted throughout the 18th century as settlers who increasingly considered themselves native Brazilians chafed under the authority of Portugal and its colonial administrators.


While citizens of all other South American nations waged battles against their colonial oppressors to achieve independence, Brazil’s road to independence took a surprising and unlikely turn. In 1807, having already conquered most of Europe, Napoleon had his eye on Portugal. As the French emperor’s troops descended on Lisbon, King João VI of Portugal and his entire court fled across the ocean to Brazil. In 1808, the king and his royal retinue of 15,000 disembarked in Rio de Janeiro, which immediately became the new capital of the Portuguese empire. The court’s presence transformed Rio from a rough mosquito-infested colonial town into a thriving and increasingly elegant capital with grand avenues, parks, and palaces. João VI himself was so taken with his tropical court that he was loath to relinquish it, even after the English defeated Napoleon. When he finally returned to Portugal in 1621 to quell a popular uprising, he left his son Pedro in charge as Prince Regent of Brazil.
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The bandeirantes are memorialized with a monument in São Paulo.





Like his new Brazilian subjects, young Pedro quickly grew fed up with having to comply with rules set down by Portugal. This rebellious stance came to a head in 1822. On September 7, Pedro was getting ready to ride his horse on the shores of the Ipiranga River, near São Paulo, when a messenger arrived with a handful of letters from Lisbon. The demands of the Portuguese court so angered him that he uttered the famous cry “Independence or death!” thus declaring Brazil independent. On December 1, Pedro crowned himself Dom Pedro I and became the first and only New World emperor.


EMPIRE


Pedro I’s imperial reign was short-lived. In 1824, he presided over the creation of Brazil’s first constitution and, in theory, accepted his status as constitutional monarch. In practice, just as he had refused to cooperate with Portugal’s government, he wouldn’t share power with Brazilian members of parliament. In 1831, he abdicated and returned to Portugal, leaving Brazil in the hands of his five-year-old son Pedro II. Without a strong leader in charge, over the next decade revolts broke out throughout the country, from Pará and Maranhão in the north to Rio Grande do Sul. Brazilians fought against Portuguese loyalists, slaves rebelled against their masters, and the poor rose up against the privileges of wealthy landowners.


Faced with the risk of the country being torn apart, Pedro II was quickly crowned emperor in 1840. Although only 14, Dom Pedro II was a highly intelligent, progressive, and judicious leader who was admired by both the conservative elite and the more liberal republicans. His authority quickly quelled the regional uprisings, and under his long reign Brazil enjoyed growth and stability. During this time, the Southeast definitively eclipsed the Northeast in importance, spurred on by Rio’s political and cultural relevance and the beginning of the lucrative coffee boom, which brought a flood of European immigrants to the fertile hills of Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, and Paraná as well as to the cities of the South.


ABOLITION OF SLAVERY


A main reason for the demise of the Northeast was slavery, or rather, its end. Since Brazil’s earliest days as a colony, an estimated 5 million slaves had been transported across the Atlantic from Africa—more than 10 times the number that were shipped to the United States. Despite the cruel punishments they faced, many slaves revolted. Countless others escaped. Throughout Brazil, the fugitives established isolated communities known as quilombos. Although they lived a bare subsistence, many were able to preserve the religious and cultural traditions of their African ancestors, some of which survive to this day.


It wasn’t until 1888 that Pedro II’s daughter Princesa Isabel signed the Lei Áurea, giving Brazil the dubious distinction of being the last of the New World nations to ban slavery. The end of slavery had several major repercussions: It brought about the demise of the northeastern sugar- and cotton-plantation economies and caused the region (and its landowning elite) to enter a long period of decadence that would take a century to recuperate from. It also created a vast population of free but poor and uneducated black Brazilians, who had to fend for themselves and find work, a phenomenon that often sadly led to a life of “paid” slavery.


