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Introduction

Bountiful Brazil

< A Macuxi girl, from an
indigenous community in the
state of Roraima, with her
pet parrot

Brazil is huge in every way - in size, population, and wealth. The world's
fifth largest country is the world's ninth richest economy, and home to 160
million people. Brazil's landmass occupies most of South America to the
east of the Andes. It stretches from the Equator in the North to the
temperate, wine-producing zone in the south. It contains most of the
world's largest tropical forest, the Amazon. The Amazon basin, more than
5 million square kilometres in extent, is a giant cornucopia of bio-diversity,
teeming with rare plants, animals, birds, and fish. To the east, stretching
into Paraguay and Bolivia, are the vast wetlands known as the Pantanal, a
birdwatchers' paradise, where cayman crocodiles sunbathe on river banks
in their scores.
Besides the gigantic Amazon basin, Brazil's other regions are bathed
by three large river systems, the Parana, the Paraguai, and the Sao
Francisco; its subterranean water tables cover an area greater than France,
Spain, and Portugal combined. All this gives Brazil the largest potable
water supply in the world, 20 per cent of the earth's total volume. This
abundance of water provides Brazil with millions of acres of fertile land,
which make it one of the world's major exporters of grain and other
commodities. It ranks first for coffee exports, third for sugar and oilseeds
like sunflower and soybean, fourth for cocoa and coarse grains, tenth for

:> Waterfalls on the Parana
river at Foz do Iguacu, on the
border between Brazil and
Paraguay

BRAZIL 5

V Catholic imagery is
everywhere in brazil

rice and cotton. Brazil is the world's third largest producer of fruit and
meat. Cattle-ranching has spread from the prairies of the south to the
Amazon basin and Mato Grosso in the west.
The Amazon basin is also rich in minerals, making Brazil one of the
top ten exporters of gold, iron ore, and tin. Brazil ranks ninth in the world
for the size of its industrial output. The local factories of European, US,
and Asian motor companies turn out nearly two million vehicles a year;
the aviation industry specialises in medium-sized passenger jets, which
sell well to regional airlines all over the world. Brazil is a sizeable exporter
of arms to the developing world. Satellites and rockets are built and put
into orbit.
Brazil has the advantage of rarely suffering such dramatic natural
disasters as earthquakes, erupting volcanoes, cyclones, or hurricanes that
devastate so many other countries. Its major climatic problem is the
periodic drought that affects millions of people in the Northeast sertao
region, the most densely populated semi-arid zone in the world, where the
suffering is compounded by political neglect. Other disasters, like the
mudslides that bury shanty-towns, or the environmental devastation
caused by forest fires, are largely man-made.
Brazil's energy needs are met from a variety of sources: most
electricity is generated by huge hydro-electric dams, built on many of the
major rivers. Offshore oilfields supply two-thirds of Brazil's oil needs, and
a huge natural gas field in the Amazon is being brought on-stream, in
addition to a gas pipeline, nearly 5000 km long, now under construction to
bring gas from Bolivia for domestic and industrial needs. But the plan of
the military regime to build eight nuclear-energy power stations in the
1970s failed, and there is only one in sporadic activity.
Brazil is a racially unequal society, where
discrimination is illegal, yet exists in many
subtle ways. But there is no organised racial or
ethnic conflict in Brazil, although indigenous
communities still suffer invasion and exploitation.
Although it is a predominantly Catholic country,
millions of people also practise variations of
candomble, the religion brought across the Atlantic
by African slaves; evangelical Protestant churches
are growing fast too. But there is no violent
religious strife either. Violence in Brazil is
associated with conflicts over land in rural areas,
and with drugs and crime in the big cities.
Rich country, poor people
For five hundred years Brazil has been a wealthy
country - with an impoverished population.
Fifty-four million people, almost one-third of the

6 BRAZIL

A One city, two worlds: (left)
affluent young people at play
on Boa Viagem beach in
Recife; (right) a scavenger at
work on a rubbish dump in
the same city.

More than a quarter of
the population of Brazil
survives on less than
US$1 a day.
(World Development
Report 1999)

total, live in poverty, 32 million of them in absolute poverty, excluded from
a share in their country's very considerable wealth. The gap between rich
and poor is one of the most extreme to be found anywhere in the world.
The wealthiest ten per cent of the population enjoy more of the national
income than the poorest fifty per cent share between them. Officially the
average annual income is more than US$4000, yet Brazil trails behind
many smaller, poorer countries in its general quality of life. On the UN
Human Development Index, which measures factors such as infant
mortality and life expectancy, Brazil ranks only 67th. For the affluent,
Brazil is a bonanza; for the poor, it is a continuing tragedy that they live in
a country with so many advantages, yet reap so few of the benefits.
Over the last 500 years, the people of Brazil have lived in a colony, a
monarchy, a republic, a military dictatorship, and a civilian democracy, and
in all that time most of them have never been included in the process of
making decisions about the direction of their country's development. The
elite groups that have always governed Brazil have never seen any need to
distribute income more fairly. Any serious threat to the status quo has
been met with force. In 1964 a democratically elected president was
overthrown by the military, because he promised social reforms. In 1989,
dirty tricks were used to bar the election of a left-wing candidate who
advocated sweeping social changes.
The changes needed to transform Brazil into a more egalitarian
society will never come from governments who maintain the privileges of
elites in exchange for their political support. Only the mobilisation of
ordinary Brazilians themselves to demand a greater say in the running of
their own country will bring about real change. As this book will illustrate,
the process has begun among Brazil's poorest, most excluded people: the
rural unemployed. In some cities, pioneer projects run by progressive local
authorities are enabling people to see themselves as citizens who have the
right to know how their taxes are spent, rather than as objects of charity.
Education and accessible information are essential weapons in the battle
for change. Through them people not only discover that there are
alternatives to the present policies but they feel empowered to demand
accountability and the right to participation at all levels of government.
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A map of Brazil, showing states, major towns,
and places featured in this book
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The original Brazilians

> An indigenous viilage in
the Amazon rainforest
V Salvador, Bahia:A church
built in the typical Portuguese
colonial style

Five hundred years after the Portuguese explorer Pedro Alvares Cabral first
set foot in Brazil, small groups of indigenous people still flee from contact
with white people deep in the Amazon rainforest. When the Portuguese
sailors sighted land on 22 April 1500 and dropped anchor off the coast of
Bahia, several million indians were living in what is now Brazil. Hundreds
of different nations spoke hundreds of different languages. Today that rich
diversity has been reduced by centuries of slaughter, disease, and
persecution to a little more than 300,000 indigenous people, who belong
to 215 nations and speak 175 languages. Within a few decades of the arrival
of the Portuguese, the great nations who inhabited the forested coastal
regions with their plentiful game, fruit, and fish had been decimated by
sickness and slavery. Some became allies of the colonisers, but many
retreated west to escape from the advance of the slave traders. The Guarani
in particular took refuge in Jesuit sanctuaries known as reducoes, in the
south of Brazil and in Paraguay. But in 1759 the Jesuits were expelled from
Brazil by the Portuguese Crown, for standing in the way of the slavers and
setting up 'a state within a state'.
Legalised theft in the Amazon
Today sixty per cent of Brazil's indigenous population live in the Amazon
region. Officially demarcated indigenous reserves cover just eleven per
cent of Brazil's total territory. Since the 1960s, government policy of
opening up the Amazon region by building roads and hydro-electric dams
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and encouraging cattle-ranching and mining has
again threatened many indigenous communities
with cultural destruction, disease, and death.
Those who live in gold-rich areas, like the
Yanomami, have seen their land invaded by
thousands of wildcat miners. Other groups who
lived in the path of proposed roads and dams,
like the Waimiri Atroari, the Nambiquara, and
the Parakana, were forced to move. The military
who took power after a coup in 1964 saw the
Amazon as an 'empty' region, which needed to
be populated and developed. Indigenous
communities, even when they numbered
thousands of people, did not count. Instead,
hundreds of thousands of small farmers,
expelled from their own land in the south by
dam-building and large-scale mechanised soya
farms, were transferred to the tropical rainforest
region with the promise of cheap land. Any sort
of company, including banks and airlines, could
obtain generous tax-breaks if it bought land in
the Amazon and cleared forest to set up giant
cattle ranches. The official indian affairs agency, FUNAI, which was run by
an army general, issued scores of'negative certificates', declaring areas to
be empty of indigenous people, when in fact they were home to
indigenous populations.
The result was disastrous. After ranchers arrived in 1971, an
epidemic of measles killed every single Nambiquara child under the age of
15. The Surui population fell from 1200 to 251 in nine years, as small-scale
farmers from the south invaded their land. By 1982 there were only 571
Waimiri Atroari left. In 1968 they had numbered 3000, before work began
on the Balbina dam, a private cassiterite-mining project, and the road that
slashed through their rainforest territory. Disease and malnutrition carried

off 15 per cent of the Yanomami population, 1500 men, women and
children, when 40,000 gold-miners invaded their lands between 1987 and
1989. Sometimes indians were deliberately murdered. In 1988 14 Tikuna
were shot dead by loggers. In 1993 gold-miners killed 18 Yanomami, most
of them women and children. In both cases the murderers had invaded
indigenous land, and the indigenous people got in their way. Some of the
gold-miners were brought to trial and sentenced, while the trial of the
loggers drags on.
Many indian communities now face a new threat from legislation. A
government decree introduced in 1995 allowed the limits of their reserves
to be challenged by third parties, even though the demarcation process had
involved lengthy studies by anthropologists and topographers. A Bill to
authorise mining in indigenous areas without proper safeguards for the
environment or the indigenous communities is being considered by
Congress. More than 30,000 claims from Brazilian and overseas
corporations have already been filed with the government's mineralsproduction department, waiting for the new law to be passed.
Indigenous people unite in defence of their lands

