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A Global Power in the Making: 

Development in Brazil, 1930-Present 

 

“In a metaphorical sense, Brazil is a frontier of the capitalist world. It is the empty lands 

to be conquered by the gun and turned into profitable business.”  

–Regis de Castro Andrade in The Struggle for Development 

PART I: INTRODUCTION 

 The 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro 

signal the rise of Brazil as an economic superpower on the global stage. These large-scale 

events, or mega-events, spur urban infrastructural development and stadium construction, 

and they usher in a new paradigm in which the “city-company” reigns supreme. These 

so-called city-companies, such as Rio de Janeiro, attract private investment and 

government support that catalyze further growth and modernization (Stiftung 2012, 94-

5). Although Brazil has arguably only recently entered the international public arena, it 

has a several decades-long history of prioritizing modernization projects as policy, 

beginning with the Vargas Administration in 1930. Brazil has since become something of 

a celebrity in the developing world, presenting an alternative vision of development from 

that of the United States and Europe on its journey to stardom. As Roett writes, “A recent 

report describes Brazil as ‘the crafty superpower,’ arguing that Brazil is becoming a 

unique regional powerhouse and that ‘with no manual for becoming a global power, 

[former president] Lula’s Brazil seems to be writing one of its own’” (Roett 2011, 143). 

 Although Brazil’s economic success has earned it the title of the “America of 

South America” by some development scholars, it in fact resists compliance with US 
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policies and its example in many ways. Brazil, for example, has decried the war in Iraq 

and the United States embargo against Cuba (Brazil on the International Stage, 11 May 

2015). Furthermore, Brazil joined the BRICS group in 2006 (Stiftung 212, 162), which 

includes the world’s emerging economies, defined as “high growth economies in 

developing countries” (Pelle 2007, 17). The member countries are Brazil, Russia, India, 

China, and, most recently, South Africa. Although individually the BRICS countries 

account for approximately four percent of the world’s GDP, they make up 19.7 percent 

collectively (Lo and Hiscock 2004, 147). Additionally, they constitute “42 per cent of the 

world’s population [and] over 24 per cent of all land” (Lo and Hiscock 2004, 162). The 

BRICS countries quite literally give the United States and Europe a run for their money, 

and they threaten to destabilize dominant Western financial institutions, e.g. the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund (IMF), through the establishment of their own 

development bank. They also aim to undermine the dollar by reducing reliance on other 

countries’ currencies (Lo and Hiscock 2004, 79). 

 As evidenced above, Brazil is a trailblazer at the frontier of an emerging 

multipolar world order (Lo and Hiscock 2004, 79). Despite its fearless individuality, 

Brazil’s development history conforms to Rostow’s five stages of economic growth, as I 

will discuss in greater detail below. This model has been criticized for its lack of 

applicability to non-Western LDCs, or least developed countries; it  was developed from 

analyzing American and European history, and it defines the end goal of development as 

the American norm of high mass-consumption (Rostow 1971, 10). It is therefore 

problematic that a country like Brazil, which strives to set itself apart from the existing 

world powers (that is, the United States and Europe), understands its economic success in 
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Western hegemonic terms: i.e., its leaders seem to embrace the notion, legitimated by 

Rostow’s model, that a country’s transition from “developing” to “developed” signifies a 

shift from “traditional” to “modern,” or “indigenous” to “Western-style”. Consequently, 

Brazil occupies a world of contradictions: it aspires to stake out its own positions on 

world affairs, yet to have a global platform to do so, it must measure up to the United 

States and Europe.  

The following essay attempts to demonstrate aspects of this contradictory 

existence by applying Rostow’s theory of development to the Brazilian context. 

Specifically, it will examine the administrations of Getúlio Vargas (1930-54), Luiz Inácio 

Lula da Silva (2003-11), and Dilma Rousseff (2011-present) within the dominant 

development narrative. Moreover, it will present points of divergence from the status quo 

and this dominant model by returning to the BRICS group and the concept of the city-

company, which provide Brazil opportunities for distinctive forms of self-representation 

on the global stage and, consequently, greater diplomatic leverage in world affairs.  

