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Introduction
Why do people move? Simple as it may seem, this question raises complex questions about the causes of  individual 
versus large-scale migration as well as the global effects of  migration. This curriculum unit was conceived in 
response to numerous requests from educators concerning the discussion of  issues related to human migration in 
the social studies classroom. Our goal was to present this fl uid and nebulous concept in an easy–to–follow manner, 
with clear lesson objectives and outcomes. 

Given our own strength as content providers for world studies courses (in Texas, this consists of  the 6th grade 
Contemporary World Cultures course, 9th grade World Geography course, and 10th grade World History course, 
in addition to AP-level courses and other electives), we chose to address these essential questions by using a case-
study approach looking at the phenomenon of  migration in a global context. 

The unit is aligned to middle and high school standards (Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills, as well as National 
Geography Standards) and so the activities have been designed for Grades 6–12, although some suggestions for 
use at lower levels are included below.

In 2011, following the revision of  the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS—the state-mandated 
educational standards) for social studies, we created the revised edition of  this unit. It incorporates feedback from 
fi eld testers and educators who have offered constructive comments on the unit since its fi rst publication. We hope 
that this unit, which has been used in classrooms nationwide, will be even more useful in this revised edition.

We welcome any feedback or comments you may have.

How to use this unit effectively in the classroom
The unit allows maximum fl exibility on the part of  the classroom teacher: modular in design, any section (or case 
study within a section) can be used individually or in combination with other sections. Based on previous coverage 
of  the topic and the academic level of  your students, you may incorporate as many or as few activities as support 
your learning goals. We encourage you to familiarize yourself  with the entire unit so as to select the activities/
topics that best suit your needs.

Section Overview
Section 1
A brief  PowerPoint introduction to migration theory incorporates key vocabulary (e.g., push-pull factors) and 
real world examples. The original document can be downloaded from the Hemispheres website at: http://www.
utexas.edu/cola/orgs/hemispheres/.

Section 2: Introductory Activities 
Once students have a basic understanding of  the forces that affect migration, we offer two classroom activities to 
generate a general discussion. Although these activities are intended to be used before Sections 3 or 4, they can also 
be used individually (or not at all). They should be implemented insofar as they facilitate learning goals and enrich 
your students’ understanding of  migration. Student Activity 1 examines migration trends in your community 
through a series of  interviews. This activity can easily be modifi ed for use at the elementary level, by either 
interviewing one person as a class or using a story or video; you can discuss migration stories without conducting 
the spectrum graph activity. Student Activity 2 examines fi lm, asking students to think critically about the fi lm 
and plot elements relating to migration. Since most fi lms dealing with this topic are for more mature audiences, 
we suggest using this activity at the high school level. There are some fi lms, such as the animated picture An 
American Tail, that could be used with younger audiences.

HOW TO USE THIS UNIT
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Section 3: Using T-Charts and Writing Prompts to Explore Migration
Intended for a middle school audience, the T-chart case studies may also be used with older students in place of  
the advocate/decision-making activity. The fi ve topics, which are simplifi ed versions of  real world issues from 
Section 4, include background information for the teacher, short readings for students, and four variations of  an 
analysis activity.  

For a high school audience, a writing prompt is provided in the instructions as Variation 4 to use the documents 
in the T-chart case studies to write a DBQ essay. A grading rubric for the essay can be found on page 68.

Section 4: Using an Advocate/Decision-Making Activity to Discuss Migration
This “controlled debate” activity requires students to argue one side of  a real migration issue. Two to three pages 
of  essential reading are included for each topic; supplemental materials are provided if  time allows or if  you feel 
that the issue needs additional coverage. We have made a conscious effort to use as many primary document 
sources as possible in order to help build critical reading and interpretation skills; reading levels vary according 
to the documents selected. 

A writing prompt is provided in the instructions (p. 65) to use the documents provided in each case study to write a 
persuasive DBQ essay. The essay exercise can be done as an assessment piece for the Advocate/Decision-Making 
Activity. A grading rubric for the essay can be found on page 68.

Appendix: Glossary of  Terms
We have provided a list of  terms defi ned in footnotes in the glossary for handy reference.

Additional Resources
Each case study in Section 4 also includes a list of  Web and print resources for learning more about the topic 
it covers. ABC-CLIO, History Alive!, and other content providers may have additional materials that will help 
facilitate the coverage of  migration in your classroom.

We hope you fi nd this unit useful and that you feel free to select and modify activities as they fi t your classroom 
needs.

HOW TO USE THIS UNIT
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Standards Alignment

THIS CURRICULUM UNIT ADDRESSES THE FOLLOWING STANDARDS 
IN THE TEXAS ESSENTIAL KNOWLEDGE & SKILLS (TEKS), 2010 REVISION:

113.18 Social Studies, Grade 6
GEOGRAPHY

4) The student understands the factors that infl uence the locations and characteristics of  locations of  various 
contemporary societies on maps and globes and uses latitude and longitude to determine absolute locations. 

The student is expected to:
B) identify and explain the geographic factors responsible for patterns of  population in places and regions;
C) explain ways in which human migration infl uences the character of  places and regions.

ECONOMICS
8)  The student understands the factors of  production in a society’s economy. 

The student is expected to:
A)  describe ways in which the factors of  production (natural resources, labor, capital, and entrepreneurs) 

infl uence the economies of  various contemporary societies;
B) identify problems and issues that may arise when one or more of  the factors of  production is in 

relatively short supply; and
C)  explain the impact of  relative scarcity of  resources on international trade and economic interdependence 

among and within societies.

