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Some geo-economic facts 

 

Picture 1:  Brazil and its 27 states 

Thanks to its huge territory of a little bit more than 8,500,000 km2 Brazil is 
the fifth largest country in the world, smaller only than Russia, China, 
Canada and the United States. The country has two hundred and four 
million inhabitants. It has borders with ten different neighbours in South 
America, excluding only Ecuador and Chile. Brazil’s vast Atlantic coast is 
7,367 km long.  
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Picture 2:  The North of Brazil 

Brazil’s northern area consists basically of the huge Amazon jungle, a rain 
forest crossed by the Amazon River and by thousands of water-streams of 
different sizes. Essentially the Brazilian northern area is forest and water. 
Its most traditional economic resources are fishing and exploitation of 
forest resources like e g rubber-trees. 

 

Picture 3:  The North-east of Brazil 

In contrast to this Brazil’s north-east area is in general rather dry, 
dominated mainly by a peculiar sort of environment called ‘caatinga’, 
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which is the single purely national environment that the country has. 
Despite its dryness, there is agriculture and cattle raising in the ‘caatinga’, 
where the variety of vegetal and animal species is very big. Along the 
north-east coast there are forests and green fields, where sugar cane has 
been cultivated since the 16th century. The sugar and alcohol industry exists 
there because of its specific kind of agriculture. 

 

Picture 4:  The Centre-west of Brazil 

Brazil’s central and west areas belong mostly to a sort of landscape very 
similar to African savannahs: little trees, peculiar rain seasons and dry 
soils. Traditionally they were considered to be inadequate for agriculture, 
but this has proven to be wrong. In recent decades vast rural properties 
were formed in the centre of the country. The landscape of twisted little 
trees gave place to huge fields of soya beans and of cattle raising. It is the 
so called Brazilian agro-business.  
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Picture 5:  The South-east of Brazil 

The south-east part of Brazil is by far the richest one. In the 17th and 18th 
centuries gold was found there, what caused a lot of mining to settle in the 
region. Later the coffee agriculture expanded very successfully on its fertile 
grounds, when vast coffee farms were set up in the countryside. In the 20th 
century Brazil’s industry developed mainly in that rich south-east, 
especially in the federal state of São Paulo.  

 

Picture 6:  The South of Brazil 

In 17th and 18th centuries south Brazil was partially an area of extensive 
Atlantic sub-tropical forests or it was a region of cattle breeding. In 19th 
century the national government started encouraging European immigration 
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settling in that region. Italian and German immigrants arrived copiously, 
joining the former population of Portuguese origin. The newcomers 
introduced small scale agriculture, substituting family rural properties for 
old style large landed estates. For several reasons south Brazil is pretty 
different from other areas of the country, but its successful small farming is 
certainly one of them.  

In addition to being proud about the size of their country, Brazilians usually 
boast that it has no volcanoes and no earthquakes. Geographically all this is 
indeed very favourable, but geography has to be supplemented by history, 
which may be rather troublesome. 

Some historical facts: the colonial rule 

The territory which today is Brazil was discovered in 1500 by a Portuguese 
nobleman called Pedro Álvares Cabral, who was on his way to India but 
got lost in the Atlantic Ocean with his fleet and eventually arrived at the 
Brazilian coast. In that unknown area of land, within a luxurious tropical 
environment, Cabral met a primitive tribe living in the Stone Age, 
accordingly to the marvellous letter written by his clerk. A mass was 
celebrated by a Franciscan friar which was the first public meeting of 
Brazilian life. 

 

Picture 7:  The discovery of Brazil by Cabral (1500) 
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It is a hard fact that Brazil was extremely unequal from the very first 
moment of its existence. When those natives saw the Portuguese vessels 
arriving, two different cultures were face to face: a primitive tribe handling 
Stone Age tools and disoriented sailors using the best naval technology 
available in those days. But some years before, when Vasco da Gama 
arrived in India, he found a complex and sophisticated society, which 
entails a very different sort of historical process. 

Around 1530 the Portuguese settled in the new Atlantic colony with all 
sorts of king’s officials, soldiers, priests and people prepared to look for 
imagined plentiful resources. But those people were not themselves 
abundant, what caused them to take the native as enslaved labour force. 
Later African captives were brought into the country. Thanks to this, 
agriculture grew in the new lands, but the seeds of future problems were 
scattered.  

 

 

Picture 8:  Colonial architecture in Brazil (Ouro Preto, 18th century) 

The Portuguese rule in Brazil lasted for three centuries: many villages and 
some bigger towns were built, generally imitating architectural models of 
Portugal; some territories very distant from the coast were conquered by 
religious missions and by private expeditions looking for gold and precious 
stones. In 1808 the regent Prince João (later on King João VI) had to leave 
Portugal running away from Napoleon. He took refuge in Brazil with his 
court and stayed in the country until 1821. Those thirteen years were a 
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period of growth for the distant colony whose rapid progress was perceived 
by the quick-witted king. Before leaving for Lisbon he advised his son 
Pedro to put a crown on his own head, in order to avoid adventures of 
greedy people! The Portuguese king himself paved the way for Brazil’s 
independence.  