 

PART II: DEVELOPMENT IN BRAZIL, 1930-PRESENT 

 In Stages of Economic Growth, Rostow outlines what he argues are the five 

universal stages of economic development. They are as follows: (1) the traditional 

society, (2) the preconditions for take-off, (3) the take-off, (4) the drive to maturity, and 

(5) the age of high mass-consumption. Traditional society lacks modern science and 

technology, thus limiting agricultural productivity. Additionally, regional politics 

dominates over any possibility of central rule (Rostow 1971, 5). The second stage 

provides the preconditions for development, such as greater political interest in education 
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and entrepreneurship. At this time, banks are established in order to mobilize capital, and 

transportation and raw materials receive greater investments. A shift from regional to 

centralized politics also takes place (Rostow 1971, 6-7). The take-off occurs when 

“growth becomes [the] normal condition” (Rostow 1971, 7). This sustained growth is the 

result of the emergence of a central political power that prioritizes modernization, such as 

the expansion of new industries (Rostow 1971, 8). Once a country is able to produce both 

domestic products and export commodities, it has reached the drive to maturity stage 

(Rostow 1971, 9). Rostow adds, “This is the stage in which an economy demonstrates 

that it has the technological and entrepreneurial skills to produce not everything, but 

anything that it chooses to produce” (Rostow 1971, 10). The final stage of development 

that Rostow discusses is the age of high mass-consumption. A country enters this stage 

when the average income per person exceeds the amount needed for basic food, shelter, 

and clothing so that a large amount of people can purchase nonessential goods and 

services. It is also marked by a shift in the proportion of urban residents to the total 

population, as well as the proportion of skilled to unskilled workers (Rostow 1971, 10). 

This proliferation of wealth, according to Rostow, allows states to administer greater 

social welfare programs to its citizens (Rostow 1971, 11). 

 Conveniently, Brazil’s development history aligns with Rostow’s five stages of 

economic growth. Pre-1930 Brazil was decidedly traditional; the economy was 

predominantly agricultural and pastoral (Baklanoff 1969, 37), and politics were 

dominated by a small ruling elite split between Brazil’s two largest states (Baklanoff 

1969, 40). Getúlio Vargas’ ascent to the presidency is widely regarded as the turning 

point in Brazilian history that marks its transition from traditional to modern. He valued 
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industrial production over agricultural production, as indicated by policies that promoted 

the former over the latter. In 1930, for example, Vargas created the country’s first 

Ministry of Labor, Industry, and Commerce, which incorporated labor under the purview 

of the state. This had far-reaching implications for Brazil’s economic, industrial, and 

political development (Roett 2011, 38). Vargas also welcomed foreign investment, which 

led to the establishment of a national airplane motor company (Baklanoff 1969, 38) and 

the construction of Latin America’s first steel mill in Rio de Janeiro (Roett 2011, 41). To 

further promote industrial development, Vargas unified Brazil under the Estado Nôvo, 

which ended the country’s fragmented political history (Baklanoff 1969, 41). By 1945, 

the country was self-reliant in the production of many common goods (Baklanoff 1969, 

38). From 1951-53, the Joint Brazil-United States Economic Development Commission 

was instituted to finance transportation and electric power projects in Brazil. The 

commission was responsible for the consolidation of the Brazilian federal railways, as 

well as the creation of the National Economic Development Bank (Baklanoff 1969, 51). 

In 1951, just three years before his suicide, Vargas established the partly state-owned oil 

company Petrobrás, one of the world’s most lucrative businesses today (Baklanoff 1969, 

53). His policies garnered him many names, including the “Father of the Poor” and the 

“Father of the profit-making sharks” (Baklanoff 1969, 56). Arguably, none were as 

suitable as the “Father of modern Brazil” (Roett 2011, 42). 

 Modernization projects continued after Vargas’ death. His immediate successor, 

Juscelino Kubitschek de Oliveira moved the Brazilian capital from Rio de Janeiro to 

Brasilia, renowned for its futuristic cityscape. He also promoted the development of 

hydroelectric plants. However, the prices of coffee, Brazil’s dominant export crop, 
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dropped and inflation was on the rise. From the mid-1960s until 1985, the Brazilian 

people fell under the control of a series of military dictatorships fraught with economic 

and social problems (Brazil: Government and History, 11 May 2015). Conditions were 

exacerbated in the 1980s when Brazil faced a severe economic crisis. The inflation rate 

exceeded 100% throughout the 1980s, and reached a shocking 1,769% in 1989 (Higuchi 

2005, 3). Moreover, in the mid-1990s, several banks failed. The government reacted by 

nationalizing small private banks and closing state-owned banks that were negatively 

impacted by the harsh economic times (Brazil on the International Stage, 11 May 2015). 

Given Brazil’s troubled past, it may appear surprising that three of the top ten banks in 

the world were Brazilian in 2009 (Roett 2011, 121).  