HISTORY
1)  The student understands that historical events infl uence contemporary events. 

The student is expected to:
A)  trace characteristics of  various contemporary societies in regions that resulted from historical events or 

factors such as invasion, conquests, colonization, immigration, and trade; and
B)  analyze the historical background of  various contemporary societies to evaluate relationships between 

past confl icts and current conditions.

SOCIAL STUDIES SKILLS
21) The student applies critical-thinking skills to organize and use information acquired through established 
research methodologies from a variety of  valid sources, including electronic technology. 

The student is expected to:
A)  differentiate between, locate, and use valid primary and secondary sources such as computer software; 

interviews; biographies; oral, print, and visual material; and artifacts to acquire information about 
various world cultures;

B)  analyze information by sequencing, categorizing, identifying cause-and-effect relationships, comparing, 
contrasting, fi nding the main idea, summarizing, making generalizations and predictions, and drawing 
inferences and conclusions;

C) organize and interpret information from outlines, reports, databases, and visuals, including graphs, 
charts, timelines, and maps;

D)  identify different points of  view about an issue or current topic;
E)  identify the elements of  frame of  reference that infl uenced participants in an event.

Standards Alignment
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113.33 World History Studies
CULTURE

18) The student understands the ways in which cultures change and maintain continuity.
The student is expected to:
A) analyze cultural changes in specifi c regions caused by migration, war, trade, innovations, and diffusion.

GEOGRAPHY
7) The student understands the growth, distribution, movement, and characteristics of  world population.

The student is expected to:
B) explain the political, economic, social, and environmental factors that contribute to human migration 

such as how national and international migrations are shaped by push–and–pull factors and how 
physical geography affects the routes, fl ows, and destinations of  migration.

HISTORY
13)  The student understands the impact of  major events associated with the Cold War and independence 
movements. 

The student is expected to:
F) explain how Arab rejection of  the State of  Israel has led to ongoing confl ict.

SOCIAL STUDIES SKILLS
31) The student uses problem-solving and decision-making skills, working independently and with others, in a 
variety of  settings. 

The student is expected to:
A) use a problem-solving process to identify a problem, gather information, list and consider options, 

consider advantages and disadvantages, choose and implement a solution, and evaluate the effectiveness 
of  the solution; and

B) use a decision-making process to identify a situation that requires a decision, gather information, 
identify options, predict consequences, and take action to implement a decision.

113.34 World Geography Studies
HISTORY

1) The student understands how geography and processes of  spatial exchange (diffusion) infl uenced events in 
the past and helped to shape the present. 

The student is expected to:
A)  analyze the effects of  physical and human geographic patterns and processes on the past and describe 

their impact on the present, including signifi cant physical features and environmental conditions that 
infl uenced migration patterns and shaped the distribution of  culture groups today. 

GEOGRAPHY
7) The student understands the growth, distribution, movement, and characteristics of  world population.

The student is expected to:
B) explain the political, economic, social, and environmental factors that contribute to human migration 

such as how national and international migrations are shaped by push–and–pull factors and how 
physical geography affects the routes, fl ows, and destinations of  migration.

8)  The student understands how people, places, and environments are connected and interdependent. 
The student is expected to:
A)  compare ways that humans depend on, adapt to, and modify the physical environment, including the 

infl uences of  culture and technology;

STANDARDS ALIGNMENT
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B)  describe the interaction between humans and the physical environment and analyze the consequences 
of  extreme weather and other natural disasters such as El Niño, fl oods, tsunamis, and volcanoes; and

C)  evaluate the economic and political relationships between settlements and the environment, including 
sustainable development and renewable/non-renewable resources.

GOVERNMENT
14)  The student understands the processes that infl uence political divisions, relationships, and policies. 

The student is expected to:
C) analyze the human and physical factors that infl uence the power to control territory and resources, 

create confl ict/war, and impact international political relations of  sovereign nations such as China, the 
United States, Japan, and Russia and organized nation groups such as the United Nations (UN) and 
the European Union (EU).

CITIZENSHIP
15)  Citizenship. The student understands how different points of  view infl uence the development of  public 
policies and decision-making processes on local, state, national, and international levels. 

The student is expected to:
A)  identify and give examples of  different points of  view that infl uence the development of  public policies 

and decision-making processes on local, state, national, and international levels; and
B)  explain how citizenship practices, public policies, and decision making may be infl uenced by cultural 

beliefs, including nationalism and patriotism.

SOCIAL STUDIES SKILLS
31) The student uses problem-solving and decision-making skills, working independently and with others, in a 
variety of  settings. 

The student is expected to:
A) use a problem-solving process to identify a problem, gather information, list and consider options, 

consider advantages and disadvantages, choose and implement a solution, and evaluate the effectiveness 
of  the solution; and

B) use a decision-making process to identify a situation that requires a decision, gather information, 
identify options, predict consequences, and take action to implement a decision.

THIS UNIT ALSO ADDRESSES THE FOLLOWING NATIONAL GEOGRAPHY STANDARDS:

Standard 9, Human Systems: The characteristics, distribution, and migration of  human populations on 
Earth’s surface.

GRADES 5–8
By the end of  the eighth grade, the student knows and understands: 

3. the types and historical patterns of  human migration and; 
4. the effects of  migration on the characteristics of  places.

