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Understanding Brazil:             
Big but battered BRIC

Brazil - ñBò in acronym BRIC of five countries once seen as 
fledgling superpowers. Brazil sought and got global 
prominence ð ranging from climate change, to hosting the 
2016 Olympics, and vying for UN Security Council seat. But 
Brazilôs convoluted challenges of tackling income inequality, 
corruption, weak civic institutions, deforestation é has it 
mired and battered in a ñdismal decade.ò

Joe Coffey
joecoffey@outlook.com

Website: coffeynotes.com

Understanding the  
Southern Cone

Itôs convoluted

mailto:joedcoffey@earthlink.net
Joe Coffey website


2

The 
diversity 
of Brazil

A. Borders
B. Vegetation
C. Regions & 
States
D. Income
E. Population



Brazil ïQuick 
Overview

Â Covers half of S America

Â Borders all except Ecuador & Chile

Â Multicultural and ethnically diverse 

Â Globally significant: 1st in rainforest, 4 th in ag exports, 5 th in 
area, 6th in population, 8th in GDP

Â Dubbed a BRIC for its rise as an emerging power along 
with Russia, India and China

Â But its promise delayed by corruption, instability and
inequality and now mired in a ñdismal decadeò
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Brazil is the country of the future and always will be. 
The puzzle is neither its successes nor its failures, but 
rather the combination of the two.

Brazil: boom or bust?



Understanding the 
Southern Cone

ÂWhat makes a nation 
what it is today?

ÂWhat makes a nation  
democratic?

ÂWhat makes a nation  
great?
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ñLittle else is requisite to carry a state to the highest degree 
of opulence from the lowest barbarism but peace, easy taxes, 
and a tolerable administration of justice.ò Adam Smith, 1755



What makes a nation great?
Ideal political & social institutions

Â Secure property rights to encourage 
investment

Â Secure rights of personal liberty against 
abuses of tyranny, crime and corruption

Â Enforcement contracts

Â Government of laws rather than of men

Â Responsive government ïwill make redress

Â Honest ïnot motivated to seek privilege

Â Moderate, efficient & ungreedy government
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Source: David S. Landes, The Wealth and Poverty of Nations, 1998, pages 217-218 

Is Brazil a great nation?



Discovery and beginnings

Â In 1500, Cabral strayed too far off course      
(accidently or deliberately?) to India & hit Brazil

Â Only native commodity of interest was Brazilwood - a 
tree producing red dye of value to French

Â Natives were happy to barter Brazilwood but not for 
the exhausting work on sugar plantations

Â But natives reduced by European diseases, hostile 
resistance and fleeing to hinterland 
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009, Chapter 5



Slavery 
shaped Brazil

society & 
economy

Â Solution to lack of captured natives, was African 
slave imports that began in 1550s

Â Slave labor was driving force of Brazil

Â Sugar in early 1600s

Â Gold mining in late 1600s

Â Coffee in 1830s

Â In 1888, last in West to abolish slavery

Â 28% population now black or mulatto 7

Harsh treatment 
reduced 

descendants



1st commodity export-
driven economy

Â Brazil first European colony in 
America based on commodity exports

Â Although sugar remained main export, economy 
of Brazil would be driven by gold until about 
1760 when the gold cycle lost its impetus

Â Center of economy shifted south - owing to the 
discovery of gold

Â Government transferred to Rio de Janeiro in 1763
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Brazilian Gold Rush 
a salvation

Â 1690s start of longest and 
largest gold rush in S America 

Â Million Portuguese and slaves 
came to mine gold 

Â 850 tons of gold (worth $55 bil. 
today) to Portugal, 18th c.
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Â Gold great salvation for Portugal from its 1/5th

Â Gold shifted economic axis from northeast 
sugarcane to southeast



Colonial commodities 
& geography

Â Most requirements imported in 
exchange for exports

Â Until 18th c. coastal colonies 
growing sugar for export

Â Geography led toward regional 
specialization

Â Internal trade less important than 
commercial links with Europe
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009

