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A book laced with anecdotes from a New York Times reporter
Aug 19th 2010
Advertisement

Brazil on the Rise: The Story of a Country Transformed. By Larry Rohter. Palgrave
Macmillan; 304 pages; $27 and £18.99. Buy from Amazon.com, Amazon.co.uk
POLITICAL strategists sometimes say that voters can hold only three things in their
minds about a candidate. So candidates spend quite a bit of time determining what
those three will be; once they have become known as a technophobe, an arugula
muncher or a flip-flopper, the perception is hard to shift. The same might be true of
countries. For Brazil, the three are forests, sex and football.
That the world’s fifth-largest country (by population) and eighth-largest economy (in
real terms) is often perceived by foreigners as a giant Club Med resort is partly thanks
to foreign correspondents reporting on Brazil, who often feel they have to start with
what readers back home know about the place and go from there. Larry Rohter, the
New York Times correspondent from 1999 to 2007, used to be an exponent of this
approach. The only trouble with it is that it explains only part of the country, part of
the time.
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1. China and India: Contest of the century

“Brazil on the Rise” is an attempt to go deeper, putting the country as it is now in the
context of Brazil’s recent history, with anecdotes from Mr Rohter’s notebooks sprinkled
on top. These are the best thing in the book. “I have found soccer fields even in the
poorest and most remote places, including tribal reservations in the Xingu where

2. Lexington: Build that mosque

Indians wear nothing but a penis sheath and a T-shirt with the colours of a popular
team, such as Flamengo or Palmeiras,” writes Mr Rohter. This is worth far more than
the surrounding passages of cod sociology on why football is like sex.

6. Banyan: No sign of a rainbow

The book begins by posing three questions about Brazil that interest both foreigners
and Brazilians. Why is the place so tolerant? Why is there so much inequality? And is
there racism in Brazil?
To answer the first two it is necessary to peel away layers accumulated over 510 years
since a band of Portuguese explorers landed in what is now Bahia state. But “Brazil on
the Rise” is not a history book. Mr Rohter does, however, make a determined attempt
to answer the third, arguing that Brazil has the same sort of racism that America
suffered from. People who say otherwise, he suggests, are making the problem worse
by burying it.
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In support of his view, he cites the horrible case of Luciano Ribeiro, a cyclist who was
run over and killed by a white driver in 1996. The motorist later told witnesses that he
had run over “a black guy on a stolen bicycle”. This might be evidence of racism, or it
might be evidence of a sneering attitude made more common by extreme income
inequality. Without recourse to some data it is hard to know. Some Brazilian employers
may discriminate against people with darker skin. But the kind of hard racism that
blighted America is foreign to Brazil.
Mr Rohter’s other judgments on the causes of Brazil’s current good fortune are hard to
argue with. He rightly castigates President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva for the
shortcomings of his foreign policy (which include a bizarre wish to acquire a nuclearpowered submarine to defend the country’s oil rigs), while praising him for keeping in
place the reforms of his predecessor, Fernando Henrique Cardoso.
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One topic where Mr Rohter leaves the consensus behind (and rightly so) is in his
assessment of Fernando Collor, president from 1990 until he was impeached in 1992.
Mr Collor tends to be remembered for his good looks, loopy economic policies and the
giant scams run by his bagman, Paulo César Farias, that brought him down. Yet in his
brief time in office Mr Collor began the opening up of Brazil’s economy, ran an
enlightened environmental policy and thwarted the army’s plans to develop a nuclear
weapon.
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For some time there has been a gap in the market for a good English book on Brazil.
“Brazil on the Rise” tells the reader a lot while managing to reinforce many clichés. The
author is great on popular culture and beaches, less inspired on the nuts and bolts of
economics and politics. The best bits are where he dusts off his old notebooks and finds
stories that bring Brazil alive. But his book does not quite plug that gap.
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