GRADES 9–12
By the end of  the twelfth grade, the student knows and understands: 

1. trends in world population numbers and patterns and; 
2. the impact of  human migration on physical and human systems.

STANDARDS ALIGNMENT
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Student Activity: Migration Advocate/Decision-Making Activity

ADVOCATE/DECISION-MAKING ACTIVITY

Advocate/decision-making activities allow for com plete class involvement.  Unlike class debates, which are usu al ly 
dominated by a few of  the most vocal stu dents, the ad vo cate/de ci sion-making activity works well be cause each 
stu dent is ac count able for a role. Every student is either a debater (“advocate”) or a judge (“de ci sion-maker”).  
The exercise sets up clear points of  disagreement, and the competition to persuade the de ci sion-maker en hanc es 
student mo ti va tion.  In addition, such ac tiv i ties can be used with a large variety of  historical and con tem po rary 
social studies prob lems and issues.

This activity revolves around a complex historical or con tem po rary migration issue that is presented to the 
stu dents.  It is pre sent ed in the form of  a “should” ques tion, allowing participants to examine reasons for support 
or opposition of  the issue under discussion.  Case studies for use with this activity can be found beginning on 
page 70.

Time Needed:
Two class periods of  45 minutes–1 hour each or one 90-minute class period will be suffi cient for steps 3–5, 
assuming that: 
• class preparation (step 1) is done outside of  this time frame (this will require approximately 10–15 minutes to 

assign roles, distribute worksheets and readings, and to explain the fi rst steps of  the activity);
• individual preparation (step 2) is assigned as homework; and
• group preparation (step 3), confrontation (step 4), and de-briefi ng (step 5) are done in class.  

We recommend a minimum of  30 additional minutes if  individual preparation (step 2) is assigned as an in-classs 
activity.

Supplies for this activity:
• the Advocate’s Worksheet (p. 66)
• the Decision-Maker’s Worksheet (p. 67)
• copies of  the 2-4 page brief  from any of  the case studies that follow in this section, beginning on p. 70

Conducting the activity:
There are fi ve steps in this activity, and an optional sixth step for assessment. It is also possible to do the assessment 
activity—writing a persuasive essay—without doing the advocate/decision-making activity. Begin by selecting the 
question(s) your class will debate.

Step 1: Class preparation: 
Di vide the stu dents into 3 groups and assign each group one of  the following roles: 1) ad vo cates in favor, 2) 
ad vo cates in opposition, and 3) de ci sion-makers. The groups should be equal in size. When the class num ber is 
not divisible by 3, make the one or two extra stu dents de ci sion-mak ers.

Step 2: Individual preparation:
During this phase, the students should quietly read their background documentation. Each case study 
contains a brief  that all students should read.  Supplemental readings follow, which may be assigned as 
extra credit or as homework. While reading, each student should complete the appropriate worksheet.  

Advocates pre pare their arguments by fi nding relevant evidence in the text that supports their position, using 
the worksheet on page 66. Decision-makers prepare questions to ask the ad vo cates and consider what the main 
arguments on each side are likely to be, completing the fi rst section of  the worksheet on page 67.  
Alternately, you may choose to assign roles to students after they have done the reading and note-taking, requiring all students to examine 
all sides of  the issue and prepare an argument for both sides.
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Step 3: Group preparation:
Have your students come together in groups according to the roles they have been assigned: advocates in favor 
will meet with the other ad vo cates in favor, advocates in opposition with their coun ter parts, and de ci sion-makers 
with the other de ci sion-makers.  

In each group, students should share the in for ma tion gath ered during in di vid u al prep a ra tion, and the arguments 
they have prepared.  The ad vo cates should decide the best arguments for their perspective, while de ci sion–makers 
should analyze both perspectives, deciding the best ques tions to ask.

Step 4: Confrontation:
Re-group your students into small groups of  3, consisting of  one advocate from each side and a decision-maker.  
(If  your class is not divisible by 3, there will be one or two groups with an extra decision-maker.)

For the fi rst ten minutes, advocates in favor are allowed to present their argument to the decision-maker, who may 
ask questions.  During this period, the ad vo cates in opposition may only listen and take notes. 

For the next ten minutes, advocates in opposition have their chance to present their argument, while their opponent 
may only listen and take notes.  

For the fi nal 10–15 minute period, the ad vo cates may de bate the issue, presenting rebuttals or challenges to the 
argument presented, and the decision-maker may further question both advocates.  

At the end of  this period, the decision-mak er should complete his or her worksheet, revealing their de ci sion and 
the reasons for it.

Step 5: De-briefi ng: 
Individual decision-makers should stand before the class and summarize the debate process for their group, 
discussing which arguments were most per sua sive and most supportable.  They should end by announcing their 
decision and the reasons for it.  

Ar gu ments and decisions may also be re viewed in terms of  values.  A homework assignment, for all participants, 
could include an essay examining values:  What values un der lay the po si tions and state ments?  Where did the 
values con fl ict? What val ues did the de ci sion-makers dem on strate?

Assessment (optional):
The assessment piece is a DBQ activity that uses the documents in each case study and the following essay prompt: 
Read the introduction and the documents provided. Identify the push and pull factors given in the documents. Consider the overall issue. 
Are the causes economic, social, political, or environmental (or more than one of  these) in nature? 