V A conference of community
leaders, convened in I994 by
CO/A8, an indigenous people's
organisation

When the onslaught on the Amazon began, indian communities had little
contact with each other. In 1974 a group of chiefs, tuxauas, met for the
first time to talk about what was happening to their communities. They
each spoke a different language, but they soon discovered that their
problem was the same: how to protect their land from invaders bent on
exploiting it for their own profit. By the government, the ranchers, and the
settlers, land was perceived in economic terms, as a source of income and
profit. But for the indians it was much more. Their land contained the
spirits that governed their lives, the
bones of their ancestors, and their
tribal memories. It was what gave
them their collective identity as
Surui, Macuxi, or Xavante.
From that first meeting,
demarcation - the official
establishment of geographical limits
which respect the area traditionally
inhabited by an indigenous
community - emerged as the
overwhelming demand of the
indians. The 1988 constitution
recognised the rights of the
indigenous communities to their
own ethnic and cultural identity, as
well as their land rights. In 1989,
indigenous leaders united to form
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V An Ashaninka mother with
her children in Acre state
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what later became known as COIAB (the Co-ordination of Indigenous
Organisations in the Brazilian Amazon), which today represents 163 ethnic
groups - a total of more than 200,000 people - and campaigns for
demarcation, investment in sustainable agriculture, and health and
education services appropriate to the needs of indigenous communities.
'Bio-piracy' is also a major concern, with indians recognising the need to
protect indigenous knowledge of herbal medicine and the properties of
animal, insect, and plant life from commercial exploitation and
expropriation by pharmaceutical companies.
All indigenous areas were supposed to be officially demarcated by
1993, but in spite of the mobilisation of the indigenous population,
successive Brazilian governments did little or nothing to carry out
demarcation until funds became available under the Pilot Programme to
Conserve the Brazilian Rainforest, approved by the G-7 group of
industrialised countries at the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. In the
same year, at a meeting held near Brasilia, 350 leaders from groups all over
Brazil set up CAPOIB (Council for Indigenous Peoples and Organisations), to present their own proposals for a new indian statute then
under discussion in Congress. They demanded not only the demarcation
of all their lands, but bilingual schools with indigenous teachers, their own
health service with indigenous health agents, and control over any mining
operations on indian land. In spite of this significant mobilisation, voting
on the statute has been endlessly delayed while Amazon congressmen
representing mining and ranching interests propose the reduction of
officially demarcated lands; one has even presented a Bill to grant an
amnesty for crimes committed in indigenous areas. There are no
indigenous congressmen or women, and decisions affecting Brazil's
indigenous communities are still taken without their participation.
The traditional government policy of seeking to 'contact and pacify'
and then integrate the indigenous minority into the dominant culture thus freeing their land for occupation and exploration - changed only
in 1988, when the new constitution recognised their right to a
separate ethnic identity. Forced integration and drastic reductions in
their traditional land area led the Kaiowa, a subgroup of the Guarani
who live in Mato Grosso do Sul, to commit mass suicide. Between
1981 and 1998 there were 323 suicides, almost half of them
among young people aged between 12 and 18 years. Most of
the Kaiowa land has been occupied by cattle ranchers,
leaving the indigenous people with an area too small to
sustain them, and forcing many of them to go to work on
sugar-cane plantations, cutting cane for alcohol distilleries.
Treated virtually as slaves, many Kaiowa resorted to alcohol;
their cultural identity disintegrated, as pentecostal Christian
churches moved into the reserve. Recently they have begun
to fight back, occupying cattle ranches and planting crops in
defiance of judges' orders and police actions.

Uni-Acre: working for sustainable development

A Evandro Goncalves da
Silva, dedicated to preserving
traditional Apurina culture,
uses modern technology to
record interviews with old
people in his village

In the Amazon state of Acre, however, the election in 1998 of Jorge Viana,
a PT (Workers' Party) governor, has opened up a space for the participation
of local communities. In Acre and the neighbouring southern region of the
state of Amazonas, there are 13,000 indians in 16 different groups,
speaking 12 different languages. They are represented by UNI-Acre. The
leaders of UNI-Acre are actively contributing to public policies, such as the
state government's plan for sustainable development of the area. They
want to organise their own communities and find ways to maintain their
own communal values, not in isolation, but in co-existence with the society
that surrounds them.
The UNI-Acre office is a shabby, rambling
wooden house in a side street in Rio Branco, the
capital of Acre. Inside it buzzes with activity,
telephones, computers, and ideas. The priorities
are demarcation of indigenous land and
economic and cultural survival. The staff want to
enable indigenous communities to become
economically self-sufficient through
environmentally sustainable development, not by
cutting themselves off from modern technology
but by making use of it without losing their own
values and culture. They have a host of practical
proposals: already radios have been installed in
16 villages, and people trained to operate them.
They want to see at least one telephone in each
area, a weekly radio programme on local issues,
and respect for traditional medicine and community midwives. They
recognise the need for alliances with non-indigenous organisations, people
like the rubber-tappers who were once their enemies.
For years Brazil's indigenous communities were treated as passive
elements of development schemes designed by governments, administered
by the often corrupt officials of the government indian agency, FUNAI.
(Officially indians are still treated as minors, not adult citizens.) Now
FUNAI's funds have been drastically reduced, and responsibility for
indigenous health care has been transferred to FUNASA, the public-health
department of the Ministry of Health, which is contracting out some of the
services to third parties, including non-government organisations (NGOs)
and indigenous associations. Responsibility for education has been passed
to the Ministry of Education. It is too early to know what this will mean for
the communities, many of whom want to take responsibility for their own
affairs, but lack economic independence. The Apurina are such a
community.
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• Francisco, Apurina
headman ofTerra Firme
village in the indigenous
reserve ofCamicua, with his
daughter, son-in-law, and
grandchild. 'Our area has been
demarcated, but that doesn't
mean everything is all right.
The government can change
it again.'

The Apurina

' Francisco's mother Celia, a
great-grandmother who still
speaks the Apurina language.
She has no cash income at
all. She tried three times to
get a government pension,
but each time the papers
were sent back from Manaus
because local clerical staff
had written her name
wrongly.

From Rio Branco, the capital of Acre state, it is a
five-hour bus ride north to the town of Boca do
Acre, on the banks of the river Madeira, a
tributary of the Amazon. Once, this road was
like a tunnel through the trees, but now we pass
only one stretch of virgin rainforest. The rest has
all been burnt down and cleared for herds of
long-horned zebu cattle to roam behind the
barbed wire fences that follow the road. At Boca
we are met by Francisco, cacique (headman) of
the Apurina village on the other side of the river.
He leads us down a steep bank to the water, where we climb into a long
canoe with an outboard motor and head across the wide river. The village
lies high up on the opposite bank, a line of wooden houses on stilts,
interspersed with trees, facing the river. A few years ago, without
consulting anyone, FUNAI installed a diesel pump to bring water from a
spring half-way down the river bank, but the Apurina have no money to
buy the fuel to run it, so the women still have to climb down the steep
bank to wash clothes and babies.
Francisco's mother, Celia, makes us welcome. She is small and
wizened, but still amazingly active, climbing nimbly up and down the
steep bank to wash her pots and pans, sometimes with a great-grandchild
on one hip. She is one of the few people in the village, home to 282
people, who still speak Apurina. Behind the village there is rainforest and a
lake, an area of 48,000 hectares. Loggers and fishermen have tried to
invade more than once, but the indians have managed to drive them away,
says Francisco.
'Sometimes people say we must sell timber, but that would be destroying
ourselves. We are the guardians of the forest. We can take trees for our own use,
but not sell them. We've never sold trees, although there are a lot ofpeople who
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want to. But when indians sell to the loggers, it never works out well. Even with
financial problems, we've always resisted, which is good for us, and also for you.'

But the community needs income. The Apurina want to set up workshops
to make and sell handcrafts, working with seeds, oils, herbs, and the other
renewable resources of the forest. 'With an income we could send some of our
children to secondary school', says Francisco. 'With handcrafts we could earn
money. It's the only way to survive without destroying the forest.'

V Evandro, guardian of
Apurina culture, on the
veranda of the village school.
'The indian who lives among
his own people is happy:
he is free!

