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Like the rest of the Americas, Brazil was originally populated by Amerindians 

who were conquered and displaced by Europeans. However, three main 

factors set this country apart: the fact that millions of Africans were brought in 

as a substitute for Amerindian slave labor, the concept that the mixture of the 

European, Amerindian and African “races” forms the basis of Brazilian 

nationhood, and the ideology of “racial democracy.”  

 Immigrant groups that have added to Brazil’s racial and ethnic mix 

include Europeans (chiefly Portuguese, Spaniards, Italians, Germans, Volga 

Russians and Poles), Jews, Roma, Arabs (particularly Syrians, Lebanese and 

Moroccans), and Asians from Japan, China and Korea. Many were encouraged 

to immigrate to replace African slave labor and “whiten” the population after 

the trans-Atlantic slave trade ended in the early 1850s. 

 Brazil is a vast country, and each region has its own specific brand of 

race relations. The Amerindian influence is most dominant in the North, 

African-Brazilians are the majority in the North and Northeast, Asians are 

mainly found in the Southeast and South, and the populations of the southern 

states are primarily of European descent. There is also interregional 

discrimination. For example, neo-Nazi and White Power skinheads and other 

hate groups based in São Paulo and Rio Grande do Sul include 

“Northeasterners” and “Bahians” among their targets. 
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Brazilian Population in 2000 

Branca (“White”) 91,298,042 53.74% 

Preta (“Black”) 10,554,336 6.21% 

Amarela (“Yellow”/Asian)  761,583 0.45% 

Parda (“Brown”) 65,318,092 38.45% 

Indígena (Amerindian) 734,127 0.43% 

Undeclared 1,206,675 0.71% 

Total 169,872,855 99.99% 

Source: IBGE 2000 Census 

BACKGROUND 

Although it was disproved by UNESCO-sponsored research in the 1950s, 

Brazil's self-promoted image has long been that of a “racial democracy.” 

According to many scholars and visiting foreigners in the nineteenth century, 

enslaved Africans were better treated in Brazil than those in other slave-

holding colonies, particularly the United States. In 1844, the German botanist 

Karl Friedrich Philipp von Martius came up with the idea that the mixture of 

three racial groups—Amerindians, Europeans, and Africans—and their 

contributions to a single civilization, was the key to understanding Brazil.  In 

support of this proposal, von Martius cited the mixture of Celts, Romans, 

Danes, Anglo-Saxons, and Normans that forms the British “race.” His views 

were far ahead of their time, and generally disregarded for over half a century, 

particularly his assertion that racial mixture has a positive impact on 

civilization.   

 Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre took up von Martius’s proposal 

and developed it even further in his best-known work, Casa Grande e Senzala 

(The Masters and the Slaves, 1933). He wrote that the extensive racial mixture 

that took place almost from the day the first Europeans set foot in Brazil and 
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encountered the Amerindian women there had led to a “better sort” of race 

relations. The fact that the widespread, legally enforced racial segregation and 

violence that once existed in the United States and South Africa has never 

occurred in Brazil was seen as further proof of Brazil’s racial harmony.  

 A closer look at Brazilian race relations yields a very different view, 

however. Racial mixture took place on a large scale, it is true. Nevertheless, 

Social Darwinism and pseudo-scientific racism provided ideological and 

theoretical grounds for regarding Africans and Amerindians as being on the 

lowest rungs of the evolutionary ladder. As a result, racial mixture in general 

and the presence of black people in particular were regarded as a problem, due 

to the widespread acceptance of the idea that the mixture of “superior” and 

“inferior” races resulted in a degenerate, idle, and ultimately infertile breed. 

 It was not until the 1930s that Brazil's African heritage began to be 

regarded with pride. This evolved into a veritable cult of racial equality in 

Brazil that is still vigorously supported by many Brazilians. Even so, there was 

an undercurrent of eagerness to “whiten” Brazil and rid it of the “curse of 

Ham” as soon as possible. Some talented light-skinned African-Brazilians 

were considered honorary brancos, and their European genes were given 

credit for their achievements. A prominent example was Machado de Assis, 

one of Brazil’s greatest authors. 