Â Sugar & gold exports stimulated development of other areas 

Â Río Grande do Sul based upon wild cattle similar to Argentina



Conflict, colonization & 
Crown flees to Brazil

Â In first two centuries of colonization, indigenous 
and Europeans constantly warred

Â By 1550s sugarcane was major export and slaves 
purchased in Africa was major import

Â After sugarcane exports began to decline, gold 
rush in 1690s became the economic backbone

Â In 1807 Spanish and Napoleonic forces 
threatened Portugal so crown moved from Lisbon 
to Rio de Janeiro
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Pedro I & II  
role in Brazilôs 
independence 

& rise

Â 1821 king returned & left son Don Pedro I as Regent

Â Faced with Portugalôs threat to Brazilôs autonomy, 
Pedro I declared independence in 1822 

Â Problems in both Brazil and Portugal led to 1831 
Pedro I abdication to 5-year-old son Pedro II

Â Pedro I returned to Portugal & led liberals to victory 

Â Pedro II ruled for 58 years & made into power

Â Both Pedro I & II hailed for contributions
12



After independence, 
coffee awakened the 

economy

Â After 1822 independence, coffee was major 
export for next 100 years

Â São Paulo was 40% of GDP and its population 
doubled between 1890 and 1920

Â The ñcoffee with milkò duopoly of San Paulo and 
Minas Gerais controlled presidential politics
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Brazilôs motto ñorder 
and progressò

Â Twin ideals of ñOrder & Progressò in flag of 1889 

Â Motto derived from Comte's positivism - "Love as 
a principle and order as the basis; progress as 
the goal"

Â Military had overriding determination to turn 
Brazil into a great power 

Â 1891 democratic constitution modeled on USôs 

Â Yet persisted traditional politics of an oligarchic & 
unequal society & rivalry between regional elites
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Crisis of 1920s 
and Vargasô ñNew 

Stateò

Â 1920s coffee crisis of falling price and government 
scheme of stockpiling over-burdened the state

Â 1929 Wall Street crash, broke the back Brazil

Â Vargas proclaimed a  ñnew stateò and assumed 
dictatorial powers using pretext of anti-communism

Â Shifted from exports to import substitution 
industrialization and welcoming foreign capital & firms 

15Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



The second 
Republic (1946-64)

Â Vargas ousted by military - new president Dutra restored 
liberalism but retained Vargasôs industrial development

Â Dutra expanded public sector by nationalization and  self-
sufficiency in heavy industry ïwhich failed

Â Vargas, despite his record of dictatorship, was elected 
president in 1950

Â But was confronted with inflation and debt

Â Finally doomed when his bodyguard tried to kill his critic

Â Military demanded he resign - committed suicide in 1954
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Brasilia & 
inflation

Â Vargasô successor Kubitschek (r. 1956-61), instead of 
tackling inflation opted instead to expand economy 
and indebtedness

Â His centerpiece was new modernist and bold capital 
Brasília  - a symbol for Brazilôs appetite for progress 
and economic power
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Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Economic miracle 
under military rule

Â 1964 coup led to 20 years military rule 

Â Manufacturing replaced coffee as major export

Â Economic miracle 1968-74

Â Paradoxically, miracle during authoritarian military 
regime like Vargas

Â But fruits of growth unequally distributed and 
inflation insuperable

Â In 1982 Brazil suspended payments on largest debt 
in world

18Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Return to 
democracy (1985-9)

Â Brazilôs extraordinary drive to modernize in the 
20th century produced a industrial economy in 
about three decades

Â Crisis of 1980s was as much a crisis of state as of 
the economy

Â Ending the crisis would require emergence of a 
legitimate democratic state who could command  
confidence of the nation

19
Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009



Global rise & 
recent fade

Â After 2002 election, Lula surprised by emphasizing stability 
and creating ñBolsa Familiaò that cut poverty and improved 
income distribution