Write a persuasive essay in which you describe the issue presented. Be sure to identify the major push and pull factors, their causes, and 
the potential effects they may have on the migrants, the place they are planning to leave, and the place to which they are planning to 
migrate. Cite specifi c passages and examples from the documents to support your answer. Remember to consider the perspective of  the 
authors of  each document. Finally, explain which argument you fi nd more persuasive, based on the factors you have described above.. 
Justify your decision citing information from the documents, or from additional research.

A grading rubric may be found on page 68. 

THIS ACTIVITY WAS ORIGINALLY DEVELOPED BY JOHN ROSSI OF THE SCHOOL OF EDUCATION, VIRGINIA COMMONWEALTH UNIVERSITY. THIS 
ADAPTATION BY HEMISPHERES, THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN, IS BASED ON A REVISED VERSION USED BY THE EDUCATION PROGRAM OF 
THE UNITED STATES INSTITUTE OF PEACE.

ADVOCATE/DECISION-MAKING ACTIVITY



My position on the issue is that 

1.  One reason to support the position is 

One piece of evidence that backs up this reason is 

2.  A second reason to support the position is 

One piece of evidence that backs up this reason is

3.  A third reason to support the position is 

One piece of evidence that backs up this reason is 

4.  The opponents of this position might say

I would reply to their reason by saying

ADVOCATE’S WORKSHEET

Name:          Date:     Class:



I. List the questions you will ask the advocates when they try to persuade you.  Ask challenging ques tions that show 
what you already know about the issue.  Make sure your set of questions is bal anced and does not show favoritism 
for one side.

1.  

2.

3.

4.

5.

II. On the back of this sheet, list the reasons given by each advocate when they attempt to persuade you.  Divide the 
reasons into two columns, as shown here:

REASONS FOR REASONS AGAINST

III.  Before making a decision, think about these questions:
 1.  Is the reason relevant?
 2.  Is the reason supported by evidence?
 3.  What reasons presented by one advocate went unchallenged by the other advocate?
 4.  What contrary evidence was presented?
 5.  How unbiased are the sources?

IV.  After evaluating the reasons and evidence presented by both advocates, I have decided that:

V.  The reasons and/or evidence that most infl uenced my decision, in order of importance, are:

1.

2.

3.

4.

DECISION-MAKER’S WORKSHEET

Name:          Date:     Class:
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Should rural residents move to Brazil’s megacities when faced with dwindling opportunities in the 
countryside?

Brazil is one of  many Latin American countries that have faced a trend of  rural-to-urban migration.  People in 
the countryside are poor, and move to try to fi nd a better life in Brazil’s urban centers.  In cities such as São Paulo 
and Rio de Janeiro, however, these migrants often lack the skills to obtain good jobs, and are forced to live in favelas 
(shantytowns) at the outskirts of  the city, which lack basic services like electricity and sewage.  Read the following 
documents to defend your position in the Advocate/Decision-Making Activity.

Reading 1: Testimony from Bishops of  Northeastern Brazil
“The Agrarian Problem”

Our peasants, as a general rule, continue to be bound to the plow and to various sharecropping systems which 
extract more value from their labor for the year than the value of  the land that they work.  The legal resources 
to which they may appeal, in practice have little effi cacy.  In rental arrangements, for example, the peasants are 
made to pay a percentage of  the value of  the rented land that is much higher than the percentage fi xed by the 
Land Statute.  The landowner almost always demands a higher rate, and if  the peasant does not agree, he will 
deny him use of  the land in future years.

The situation of  rural wage laborers is not very different.  In theory, their working conditions are defi ned and 
protected by labor legislation.  But observe what happens in the sugar zone, in a monoculture that employs 
the majority of  rural wage-earners of  the Northeast. Employers, in order to get around the provision of  the 
labor laws, resort to mass expulsion of  the peasants from their lands … The expelled workers then must live 
in congested conditions in shantytowns near the “evacuated” land, forming a reserve of  cheap labor easily 
available to agricultural employers.  Now, recruited as “clandestine workers”—a term derived from the fact 
that they accept employment without a formal labor agreement—they must accept a wage that is even below 
the legal minimum …

Condemned to marginality in the countryside, exploited, without access to land, the peasant must either 
continue his struggle for land or emigrate to the region’s urban centers, to São Paulo or some other place where 
he continues to be exploited …

The city is only a continuation of  his odyssey.  Disqualifi ed by his lack of  skills to compete for the kind of  jobs 
generated by industry, jobs whose number is inadequate to absorb the expansion of  the urban labor force, he 
swells the unemployed in the service sector, trying to fi nd some sort of  activity that will enable him to satisfy his 
most elemental need: to kill his hunger.

His situation, however, does not distinguish him basically from those who are employed, because they, too, are 
victims of  the process of  marginalization inherent in the system.  The surplus of  labor reduces their capacity 
to struggle for the conquest and preservation of  their rights.  On top of  all this, wages are fi xed at a level 
incompatible with the workers’ most elementary needs.

SOURCE: HELDER CAMAR Y OBISPOS DE BRAZIL, EL GRITO DEL TERCER MUNDO: TESTIMONIOS (BUENOS AIRES: MERAY EDITOR, 1974). 
(PERMISSION PENDING.)

Agrarian: related to farmers, farming, or agriculture.
Clandestine: something kept or done in secret.
Marginality, marginalization: kept on the outside; made insignifi cant.
Monoculture:  the use of land for growing only one type of crop.
Sharecropping: a system in which farmers rent land in exchange for a share of the crops grown instead of paying rent.