 The dramatic changes in US race relations that began in the late 1950s 

with the Civil Rights movement provided a model for organizing Black Pride 

movements in Brazil (an African-Brazilian movement organized in the 1930s 

was abolished by Getúlio Vargas). However, Brazilians could no longer point 

with pride to the absence of Jim Crow and Heartbreak laws in their country 

and use it as proof of their “racial democracy.” Brazilians believe their form of 

color prejudice to be much milder than the US variety, since theirs is based on 

appearance and influenced by socio-economic status, while the latter is based 

on genetics. 
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 Brazil has never been a “racial democracy.” The fact that there is no 

clearly defined “color line” in Brazil—although there are clear extremes at 

each end of a black/white continuum—has clouded the fact that racism does 

exist in this country and once dominated its intellectual life. However, 

although white supremacist thought was the prevalent ideology of the 

nineteenth century, black pride and the studies of African-Brazilian culture 

that began in the 1930s were able partially to overcome it.  

 Today, there is heightened awareness and condemnation of racism in 

Brazil, as well as intense debate surrounding affirmative action and other 

controversial measures intended to rectify past injustices, such as making 

reparations for slavery, issuing land titles to quilombolas (residents of former 

maroon settlements, or quilombos, established in isolated areas by escaped 

slaves), and demarcating Amerindian lands. 

AMERINDIANS 

Because they represent one of the three groups that constitute the Brazilian 

“race” and have long represented independence and nationalism, Amerindians 

are idealized by most Brazilians, especially those who live in urban areas and 

rarely come into contact with real-life contemporary índios. In rural areas, 

Amerindian groups often find themselves engaged in two types of 

competition: holding onto their mineral- and timber-rich land, which is 

coveted by landowners, ranchers, real-estate developers, and lumber and 

mining interests; and vying for natural resources with sharecroppers, 

prospectors, rubber tappers and other members of the low-income population. 

Both situations frequently spark conflict and hostility. In Mato Grosso do Sul, 

Amerindians are sometimes called bugres, which they view as an insulting 

epithet. The stereotype of índios as “lazy, treacherous, thieving drunks” is 

used to justify actions taken against them, which range from trespassing and 

poaching on their land to acts of violence. Both sides have taken casualties.  

 Any group of people can be considered indigenous if they see 

themselves as members of a pre-Columbian community and their neighboring 
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communities recognize them as such. However, this standard is being 

questioned because it is subject to exploitation by political interests. The 

agency responsible for Amerindian affairs is the National Indian Foundation 

(FUNAI).  

 There are two types of índios in Brazil today: the “acculturated” and 

“unacculturated.” The former speak Portuguese, dress like mainstream 

Brazilians and do not live in indigenous villages or reservations. 

Unacculturated Amerindians live in pre-Columbian communities and follow 

ancient traditions. Many only speak their native tongue (indigenous Brazilians 

speak 180 languages belonging to 30 linguistic families, the main one being 

Tupi-Guarani).  

 It is estimated that anywhere from one to ten million Amerindians 

lived in Brazil at the time of its official discovery in 1500. The Brazilian 

Geographic and Statistical Institute (IBGE) census conducted in 2000 shows 

there were about 734,000 self-reported indigenous persons living in Brazil that 

year—just 0.43% of the entire population. Of that total, 350,000 lived in the 

countryside (mainly indigenous territory) and 384,000 in urban areas. 

However, in 2006, the FUNAI reported that there are about 460,000 

Amerindians in Brazil, not including 100,000 to 190,000 living outside the 

reservations, and observed that their population has grown four-fold since it 

reached its lowest point in 1950.  

 There are 215 known indigenous societies, which occupy 13% of 

Brazilian territory, in addition to roughly 60 isolated groups about which little 

is known (these were not included in the IBGE census).  Visitors are restricted 

and screened or vaccinated for diseases against which many Amerindians have 

little or no resistance, including the common cold. 