Â Brazil still had irrepressible desire to be a great power

Â Despite its slowing growth, was a BRIC & lobbying for a 
seat on UN Security Council & 2016 Olympics

Â But Lula faced balancing development of Amazon basin 
with environmental concerns over deforestation 

20Source: Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin America, revised edition 2009

Brazil share World GDP more than 
tripled from1.1% in 1960 to 3.6% in 
2011, but fell back to 2.1% in 2019 



Amazon rainforest 
largest but  

deforestation 
endangering climate 
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Â Largest and over half of worldôs rainforests

Â 25% of former rainforest lost since 1970

Â Caused by illegal logging and expanding ranching

Â Concern continuing deforestation will cause tipping 
point ïnot produce enough rainfall to sustain itself

Â Resulting in Brazil & world climate change

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Deforestation_in_Brazil,_from_2002_to_2008,_for_each_Biome.jpg


Decade of slowdown 
after a generation of 

progress

Â Under Lula in 2000s, poverty fell thanks to a commodity 
boom and expanded social programs

Â 2010s were meant to continue this progress, but has 
been a dismal decade

Â Ms. Rousseffôs massive subsidized (hidden) loans led to 
recession, impeachment and huge ñCar Washò scandal

Â Covid-19 and stimulus spending has pushed debt to 
record 89% of GDP and millions have fallen into poverty

Â Future looks grim, but are glimmers of hope as 
agriculture is booming with commodity prices are up 

22Source: A dream deferred, after a generation of progress, social mobility is slowing in Brazil, Economist Jun 3, 2021.



Brazilian corruption -
promiscuous relationship 
between politicians & business

Â Most of corrupt escape stiff punishment

Â ñCar Washò scandal of money-laundering and Petrobras 
kickbacks, led to President Rousseffôs impeachment and 
Lulaôs conviction of taking bribes

Â But prosecutors and judge made mistakes

Â Many cases thrown out including Lulaôs convictions 
enabling him to run for president in 2022

Â Car Wash scandal responsible for Bolsonaro's election, 
but he ended the investigations ïcritics say to protect 
alleged crimes of his eldest son

23Source: ñRevelations of graft have fueled anti-establishmentism,ò Jun 3, 2021, Economist

Å 83% dissatisfied with 
their democracy

Å 62% say corruption is 
worst problem

Å Ranks 94th on 
Corruptions Perception 
Index

Å Ranks11 on World
Governance Index



Brazilian politics need 
reform & moderation

Â Politicians get lots of perks and protections making them 
hard to convict 

Â Reforms unlikely as politicians back the corrupt system

Â Disillusionment grew after Bolsonaro squandered buying 
vaccines 

Â Bolsonaroôs top rival is Lula, who was exonerated to run 
again

Â Centrist parties are scrambling to find an alternative 
between rightist Bolsonaro and leftist Lula

Â If Bolsonaro loses, may be an uprising that could like in 
1964 when generals ruled for 21 years

24Source: ñPolitics, In need of reform: Bras²lia is full of new politicians and old ideasò, Economist, Jun 5, 2021



Brazil: Summary & Conclusions

Â Unique in South America ïContinental size, Portuguese, 
long a monarchy, no-revolution or breakup, slavery é

Â After early conflicts with neighbors, Dutch & French, had 
over a century of peace along borders

Â Many commodity export booms and busts of sugar cane, 
gold, coffee, rubber, cotton é

Â Risenpast 50 years by tripling world GDP share and 
doubling share GDP/capita

Â Currently plagued by corruption, polarization & decline

Â Endowed with huge human and resource potential ï
hopefully can overcome sobriquet ïñCountry of future 
and always will beò 25



My Understanding of Southern Cone

Â Four different but best of S America, and despite              
many disappointments, still hold promise for future 

Â Argentina: rose to world prominence but after a century 
of decline is debt-struggling, underperforming its 
potential with weak Peronist governance and society