DECISION-MAKING ACTIVITY: BRAZIL
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DECISION-MAKING ACTIVITY: BRAZIL
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Chart: Population Density in Brazil in 1960, 1980 and 2007

SOURCE: IBGE (BRAZILIAN INSTITUTE OF GEOGRAPHY AND STATISTICS), DEMOGRAPHIC CENSUS, 1960/1980, HTTP://WWW.IBGE.GOV.BR/
IBGETEEN/ATLASESCOLAR/MAPAS_BRASIL.SHTM. 
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Reading 3: Interviews with Migrants
We found most migrants unable to describe their decision to migrate with any precision.  It was clear that 
specifi c decisions involved complex factors, many of  them not even conscious.  Often a mixture of  motives, 
involving pushes and pulls, works differently for persons in different life circumstances, as the following vignettes 
demonstrate.

Adult men with rural backgrounds and families tend to leave their homes only when it seems impossible to stay.  
For example, Sebastião left a small town in [the state of] Pernambuco’s interior at the age of  54.  He came to 
Rio with his wife and three of  16 children, some of  whom were already in the city, because, as he put it, “I 
couldn’t make it there anymore.… There weren’t any more jobs to be found and the land wasn’t supporting 
us.”  To make the trip he sold his only possession, one cow, and walked two days to arrive at Recife, where he 
bought a ticket to Rio for the equivalent of  about U.S. $50.00.

Contrasted with this is the case of  Amaro, a younger man who came to Rio from [the state of] Minas Gerais 
at the age of  19 to search for “better opportunities.” At 17 Amaro had already left his birthplace, a fazenda 
(Brazilian-style plantation) and moved to the nearest municipal seat because “the situation was lousy and I 
wanted a better life.”  He had a brother in Rio who came to visit him and described “all the advantages in Rio, 
including better salaries and more movimento.”  Shortly afterward, Amaro borrowed money from his mother for 
the trip and convinced a cousin to go along.  Amaro lived in three other favelas before settling on Catacumba 
as his home.  The prominent factor in his decision, and that of  many like him, was the desire to “be where the 
action is.”  In his mind, the countryside was a dead-end where the years plodded on in dull predictability while 
the city represented the unknown, exciting, and unforeseeable future.

These people, in different life circumstances, came to the city for a mixture of  reasons, hardship weighing more 
heavily for some, the attraction of  urban opportunity more compelling for others.

SOURCE: JANICE PERLMAN, “URBAN POVERTY AND POLITICS IN RIO DE JANEIRO,” IN THE MYTH OF MARGINALITY: URBAN POVERTY AND 
POLITICS IN RIO DE JANEIRO (BERKELEY: UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS, 1976) 68–69.  (PERMISSION PENDING.)

Reading 2: Life in the Cities
About 10 million people are packed into São Paulo, Brazil’s largest city. Adding in the suburbs and favelas, the 
metropolitan area is home to about 16 million people. That makes São Paulo the third-largest city in the world. 
Rio de Janeiro is Brazil’s second largest city and ninth-largest in the world. About 5.5 million people live in the 
city and about 10 million in the metropolitan area.

Why do rural Brazilians leave the wide-open spaces for the crowded cities? They want better jobs, housing, 
and living conditions. Cities also offer superior health care and nutrition. Urban residents, young and old, are 
healthier and live longer than rural people.

Overall, Brazilians are healthier now than ever before. In 1950, when most Brazilians lived in rural areas, the 
average life expectancy was forty-six years. By 1990, it had risen to sixty-fi ve.

City Problems
In the mid-1990s, there were around 3,500 favelas in Brazil. These big-city slums are overcrowded and unhealthy. 
People from rural areas keep pouring in every day. Many have no job skills. For housing, they set up cardboard 
or metal shacks. In some favelas, the government has built public housing. But most of  the slums have no 
electricity, running water, or sewers.

EXCERPTED FROM: ANN HEINRICHS, BRAZIL, ENCHANTMENT OF THE WORLD SERIES (NEW YORK: CHILDREN’S PRESS, 1997) 81–82, 88.  
(REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION.)
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Table: Percent of  Urbanization in Brazil by Region, 1980–2000

1980 1991 2000
Brazil 67.59% 75.59% 81.23%
North 50.32% 59.05% 69.83%
Northeast 50.46% 60.65% 69.04%
Southeast 82.81% 88.02% 90.52%
South 62.41% 74.12% 80.94%
Center-West 70.84% 81.28% 86.73%

SOURCE: IBGE (BRAZILIAN INSTITUTE OF GEOGRAPHY AND STATISTICS),TENDÊNCIAS DEMOGRÁFICAS: UMA ANÁLISE DOS RESULTADOS 
DA SINOPSE PRELIMINAR DO CENSO DEMOGRÁFICO 2000,  WWW.IBGE.GOV.BR/HOME/ESTATISTICA/POPULACAO_DEMOGRAFICA/ANALISE_
RESULTADOS/SINOPSE_CENSO2000.PDF. 

Urbanization: the process by which cities grow.



74

DECISION-MAKING ACTIVITY: BRAZIL

Supplemental Reading 1: “The End of  the Road?”
Mexico City was not the only Latin American megalopolis to reach its city limits during the 1980s.  São Paulo, 
at the other end of  the region, also experienced a slowing of  the spectacular growth that had made it South 
America’s largest metropolitan area.