The villagers already make necklaces and bracelets using nuts,
berries, monkey teeth, and bark. A young man in the village, Moises, has
invented his own machine for making the holes in the beads. They have
three beehives; if they had more, they could sell honey. They used to
survive on the income from rubber and Brazil nuts, but demand has
dwindled. No one wants to buy their maize and rice, either. Some of the
men leave the village to work on ranches, earning at most US$4 a day. The
Apurina women have their own plans: they want to form a women's group,
to get to know women's rights. They want to develop their own work with
plants and herbs and make a community garden. Francisco says that
FUNAI always brought them ready-made projects which ended up
being useless, like the water pump, but UNI-Acre works differently.
They train leaders and hold meetings; they show people how to get
organised, how to be aware of what is going on. 'Our area has
been demarcated, but that doesn't mean everything is all right. The
government can change it again', Francisco complains. UNI-Acre

also encourages the pajes or shamans, the spiritual leaders and
healers of each village, to meet and exchange ideas.
In the middle of the village is the school, a wooden
classroom painted blue. About 15 children of various ages sit
at desks among broken chairs. This morning Francisco's
brother, Evandro, is giving a special lesson on Apurina
culture, history, language, and myths. In a large
notebook he has written down everything he can
discover about Apurina traditions from talking to the
old people in the village. He describes how they used
to make canoes, how they lit fires without matches,
how they fished with bows and arrows, how they built
without nails. He tells the children how the indians,
without an understanding of money, were cheated by
white men when they exchanged their rubber for other
goods. He explains how the indians who have gone to
live in towns or on ranches cannot live like indians
any more, because they are ashamed of being indian,
of talking their own language, and they are not
respected. 'But the indian who lives among his own
people is happy, he is free.'
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Black Brazil
Brazil can justly claim to be a unique mix of races and cultures. Outside
Africa, it has the largest black population in the world. Almost half (44 per
cent) of Brazil's 160 million people are descended from the Africans who
were shipped there as slaves. The slave trade to Brazil, which made the
fortune of many Europeans, lasted 300 years, from 1550 to 1850, when
Britain decided to outlaw it and enforced the ban with its navy. Brazil was
one of the last countries to ban slavery at home, abolishing the practice as
late as 1888. Brazil imported six times more slaves than the United States,
and twice as many as the Spanish and British colonies, to work on the
sugar plantations, in the gold mines, and on the coffee estates. The average
life-span of a plantation slave, once set to work, was only eight years.
On arrival, family and ethnic groups were split up, to make rebellion
more difficult. Children were torn from their mothers; husbands and wives
were separated. Africans of different religions, languages, and customs
were thrown together. They did not all work in the fields or the mines: a
good number were employed in the towns as cooks, house servants, sedanchair carriers, water carriers, labourers, and clerks. Some of the Africans
were skilled craftsmen; they built and decorated the beautiful baroque
> Two Brazilian boys, one a
descendant of African slaves,
the other descended from
European immigrants
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A Eunice Francisco da Silva
with her youngest son outside
their house, built on stilts over
the river in Coelhos Favela,
Recife. Ten of her 12 children
live with her in the fourroomed house.

churches of Brazil's gold-mining zone in the
state of Minas Gerais. It was the labour of the
slaves that turned Brazil into Portugal's richest
colony, the principal supplier of gold and sugar
to Europe for many years.
The inhuman conditions in which most
slaves were kept and the deliberate cruelty of
many slave-owners, who abused female slaves
for sexual purposes, led to frequent rebellions
and escape attempts. Those who got away
formed their own free communities, which
became known as quilombos. Most of them were
soon discovered and destroyed, but in the
Northeast the quilombo of Palmares lasted for 65
years. In its heyday, 30,000 people lived there in
dozens of villages, farming, hunting, fishing,
and fighting off attacks. The colony's rulers
wanted to destroy Palmares, because it was a
permanent incentive to other slaves to rebel and
escape. In 1695 Zumbi, the quilombo leader, was
captured and beheaded; the inhabitants of
Palmares were killed or returned to slavery. In
the Amazon, runaway slaves went deep into the
forest to escape recapture, taking with them
seeds to plant food crops.
White Brazilian liberals and emancipated
slaves campaigned for the abolition of slavery on
humanitarian grounds, while others were more concerned with the fact
that slaves and freed slaves constituted the majority of the population. To
'whiten' the nation's genetic stock, European immigration was encouraged.
Between 1888 and 1928, three and a half million Europeans arrived to
work on the coffee plantations and in the new industries springing up in
the cities. The slaves, no longer needed, with few exceptions were turned
out with nothing, to wander the roads in search of food and shelter. In Rio
they joined the freed slaves who had already built huts on the city's steep
hillsides. Today these areas of unplanned, self-built houses, known as
shanty-towns, oxfavelas, are home to millions of Brazilians, most of them
descendants of slaves.
More than one hundred years after slavery was abolished, black
Brazilians continue to be largely excluded from the wealth that their
ancestors created. Surveys show that in quality of education, levels of
income, and life expectancy they trail behind non-blacks. On average, black
men earn less than half the pay of white men, while white women earn
three times the average pay of black women. Not only are blacks more
likely than whites to be arrested, but they serve longer sentences for
similar crimes. Officially, however, racial discrimination has been illegal

BRAZIL 17

since 1951, and Brazil claims to be a racial democracy. Black Brazilians say
this makes it harder to fight discrimination, because it is more subtle. In
the big cities the crowds in the streets are multiracial, but the customers in
the fashionable cinemas, restaurants, and shops are predominantly white.
Out of 513 Congress representatives, only 11 are black. All the federal
government ministers are white; the only black to be appointed was the
soccer star Pele, who led a special sports ministry for a few years. Black
diplomats can be counted on one hand. TV commercials tend to show
blacks in menial occupations, as maids or petrol-pump attendants. In TV
news reports, unless they are sports celebrities or entertainers, blacks
feature almost exclusively as victims or perpetrators of crime.

The legacy of Africa
A. Shining shoes and sorting
rubbish: black Brazilians find it
hard to get anything other
than menial jobs.
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Yet Brazil's cultural identity comes from music, religious festivals, and
food that were brought from Africa and adapted and developed by the
black population. Brazilians of every colour regardfeijoadaas their national
dish, although it began life as slave food, a stew of black beans enriched
with the bits of pork discarded by the plantation owners. Bahia, whose
capital, Salvador, was the country's first capital and main slave market, has
contributed tasty dishes based on dende oil, coconut milk, and seafoods,
like vatapd and the bowls of acaraje sold in the streets. The rhythm of
samba music dominates Brazil's most famous popular festival, the preLenten Carnival. The football that won Brazil the World Cup four times
was introduced by whites, but it was black players who developed the skills
that delighted the whole world. Popular music is another area in which
black Brazilians have achieved fame and success.
In more intellectual circles, mixed-race Brazilians have preferred to
claim whiteness, like the nineteenth-century writer, Machado de Assis, still
regarded as one of Brazil's greatest. Until the 1970s, Foreign Ministry
diplomats claimed that the country was becoming whiter, and being black
in Brazil was still a motive for shame rather than pride. Most Brazilians
found it difficult to identify themselves as black or white; in answer to a

V One of a new generation
of black women activists:
Ivanete Paulina Tavares,
President of the Residents'
Association, Alto dos Milagres,
Recife

census question about skin colour, they produced 134 different terms,
ranging from 'cinnamon' to 'not-very-clear'. But in the 1970s blackawareness groups were formed in Bahia and Sao Paulo. Instead of
celebrating 13 May, the day which marked the anniversary of the formal
abolition of slavery in 1888, they began to celebrate 20 November, the
anniversary of the death of Zumbi, the quilombo leader, as Black
Consciousness Day. Within political parties and trade unions, small groups
of black activists began setting up departments to promote their interests.
Black women began to organise their own groups. One of them, Geledes,
which campaigns for an end to racism, sued the Globo TV network for
racial discrimination because it showed a black soap-opera character as
humble, defenceless, and servile. In its defence, TV Globo argued that to
portray the character in any other way would not correspond to Brazilian
reality, but later another black character was introduced to talk about racial
pride - an admission of the validity of Geledes' demands.
The decision to allow illiterate Brazilians to vote in 1988 gave many
poor black men and women their first chance of taking part in the formal
democratic process. In 1994 it probably helped to elect Benedita da Silva,
Brazil's first-ever black woman senator, a Rio shanty-town dweller and
former maid. But while individuals have had some success in breaking
through the invisible barriers, attempts to get politicians to take racial
issues seriously have not been very successful. When a committee to
investigate racially motivated violence was proposed in Congress, it was
shouted down by politicians who claimed that it would introduce US-style
racial hatred into Brazil's 'racially tolerant' society. More recently an
attempt to introduce positive discrimination and guarantee a number of
places at the University of Sao Paulo for black students from state schools
was rejected. Although it is a public, free university, most of the students
who do best in the competitive entrance exam have had the advantage of
going to private schools.
In rural areas, the recognition in the 1988 constitution of the
permanent rights of the descendants of Brazil's quilombo inhabitants to
land tides was seen as an important step. It seemed to give a guarantee of
security to these once remote communities, now increasingly threatened
by dam-building, cattle-ranching, and plantation-farming. But only 18
communities had received their titles when in October 1999 the
government suddenly changed the rules of the bureaucratic process,
making it much more difficult to claim ownership. Representatives from
communities around Obidos in the Amazon who had travelled for ten
hours by boat to receive their tides at a special ceremony were turned away
empty-handed. Black organisations, fearing that the changes are the result
of pressure by commercial companies interested in seizing quilombo
territory, have launched a campaign to defend the communities'
constitutional right to their lands.
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Land for the few