Â Chile: top ranking in S America with big copper cache, 
now poised to rewrite its Pinochet constitution to become 
more inclusive and less conservative

Â Uruguay: small but successful and geographically 
blessed ïtops the Cone in several ways

Â Brazil: largest and in worldôs top 10, has stepped on 
world stage but recently fallen from limelight

26

Thanks for your participation. Hope to see you again on 
Zoom, in the classroom or maybe even on the distant seas!
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Major Historical Periods of Brazil 1500-1964
Portuguese Discovery and Colonial Brazil

1500 - Cabral arrives and claims for Portugal

1516 - First sugar cane mills in Pernambuco

1539 -Frist African slaves arrive in Pernambuco

1630- Dutch West India Company invades Pernambuco and founds Dutch Brazil

мсрп ς 5ǳǘŎƘ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŘǊƛǾŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊŀȊƛƭ 

1693 - Beginning of Brazilian Gold Rush centered at Minas Gerais

1750 - Portugal signs a treaty with Spain, which fixes areas of rule in South America

1763 - Capital of transferred from Salvador to Rio de Janeiro

мулуπнм ς wƻȅŀƭǎ ŦǊƻƳ tƻǊǘǳƎŀƭ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƻ .ǊŀȊƛƭ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴƛŎ ²ŀǊǎ

1821 Portugal enters a political crisis that obliges royal family to return to Portugal

Independence & Slavery Abolished (1821-88)
1822 - Son of Portuguese king declares independence from Portugal and becomes Pedro I

1831 - Pedro I abdicates in favor of 5-year-old son Pedro II, who reigns for 59 years

1831 - Slave trading is forbidden in Brazil, law largely ignored

1865 - Triple Alliance of Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay begins war against Paraguay

1888 - Slavery abolished, decade of large influx of European immigrants begins

The First Republic (1889-1930)
1889 - Monarchy overthrown federal republic established, modeled after US 

1889 - Brazilian Imperial Family is forced into exile in France.

1917 - Brazil officially declares war on Germany in WW I

1920 - "Coffee & Milk" ploitical domination of Sao Paulo and Mineas Gerais

1920 - Coffee crisis as prices sink post WW I and expensive support scheme 

Getulio Vargas and the "New State" (1930-45)
1930 - Getulio Vargas selected the president by military

1937 - Vargas leads coup, rules as dictator

1939-45 - Brazil initially declares itself neutral but in 1943 joins Allies in WW II

1945 - President Vargas ousted by military coup

The Second Republic (1946-64)
1946 - New constitution which restores the rights of individuals.

1951 -  Vargas re-elected president, but faces stiff opposition

1954  - Vargas commits suicide after accused of conspiracy to murder political opponent

1956-61 - President Kubitschek achieves rapid economic growth.

1960 - Capital relocated from Rio de Janeiro to Brasília

Major Historical Periods of Brazil 1964-2021

Appendix of Supplemental Data 
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Major Historical Periods of Brazil 1964-2021
Military Rule (1964-84)

1964 - President Goulart ousted by military and apid economic growth 

1968 - Begin of "Economic Miracle" ending in the energy crisis of 1973

1974 - General Ernesto Geisel becomes president, introduces "redemocratization"

1979 - More reforms, abolishing book censoeship, allowing political parties, unions and strikes 

Return to Democracy (1985-9)
мфур π .ǊŀȊƛƭΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴ ǊǳƭŜΦ

1989 - Collor de Mello, first directly-elected president since 1960, introduces radical reform

Entering the world Stage (1990-2010)
1991 - Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay and Paraguay establish South Common Market (Mercosur)

1992 - President Collor resigns after being accused of corruption, later cleared

мффн ς wƛƻ ŘŜ WŀƴŜƛǊƻ Ƙƻǎǘǎ млл ǿƻǊƭŘ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ²ƻǊƭŘ {ǳƳƳƛǘ 5ŀȅ

1994 -  Cardoso elected president after bringing down inflation as finance minister