“From 1940 to 1980, [São Paulo was] a very strong pole of  attraction for migrants,” said Lucio Kowarick, one 
of  Brazil’s leading experts on migration and urban growth.  Both peaked during the economic miracle of  the 
1970s, when thirty million Brazilians left their rural homes to seek a better life in the country’s cities.  A booming 
São Paulo, with half  of  Brazil’s industrial jobs, was their most popular destination.

But during the economic crisis of  the 1980s, to the surprise of  the pundits, the population growth of  the areas 
on the edge of  São Paulo slowed by two-thirds, while that of  the inner city accelerated and surpassed it.  The 
poor, including the working poor, were leaving their suburban shantytowns for inner-city slums.  “It is a new 
phenomenon,” Lucio Kowarick pointed out, but one that “you are beginning to see in Buenos Aires and 
Montevideo as well.  What you see in São Paulo today may be what happens in other large cities of  the region 
in the next two decades.”

It was, Kowarick acknowledged, a pessimistic forecast.  “Before, living in a favela in São Paulo, a family had to 
work hard, day and night, for ten to twenty years, but at the end of  that time you had your own house.  But if  
you are renting a room in an inner-city tenement, at the end of  ten years you will have nothing.”

Today Greater São Paulo has more than twenty million people, multiple centers, heavy traffi c, and high pollution.  
It is a diffi cult city to live and work in, even for the professional with a car, phone, and maid.  For a worker who 
lives in a suburban shantytown and has to commute to work four hours a day on crowded buses, it is a purgatory.  
For the unemployed poor, it can be hell.  With over a million workers unemployed, São Paulo is a hard place to 
look for a job, while the consolidation of  favelas in its suburbs has made land expensive, squatting more diffi cult, 
and evictions common.  In the inner city, at least there are jobs to be had in the service enterprises that have 
replaced industry as the leading economic sector, and it is possible to rent a tenement room cheaply and save 
time and money on commuting as well.  It is little wonder that poor people are moving back to the center, 
returning to a pattern of  lower-class housing that prevailed before 1930, but in far less auspicious circumstances.  
By 1990 it seemed as if  the limits of  São Paulo’s urban sprawl had fi nally been reached.

Many others were leaving São Paulo altogether, heading for more dynamic industrial zones in the region, such 
as São Bernardo, or to smaller cities in the western part of  São Paulo state like Campinas.  New migrants are 
still arriving in São Paulo, but far fewer than in the past.  Increasingly, they are bypassing São Paulo for greener 
pastures elsewhere.

This is particularly true for rural migrants, who in the absence of  industrial opportunities are heading instead 
for the western part of  the state or the adjoining regions of  Mato Grosso, the new centers of  export agriculture.  
There they can fi nd work as boias frias, the “cold lunch” workers who are bused daily from favelas on the outskirts 
of  small cities hundreds of  kilometers away to harvest soybeans or cotton and return home at night.  The work 
is hard, the pay is low, and the commute is long, but it is a job in an unstable economy and the cost of  living is 
cheaper than in São Paulo.  Signifi cantly, Brazil’s small cities—with twenty to fi fty thousand inhabitants—grew 
faster in the 1980s than the large ones like São Paulo or Rio de Janeiro that had led the way before.

Megalopolis: a very large urban area, usually consisting of several cities that have grown so that there is no visible border between them.  Also called a 
megacity or a primate city.

Pundit: a learned person or authoritative voice; in this case, someone who offers political opinions such as an editorial columnist.

... continues
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Working as a boia fria might put rice and beans on the table, at least for part of  the year, but there was no future 
in it, unlike the industrial jobs São Paulo had offered in the past.  There was no land available for squatters 
and “the landlords want everything for themselves,” Avelino complained in a Campinas shantytown.  Here he 

“just worked to be able to eat.”  For those with higher aspirations and greater resourcefulness, the agricultural 
regions of  western São Paulo and southern Mato Grosso became a jumping-off  point for a far more ambitious 
migration north through the Mato Grosso wilderness to [the states of] Rondônia and Acre in the farthest 
reaches of  the Amazon rain forest.  When asked what he would do if  he won the lottery, Avelino replied, “Ave 
Maria!  I’d buy a farm in Rondônia.”

The draw of  rain forest land was part of  a new Brazilian migration pattern, a fl ow this time to the north 
of  Brazil, into the vast expanses of  its last frontier, the Amazon.  During the 1980s more than one hundred 
thousand Brazilian families migrated from the south to Rondônia, attracted by the government’s lure of  
free land.  They burned down a quarter of  Rondônia’s rain forest, spread diseases that decimated the small 
remaining indigenous population, and helped turn the state into a wild west frontier.  Yet, by 1990, Rondônia 
was looking like another illusory El Dorado.  Its leached soils could not support the growing of  rice and beans.  
Coffee prices were too low to feed a family and the rubber trees migrants planted often failed to produce.  
Today, abandoned farms dot the landscape and more than half  of  the cleared land is overgrown with brush 
and trees.  Environmental concerns pressed on Brazil by international agencies have now limited lumbering 
and mining as well.  As a result, migrants have gravitated increasingly to Rondônia’s towns, turning them into 
cities.  Its capital, Pórto Velho, is even beginning to develop big-city problems.  “People are abandoning the 
countryside,” said Francisco José Silveira Pereira, the state’s environmental chief.  “In 1980, Rondônia was 
seventy percent rural.  Today, it is sixty percent urban.”  Hoping to escape São Paulo, the new migrants seemed 
to be re-creating it inside the Amazon instead.