V A peasant farmer mourns
the death of his son at the
hands of a rich landowner's
hired gunman.
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Although it is such a vast country, Brazil has probably the worst landconcentration figures in the world, with one per cent of the landowners
owning almost half (46 per cent) of all arable land. This uneven
distribution of assets dates back to the country's colonial origins. Brazil
was never intended to be a society of small farmers, but a supplier of raw
materials to the Portuguese Crown. So the colony was divided up into 13
huge 'captaincies' for the King of Portugal's soldiers and henchmen. The
sugar and coffee that were Brazil's major exports for almost four hundred
years were produced on plantations worked by slaves, not on small farms.
In 1986 Brazil's 20 biggest landowners still owned estates covering
an area four times the size of the state of Rio de Janeiro, approximately
100 million acres. This extreme concentration of power and resources has
led to many unsuccessful peasant uprisings over the last century. In the
1960s, armed Peasant Leagues spread in the
Northeast, until the 1964 military coup broke
them up. But the big impetus for today's
struggle came in the 1970s, when hundreds of
thousands of small farmers in the south lost
their land. Millions of acres were flooded to form
the reservoirs for hydro-electric dams. Millions
more were turned over to soybean production on
large mechanised farms. In the north, thousands
of peasant farmers were driven out by cattle
farming, an activity encouraged by government
subsidies. For the displaced, the only options
were to move to the slums on the edge of the
cities or migrate to the Amazon to join one of
the government's colonisation schemes, most of
which collapsed for lack of technical assistance.
In 1975 Catholic bishops in the Amazon
set up the CPT, the Pastoral Land Commission,
to fight social injustice in the rural areas and
support the struggles and organisation of the
people involved in conflicts over land. The
Church denounced the relentless killing of
peasant leaders by the hired guns of the landowners or the local police forces, who often
worked together. Between 1983 and 1997 the
CPT counted 1158 murders of people linked to

the fight for the land, with only two of those accused being sentenced for
their crimes. The Lutheran Church, which was strong among the
descendants of European immigrants, also took an active role in
campaigning for land reform.
When the government realised that the movement for land reform
was gathering strength, it set up INCRA (the National Institute for
Colonisation and Land Reform), to confiscate and redistribute unproductive
land, but with the hidden agenda of neutralising the organisation of
popular movements. Landowners, rattled by the prospect of real reform,
set up their own organisation to resist change, the innocuously named
UDR, or Democratic Rural Union. The real aim of the UDR was to provide
arms and gunmen for landowners who felt threatened, and to intimidate
peasant leaders. Often violence was used to claim areas to which the
landowners had no rights. 'On yd September 3993 about 100 gunmen evicted,
looted, set fire to homes and tortured dozens of rural workers, not sparing women
V 'Occupy! Resist! Produce!'
- a poster from the second
national congress of the
Landless Rural Workers'
Movement (MST)

and children', reported the CPT, referring to gunmen allegedly acting on
behalf of a land company owned by one of Brazil's best-known airline
companies. The disputed land is in Maranhao, and the state's land agency
ruled that the company had no legitimate claim to it.
With no land of their own, millions of Brazilians are forced to
migrate every year in search of work, to the
sugar-cane fields, the gold mines, and the
building sites of Sao Paulo. Some have been
duped into debt bondage on giant ranches in the
Amazon, prevented from escaping by armed
guards. This practice was limited but not totally
eliminated after the government set up a mobile
inspection team in 1995. Ranches where cases of
debt bondage or slave labour are found can be
confiscated for redistribution. Many of the
former cane-cutters, gold-miners, or ranchhands now make up the landless army who have
joined the ranks of the Movimento Sem Terra
(MST, the Landless Rural Workers' Movement),
in the hope of getting a piece of land on which
to grow food and raise their children.
Movimento Sem Terra
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The MST, now Brazil's most vibrant social
movement, was founded in 1984 in Rio Grande
do Sul, where the police and the army had been
called in to expel thousands of poor peasants and
rural workers who had set up camps at the
roadside to demand land. Since then the MST
has become a national organisation,
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campaigning for land reform and organising the occupation of big cattleranches and estates by families of rural workers. At the end of 1999,
60,000 families were living in squatter camps all over Brazil, while
145,000 families now live in 1500 agricultural settlements on what were
once big estates or ranches, confiscated by INCRA between 1986 and
1996. Under the law, land considered 'unproductive' because it is
unfarmed, or 'socially unproductive' because the owner has failed to meet
his legal obligations to his employees, can be confiscated for land reform,
but the owners have to be compensated.
The MST has successfully taken the campaign for land reform on to
the streets and on to the national agenda. In 1997 a month-long march on
the capital, Brasilia, culminated in a mass demonstration by thousands in
the centre of the city, and President Cardoso had no alternative but to
receive a delegation. In answer to the MST claim that 4.8 million families
need land, the President has claimed that his government is carrying out
the world's biggest land-reform programme, settling 280,000 families on
new land. According to the MST, many of these families are merely having
their existing, undocumented, land tenure legalised.
The MST is also critical of the government's new Banco da Terra, or
Land Bank, financed by the World Bank. Instead of confiscating the
unused land of big estates for landless families, the government now
wants to buy land and sell it to them. This leaves families with big debts to
be paid off at commercial rates of interest, when there are no minimum
farm prices to guarantee their incomes. Agronomists have also criticised
the programme, because in some states unsuitable land has been bought
at almost twice the market price. Rural unions are excluded from the land
negotiations.
The occupation of Engenho Pasmado

After only 15 years in existence, the MST has established branches, camps,
and settlements in nearly all of Brazil's 27 states. life in the camps, where
families sometimes spend years living in cramped tents, fetching water
from a nearby river, often with little to eat, is hard; but it is seen by the
organisation as an invaluable learning experience.
Typical of the MST's direct-action tactics is the occupation in
November 1999 of a piece of land, Engenho Pasmado, whose ownership is
disputed by a sugar-cane company and the Catholic Church. Local MST
leaders recruited a group of 150 families, some of the thousands left
without jobs when sugar-mills in the area closed down. Collected by bus at
dawn, they reached the chosen spot, next to the main road leading from
Recife, and immediately began clearing the undergrowth and putting up
their tents, made from the rolls of black plastic supplied by the MST.
Within a few hours, the first assembly was held. Ten volunteers were
chosen to look after security - the armed guards of the sugar-cane
company were driving round the camp. Others volunteered to build
latrines and to dean up a river to be used for washing. A communal
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> Antonio Jose da Sitva with
his wife Ivonne and their
youngest child, outside their
tent in a squatters' roadside
camp in Pernambuco. W e
want to earn money by
working the land ourselves.
We see children begging and
taking drugs in the street. We
want our children to work and
to earn!

A An MST protest march,
demanding land and justice

kitchen was organised, because each family had
been able to bring only two days' food.
On the second day, the first march was
held: men, women, and children learned to
chant the slogans of the MST and sing their
songs. In the afternoon, separate meetings were
held to organise the women and the children. A
collection of individuals was being moulded into
a collective group, all responsible for each other.
At the meetings held every few hours during the
first days, MST leaders emphasised how their
strength came from acting together, not as
individuals.
Once a camp is established, committees
are chosen to be responsible for sanitation,
health, education, security, and social life. A school is one of the first
priorities, even if it is held in the open air or under a rustic roof of tree
branches. Young people who are spotted as potential leaders are sent for
training at special camps, where they learn agricultural techniques as well
as political awareness, and if necessary basic literacy.
Direct action and self-help projects

In 1996, during a march in the Amazon state of Para, police blocked the
road and fired into the crowd, killing 19 and injuring 69. In 1999 in the
state of Parana, the brutality used by police to break up protests, evict

BRAZIL 23

families from occupations, and intimidate the families of MST leaders led
to widespread protests. These were not isolated incidents. Yet the MST has
been accused by landowners and members of the government of being a
lawless organisation which resorts to violent tactics, because it has
occupied private land and, in some regions, stopped and looted lorries
carrying food. The leaders' answer is that they resort to food raids when
people are going hungry. Food trucks in the Sertao region of Pernambuco
were raided in 1997 because the government was refusing to distribute
relief supplies of food to families in MST camps during the drought crisis.
Defending its occupations of unused land, the MST points to the article in
the Brazilian constitution that says that unfarmed or underused land
should be made available for land reform. In addition, some of the ranches
it has occupied in the Pontal do Paranapanema region of Sao Paulo state
are located on what was once public land, taken over by the landowners'
families forty or fifty years ago.
Rural unions have also fought hard for land reform, but the
organisation of the MST, with its occupations, marches, and training
camps, has made it far more effective. Most of the families join cooperatives, instead of trying to farm individually. The settlements usually
began by producing conventional crops, but many are now adopting
organic farming practices, phasing out the use of chemical pesticides and
herbicides. One is producing organic seeds for sale to the public. The MST
has successfully campaigned to get the Ministry of Agriculture to provide
agronomists and veterinary experts. When the official credits they need for
each year's farming are delayed, they occupy government banks or offices
until they are paid. Most of the men and women who now run the cooperatives, meat-packing plants, poultry schemes, or pig farms were once
> It's never too late to learn
to read and write: a student
in a school organised by the
MST in the Pedra Vermelha
settlement
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barely literate or even illiterate farm labourers or peasant farmers. In the
words of Gilmar Mauro, a leader of the MST: 'One day society will thank us
for transforming into citizens what the government considers human waste'.

A Rubeneuza Leandro da
Souza, MST worker in
Northeast Brazil. 'I first got
involved with the MST through
my church youth group. Some
activists came from the south
and trained us in union
organisation. We organised
the first occupation in Bahia.
Then I joined the education
section in Pernambuco, and
now I am the director.'