 The following table shows a geographic breakdown of Amerindian 

population distribution in Brazil: 
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  North 29% 

  Northeast 23% 

  Southeast 22% 

  South 11.5% 

  Midwest 14% 

Source: IBGE 2000 Census 

 Amerindian communities are predominantly rural in the North and 

Midwest (78% and 63% respectively) and mainly urban in other parts of the 

country. Nearly 40% of Brazil’s indigenous populations live in Amazonas 

(15%), Bahia (8.7%), São Paulo (8.6%) and Mato Grosso do Sul (7.3%). The 

only states that do not have indigenous residents are Rio Grande do Norte and 

Piauí, although a group in the latter state is requesting official recognition of 

its native status. 

 Many Amerindian communities live in extreme poverty. Health 

services are overseen by the National Health Foundation (Funasa), although 

they are generally outsourced to non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 

Amerindian children have been dying of malnutrition in Mato Grosso do Sul 

state since the Cardoso administration, and Funasa reported that six such 

deaths occurred among Guarani and Kaiowá children aged two and under in 

January and February 2007. Sixteen others died of pneumonia, gastroenteritis, 

heart failure, premature birth and even physical abuse during the same period. 

The health problems that generally affect the indigenous populations also 

include malaria, hypertension, diabetes, alcoholism and depression, which 

leads to relatively high suicide rates. 

 The Lula government has made significant progress in demarcating 

Amerindian territory, but local interests often get in the way. Although they 

have formed their own representative bodies, Amerindians have few elected 

representatives in government. To make their demands heard, they often resort 

to tactics similar to those of the Landless Workers’ Movement (MST), with 
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which they occasionally form alliances. The most common and effective 

methods include taking over FUNAI headquarters, collecting “tolls” on the 

Transamazonian Highway, “sitting on the rails” to stop freight trains from 

getting through, and even taking hostages. For example, in 2007, the Truká 

people joined forces with the MST to protest the diversion of the São 

Francisco River. After they were expelled from one property, about 300 Truká 

then went on to occupy another  farm on their own to pressure the FUNAI to 

include it in the demarcation of their territory, along with several other 

properties on the left bank of the São Francisco. 

 On the international front, Amerindians are protesting against the use 

of samples of their blood for genetic research by foreign scientists. The 

Brazilian Indigenous Intellectual Property Institute (INBRAPI) works to 

protect their intellectual heritage. Other NGOs that defend Amerindian rights 

in Brazil include the Institute for the Development of Indigenous Traditions 

(IDETI), Operation Native Amazon (OPAN), and the Coordination of 

Indigenous Organizations in the Brazilian Amazon (COIAB). 

 Mainstream city dwellers see Amerindians as the original inhabitants 

of Brazil and a vanishing part of their country’s past, although the indigenous 

population is actually growing. Idealized stereotypes are reinforced by classic 

works on indigenous themes, such as José de Alencar’s Iracema, which are 

required reading for high school students and regularly feature in college 

entrance exams. For example, the índios are believed to have a perfectly 

harmonious relationship with nature, much like Rousseau’s idea of the “noble 

savage.” (This is not always the case, although the work of the Kayapo people 

in Pará to manage natural resources and prevent deforestation using traditional 

methods has received international acclaim.)  

 Intermarriage between Amerindians and members of other “races” is 

not uncommon. People of mixed white and Amerindian ancestry are called 

caboclos, and those of African/Amerindian descent are known as cafuzos. 

Many brancos, including members of elite families, are proud of their 

http://www.inbrapi.org.br/
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Amerindian ancestors, usually a matriarch who married a European immigrant 

in centuries past. One of the first Portuguese settlers, Diogo Alvares Correia, 

or Caramuru, married an Amerindian woman named Catarina 

Paraguaçu in Bahia in the sixteenth century. Their sons were knighted by 

Governor Thomé de Souza, and their descendants became members of the 

provincial elite.  

