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Brazil

This book is the �rst modern survey of the economic and social history 
of Brazil from early man to today. Drawing from a wide range of qual-
itative and quantitative data, it provides a comprehensive overview of 
the major developments that de�ned the evolution of Brazil. Beginning 
with the original human settlements in pre-Columbian society, it 
moves on to discuss the Portuguese empire and colonization, specif-
ically the importance of slave labor, sugar, coffee and gold in shap-
ing Brazil’s economic and societal development. Finally, it analyzes 
the revolutionary changes that have occurred in the past half century, 
transforming Brazil from a primarily rural and illiterate society to an 
overwhelmingly urban, literate and industrial one. Sweeping and in�u-
ential, Herbert S. Klein and Francisco Vidal Luna’s synthesis is the �rst 
of its kind on Brazil.

Herbert S. Klein is Gouverneur Morris Professor Emeritus of History 
at Columbia University, the former director of the Center of Latin 
American Studies and Professor of History, Stanford University. 
Specializing in the social, demographic and economic history of Latin 
America, he has published over thirty books and 190 articles in several 
languages.

Francisco Vidal Luna is Professor of Economics in the Faculty of 
Economics and Administration (FEA) at the Universidade de São 
Paulo. He served as Secretary of Planning in the state government of 
São Paulo. He is co-author (with Herbert S. Klein) of numerous books 
on Brazil and has published over thirty-�ve articles in English and 
Portuguese.
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Preface

The aim of this book is to provide a synthesis of the economic and social 

evolution of Brazil from the arrival of the �rst humans until the present 

day. It is based on three decades of collaborative research on the eco-

nomic and social history of this fascinating nation. Brazil is one of the 

largest and most important nations in the world today. Its current pop-

ulation of 213 million people makes it the �fth most populated nation 

in the world and its 8 million square kilometers of territory makes it the 

sixth largest country in the world. It accounts for half the population 

and area of South America and it has become one of the most powerful 

agricultural economies on the planet along with having the largest indus-

trial establishment in the region. It was the home of some of the earliest 

domestications of plants in America and also the �rst American region 

to create an African slave plantation system, which became the norm for 

most of the rest of the Americas.

Brazil was also the only non-republican nation created in America in 

the nineteenth century and its imperial government was a mark of sta-

bility in a particularly violent period in the region. Brazil was known for 

its primary products which had a major impact on world markets, from 

sugarcane, gold and diamonds, and rubber, to cotton and most of all 

for coffee. It was coffee which dominated the economy until the middle 

of the twentieth century. Since then, Brazil carried out one of the more 

successful import substitution industrializations in the world as well as 

modernizing its agriculture, all done within a closed economy.

Until the 1970s, Brazil experienced one of the world’s most rapid eco-

nomic growth processes, which continued for forty years and allowed 

the per capita income to be multiplied by �ve between 1940 and 1980. 
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xviii Preface

Unfortunately, like other developing countries, the country was pro-

foundly affected by the international crisis of the 1980s. That exter-

nal crisis led the country to declare a moratorium, and demonstrated 

the exhaustion of the model of forced industrialization, protected and 

�nanced by the state. But all this changed in the 1990s when the economy 

was liberalized and Brazil was opened to the world. With that opening 

has come a relative decline in industry and a massive growth of agricul-

ture to such an extent that Brazil is one of the most important granaries 

in the world today and now dominates world markets in numerous ani-

mal and grain products.

There have also been massive social changes as the country moved 

from being an overwhelmingly rural and illiterate society to a literate 

and urban one beginning only in the second half of the twentieth cen-

tury. There have also been profound changes over this period in its social 

composition. Even before abolition, Brazil had the largest free black pop-

ulation in the Americas. Like all European settlement colonies there were 

wars against Amerindians but many of these Indian groups survived to 

the present day. Brazil was one of the few American countries to integrate 

millions of European immigrants in the late ninteenth and early twentieth 

centuries and has been unusual in effectively acculturating Amerindians, 

Africans, Europeans and Asians into a coherent society which is increas-

ingly self-identifying as a brown nation.

Brazil was one of the earliest American countries to create a mod-

ern welfare system. Despite having only established a modern univer-

sity in the 1930s, much later than in the rest of Latin America, it has 

since established a modern world ranking university system which is 

considered the best in Latin America. From being a predominantly rural 

society today, it is one of the most urbanized in the world. For all its pro-

found economic inequality, Brazil has also experienced very rapid social 

mobility as well as a massive reduction of poverty in the late twentieth 

and early twenty-�rst centuries. Despite still being the largest Catholic 

country in the world today, it has also seen the increasing secularization 

of society along with the emergence of numerous Brazilian based Chris-

tian and Pentecostal churches. It is now the world’s largest Pentecostal 

nation, and is considered the world’s second largest Christian country. 

It has one of America’s most powerful environmental movements which 

supported the creation of one of the most modern legal systems for the 

protection of the environment. At the same time, recent governments 

have been indifferent to Amazonian destruction which has become a 

world concern.
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xixPreface

But in many ways Brazil was a late developer among the South Amer-

ican nations. It was only quite late in the twentieth century that it �nally 

provided universal free primary education; it was also one of the last to 

go through the demographic transition which accounts for its extraordi-

nary high natural growth in the late twentieth century. But since 1960, 

Brazil has experienced a demographic transition which has brought 

down birth rates dramatically, and since the turn of the century it has 

provided universal education for all with women �nally outpacing men 

in years of education. This has led to their increasing participation in the 

labor force and has led to profound changes in the role of women, and 

the nature of families in the society. Yet Brazil still suffers from profound 

inequality, with one of the worst distributions of wages and wealth in the 

world despite all the mobility, universality of education and urbanization 

that has occurred. At the same time in the past few decades its economic 

growth has slowed and has been below that of the other rapidly advanc-

ing middle-income countries.

These are the themes we will explore in this general history. In carry-

ing out this synthesis we have had the support and assistance of Matiko 

Kume Vidal and Judith Heiser Schiffner. Bruno Oliva assisted with our 

maps and preparing our data �les. In turn conversations with Simon 

Schwartzman, William Summerhill, Boris Fausto, Stuart Schwartz, 

Edmar Bach, Flavio Versiani, Carlos Antônio Luque, Simão Silber, Sonia 

Rocha, and Roberto Zagha have helped us re�ne our arguments and 

challenged our assumptions.
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