Much of Brazil’s success as a burgeoning economy in the first decade of the 21st 

century is attributed to President Lula’s model. President Lula assumed office in 2003, 

following an economic crash in Argentina that further threatened Brazil’s stability. In the 

election year of 2002, the Brazilian real lost 40 percent of its value against the dollar, and 

the inflation rate was 25.3 percent. Moreover, approximately 45 million Brazilians were 

extremely impoverished (Stiftung 2012, 135). Under Lula’s two terms, however, the 

country experienced major economic growth. GNP increased four percent each year, and 

more than 10 million new jobs were created. Furthermore, the unemployment rate fell 

from 10.5 percent in 2002 to 6.7 percent in 2010 (Stiftung 2012, 138). A 2003 Goldman 

Sachs report stated that Brazil’s GDP growth rate was expected to overtake that of “Italy 

by 2025, France by 2031, and the United Kingdom and Germany by 2036” (Roett 2011, 

111). Lula’s model relied on the exploitation of raw materials and the expansion of 

industry, such as steelworks (Stiftung 2012, 143). Additionally, Lula implemented 
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several cost-cutting measures, such as raising the minimum retirement age and limiting 

pension benefits to certain sectors of the population. Furthermore—in keeping with 

Rostow’s model, while in contrast to the concurrent neoliberal policies being advocated 

in the US and Europe—Lula promoted economic growth and the expansion of social 

welfare programs. In the first year of his first term, Lula created the Bolsa Família 

(Family Basket) program that made cash transfers to poor families based on behavior, 

like children’s school attendance. In 2009, nearly 11 million Brazilians, the majority of 

whom lived on less than $33 USD per month, benefited from the program (Roett 2011, 

112). Lula’s second term continued to see economic improvements. Brazilian soybean, 

iron ore, beef, and car exports tripled, and Brazil became a foreign creditor for the first 

time in its history (Roett 2011, 116). In 2007, Lula famously said, “God is Brazilian,” 

when Petrobrás made the discovery of natural gas and petroleum reserves off the 

southeast coast (Roett 2011, 119). Brazil is one of five countries with the highest 

estimated petroleum reserves (Roett 2011, 120), and it is expected to produce 6.1 million 

barrels of oil per day by 2020 (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 51). Lo and Hiscock write, 

“Brazil is expected to become an important player in the world’s ongoing food and 

energy security crises” (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 72). 

 Nevertheless, since the beginning of the presidency of Lula’s successor, Rousseff, 

Brazil’s GDP growth rates have plummeted, causing “some speculation as to whether the 

‘B’ in the BRICS at the moment only stands for boring” (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 68). The 

fundamentals of Brazil’s economy, however, are far from boring. It is currently the 

largest producer of regional aircrafts, coffee, and GM food, and it is the largest exporter 

of sugar, poultry, beef, and ethanol (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 71-2). Furthermore, Brazil is 
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the wealthiest country in Latin America, and its GDP size has already exceeded that of 

the UK (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 143). At the 2014 BRICS summit in Fortaleza, Brazil, 

Rousseff joined the other BRICS leaders in announcing the establishment of a $50 billion 

USD New Development Bank (NDB) (Forbes, 22 December 2014) and a $100 billion 

USD “‘Continent Reserve Arrangement’ to address possible liquidity shortages faced by 

emerging economies” (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 130-1). While Rousseff’s career has 

been marred in the last year by a multibillion-dollar corruption scandal involving 

Petrobrás and dozens of her political allies (Reuters, 9 April 2015), the president has 

made major milestones in forwarding Brazil’s foreign policy and economic interests. In 

colloquial terms, she has helped “put Brazil on the map”. 

 

PART III: SELF-REPRESENTATION ON THE GLOBAL STAGE 

 In Rostow’s discussion of development, the transition from developing to 

developed is understood in Western terms. He asserts that the ultimate development goal 

for a nation ought to be high mass-consumption. This ideal, however, is based on the 

capitalist values often associated with the United States. It neglects to take into 

consideration alternative political economic systems or cultural values, and sets a 

universal standard for a country’s developmental trajectory that is defined by constant 

growth in production and consumption, bypassing other possible values—social, ethical, 

environmental, for instance. Countries that attempt to reimagine this model, like Cuba, 

are given little attention by the existing superpowers on the global stage. In other words, 

to have a say in world affairs, a country must play the game. Brazil, in its quest for 

greater diplomatic capital, has in many ways followed Rostow’s U.S.-centric 
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development model to achieve the economic and political success it has found today—in 

a sense, even more closely to Rostow’s 1970s liberal ideals than the US has since 1980. 

Yet although it has worked within the system, Brazil has also attempted to set itself apart 

from the United States and Europe through its involvement with the BRICS group and its 

promotion of the city-company. 