Politically, abolition was the final straw that broke the Brazilian empire. For some time, fueled by Europe’s republican tendencies, Brazil’s growing urban intellectual classes had been clamoring for the end of the monarchy. Increasingly, Pedro II’s staunchest defenders had been the conservative landowning elite. But when he had the gall to end slavery, they too turned their backs on him. The final nail in the empire’s coffin was the ill-fated Paraguay War (1865–1870), in which Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay ganged up on their puny but fierce neighbor Paraguay. Although they practically eliminated the male population of Paraguay, the powerful allies didn’t emerge unscathed from battle. Brazil lost 100,000 men and racked up serious debts, and Pedro II lost the support of the military. In 1889, a group of army officers, led by Marechal (Marshall) Manuel Deodoro da Fonseca, staged a bloodless coup d’état. Dom Pedro II returned to Europe, where he died two years later in Paris.


REPUBLIC


Although the idea had been to install a liberal republic, Deodoro preferred to become the nation’s first of many military dictators. Within weeks, however, he proved so incompetent that not even the military would back him, and he was forced to step down. His deputy, Marechal Floriano Peixoto, was even worse. After he too was forced to resign, Brazil finally got its first democratically elected president in the person of Prudente de Morais.


The first Brazilian republic (1890–1930) coincided with a period of economic boom spurred on by two major cash crops: coffee and rubber. By 1890, coffee represented two-thirds of Brazil’s exports and was responsible for propelling the small town of São Paulo into a thriving city that gradually became the economic hub of Brazil. Coffee barons built lavish mansions along the country lane that would gradually morph into Avenida Paulista. They also wisely invested in industry (initially textiles), foreseeing the day that Brazil’s coffee boom might go bust.


Like São Paulo, Minas Gerais boasted a large population and thriving economy. Although coffee grew in Minas’s lush hills, the richest and most powerful interests were the landowners who raised dairy cows. Together with São Paulo’s coffee barons, they formed a powerful elite and became so influential in national government that Brazilian politics came to be defined as the system of café com leite (coffee with milk), an allusion to the fact that not only did these local interests dominate all policies but that all presidencies during this period alternated between cronies from São Paulo and Minas.


GETÚLIO VARGAS AND THE ESTADO NOVO


Dissatisfaction with café com leite politics came to a head in 1930. The Great Depression knocked the bottom out of the coffee market. To save the coffee elite from ruin, the government spent millions buying coffee at a fixed rate, only to burn the harvest for lack of foreign buyers. Workers and leaders from other parts of the country were outraged. Violent revolts broke out in the Northeast, Rio, and Rio Grande do Sul, home of a charismatic and populist politician named Getúlio Vargas. When a military coup deposed the government, Vargas became Brazil’s new president—for the next 15 years. An astute politician, fervent nationalist, and flamboyant populist, Vargas ushered in a new era. He jump-started Brazilian industry by nationalizing the burgeoning oil, steel, and electrical sectors. He endeared himself to the masses by creating a health and social welfare system. He implemented labor laws and a minimum wage and extended the right to vote to women. Vargas carried out these radical reforms by declaring himself dictator and establishing a regime known as the Estado Novo (New State), which went into effect in 1937. While democracy went into hiding, his centralized government broke the hold of the regional elite, and agriculture and industry thrived.
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bust of Getúlio Vargas





When World War II broke out, Brazil remained neutral, although Vargas flirted with both the Axis and the Allies. Vargas finally chose the Allied side in 1942, sending Brazilian soldiers to participate in the invasion of Italy. However, the contradiction between fighting for freedom abroad while running a fascist dictatorship at home proved difficult to justify. At the end of the war, military pressure convinced Vargas to relinquish his powers in 1945. Even so, Vargas always remained largely popular with the Brazilian people, who returned him to power in 1950—this time as a democratically elected president. Without his fascist powers to protect him, his tenure was marred by public accusations of corruption. The attacks against him escalated, and on the night of August 4, 1954, he went into his bedroom at the Palácio do Catete in Rio and shot himself through the heart after leaving a love letter–suicide note to the Brazilian people.


JK AND BRASÍLIA


Juscelino Kubitschek, popularly known as “JK,” won the 1956 presidential elections by promising Brazilians the equivalent of 50 years of growth and change in 5 years. He set about making good on his promise by hiring a team of highly talented modernist architects, headed by Lucio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer, to build a utopian new Brazilian capital in the geographical heart of the nation. Kubitschek’s ambitious goal was to open up Brazil’s vast and deserted interior to settlement and development.