 The strongest Amerindian influences outside the Amazon region are 

usually seen in the Portuguese language, in everyday words like abacaxi 

(pineapple), cipó (vine), arara (macaw) and jacaré (caiman alligator), and 

numerous place names, including Iguaçu (“big water” in Tupi-Guarani). Many 

non-Amerindian Brazilians have Amerindian given names, such as Ubirajara 

and Moema, and two popular exports, Capoeira and açai, bear Tupi names. 

Indigenous foods have also become staples of most Brazilians’ diet, 

particularly those made from cassava, such as manioc flour and tapioca. 

 

AFRICANS 

 Extensive racial mixture among Europeans and Africans and their 

descendants has resulted in a vast range of skin colors, features and types of 

hair, and combinations thereof. There is no clear “color line” between whites 

and blacks in Brazil. Instead, a color gradient or “racial continuum” has 

developed, with blond, blue-eyed whites at one extreme and dark-skinned 

individuals with “African” hair and features at the other, and hundreds of 

categories of racial identification in between—including mulato claro and 

mulato escuro (light- and dark-skinned mulattos), cabra (mixture of mulatto 

and black), cafuzo or Cabo Verde (black-Amerindian), and sarará (light-

skinned mulattos with tightly curled blond or red hair).  

 Official census figures based on self-reported color categories do not 

provide an accurate depiction of the true racial balance of the population, 

because the mutable nature of racial perceptions permits the classification of 

light-skinned and wealthy mulattos as branco for census purposes. Each 
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individual’s position on the racial continuum is relative and subjective, 

depending on other people’s perceptions, as well as their education and social 

standing. For example, Condoleezza Rice would be considered negra in Brazil 

because of her coloring and features, but Colin Powell would be viewed as a 

mulato claro, and Malcolm X, sarará.  

 The Brazilian soccer star Ronaldo famously declared himself to be 

branco in a 2005 interview published in Folha de São Paulo, while 

condemning racism in European soccer. Most Brazilians would consider him 

to be a mulato claro. This discrepancy also points to another widespread view 

of race relations in Brazil: “money whitens.” Race and class are still closely 

correlated. An African-Brazilian driving an expensive automobile is assumed 

to be either a chauffeur or a car thief. 

 Many terms are used to identify African-Brazilians, although the main 

official categories are now preto (“black”) and pardo (“brown,” which does 

not necessarily mean African-Brazilian, particularly in the North). A Datafolha 

survey published in 1995 showed that a large number of Brazilians rejected 

the pardo classification and preferred to call themselves moreno (“brunet”). It 

also reported a fifty-percent drop in the 135 categories found by a 1976 IBGE 

survey. The terms most commonly used by the general public in Brazil today 

are negro, branco (“white” or “tan”) and moreno, with numerous gradations 

and qualifications in between. The people considered to be negro or preto are 

individuals whose skin color, features and hair are apparently markers of 

“pure” African ancestry (recent genetic studies carried out in Brazil by the 

BBC found that even the darkest-skinned celebrities tested had some European 

DNA). The definition of branco is also relative. For example, many people 

who are viewed as “white” in Brazil would not be considered Caucasian in the 

USA.  

 According to the 2000 census, only 6.2% of Brazilians considered 

themselves to be preto, but those who viewed themselves as pardo constituted 

38.4% of the population, forming a total of roughly 44.6% of “black and 
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brown” Brazilians. Largely unadmitted racial prejudice has held back the 

progress of African-Brazilians and “people of color” in general. The main 

evidence of this is the overwhelming concentration of pretos and pardos in 

Brazil’s underclasses, and their lack of representation in the universities and 

government at the federal, state and municipal levels. 