SOURCE: PETER WINN, “THE END OF THE ROAD?” IN AMERICAS: THE CHANGING FACE OF LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN 
(BOSTON: PETER WINN AND WGBH EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATION, 1992), 224–227. (USED BY PERMISSION OF PANTHEON BOOKS, A 
DIVISION OF RANDOM HOUSE, INC.)
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Supplemental Reading 2: “Life in the Favela”
Carolina Maria de Jesus is a poor African-American woman who lived in an urban favela (shantytown) earning her living by 
picking over trash and doing odd jobs.  She came to the favela as a migrant from northeast Brazil after her boyfriend and employers 
deserted her when she became pregnant.  Her story is unusual because the publication of  her diary documenting life among the 
impoverished earned her an income that enabled her to move her family out of  poverty.  Her story tells of  the violence, squalor, 
indignity, and drudgery of  favela life—and also of  her undaunted perseverance.  The diary has been translated into dozens of  
languages and has a worldwide audience. 

May 23, 1958 … The sky is beautiful, worthy of  contemplation because the drifting clouds are forming dazzling 
landscapes.  Soft breezes pass by carrying the perfume of  fl owers.  And the sun is always punctual at rising and 
setting.  The birds travel in space, showing off  in their happiness.  The night brings up the sparkling stars to 
adorn the blue sky.  There are so many beautiful things in the world that are impossible to describe.  Only one 
thing saddens us: the prices when we go shopping.  They overshadow all the beauty that exists.

Theresa, Meryi’s sister, drank poison.  And for no reason.  They say she found a note from a woman in her 
lover’s pocket.  It ate away her mouth, her throat, and her stomach.  She lost a lot of  blood.  The doctors say 
that even if  she does get well she will be helpless.  She has two sons, one four years old and the other nine 
months.

May 26 At dawn it was raining.  I only have four cruzeiros, a little food left over from yesterday, and some bones.  
I went to look for water to boil the bones.  There is still a little macaroni and I made a soup for the children.  
I saw a neighbor washing beans.  How envious I became.  It’s been two weeks that I haven’t washed clothes 
because I haven’t any soap.  I sold some boards for 40 cruzeiros.  The woman told me she’d pay today.  If  she 
pays I’ll buy soap.

For days, there hasn’t been a policeman in the favela, but today one came because Julião beat his father.  He gave 
him such a violent blow that the old man cried and went to call the police.

May 27  It seems that the slaughterhouse threw kerosene on their garbage dump so the favelados would not look 
for meat to eat.  I didn’t have any breakfast and walked around half  dizzy.  The daze of  hunger is worse than 
that of  alcohol.  The daze of  alcohol makes us sing, but the one of  hunger makes us shake.  I know how horrible 
it is to only have air in the stomach.

I began to have a bitter taste in my mouth.  I thought: is there no end to the bitterness of  life?  I think that when 
I was born I was marked by fate to go hungry.  I fi lled one sack of  paper.  When I entered Paulo Guimarães 
Street, a woman gave me some newspapers.  They were clean and I went to the junk yard picking up everything 
that I found.  Steel, tin, coal, everything serves the favelado.  Leon weighed the paper and I got six cruzeiros.

I wanted to save money to buy beans but I couldn’t because my stomach was screaming and torturing me.  I 
decided to do something about it and bought a bread roll.  What a surprising effect food has on our organisms.  
Before I ate, I saw the sky, the trees, and the birds all in yellow, but after I ate, everything was normal to my 
eyes.

Food in the stomach is like fuel in machines.  I was able to work better.  My body stopped weighing me down.  
I started to walk faster.  I had the feeling that I was gliding in space.  I started to smile as if  I was witnessing a 
beautiful play.  And will there ever be a drama more beautiful than that of  eating?  I felt that I was eating for 
the fi rst time in my life…

June 13, 1958  I dressed the boys and they went to school.  I went to look for paper.  At the slaughterhouse I saw 
a young girl eating sausages from the garbage.  “You should get yourself  a job and you’d have a better life.”

... continues
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Shark: In Portuguese slang, shark is the name given to anyone who tries to make high or illicit profi ts from others.

She asked me if  looking for paper earned money.  I told her it did.  She said she wanted to work so she could 
walk around looking pretty.  She was 15 years old, the age when we think the world is wonderful.  The age when 
the rose unfolds.  Later it falls petal by petal and leaves just the thorns.  

The prices mount up like waves of  the sea.  Each one is stronger.  Who fi ghts with waves?  Only the sharks.  But 
the strongest shark is the thinking one.  He walks on earth.  He is the merchant.

Lentils are 100 cruzeiros a kilo, a fact that pleases me immensely.  I danced, sang and jumped and thanked 
God, the judge of  kings!  Where am I to get 100 cruzeiros?  It was in January when the waters fl ooded the 
warehouses and ruined the food.  Well done.  Rather than sell the things cheaply, they kept them waiting for 
higher prices.  I saw men throw sacks of  rice into the river.  They threw dried codfi sh, cheese, and sweets.  How 
I envied the fi sh who didn’t work but lived better than I. …

August 14, 1958  Ditinho, Lena’s boy, is a veteran of  the favela.  But he’s bald and never learned to read, never 
learned a trade.  Only learned to drink pinga.  Lena has a nicely built shack on Port Street.  But Tuburcio 
tricked poor Lena.  They traded shacks and he gave her a badly built one and kept hers.  Afterward he sold it 
for 15,000 cruzeiros.