Before his term was over, the “bossa nova president” presided over the April 21, 1960, inauguration of the new capital, an event that was celebrated with much pomp. The only problem was the massive bill. The costs of building Brasília left the nation in serious debt, which would later play a part in the astronomic rates of inflation that gripped Brazil in the 1970s.


MILITARY RULE (1964–1985)


JK was succeeded by much lesser men. Neither Jânio Quadros (who lasted only six months in power) nor his vice president and successor, João Goulart, possessed the skill necessary to deal with rising inflation or resolve the growing social conflicts that pitted urban workers against factory owners and rural peasants against rich landowners. Moreover, with a Cold War fear of communism in the air, Goulart’s leftist leanings terrified the Brazilian right, including the military. On March 31, 1964, with implicit backing of the U.S. government, led by a small group of right-wing generals, military troops carried out a quick and nonviolent coup. Goulart was deposed, and the generals set to work transforming Brazil into a military dictatorship. Humberto Castelo Branco became president—the first in a series of generals to lead the country by iron rule over the next quarter of a century. Congress was dissolved, political parties were banned, unions were outlawed, and the media was censored. The situation grew even more drastic when General Emílio Garrastazu Médici took over in 1969. The next five years proved to be the most brutal of Brazil’s military regime. Thousands of people were arrested, jailed, tortured, and even killed for even the most indirect criticism, “subversive” political beliefs, or expression of ideas deemed unsuitable by the regime. Many leading artists and intellectuals went into exile during these years. Although Brazil’s dictatorship was less hard-line than those of its neighbors Chile and Argentina, where hundreds of thousands were made to “disappear,” there was widespread hatred of the military leaders, who were not only cruel but corrupt as well.


During the first decade of military rule, Brazil experienced phenomenal rates of economic growth that surpassed 10 percent a year. This period became known as the “Economic Miracle.” Industry boomed, and an exodus of workers from the poor Northeast migrated en masse to the manufacturing hub of São Paulo, which grew to become Latin America’s financial and economic powerhouse. While many found factory jobs and other low-wage employment, others clustered in shacks on the growing city outskirts. Indeed, as some Brazilians grew rich, far more remained miserable and these slums, known as favelas, began to mushroom in major cities.


The Economic Miracle came to a grinding halt with the 1973 oil crisis. By the beginning of the 1980s, as inflation soared and Brazilian currency took a nosedive, foreign investors started clamoring for Brazil to pay its enormous and constantly multiplying debts.


PERIOD OF ABERTURA (1979–1985)


Increasingly fed up with censorship, corruption scandals, and a crippled economy, Brazil’s middle class and workers began to express widespread opposition to the military dictatorship. In São Paulo, a series of workers’ strikes spread like wildfire. A leader for the illegal unions was a young worker from Pernambuco who had lost a finger in a factory accident: Luiz Inácio da Silva (who went by the nickname “Lula”) was a fierce and charismatic figure. When the government sent troops to repress the striking workers, Lula and his colleagues stood their ground. The government was forced not only to back down but to legalize unions as well. Fearing mass revolts, President João Figueiredo also began to implement certain reforms, part of a gradual “abertura” (opening) process that would pave the way for Brazil’s return to democratic rule. Censorship rules were relaxed, and political dissidents were allowed to return from exile. In 1982 the first democratic municipal and state elections were held, and in 1985 a highly respected Mineiro politician by the name of Tancredo Neves was elected Brazil’s first civilian president in two decades, marking the beginning of a Nova República (New Republic).


RETURN OF DEMOCRACY


Tragedy struck the night before his inauguration ceremony when Tancredo Neves was rushed to the hospital with a bleeding stomach tumor. Although the tumor wasn’t fatal, the hospital was. Neves caught septicemia, a bacterial infection that led to his death. After millions mourned him, they watched the televised swearing in of his vice president, José Sarney, an old-school and uninspiring former state governor from Maranhão. As Brazil’s first new democratic president, Sarney quickly dashed Brazilians’ hopes of a better future. Because of the ballooning foreign debt, inflation was so high that currencies were adopted and discarded with regularity. Meanwhile, an uncensored press was free to report the endless string of financial scandals that sullied the government’s reputation and filled struggling Brazilians with disgust.