One of the movement's aims is to provide cheap food, produced
organically, for the poorest. Besides people from rural backgrounds, the
MST is increasingly incorporating other excluded sections of the
population into the movement: beggars, street people, the urban homeless.
For the MST, land reform is a question not merely of economic policy but
of political transformation, building a more socially just society that
includes people, instead of excluding them.
The government's economic policies offer no solution for Brazil's
millions of unemployed. The stark choice facing
many of them is between a life of crime or
dependency on the 'informal economy' of casual
petty trading. The chosen priority for agricultural
policy is export crops produced on a large scale
by agribusiness, not cultivation by small farmers
or co-operatives for local consumption, although
this is the only agricultural model that could
employ millions of people. A recent study by the
Food and Agriculture Organisation showed that
families who had gained land increased their
income by a factor of three or four. Towns near
successful land-reform settlements find that the
local economy benefits, because small farmers
buy and sell locally.
Given the amount of farming land
available but unused in Brazil, a far-reaching land-reform programme
would seem to be a sensible solution to the problems of unemployment
and income concentration. But the continuing influence of the
landowners' lobby on government policies, plus the refusal of government
technocrats to invest in what seems to them an old-fashioned nontechnological solution, means that there is no political will to carry out
ambitious land reform. On the contrary, funding is being squeezed as part
of the austerity measures stipulated by the International Monetary Fund in
exchange for loans, and thousands more small farmers are losing their
land, because they cannot pay the scorching interest rates charged by
banks.
Small farmers have now set up their own organisation, the MPA
(Small Farmers' Movement), to fight for land reform alongside the MST,
and to demand agricultural policies that will benefit small producers as
well as large ones.
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Exploding cities
Teresina, Northeast Brazil
As far as the eye can see, the dusty dry landscape is covered by rows of
huts made of black plastic, stretched over branches cut from trees. Under
the blazing sun, young boys wheel handcarts loaded with drums of water
down dirt tracks. Women and girls sway past, balancing heavy cans of
water on their heads. Men emerge from holes in the ground where they
are digging wells, sweat pouring off their bodies.
The sound of hammering and sawing rises into
the air, mixed with the crying of babies and the
music from a hundred radios. A new town is
springing up, built with their own hands by
5000 families escaping from overcrowded
slums. City rents are unaffordable: this is the
only way out. A few weeks ago this was wasteland dotted with babassu trees: now it is
Teresina's newest suburb, Vila Irma Dulce.
The road to the promised land

A Water has to be brought
long distances for the
inhabitants of the newly
occupied settlement of Vila
Irma Dulce.
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Today the school is being inaugurated. The
people built this too, because the authorities say
this is an illegal settlement and therefore they
can provide no services for them. A construction
company claims ownership of the land, although
it has never used it and allegedly never paid
taxes on it. A court ordered the eviction of the
5000 families, but they have successfully staged
protests and appealed to a higher court. The
school is a simple thatch-roofed building, open
on one side, decorated with balloons, plastic
flowers, coloured ribbons, and children's
paintings. There are not enough desks and
chairs for everyone, so most of the children sit
on the floor. On the register there are 249 pupils. The eleven teachers are
all volunteers, women and girls with some experience.
Adults and children are happy and excited, proud of their
achievement. They sing a song about "The road that takes us to the
promised land'. Speeches are made. Leila Diniz, a tiny, spirited woman
who turns out to be a public prosecutor, is the most outspoken. She talks
about citizenship, about the rights they are being denied. Housing is a

right, she says, and fighting for your rights is not an act of
subversion. 'Who receives you when you go to a public building?'

A A fighting spirit and a flair
for organisation: Lucineide
Barms, co-ordinator of the
Federation of Associations of
Community Councils, at a
meeting ofFAMCCs regional
directors in Pernambuco

she demands. "The police', everyone shouts back, laughing.
The biggest applause is for the members of FAMCC
(Federation of Associations of Community Councils), the
organisation that has supported, advised, encouraged, and
organised the families. Lucineide Barros is FAMCC's
coordinator: a slight woman with large round glasses and
flowing hair, her unassuming air conceals a fighting spirit and
flair for organisation. This is not the first mass occupation
organised in Teresina by FAMCC. The capital of Piaui, one of
Brazil's poorest states, Teresina is a city with more than 160
shanty-towns and squatter settlements. Almost all the families
in them came originally from the rural zone, where they were
tenant farmers or sharecroppers. Some came looking for
education for their children, or in need of a hospital. Many
were driven out by drought, or the enclosure of their land for
cattle rearing. In the entire state of Piaui there are eight
million hectares of empty unfarmed land, but without land
reform it remains in the hands of a few wealthy landowners.
After the singing and the speeches are over, we are invited by the
new school's director, Marcia Delis Gomes de Souza, to her one-room hut
for lunch. Marcia, aged 26, is one of the four trained teachers at the
school. She says that few people in the occupation community can read
and write, and people of all ages have enrolled in the literacy classes. 'A
woman of6g told me that before she died she wanted at least to learn to sign her
name. Most of them are from the interior. They've spent their lives breaking
babassu nuts and threshing rice. I think everyone deserves a chance to go to
school, so we have to make an effort.'

> Volunteer teachers meet
in the one-roomed home of
the director of the newly built
school at Vila Irma Dulce.
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Marcia cooks beans and rice on a stove in the corner of the room,
while everyone crowds on to the sofa or on the bed. There is no window,
but an electric fan moves the heavy hot air around. (Some of the huts are
hooked up to the mains electricity supply.) An old carpet covers the dirt
floor. While we eat our beans and rice, we watch the state governor of
Piaui being interviewed on a small black and white TV set. The governor,
who is campaigning for re-election, is questioned about the large number
of his relations who are on the official payroll. Cynically he replies that he
is setting an example by keeping his family united. He also reveals that the
state government spends exactly 0.27 per cent of its budget on housing.
'It can rain bullets here, but I'm not leaving*

Nearby, 48-year-old Maria da Graca Silva Bezerra sits outside her new
home, two small rooms, with her grandchildren playing around her. Maria
says she was on the city's housing list for eight years before she decided to
join in the occupation. She is here with her daughter, son-in-law, and four
grandchildren. Previously they shared with her
mother: nine people in two rooms. Maria, an
auiliary nurse, is the only one with a regular job,
and the cheapest rent they could find would have
consumed most of her wages. It has not been
easy, carrying six or seven drums of water from
the tap every day, the children getting sick,
falling into holes. But Maria says she is not
giving up, because this is her chance to have her
own home. 'It can rain bullets here, but I'm not
leaving.'

A Maria da Graca Silva
Bezerra and her grandchildren,
outside her new home in Vila
Irma Du/ce. She works as a
hospital nursing auxiliary and
joined the occupation two
months ago, seeing it as her
only chance of owning her
own home.

Farther on, Severino de Abreu Sepulveda
has built his family a large, four-roomed house,
after spending the first couple of months under
a makeshift plastic tent. He lives here with his
wife, six children, and two grandchildren. One of
them, eight-year-old Joao, lies all day under a
mosquito net, crippled by cerebral palsy. His mother has taken him to the
hospital many times, but all she gets there is a prescription for drugs to
control his frequent convulsions, which cost the family nearly £20 a
month to buy. Severino has set up a small timber-yard outside his house,
where he and his sons saw planks and sell them to the other families.
Nearby, 22-year-old Valdineide is planning to set up a greengrocer's
shop, buying produce at the big wholesale market outside the city every
morning. Her two small children became ill with diarrhoea and intestinal
infections from the dirty drinking water, so she has left them with her
husband and come here to battle alone. 'Everything is a sacrifice, but it's
worth it when you get there', she says.

The heat and lack of water have not killed the optimism of the
families in Vila Irma Duke. They are inspired by the example of earlier
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> Vila Padre Cicero; 700
homeless families occupied
this site in 1995, and the
original mud-and-wattle huts
are gradually being replaced
by brick houses. The
community now has roads,
running water, electricity, and
its own primary health
service.
V Vila Irma Duke: build your
own home!

occupations in Teresina, like Vila Padre Cicero,
where the 700 families who occupied a piece of
wasteland in 1995 now live in brick houses with
running water and electricity. Most of the streets
there have been paved, there is a public washhouse, and a large school has been built. Three
health agents, chosen from the community,
provide basic primary care.
All this was achieved by the people
themselves, supported and advised by FAMCC,
protesting and petitioning the municipal
government. FAMCC has offices in two other
towns in Piaui, besides the capital city. Its staff,
most of them volunteers, work with popular
movements, organising land occupations and
campaigning for urban improvements. Some of
FAMCC's workers have themselves been
homeless or landless - like Marcelino, a former rural worker driven out by
a landowner (see next page). Others are trade unionists or lawyers.
FAMCC, which was founded in 1985, works to change public policies in
health, education, housing, and other areas of social need. FAMCC says
that the authorities make little effort to consult people about their real
needs. In housing, this means that government estates are badly designed,
shoddily built, and too expensive for most families. Many have been
abandoned as uninhabitable, while millions of people remain homeless.
Instead, people have begun to build their own homes, dig their own wells,
and construct their own schools, while public money is wasted and there is
a huge unmet demand for decent, affordable housing.
FAMCC plays a vital role in the planning of occupations: identifying
a suitable area, making a list of families who are willing to move there,
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MARCELINO'S STORY

Marcelino Fernandes de Souza is a member of
FAMCC's coordinating committee. He lives in Vila
Padre Cicero with his wife Francisca, seven
children, a son-in-law, and two grandchildren. He
used to be a sharecropper in Soares, a small village
in the interior of Piaui. He kept pigs and chickens,
until the landowner fenced in all the land around
the cottages to plant sugar-cane.Then Marcelino
and his neighbours were banned from keeping
animals or growing their own crops.The sugar-cane
was for the government's Proalcool programme,
which produced subsidised alcohol fuel for cars.
Eventually the landowner moved his fence right up
to the sharecroppers' cottages and ordered the 87
families to leave. Most were so scared that they left
with nothing to show
for years of work. One
old man, Francisco, who
was born and grew up
there, refused to leave.
A tractor drove right
up to his back door
and threatened to
knock the house down,
with Francisco inside.
He had to escape
through the front door,
throwing his belongings
out of the window.
a