Independent Brazil: the first monarchy 

 

Picture 9:  Pedro I 

In 1822 Prince Pedro proclaimed the independence of Brazil, following his 
father’s wise advice. Brazil became a constitutional monarchy under the 
rule of Pedro I. But the process of consolidating the independence and the 
monarchy was not easy, because of local secessionist tendencies in 
different parts of the country. There was heavy and prolonged fighting 
especially in the south, but finally the crown succeeded in vanquishing all 
those rebellions. In order to avoid resentment of the defeated the 
government conceded a general pardon. This was crucially important for 
the new country because of the consolidation of its unity. In 1845 Brazil 
was fully centralised around the authority of the Crown. This was a unique 
development in Latin America, as the former Spanish colonies failed to 
remain united. Countries like Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, Bolivia and 
Ecuador, for example, should have formed a single nation, if dreams of 
their liberators had become true. But, despite the intense efforts of their 
original leaders, those old Spanish provinces splintered into several new 
republics. Only the former Portuguese America kept its unity, certainly a 
merit of Pedro I. 
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The second monarchy 

 

Picture 10:  Pedro II 

When the young Pedro II became a monarch Brazil was peculiar within 
Latin America, mostly ruled by dictators. Brazil had a constitution, a 
Parliament, political parties and a free press. Pedro II was a cultivated man, 
a liberal minded intellectual who spoke several languages and had an 
interest in science and technology. He was even a photographer, when 
photography was just beginning. Some of the first images of Rio de Janeiro 
were taken by him. Politically his job was moderating relations among 
members of the Parliament, within the Brazilian parliamentarian system of 
those days.  

Strangely enough that liberal monarchy lived side by side with slavery. 
Brazil’s economic life was entirely agricultural and dependent upon forced 
labour from overseas. The slavery of the primitive native tribes was 
abolished by Marquis Pombal in 1761, but the captivity of the African was 
not only kept after the independence but it grew massively thanks to the 
budding slave trade from Africa. In 1824, when the monarchic constitution 
was being prepared, some members of the Constituent Assembly tried to 
pass a bill abolishing captive work. The bill was not even voted on.  



9 
 

 

Picture 11:  African slaves in a coffee-farm 

 

If slavery was considered indispensable for Brazilian big farmers, the world 
outside moved in another direction. The international slave trade was 
prohibited by the British, who eventually forced Brazil to curb its import of 
human beings. Inside of Brazil itself resistance against slavery became 
significant and grew continually, especially after the organisation of 
abolitionist militant groups. As Pedro II himself was sympathetic to 
abolitionism, a series of bills passed in Parliament curbing slavery and 
preparing abolition. Finally in 1888 the regent Princess Isabel signed a law 
abolishing slavery in Brazil, which was the last big country in the west to 
do this. This abolition came late, but it was bloodless. The job of the first 
monarch was to keep the country united. The job of the second was to 
abolish slavery.  

After confronting the interests of big slave owners, Pedro II and Princess 
Isabel knew that they were due to pay a heavy price for abolition. They 



10 
 

faced the consequences: In 1889 a military coup d’état overthrew the 
monarchy and proclaimed a Republic.  

 

The Republic 

After the arrival of the Republic a new constitution was proclaimed. It was 
totally inspired by the presidential North-American model, with its three 
traditional powers (executive, legislative and judiciary). A president should 
be elected every four years with the explicit incumbency of choosing his 
ministers and running the country. Between 1889 and 2016, under very 
different political circumstances, forty people wore the Brazilian 
presidential-insignia. Historians may argue about positive or negative 
characteristics of each one of them, but it is plausible to distinguish two 
whose roles deeply marked and changed national life: Getúlio Vargas and 
Juscelino Kubitschek.  

 

Picture 12:  Getúlio Vargas 

Vargas ruled the country for a long time: 1930-45 and 1951-54. Between 
1937 and 1945 he ruled as a dictator close to fascism, a reason why he is 
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often blamed until nowadays. His 1951-54 government was turbulent but 
constitutional. Independently of well based controversies, some of Vargas 
policies changed Brazil for ever. He introduced a whole system of labour 
laws that granted to workers some basic rights like a minimum wage, 
annual period of vacations, limits for working hours, etc.  

Most important, changing a merely agricultural tradition, Vargas enhanced 
industry in Brazil: steel, electricity and especially the petroleum industry 
which became a monopoly of the state. He was the founder of Petrobras, 
the national oil company. In August 1954 accused of corruption by the 
opposition, Vargas refused to resign and committed suicide. 