Things only got worse with the election of Sarney’s successor: a pretty-boy millionaire and karate champ named Fernando Collor de Mello. Collor’s solution to controlling hyperinflation was to freeze Brazilians’ bank accounts. Feelings of outrage spread throughout the populace when it came to light that Collor and his cronies had been siphoning billions of dollars in public money into private accounts. The scandal was so great that Congress began impeachment proceedings.


Forced to step down in 1992, Collor was replaced by his vice president, Itamar Franco, a weak figure who nonetheless made the inspired decision to select as his finance minister a savvy economist named Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Known popularly as “FHC,” Cardoso was a widely respected São Paulo sociologist with leftist leanings who went into exile during the military dictatorship. By the time he joined Franco’s government, his politics had migrated to the center-right, as had his economics. FHC took on Brazil’s floundering economy by implementing the Plano Real (Real Plan) in 1994. By creating a new currency, the real, and tying its value to the U.S. dollar, Cardoso finally brought runaway inflation to a grinding halt for the first time in decades. When elections were held the following year, he easily defeated his rival, Lula.


With FHC as president for the next eight years (1994–2002), the New Republic finally had its first serious and competent leader. Inflation remained low, and the economy began to grow in leaps and bounds, spurred on by rampant privatization of corrupt and inefficient public companies, the opening up of Brazil’s frontiers to foreign capital and interests, and the relaxation of importation barriers. Massive economic reforms were accompanied by the beginnings of much-needed political and social reforms with particular focus on the critical areas of health and education. However, the eternally gaping distance between Brazil’s haves and have-nots was hardly bridged at all. Moreover, during FHC’s second presidential term, a series of large-scale corruption scandals once again revealed the fundamentally rotten state of Brazil’s political and justice systems.


THE PT, LULA, AND DILMA


After competing and being narrowly defeated in every presidential election since 1990, in 2001 the charismatic leader of the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT), Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva, finally triumphed. Lula’s victory was truly a watershed moment in Brazil’s political history. In a country that for 500 years had been ruled by members of the wealthy elite, it was nothing short of miraculous that a poor boy from the drought-ridden Sertão of Pernambuco, without a university education, should rise to the nation’s most powerful position.


In the heady early months of his mandate, the popular and populist soccer-playing and churrasco-eating president was greeted as something of a messiah. Despite his past reputation for firebrand Marxist rhetoric, Lula stayed the central course mapped out by his predecessor. Economically, he continued to steer Brazil on the road to increasing globalization. More importantly, his government made headway in addressing some of Brazil’s glaring social disparities. Increasing numbers of children were able to attend school with the aid of subsidies paid to parents. And for the first time, the standard of living of Brazil’s poor finally rose as minimum wage increased to historic highs, interest rates fell to historic lows, and credit (and credit cards) became easily available to all Brazilians who wanted to buy homes or start small businesses. The economic situation improved the most in the Northeast and North, which were traditionally the most neglected of Brazil’s regions.


On the downside, although the PT was revered for its socialist ideals and integrity during its 20-year role as the main opposition party to successive governments, once it came to power it wasn’t long before scandals began to erupt. Despite the damage done to the party, Lula was elected to a second presidential term in November 2006, and when he finally left office at the end of 2010 he boasted a historic approval rating of 83 percent.


It was largely due to Lula’s immense popularity that Dilma Rousseff, his chief of staff and handpicked successor, was elected Brazil’s first woman president in November 2010, with the promise that she would continue to steer Brazil along the successful path toward increased economic prosperity and social equality. Less charismatic and more technocratic than Lula, “Dilma”—a former member of an underground military group who was tortured during the military dictatorship—hails from the state of Minas Gerais, but cut her political teeth in Rio Grande do Sul, where she was state minister of energy. One major focus of her new government is to improve education, an area considered a major obstacle to Brazil really taking off.