Marcelino also refused to go. He had spent all his
money on improvements to his house, putting tiles
on the roof, laying a cement floor to make a better
home for his seven small children. He said the
tractor would have to pass over his body before it
demolished his house. He would not move until the
landowner paid him the compensation to which he
was entitled.The landowner refused, saying'I owe
you nothing'. But Marcelino knew that as a longterm resident he had acquired rights of possession,
and with help from the lawyers of CEPLAC, a local
NGO campaigning for social justice, he won
compensation. That was in 1984. The landowner, a
wealthy man, ran for the Senate in the last elections
but failed to get elected.
Marcelino and his family moved toTeresina and
lived in a mud and wattle hut until they joined the
occupation ofVila Padre
Cicero. Marcelino is
unemployed now. The
entire family of 12
people lives on the
earnings of two of his
grown-up children. One
is a hairdresser, one
works in a sawmill. He
has a small allotment
where he grows food,
but this year his plants
have dried up in the
drought.

organising the community once the land has been occupied. FAMCC also
uses the constitution in order to influence public policy. In Parnaiba, the
second city in Piaui after Teresina, FAMCC lawyers took the local authority
to court to demand the building of more schools, on the basis that
education is a right, guaranteed by the constitution of Brazil. FAMCC has
demanded to see a copy of the City Council's budget. There is a statutory
obligation to supply it, but the law is rarely invoked. The public discussion
of the budget is a chance to examine the priorities of public policies.
Two worlds in one city
Nearly 8o per cent of Brazilians live in urban centres. The metropolitan
area of Sao Paulo has more than 17 million inhabitants, that of Rio has ten
million, and that of Recife three million. Another 20 cities have over a
million people each. The growth of the cities began with industrialisation
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in the 1950s, but in the 1970s they exploded
when more than four million people were
expelled from the countryside by hydro-electric
n
schemes, the mechanisation of farms, and the
spread of agro-industries, which all led to a
nr
further concentration of land ownership.
rn
This explosion of the cities led to a sharp
rise in revenue for the city administrators, but
this was never matched by the provision of
•n
adequate public services for the many who
settled on the peripheries and became a source
of cheap labour for the building industry, or
provided an endless supply of domestic maids
for the middle classes. Sao Paulo in particular
became a target for migrants, because of the
booming car factories and the construction of
high-rise apartment blocks and business towers
that sprouted everywhere. Most migrants settled
in shanty-towns on the sprawling edge of the
giant city's periphery, and many spend up to
four hours a day travelling to and from work on
overcrowded buses.
The Sao Paulo underground system,
begun thirty years ago, still has only 50 km of
track, and grows at a rate of just 2 km a year. A
few years ago a road tunnel costing one billion
dollars was opened to speed up the journey to the city centre for the
30,000 residents of Morumbi, one of Sao Paulo's wealthiest districts. The
same amount of money would have paid for 20 km of under-ground
railway, carrying 450,000 passengers, or built 250 km of bus corridors.
Improving the roads for the city's three million private cars has been the
priority of transport policy for most recent administrations. Buses are even
banned from some of the faster expressways, and bus corridors are few
and far between. Sao Paulo's 10,800 buses, which carry up to four million
passengers a day, crawl along at an average peak-time speed of
14 km/p/h. On most days, traffic jams cover more than 100 km of road.
To escape the traffic, the very rich have taken to the skies, with 300
helicopters taking off and landing from private heliports built on top of
tower blocks. High-income earners in the city live in mansions or high-rise
luxury apartments with individual swimming pools and barbecue areas,
surrounded by trees and tennis courts. They enjoy computerised banking,
and restaurants, clubs and cinemas as good as any in the world. Top
Brazilian executives are second only to US executives in the size of their
pay packets, and they can easily afford to hire the low-paid maids, cooks,
nannies, chauffeurs, and gardeners who usually provide their only contact
with the other world of the shanty-towns and slums. In these areas the
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A The highs and lows of
urban life

Sao Paulo is the
world's third-largest
city, with more tower
blocks and a denser
population than New
York - and longer
traffic jams than any
Western capital.
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' Downtown Brasilia:
consumption for some,
unemployment for many

infrastructure is not automatically
supplied, as it is in affluent areas, but
has to be fought for. The narrow
unpaved roads make access for refuse
trucks, ambulances, postal vans, and
delivery services impossible.
Without parks or sports
facilities or cinemas, the only leisure
option for the poor is usually a bar
with a billiard table. Schools are
cramped and run-down, with broken
windows and toilets. Researchers
have found that the areas with least
infrastructure in the big cities are
also the areas of greatest violence.
Huge sectors of the population are
not only deprived of state provision
like good housing, schools, and
hospitals, but live in fear of their lives
- from the criminal gangs who use the shanty-towns as their bases, and
the arbitrary violence of the police who carry out indiscriminate raids
against them. POLIS, a Sao Paulo research institute, concluded from a
study of the city's recent administrations that the growth in violence could
be directly linked to cuts in spending on poor areas that were made in
order to increase spending on rich areas.
The citizens' budget

In other cities there have been successful initiatives to involve the population in decisions about government spending. In 1992 a programme called
Prezeis was set up in Recife to enable representatives of poor communities
to discuss and vote for priorities in social spending, but only in relation to
one per cent of the municipal budget. Five years later, 18 social projects
were under way. The idea of the 'participatory budget', or 'citizens' budget',
has been carried furthest in the city of Porto Alegre, where, for more than
eight years under three successive administrations of the Workers' Party,
the population has been involved in setting priorities for local authority
spending. The success of the programme has not only led many other
administrations to emulate the idea, but has prompted right-wing
politicians in the state of Rio Grande do Sul, of which Porto Alegre is the
capital, to introduce a rival project called the Democratic Forum, in
recognition of the popularity of the citizens' budget.
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The coup

V A protest march through
the streets of Recife in 1979:
the banner denounces the
assassination of the President
of the Rural Workers' Union in
Alianca.

For 21 years, between 1964 and 1985, Brazil was ruled by a repressive
military regime, presided over by a series of army generals. The military
overthrew the elected President Joao Goulart and took power with the
support of the landowning classes, the conservative sector of the Catholic
Church, and the bourgeoisie, who feared that Goulart would give in to the
growing demands for far-reaching social reforms.
The coup was enthusiastically welcomed by the US government,
which feared that left-wing politicians would nationalise North American
multinational companies, and that the influence of the Cuban revolution
would spread via Brazil to all of Latin America. The civilians who backed
the coup expected power to be handed back to them, once order had been
restored and left-wingers purged. Instead the military acquired a taste for
power and hard-liners took over. In December 1968 Congress was closed
for two years, the political parties were disbanded, and rigid press
censorship was imposed.
Trade unions, student unions, peasant leagues, any forms of popular
organisation were automatically seen as subversive. Many students and
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unionists joined clandestine guerrilla organisations dedicated to the
overthrow of the regime. Over the years, thousands suspected of any form
of opposition were arrested, taken to secret military detention centres, and
brutally tortured. If they survived, they were tried in military courts under
the draconian Law of National Security. Nearly 200 dissidents disappeared,
while others were reported to have been shot or run over while 'escaping'.
Urban guerrilla groups organised a series of spectacular kidnappings of
foreign ambassadors, beginning with the US ambassador in Rio, to win
freedom for scores of political prisoners in exchange for the hostages.
Other groups raided banks and assassinated businessmen known to
support the torture centres. One left-wing group relocated themselves in
the Amazon rainforest, hoping to build an organisation from which they
could liberate the country, but they were detected and a full-scale military
operation was launched to flush them out. Nearly all those captured were
killed, and their bodies hidden in unmarked graves.
T h e worst violence is hunger'

'When I give food to
the poor, people call
me a saint. When I ask
why the poor are
hungry, they call me a
communist'
Dom Helder Camara
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To keep up appearances, in 1971 an emasculated Congress was allowed to
re-open; but any deputy who dared to speak out for democracy and criticise
the regime was instantly banned from political life. Elections for state
governors, big-city mayors, and one third of the Senate were cancelled; promilitary puppets were appointed instead. The only space left for any sort of
opposition was in the churches. It was a time when the Brazilian Catholic
Church was heavily influenced by the winds of change introduced at the
Second Vatican Council, and by the decision of the Latin American
bishops at the 1968 Medellin Conference to make an 'option for the poor'.
Christian 'base communities' were growing up in cities and countryside.
These groups of laypeople met mostly in poor districts to study the
scriptures, and interpreted the gospel as an inspiration for action in their
daily lives, initiating self-help schemes to improve their conditions.
Progressive church leaders, including some Protestants, embraced the
theology of liberation, which saw fighting for social justice as the central
aim of Christianity. They opened the doors of their churches to students,
strikers, peasant leaders, the poor, and the persecuted. Many religious
themselves paid a heavy price for their involvement: nuns, priests, and layworkers were arrested and tortured, and some were killed. Bishops were
threatened and slandered; church radio stations were closed down. Helder
Camara, the Archbishop of Recife who had become an outspoken champion
of the poor, saying 'the worst violence is hunger', was branded 'the Red
Bishop', and the press was banned from printing any reference to him.
Shocked by the spiral of violence and the widespread violations of
human rights, the bishops, through their national organisation, the CNBB,
began to denounce the regime for acts of torture, censorship, and
repression; they demanded land reform and political freedom. Some, like
Cardinal Arns, the Archbishop of Sao Paulo, insisted on being allowed to