 The most prominent African-Brazilian member of the Lula government 

is Gilberto Gil, the Grammy-winning singer/songwriter who was Minister of 

Culture from 2002 until July 2008. Brazil also has a black Supreme Court 

justice, Joaquim Barbosa, although he is not the first person of African 

descent to hold that post. However, only 4.4% of Brazilian congresspersons 

were considered to be of African descent in 2002. Rio Grande do Sul, whose 

population is about 85% white, has elected a black governor, Alceu Collares 

(1991-1994). One or two other states have also had African-Brazilian 

governors, including Rio de Janeiro, where former senator Benedita da Silva 

was elected vice-governor in 1998 and served as governor in 2002.  

 Bahia’s African-Brazilian culture is popular with tourists, including the 

cuisine, Capoeira, Candomblé and African-inspired Carnival groups like Ilê 

Aiyê and Olodum, and the afoxé Filhos de Gandhy, which has strong roots in 

Candomblé, and whose drum rhythms come from the Ijesa region of Nigeria. 

In 2007, the state government began actively promoting “ethnic” tourism in 

the USA to bring in more African-American visitors. Bahia is culturally and 

genetically the most “African” state in Brazil (according to the IBGE survey, 

there were 9,574,018 pretos and pardos in Bahia in 2000). Nevertheless, it has 

never elected an avowedly African-Brazilian governor. Salvador, the state 

capital, has had just one dark-skinned African-Brazilian mayor: Edvaldo Brito, 

a political appointee of the military dictatorship (August 1978-March 1979). 

He is presently vice-mayor of the city. 

 The division of African-Brazilians into pretos and pardos has kept the 

pretos in the minority, hindered the development of broad-based ethnic 

movements and complicated the study of the African-Brazilian population. In 
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a well-known book opposing affirmative action in Brazil titled Não somos 

racistas (We Are Not Racists, 2006), Ali Kamel, a powerful director of the 

Globo network, uses similar statistics to support his view that a US-style color 

line cannot and should not be drawn in Brazil. He claims that pretos are a 

small minority (5.9%) and brancos are in the majority (51.4%). With the 

support of influential publications like Veja magazine, some brancos have 

decried efforts to establish a color line in Brazil as an attempt to establish 

“apartheid” in that country. 

 Carl N. Degler, a US historian, has theorized that mulattos in Brazil 

enjoy an “escape hatch” due to the subjective nature of racial perceptions 

there. According to Degler, by being considered “honorary whites,” they are 

able to advance farther up the social hierarchy than darker-skinned African-

Brazilians. However, scholars Nelson do Valle Silva and Pierre-Michel 

Fontaine view this “escape hatch” as a “trap door” that forces mulattos to 

renounce any separate political or cultural identity—including the right to 

protest discrimination—in exchange for acceptance by the “white” elite.  

Legislation  

 Racism was first officially outlawed in 1940, followed in 1951 by the 

Afonso Arinos Law. The 1988 Constitution declared “the practice of racism” a 

non-bailable crime with no statute of limitations, and in 1989, President José 

Sarney enacted the “Caó Law,” which specifically stipulated the crimes 

associated with racial or color prejudice, including barring people of color 

from jobs, business establishments, schools, restaurants or hotels, public 

transportation and service in the armed forces. Nevertheless, it is hard to 

enforce and few are convicted. The “Statute of Racial Equality,” a bill 

proposed by Senator Paulo Paim in 2003 when he was a congressman, was 

still being deliberated in 2007.  

 Another Paim bill, no. 4.370/98, establishes a quota of 25% for black 

actors in TV programs and movies, and 40% in advertisements. It is currently 

shelved, but in 2007 Paim joined forces with leading African-Brazilian actors 
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and militants Milton Gonçalves and Antônio Pitanga, the husband of 

Benedita da Silva and father of actress Camila Pitanga, to lobby for its 

reactivation. 

 Different states have set varying quotas to ensure that at a mandatory 

number of African-Brazilians is portrayed in advertising. Camila Pitanga in 

2007 pointed out the absence of black models on the catwalks during São 

Paulo Fashion Week. Although the popular telenovelas have begun portraying 

middle-class black families and even interracial romances on TV, much 

remains to be done to overcome the image of African-Brazilians as slaves, 

servants or criminals that is still portrayed in the media.  