 

Picture 13:  Juscelino Kubitschek 

The second distinguished republican head of state, Juscelino Kubitschek, 
was the incumbent president in the period 1956-61. He is presently 
recognised mainly because of two of his policies. First he kept enhancing 
industry in the country, especially the car industry and many subsidiary 
sectors of production that depend upon it. Thanks to Kubitschek’s car 
industry programme about nine millions jobs were created in the following 
decades. 

Kubitschek’s second achievement was Brasilia, today’s capital of Brazil. 
Rio de Janeiro was the national capital until 1960. Abiding by one article of 
the constitution, Kubitschek actually performed the controversial task of 
building a brand new modern city in the remote geographic centre of the 
country. There was a lot of scepticism about this particular programme, but 



12 
 

Brasilia was really built and inaugurated within three years. Since the 
decade of 1970 government, parliament, high courts and the whole federal 
administration work entirely there.  

 

Picture 14:  Brasilia 

 

For several reasons the year 1964 was politically troublesome for Brazil. A 
military coup d’état ousted the incumbent president of those days. A series 
of governments headed by generals kept power in military hands, an 
inevitable consequence of this kind of political reality. Only in 1985 was 
power returned to civilians.  

Again a new liberal constitution was voted which brought several social 
advances. It is fair enough to say that, despite some wrong policies and 
serious mistakes made by civil presidents during the last three decades, a 
lot of democratic progress was made within politics and society. The 
Armed Forces don’t intrude any longer in political matters. But the most 
important thing is the social engineering applied to fight extreme poverty 
and to reach social inclusion.  

 

 

Social concerns 
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It is not easy to say precisely how many Brazilians live in poverty, but this 
kind of figure is certainly shocking. On the other hand several 
comprehensive social programmes have been carried out by successive 
national governments causing a significant trend from poverty into the 
lower middle class. Some figures by the World Bank (2015) suggest that 
between 1990 and 2009 about twenty five million people were socially 
included in that class on account of these forms of social engineering. 
Between 2001 and 2013, the figures of extreme poverty (U$ 1.90 per day 
for one person) decreased from 13.6% of the population to 4.9%. 
Especially important is the benefit for education, as a result of the rule 
according to which a family can get social help only if their school-aged 
children go regularly to school. 

On the other hand the same report of the World Bank shows that 1/3 of 
Brazil’s population has not reached the middle class, i e this population is 
still poor, even when it is not extremely poor. Worse: it says that the 1% of 
the richest concentrate 13% of the wealth of the country, whereas the 40% 
of the poorest have only 11% of those resources. The original inequality 
(members of a primitive tribe and modern sailors face to face) is only 
partially bridged.  

Anyway the current challenge for Brazilian socio-economic policy is to 
keep in the middle class those recently included in it. In other words the 
challenge is to avoid any kind of return into poverty. Under the present 
economic and political circumstances doing this job may be immensely 
difficult.  

For many reasons social programmes are controversial but their necessity 
tends to be a matter of political consensus. A social programme may help 
people to improve their lives and eventually not to need social help any 
longer. A successful social programme has to become smaller, not bigger. 

Goa and Brazil 

The Lusophone Society of Goa has been inviting people from several 
Portuguese speaking countries to come to Goa in order to discuss forms of 
possible mutual co-operation. In the special Brazilian case this is certainly 
a welcome idea, as India and Brazil have common sorts of problems and 
different experiences to be shared. Within this context not only theoretical 
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matters can be analysed, but practical policies may be submitted to mutual 
scrutiny.  

Actually relations between Brazil and Goa (or India) are not new, as both 
sides of this equation have been trading since the 16th century. The sugar 
cane, which is today one of the most important items of Brazilian 
agriculture went from India to the Portuguese colony of Brazil. The mango-
tree, which grows abundantly everywhere in Brazil, is originally Indian as 
well. On the other side Indian fruits like pineapple or cashew came to India 
from Brazil.  

In the 17th century, probably intermediated by Jesuits, there was Goan 
influence over colonial-Brazilian religious art. The most beautiful artifact 
displayed in the Museum of Sacred Art in Salvador (North East of Brazil) 
is a wonderful wooden and ivory crucifix, made by Goan religious artisans 
of those days.  

Certainly the trade in fruits and of religious objects are not the present 
priority. India made a lot of technological progress in different fields; 
Indian economic and social programmes are highly suggestive; Indian 
(especially Goan) culture is rich. Brazilians want to know more about all of 
this, and they can add something to these topics. The present conference 
organised by the Lusophone Society of Goa may be an opportunity not 
only of mutual theoretical knowledge but of mutual acquaintance as well.  

Thank you. 