A Dom Helder Cdmara,
the so-called 'Red Bishop',
preaching the gospel of
liberation during the years
of repression

visit the political prisoners and tried to intervene on behalf of the
'disappeared'.
By the mid-1970s most of the guerrilla groups had been wiped out.
Under General-President Ernesto Geisel, the regime began to invest in
massive infrastructural projects such as roads, hydro-electric dams, nuclear
plants, and petrochemical plants. To finance the projects, US and
European banks queued up to provide huge loans, which in the 1980s
became the source of Brazil's gigantic foreign debt. Censorship was still
total. No criticism was allowed of the regime's economic policy, only
congratulatory articles. Even songwriters had to submit their compositions
to the censors, although one of Brazil's best-known composers, Chico
Buarque, fooled them with an apparently innocuous song called 'In spite
of you, a new day has to dawn', which became a popular protest song.
A false dawn

In 1975 students began demonstrating for freedom. They were harshly
repressed by the police, but Geisel set in motion what he called a 'slow,
gradual and safe' process which was to lead eventually towards
liberalisation - but on terms dictated by the military. The transition had to
be controlled from the top, neutralising demands for real change. Even in
1984, with the last General-President about to step down, when millions of
Brazilians took to the streets to demand the right to elect their own
president, the military did not hesitate to surround Congress with soldiers,
and pressure and even bribe congressmen to prevent them voting for a Bill
to allow direct elections. For the military and their civilian supporters, the

BRAZIL 35

' A poster produced by
artist Elifas Andreato to raise
money [or a workers' strike
fund, 1979: 'For job security,
the right to work, the right to
strike, and the right to form
workplace committees'.
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people were not citizens with rights but the
internal enemy, a permanent threat to those in
power and to the maintenance of the status quo.
The transition was carried out in such a way that
it allowed the oligarchies who had supported the
military to stay in power, by changing parties
and adopting a pro-democracy discourse.
Workers who had successfully fought to regain
the right to strike and form their own
organisations were excluded from the new
political pact. Censorship was ended, but the
media, especially the powerful Globo TV
network, continued to support the political
establishment. Information was manipulated
and selected.
The 21 years of military rule officially
ended in 1985, but left behind lasting effects.
The regime had put in place political reforms
that ensured a permanent conservative majority
in Congress and a culture of secrecy and lack of
accountability for public finances. Years of
censorship and intimidation left behind a
tendency to self-censorship in the press.
Attempts to launch independent critical papers
or magazines have foundered on economic
censorship: the threat to withdraw advertising.
The burgeoning popular movements for social changes in the 1960s - for
land reform, mass education, and primary health care - had been stifled.
The emphasis was on the individual, not the collective; on consumerism,
not solidarity. A generation of progressive political leaders, men and
women, had been eliminated, killed, exiled, or silenced. The state-run
military police forces, encouraged to act as auxiliaries to the armed forces
in the war against subversion, retained their tendency to view ordinary
citizens as the enemy, resisting attempts to make them more accountable
to civilian authorities.

Human rights
Brazil has been the scene of many horrifying violations of human rights in
recent years. In most cases, the perpetrators - either in uniform or off-duty
- were members of the policia militar, the police force responsible for
maintaining law and order. In 1992, police stormed the main prison in
Sao Paulo after a disturbance and shot dead 111 unarmed prisoners, many
of them in their cells. In 1993, eight street children were shot dead by offduty policemen as they slept outside the Candelaria church in downtown
Rio. In the same year, off-duty policemen rampaged through Vigario Geral,
a Rio shanty-town, and shot dead 21 men, women, and children
Police violence has not been confined to the cities. In 1995, twelve
peasants were shot or beaten to death by policemen during a pre-dawn raid
to evict families who had occupied a cattle ranch in Corumbiara, in the
Amazon state of Rondonia. Two policemen were also killed. In 1996 police
fired on a group of sem terra - landless people - who had blocked a road at
Eldorado do Carajas, in the Amazon state of Para. Nineteen men were killed,
and the post mortems showed that several had been tortured and beaten to
death, not killed by bullets. More than 60 men and women were injured.
In all of these cases it has taken years for those accused to be
brought to trial, and most of those who have been tried have been
acquitted. Witnesses have been threatened, intimidated, and sometimes
killed. These cases caused an outcry at the time, because they were mass
> W e are children! We have
the right to be happy!'Young
people demand more social
investment and an end to
violence.
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killings, and because they were taken up by international human-rights
organisations like Amnesty International. But the number of people
routinely killed by the police is shockingly high. The justification is always
the same: they are suspects killed in legitimate self-defence during shootouts. Research, however, has shown that the overwhelming majority of
victims were innocent. Young black men are especially at risk, because
they end up caught between the drug gangs who use shanty-towns as their
hideouts and the police who raid them. Homicide is now the biggest cause
of death among 15-24 year-olds in urban areas.
A mural in the office of a
rural workers' union, depicting
the violent eviction of families
from disputed land

'Say no to violence!': a
protest against the killings of
street children

38 BRAZIL

Violence is also widespread in Brazil's rural zone. The Church Land
Commission (CPT) estimates that up to a quarter of a million people have
been involved in land disputes each year. Hired gunmen raid homes, set
fire to them, ambush, and kill to expel families from disputed land. Police
carry out violent evictions. In the last 20 years well over a thousand people,
including rural union leaders, lawyers, priests, and activists, indians and
peasants have been murdered in conflicts concerning land. In 1993, 18
Yanomami men, women, and children were slaughtered by gold-miners
who had invaded their reserve.
For Paulo Sergio Pinheiro, a sociologist who has studied violence for
many years, these generalised violations of human rights are the result of
endemic inequality in Brazil: not just the gap between rich and poor, but
also the unequal access to resources, whether economic, cultural, or
political, and unequal treatment by the law. The involvement of the police
in so many atrocities can partly be explained by history: when Brazil was a
colony, the police were used to hunt down and punish runaway slaves;
more recently, during the military regime, they were used to hunt down
and torture suspected subversives and to break up protests and strikes. The
population has always been the enemy, not a community to be protected.
The function of the police is therefore social control, to stop people
organising themselves and mobilising to demand their rights.
The other major factor that encourages police abuses is impunity.

V A police station run by
women for women, to deal
with the high rate of violent
crimes against women

No police chief has ever been brought to trial for the excesses of his
subordinates. Until recently, members of the military police force could be
tried only in special military courts, which inevitably acquitted them. A
recent survey showed that what most Brazilians feel when they come into
contact with the police is fear. Torture is still widely used by the policia
civil, the force responsible for investigating crimes, to extract confessions
or information. Policemen of both forces are increasingly involved in
crime themselves. Out of a total force of half a million federal, civil, and
military police, 15,000, or three per cent, are accused of serious crimes like
murder, rape, bank robberies, drug dealing, and involvement in organised
crime. At the same time, deprived of the protection of a responsible police
force, Brazilians in the poorer sectors of the big cities often live in fear of
death squads, vigilante gangs, and drug gangs. In Sao Paulo in 1999, 308
men, women, and adolescents were killed in 89 chacinas or mass
shootings, almost always ascribed by the police to drug dealers avenging
unpaid debts.
In 1995 the Cardoso government drew up a national plan for the
protection of human rights and appointed a Secretary for Human Rights in
an attempt to improve the situation. However, his powers are limited,
because, except for the federal police, all the police forces operate at a state
level under the control of state governors. The new generation of public
prosecutors and judges who have taken office since the end of the military
regime are also beginning to make their mark, courageously investigating
police crimes, but the extremely bureaucratic organisation of Brazil's
judicial and police system makes their task difficult.
Since the mid-1980s, more than 100 special police stations, entirely
staffed by women officers, have been set up all over Brazil to investigate
crimes of violence against women. Most have involved domestic violence,
with high rates of incestuous rape being uncovered. Although many
women drop formal
charges against their
husbands or partners
for economic reasons,
there is some evidence
that the existence of
the delegacias de
mulheres is

encouraging women
to take action before
threatening behaviour
escalates into violence.
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The political system

• Brasilia, the national
capital, seat of government,
and symbol of national pride
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Brazil's purpose-built capital, Brasilia, was erected on the empty scrubland
of the central plateau just 40 years ago. The central area, where the
Congress, the President's Palace, the Ministries, Cathedral, and Tribunals
are located, is a city of modern buildings with sweeping elegant lines and
broad tree-lined avenues. But most of Brasilia's population of nearly two
million inhabitants live in dusty satellite towns 30 or 40 km away from the
centre. Brasilia was built more than 1000 km inland from Sao Paulo and
Rio, the two major cities, to encourage the development of the mid-west
and the north, at a time when communications and roads were still
precarious. It also had the effect of removing the politicians from the daily
pressure of the streets. Flights to and from Brasilia are always crowded
with lobbyists, businessmen, and politicians, but the bus journey takes 12
or 14 hours from Rio or Sao Paulo, and two or three days from the North.
When the MST decided to march on the capital in 1997, setting out from
Sao Paulo, Rio, and other cities, it took them a month to get there. This
physical remoteness seems symbolic of a political system which was
intended to defend the interests of the elite, rather than to improve the
welfare of the majority.