The BRICS Group 

 Brazil’s membership in the BRICS group challenges the authority of the United 

States and Europe within the global economic system. The NDB discussed above differs 

from other development banks in that it does not demand borrowing countries to adopt 

policy measures (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 79). This is unique in that the IMF and World 

Bank impose structural adjustment programs, which frequently demand neoliberal social 

policies that favor industry and banking over improvement of conditions for the poor and 

middle classes, onto countries that utilize their services, a practice that is inherently 

undemocratic. For this reason, it is likely that the BRICS bank will “become the lending 

choice in infrastructure and sustainable development projects for other non-BRICS 

developing and least developed nations” (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 79). Although BRICS 

was initially formed as an investment community, members of the group have also gained 

diplomatic leverage (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 130). In 2010, for example, Brazil 

formally recognized the Palestinian state, encouraging other Latin American countries 

and eventually the UN General Assembly to do likewise. This action opposed the 

interests of the United States and Israel (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 135), and 

demonstrates the goals of BRICS countries to advocate for their own national interests 



Bridges 10 

within the current political system independent of the demands and expectations of the 

Western world (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 136-7).  

The City-Company 

 In addition to the BRICS group, Brazilian cities, such as Rio de Janeiro, have 

developed a “self-branding” ability that have allowed them to host past and future mega-

events, such as the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympics. This branding is 

contingent on Brazil’s “economic stability and growth, [and] poverty reduction and 

consolidation of democracy” (Lo and Hiscock 2014, 68). In this way, the city is 

transformed into a city-company, a product that can be marketed to investors (Stiftung 

2012, 95). The city-company’s marketing pitch is translated in a number of ways, from 

Brazil’s GDP size and growth per annum, to a particular city’s urban landscape and 

architectural design. Gulf countries like the United Arab Emirates and Qatar utilize city 

branding to put their capitals on outsiders’ radars. They lack natural attractions, and so 

they rely on prestigious events and real estate to draw in revenue from the tourist industry 

and foreign private investors (Hazime 2011, 4731). Although Brazil is rife with natural 

resources, it markets itself all the same. It has effectively marketed itself as the “land of 

the future” through modernizing campaigns, such as the construction of the Museum of 

Tomorrow in Rio de Janeiro’s Porto Maravilha. The architectural structure—still 

incomplete—will incorporate state-of-the-art green technology, such as solar panels and 

recycled water. It will also provide a space for museum visitors to contemplate their own 

futures, as well as that of the globe, through exhibits that explore “variations on 

tomorrows in the fields of matter, life and thought” (Museum of Tomorrow n.d.). Its 

construction is sponsored by the Spanish Banco Santander, and it is partnered with 
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research institutions in the United States and France. The Museum of Tomorrow, in 

addition to other futuristic architectural projects in Rio and elsewhere, provide Brazil the 

opportunity to not only guide visitors’ imaginations of the future, but also to take part 

directly in that development narrative by fostering technological innovation and 

industrialization through government support and foreign investment. 

 

PART IV: CONCLUSION 

 Brazil became a regional superpower under the Lula Administration, and is 

emerging as a global power under the current administration. Brazil asserts its dominance 

in Latin America through the promotion of scientific and technical development among 

its neighbors (Stiftung 2012, 165). Additionally, the Ministry of External Relations has 

cooperated in as many as 915 small-scale development projects throughout Latin 

America, Africa, Asia, Oceania, and Eastern Europe (Stiftung 2012, 166). Brazil also 

rivals the United States as a benefactor of international humanitarian projects. In 2012, 

Brazil provided military training to the Angolan army, and the Brazilian National 

Development Bank granted $230 million USD of loans to Kenya to aid in the 

mechanization of agriculture and the construction of roads (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 

135). Additionally, Cassanova and Kassum write that Brazil “is making its presence felt 

at the United Nations, the IMF and the World Bank.” In May 2013, one of its own was 

appointed as Director General of the World Trade Organization, not long after another 

Brazilian national had earned a leadership title at the UN Food and Agriculture 

Organization (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 125). Brazil’s international reputation as an 

emerging and modern global power affords it greater influence and autonomy on the 
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world stage. Furthermore, it has provided Brazil with the credibility to form multi-

national coalitions, join prestigious diplomatic groupings, and position itself as a 

“champion of south-south cooperation” (Cassanova and Kassum 2014, 127). The new 

kind of “universalism” it is proposing through its participation in BRICS and its efforts to 

brand Rio as a “city of the future” guarantee that it will play a significant role in shaping 

the new cosmopolitan orders that will take shape in coming years.   
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