2001 - BRIC acronym (Brazil, Russia, India, China) coined to signal their rising global importance  

2002 - Lula da Silva, wins presidency as first left-winger in 40 years

2004 Oct - Brazil launches its first space rocket

2008 May - Environment minister Marina Silva resigns over  Amazon development policy

Dismal Decade (2011-2021)
2011 - Dilma Rousseff becomes Brazil's first women president

2013 - Protests over poor public services, rising transport costs & expense of 2014 World Cup

2015  - Petrobras state oil company implicated in massive corruption scandal

2016 August - Olympic Games held in Rio de Janeiro.

2016 - President  Dilma Rousseff impeached for breaking budget laws

2018 - Former president Lula imprisoned for corruption but later freed

2018 - Far-right Jair Bolsonaro wins presidential election

2019 - Odebrecht conglomerate, backruptcy following scandal of $788 mil. bribes 

2020  - Hard hit by Covid-19 with President Bolsonaro refusing to support protective steps

2121 - Decade ends with real GDP per capta lower than in 2011

Source: The periodization based mostly on Edwin Williamson, The Penguin History of Latin 

America, revised edition, 2009

Appendix of Supplemental Data 
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Ag World 

Rank Area

Agricultural 

Bil $

Total GDP 

Bil $ Agricultural Industrial Service Agricultural

1  China 1,834           23,210 8% 41% 52% 1,833,590

2  India 1,459           9,474 15% 23% 62% 1,458,996

3  Indonesia 445              3,250 14% 41% 45% 445,250

4  European Union 334              20,850 2% 25% 71% 333,600

7  Brazil 214              3,248 7% 21% 73% 214,368

9 US 175              19,490 1% 19% 80% 175,410

14  Argentina 100              922 11% 28% 61% 99,587

53  Chile 19                452 4% 33% 63% 18,988

108  Uruguay 5                   78 6% 24% 70% 4,846

5  Pakistan 1,061,000 24% 19% 57% 258,884

Ranking Agricultural Countries & Southern Cone, 2017 GDP (PPP)

List of countries by GDP sector composition - Wikipedia

Appendix of Supplemental Data 



Â What is Governance? The traditions and institutions by which 
authority in a country is exercised including accountability, stability, 
effectiveness, rule of law and corruption. Worldwide Governance 
Indicators are based on 30 data sources from survey 
institutes, think tanks, non -governmental organizations, 
international organizations, and private sector firms.

Â Brazil and Argentina are in bottom 50% whereas US & 
Uruguay are in top 30%
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Voice & 

Accounta

bility

Political 

Stability & 

Absence 

of 

Violence/ 

Terrorism

Government 

Effectiveness

Regulatory 

 quality

Rule of 

Law

Control of 

Corruption

US 79 58 91 89 90 85 82 29

Uruguay 90 86 75 70 75 88 81 30

Chile 81 55 82 84 83 83 78 39

Argentina 67 43 49 34 37 53 47 103

Brazil 59 25 44 48 48 42 44 111

New Zealand 98 97 94 99 98 100 98 1

Source: www.govindicators.org

Percentile

Southern Cone: The Worldwide Governance Indicators, 2019

Percentile 

Average of 

6 indicators

Rank of 

Average 

of 203

Country

Appendix of Supplemental Data 



Brazil growth 
has slowed the 
past decade

Â Due to volatility of annual growth and prices, we have used 10 -year rolling 
average constant (inflation adjusted) prices to analyze the trends in 
international prices (Purchasing Power Parity PPP) and national Brazilian 
prices

Â While the pattern is similar of the two measures, slowdown in early 1990s, 
rapid in early 2000s then very slow growth again in past 10 years, was 
surprising of the big differences ïover the 40 years GDP/capita increased 
4.6% in PPP but only 1.4% in Brazilôs currency

Â The most important point is that Brazilôs GDP growth has slowed dramatically 
the past 10 years   

31
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