To date, Brazil has come a long way toward becoming a mature and stable democracy with a robust economy. Within Latin America, Brazil has emerged as a regional leader and an inspiration to other nations. Meanwhile, its self-sufficiency in oil, its vanguard position in terms of biodiesels, and its increasingly important role as a supplier of raw and finished products have propelled Brazil onto the world stage. It is routinely compared with other emerging powers such as China and India, although since 2011, its growth rates have been far less spectacular than those of the two other BRIC nations. At home, major problems still exist, particularly in terms of public safety, quality of public health and education, corruption, and poverty. Despite some improvements, much-needed reforms to the justice and political systems are needed to end the culture of impunity that reigns at all levels and prevents Brazil from living up to its potential and evolving into a truly significant global player. However, obstacles aside, it can safely be said that at no other time in history have the reality of Brazil’s present and the promise of this país do futuro appeared so closely aligned.


Government


The Federal Republic of Brazil is a democratic system of government that resembles the federal system in the United States. The elected president is both the head of state and the head of the federal government. Brazil’s current constitution dates from 1988.


ORGANIZATION


Brazil’s national government consists of three branches: the executive, the legislative, and the judiciary. The head of the executive branch is the President of the Republic, who is elected to office by universal suffrage. Voting is done by an extremely high-tech computerized ballot system, in which error or fraud is almost impossible.


Brazil’s legislative power is concentrated in the hands of the Congresso (National Congress), which consists of two houses: The Câmara dos Deputados (Chamber of Deputies) and the Senado (Senate). The Chamber of Deputies seats 513 deputies representing each of the Brazilian states in numbers proportional to their populations. Deputies are elected by popular vote for terms of four years. The Senate seats 81 senators—three for each of Brazil’s 26 states and three for the Federal District of Brasília. Senators are elected for terms of eight years. Both deputies and senators can run for reelection as many times as they want.
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Palácio do Planalto, where the President of the Republic works





The judiciary is headed by the Supremo Tribunal Federal (Federal Supreme Court), which is the highest court in the land. Its main headquarters are in Brasília, but the court’s jurisdiction extends throughout the country. Its 11 judges are appointed for life by the president on approval from a Senate majority; judges in state courts are also appointed for life.


The Economy


In terms of natural resources, Brazil has always been incredibly wealthy. Until the 20th century, the economy was based on a series of cycles that exploited a single export commodity: brazilwood in the 16th century; sugarcane in the 16th and 17th centuries; gold, silver, and gemstones in the 18th century; and finally coffee and rubber in the 19th century. Apart from these boom-and-bust cycles, agriculture and raising cattle were constant activities, but both were mainly limited to local consumption. Industrialization began in the early 20th century but didn’t really kick in until the 1950s, which coincided with the beginnings of Brazil’s major automobile, petrochemical, and steel industries.


After a difficult sink-or-swim period that accompanied the opening up of the economy to the world in the mid-1980s, Brazil has enjoyed robust growth rates. At the beginning of 2012, the country ranked as the world’s sixth largest economy in terms of GDP. Brazil’s economy is larger than that of all other South American countries, and increasingly competitive, high-quality, and innovative Brazilian goods are steadily making their presence felt in international markets. As a result of its newfound clout, Brazil is able to go head-to-head with the United States and Europe during global trade talks. Rich in natural resources and capable of supplying most of its own needs in terms of food, primary resources, energy, and manufactured products, Brazil is extremely self-sufficient. Well prepared to withstand rising imported fuel and food costs that are proving devastating for other countries, Brazil also boasts a domestic market of 194 million people who have more disposable income to burn than ever before.




POLITICAL PARTIES


Brazil’s party system is fairly chaotic to an outsider. Parties are created and disappear all the time, and candidates easily and opportunistically switch from one to another without any compunction (recent reforms have tried to limit this habit). Both the party names and more commonly used acronyms are confusing to keep track of, even for Brazilians. Many have no ideological affiliation whatsoever. There are, however, a few main parties whose delegates usually compete for major positions. Presently, after years of being the country’s main opposition party, the traditionally left-wing Partido dos Trabalhadores (Workers’ Party), or PT, wields power in the federal government. Other major parties that hover around the center and center-right include the Partido do Movimento Democrático Brasileiro (Brazilian Democratic Movement Party), or PMDB; the Partido da Social Democrácia Brasileira (Brazilian Social Democracy Party), or PSDB; and the Democratas (Democrats) or DEM. Currently, governing Brazil is all about making strategic alliances with members of other parties in order to pass or defeat legislation. In general, reaching a consensus involves enormous amounts of time and energy (not to mention bribes—in the form of favors or money).
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