 In 2003, President Luíz Inácio Lula da Silva signed Law no. 10.639, 

which obliges primary and secondary schools to include African-Brazilian 

history and culture in their curriculums. This includes the study of the history 

of Africa and Africans, the struggle of blacks in Brazil, African-Brazilian 

culture and the role of blacks in the development of Brazilian society, while 

retrieving and emphasizing the contribution of black people to the History of 

Brazil in the areas of social, cultural, economic and political interest. This was 

considered a revolutionary move, because schoolbooks had previously 

overlooked the role of Africans and their descendants in Brazilian history 

altogether or portrayed them as passive and subservient. November 20, 

“National Black Consciousness Day,” the anniversary of the death of 

quilombo leader Zumbi dos Palmares, has also been included in the school 

calendar.  

 

JEWS 

There about 100,000 Jews in Brazil, mainly of Sephardic and Ashkenazi 

descent. Most live in São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and Porto Alegre, although 

Jewish communities are also found in the North, Northeast and Mid-West. The 

oldest synagogue in the Americas was reopened in Recife in 2001 after being 

closed for 347 years.  
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 Anti-Semitism is palpable, but generally latent. Brazilian Jews blend 

into the branco population and tend to be upwardly mobile. The “Caó Law” of 

1989 bans the manufacture, distribution and publication of the swastika to 

promote Nazism, but the newspapers occasionally report findings of neo-Nazi 

and anti-Semitic graffiti. When a community school in Vila Madalena, São 

Paulo, was burglarized on August 28, 2007, the perpetrators scrawled “death 

to the Jews” and a crude swastika on a wall.  Holocaust denier and neo-Nazi 

Siegfried Ellwanger Castan was convicted under the “Caó Law” in Porto 

Alegre for publishing anti-Semitic books in 1996, but was still selling racist 

literature on-line in 2007. 

 There are several small neo-Nazi groups active in Brazil, mainly based 

in São Paulo and Rio Grande do Sul. In a rare instance of sporadic anti-

Semitic violence, in 2005 a group of skinheads assaulted three Jewish children 

(two of whom were wearing yarmulkes) in Rio Grande do Sul, seriously 

wounding one. Four assailants were convicted and given probation.  

 Jews play a prominent role in the Brazilian economy, including jeweler 

Hans Stern, plastics manufacturer Raymond Dayan, the Safra family (banking) 

and the Klabin family (pulp and paper). Adolfo Bloch was a media mogul. 

Jaime Lerner, the former mayor of Curitiba, Paraná, became Brazil’s first 

Jewish governor in 1994. Renowned Jewish-Brazilian authors include Clarice 

Lispector, Carlos Heitor Cony and Moacyr Scliar. 

 

JAPANESE 

Brazil now has the largest Japanese population outside their country of origin 

—over 1.2 million. The majority arrived in or after 1909 and they are mainly 

concentrated in the city of São Paulo, where the Liberdade district is a “Little 

Tokyo,” but people of Japanese descent, or “Nikkei,” can be found in many 

parts of the country.   

 About 312,300 Brazilian Nikkei lived in Japan as guest workers, or 

dekassegui, in 2006. According to an IADB study published in Okinawa in 
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2005, they send an average of $600 (US) per person in remittances to their 

home country every month. The dekassegui phenomenon has revealed that 

Japanese-Brazilians have a sense of dual identity. Because their Asian features 

and coloring are not considered “Brazilian” in their native land, they feel 

Japanese in Brazil and Brazilian in Japan. 

 

Conclusion 

There is much more to Brazilian race relations than what I’ve described today, 

including the indigenous populations and immigrants from Europe, Africa, the 

Middle East and Asia, as well as other parts of the Americas. As you can see, 

anyone who wants to delve more deeply into this subject will find many little- 

known or unexplored areas in which to continue serious academic research. I 

hope this overview has helped to whet your appetites for further study in this 

field. 
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