During the military regime, election rules were changed to ensure
that conservatives would remain in the majority in Congress. At that time,
illiterate people were not allowed to vote. The result was that Sao Paulo
and other states with large working-class populations were gravely underrepresented, while in the rural areas of the Northeast the illiteracy of the
majority of the population meant that far fewer votes were needed to get
elected. This favoured the oligarchies who ran these states, and guaranteed
them a disproportionately large representation in the Congress. The
changes to the rules also favoured reactionary and opportunist politicians
in the more sparsely populated Amazon states. They were often backed by
mining and logging companies, whose interests were contrary to
indigenous and environmental concerns. It was this parliamentary
composition that always blocked attempts at social reforms and, in 1984,
voted against a proposal to hold direct elections for the presidency.
When is a democracy not a democracy?

V A protest camp outside
the governor's residence in
Recife: urban and rural
workers' groups unite to
demand land reform

Formally, Brazil is one of the world's largest democracies; it has an elected
president, a senate, a chamber of deputies, 27 state governors and state
assemblies, and more than 5000 mayors and municipal councils. Since
1988 illiterate people have had the right to vote, and the voting age has
been reduced to 16 years. There are more than 30 political parties. But out
of 513 Congress Deputies, only 11 are black, and only a handful are women.
There has only ever been one indian congressman. The interests of
Brazil's indigenous communities, of its black population, and of women
are grossly under-represented. Among the congressmen, landowners and
lawyers predominate: trade unionists and men and women from the
popular movements, the landless, small farmers, and shanty-town dwellers
are few and far between. This has always meant that any political advance
has to be systematically negotiated with the representatives of political
conservatism.
One traditionally powerful group
is the sugar-plantation owners of the
Northeast. In exchange for economic
favours to keep their unproductive
sugar-mills in business, while
persistently ignoring workers' rights,
and until recently using child labour,
they have provided political support
for successive governments, including
the present one. In this way Brazil's
dynamic social forces have been
excluded from the formal political
process, leaving them little alternative
but direct action.
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The multi-party system
During the military regime only two political parties were allowed: the promilitary ARENA and the official opposition, MDB (Brazilian Democratic
Movement). Because it was the only way in which people could register
their opposition to the regime, the MDB, in spite of censorship and
restrictions, grew in the big cities until it threatened the hegemony of
ARENA. So in 1979 General Joao Figueiredo, the last of the military
presidents, abolished both parties and re-introduced the multi-party
system. The MDB immediately split into half a dozen parties, ranging
from left to centre. One of them was the PTB (Brazilian Labour Party),
which before the coup had largely represented the urban workforce. Its
leader, Leonel Brizola, had just returned to Brazil after a 15-year exile,
under a general amnesty of political prisoners and dissidents. But, aware
of the attraction of the name PTB, and to prevent it becoming a powerful
political force again in the hands of Brizola, who was a charismatic
nationalist, a legal trick was used to stop him registering his new party
with the old name. Instead Brizola had to invent a new name - PDT
(Democratic Labour Party), and the historic PTB name was claimed by
another new party, led by Yvette Vargas, a descendant of political leader
Getulio Vargas.
The Workers' Party

The return of the multi-party system, however, allowed the formation of
new parties. The most notable of these was the PT, Partido dos
Trabalhadores (Workers' Party), Brazil's first mass-membership political
party, founded in 1980. Union leaders who led the Sao Paulo industrial
strikes in 1978-1980 realised that to represent workers' demands they
needed their own party. The PT's first president was the man who had
made his name as a charismatic leader in those strikes, union president
Luis Inacio Lula da Silva, known to everyone as Lula.
The new party also attracted most of the members of the 80,000 or
so Christian base communities of the Catholic Church, militants of the
many grassroots organisations that had proliferated during the military
regime, and most of the new rural trade unions that had begun to appear.
For Brazil, the PT was a new sort of party, constructed from the bottom up,
with an active membership that met throughout the year and took part in
the decision-making process. This made it completely unlike the other
parties, whose members were active only at election time. For millions of
Brazilians excluded from the political process, the PT struck a chord:
within two years it was the fourth largest party in the country, with
500,000 paid up members. Besides its democratic processes, the initial
appeal of the new party was its honesty: secret deals and vote bargaining
were rejected; corruption was denounced.
Branded as 'communist', politically the PT had no fixed ideological
position, but only a vague commitment to socialism. It was described as a
party of Marxists but not a Marxist party, a party founded by trade
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> Election graffiti in a poor
neighbourhood of Be/em,
1982

unionists but not funded or controlled by any one union. Like Solidarity in
Poland, the PT had close links with the Catholic Church, although in the
Brazil of the 1980s this meant the progressive church which practised
liberation theology, the 'option for the poor'. Yet at the same time the PT
was the only party that challenged the Catholic Church's conservative
morality, treating abortion as a social issue and defending gay rights.
Traditional left-wing aims of material welfare were combined with the new
agenda of green issues, gay rights, and women's reproductive rights.
The PT offered Brazilians a new version of politics, but it still had to
operate within the old rules, designed to maintain the status quo and
prevent any left-wing party from gaining power. Most PT voters lived in
the urban areas, exactly those most under-represented in the Congress.
Without the campaign donations from big business enjoyed by the other
parties, it relied heavily on free TV and radio time to put its message
across, but here again existing electoral legislation favoured those already
in power, allocating time according to each party's representation in
Congress.
The new constitution ...
In 1985 the military finally relinquished power, handing it over to many of
the same politicians who had supported them throughout years of
repression and censorship, now gathered together in a political pact known
as the Alianca Democratica, the Democratic Alliance. The main aim of the
Alliance was to control the transition back to civilian government, without
allowing any radical advance in popular demands. In 1988, as the result of
a campaign that had begun during the military regime, Congress approved
a new constitution which restored civil liberties and abolished most of the
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authoritarian legislation introduced by the generals. Called the 'Citizens'
Constitution' by Ulisses Guimaraes, the President of Congress, the new
charter was later seen as a landmark in progressive legislation. But because
of resistance from conservative sectors, the complementary laws needed to
activate many of its articles have taken years to approve, and there are
continuing attempts to revoke some of its more progressive articles.
... and three presidential elections
In 1989, for the first time in 30 years, Brazilians had the chance to vote in
presidential elections. Disillusioned with the old politicians from both left
and right, electors looked for new leadership. Lula, the PT candidate,
backed by an alliance of left-wing parties, forged ahead in the polls. When
the establishment realised that Lula had a real chance of winning, they
abandoned their traditional candidates, and transferred their support to a
glamorous, but relatively unknown populist politician from a small state,
Fernando Collor de Mello. His final victory was ensured through a series
of dirty tricks and outright media manipulation. Collor immediately
shocked his backers by confiscating all current and savings accounts worth
more than 50,000 cruzeiros for a period of 18 months, which ruined many
people. He eventually resigned as Congress was voting for his
impeachment on charges of corruption after only two years in office. Vicepresident Itamar Franco, who belonged to the PMDB (formerly the MDB,
the Brazilian Democratic Movement) and had maintained his distance
from Collor and his scandals, completed the term of office.
In 1994 Lula again began by leading the polls for the presidential
election at the head of a left-wing alliance, with Jose Bisol of the PSB
(Brazilian Socialist Party) as his running mate. Once again frightened by
the prospect of victory for the people's candidate, political forces of the
> Pro-Lula graffiti: popular
support for Luis Inacio da
Silva, leader of the Workers'
Party
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right and the centre joined forces, this time to support Fernando Henrique
Cardoso, a former left-wing sociologist who had entered politics as a
senator for the PMDB and later, with other dissidents, left to form what
was at first a more coherent left-of-centre party, the PSDB (Brazilian Social
Democratic Movement). Chosen as Foreign Minister and then Finance
Minister by President Itamar Franco, Cardoso launched the Real Plan, a
successful economic stability plan to end hyper-inflation. The timing of the
Plan was calculated to ensure maximum impact on the eve of the election,
and Cardoso won, thanks to the votes of the right-wing PFL (Liberal Front
Party), which was particularly strong in the Northeast, where the practice
of exchanging votes for favours is still strong. This gave the PFL a strong
influence in the new coalition government.
In 1998 the same thing happened. Cardoso had managed to change
the constitution in order to allow himself to be re-elected; but, six months
before the election, once again Lula, standing for a left-wing coalition, this
time with Leonel Brizola of the Democratic Labour Party as his running
mate, led the polls. By this time Brazilians were disillusioned by growing
unemployment, the suffering caused by the drought in the Northeast, and
evidence of mounting corruption in the government. With the help of the
mass media, these stories were played down, but a month before the
elections the Brazilian economy was put under severe pressure as investors
withdrew their capital in the wake of an international financial crisis. The
extent of the problem was hidden by the government, so as not to affect
Cardoso's chances. Instead voters were warned that a PT government
would bring financial disaster if elected. Once again Cardoso won.
Between them the left-wing parties elected five state governors; in
the federal Congress and in state assemblies, the PT, the PSB, the PPS
(Progressive Socialist Party, former Communist Party), and the PC do B
(Communist Party of Brazil, a pro-China faction of the former Communist
Party) increased their share of the seats. Centre and right-wing parties still
have an ample majority, but party politics in Brazil is dominated much
more by personal and regional interests and the defence of vested interests
than by ideological motives. In 1999, in answer to accusations that many
Congress representatives were more interested in acquiring immunity
from criminal prosecutions than in defending voters' interests, a multiparty CPI (congressional committee of inquiry) was set up to investigate
the political connections of organised crime. As a result, a number of
politicians at national and state level were arrested and indicted.
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