I went to the junk yard and got 15 cruzeiros.  I passed by the shoemaker to tell him to fi x Vera’s shoes.  I kept 
hurrying up the streets.  I was nervous because I had very little money and tomorrow is a holiday.  A woman 
who was returning from market told me to go and look for paper at Porto Seguro Street, the building on the 
corner, fourth fl oor, apartment 44.

I went up in the elevator, Vera and I.  But I was so frightened that the minutes I stayed inside the elevator 
seemed to me like centuries.  When I got to the fourth fl oor I breathed easier.  I had the impression that I was 
coming out of  a tomb.  I rang the bell and the lady of  the house and maid appeared.  She gave me a bag of  
paper.  Her two sons took me to the elevator.  The elevator, instead of  going down, went up two more fl oors.  
But I was accompanied, I wasn’t frightened. I kept thinking: people claim they aren’t afraid of  anything but at 
times they are frightened by something completely harmless.

On the sixth fl oor a man got into the elevator and looked at me with disgust.  I’m used to these looks, they don’t 
bother me.  He wanted to know what I was doing in the elevator.  I explained to him that the mother of  those 
two boys had given me some newspapers.  And that was the reason for my presence in his elevator.  I asked him 
if  he was a doctor or a Congressman.  He told me he was a Senator.

The man was well dressed.  I was barefoot.  Not in condition to ride in his elevator.

I asked a news vendor to help me put the sack on my back, and that the day I was clean I would give him an 
embrace.  He laughed and told me: “Then I know I’m going to die without getting a hug from you, because 
you never are clean.”

He helped me put the rest of  the paper on my head.  I went in a factory and after I went to see Senhor Rodolfo.  
I earned 20 more cruzeiros.  Afterward I was tired. I headed toward home.  I was so tired that I couldn’t stand 
up.  I had the impression that I was going to die. I thought: if  I don’t die, I’ll never work like this again.  I could 
barely breathe.  I got 100 cruzeiros.

I went to lie down.  The fl eas didn’t leave me in peace.  I’m so tired of  the life that I lead. …

SOURCE: CAROLINA MARIA DE JESUS, “LIFE IN THE FAVELA,” IN CHILD OF THE DARK, TRANS. DAVID ST. CLAIR (NEW YORK: DUTTON, 
1962), 44–45, 57–58, 97–98.  (PERMISSION PENDING.)
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Supplemental Reading 3: Reports on movements to improve rural life in Brazil
“Analysis: Fight for land in Brazil”

The fi ght for land in Brazil provides a startling illustration of  social inequality. 

According to the government, just 2% of  farmers own more than half  of  all arable lands in the country —one 
of  the highest concentrations in the world. 

On the other hand, it is estimated that about 25 million landless people have to survive on temporary jobs—
most of  them working for the big land owners for extremely low wages. 

This situation has led to a permanent agrarian confl ict in the country, with hundreds of  land occupations, 
public buildings invasions and violence spread across Brazil. 

From 1991 to 1998 more than 350 people were killed in rural battles for the land, according to the Land 
Pastoral Commission. 

Most of  the dead had links either with the Catholic Church or with the Landless Rural Workers Movement 
(MST)—a group created in 1985 to keep pressure on the government to speed up its land reform programme. 

The MST claims to be the largest and one of  the most organised social movements in Latin America, sponsoring 
primary schools and food co-operatives around Brazil. 

“To occupy, to resist, to produce” 
The group’s main tactic is to invade farms and stay there as long as possible to force the government to 
redistribute the land to its members. 

Inside their camps, the landless operate in a fashion and do whatever they can to make their motto come true: 
“to occupy, to resist and to produce.” 

The MST say the government is doing little to help 100,000 families who are camped all around Brazil waiting 
for a piece of  land to live on. 

Land reform 
However, the government says it has settled more than 287,000 families since 1995—the highest fi gures yet. 

Brazilian President Fernando Henrique Cardoso has also accused the group on more than one occasion of  
being “fascist” and breaking the law. 

In this wave of  protests, the MST has been demanding a public audience with the president and Finance 
Minister Pedro Malan. 

The government, however, has decided not to talk to the landless. 

Analysts say the lack of  dialogue will only maintain the stand off  and may delay any solution to the acute 
problem of  land reform in the country.

SOURCE: AMERICO MARTINS, “ANALYSIS: FIGHT FOR LAND IN BRAZIL,” BBC BRAZILIAN SERVICE, BBC NEWS ONLINE. 4 MAY 2000.  
HTTP://NEWS.BBC.CO.UK/1/HI/WORLD/AMERICAS/735225.STM. (REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION.)

Arable: land that can be used for agriculture.
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“Brazil landless march for reform”
More than 1,000 landless workers in Brazil are marching to the capital to call for wide-ranging land reform.  
Their 180-kilometre (112-mile) march to Brasilia is in support of  plans to settle one million landless families 
over the next four years. 

It comes as the government is drafting a national land reform programme which is due to be presented to 
President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva. 

The marchers are expected to meet him when they arrive on 20 November. 

Tense relations 
Lula’s Workers’ Party, which leads the governing coalition, has always had a close relationship with the Landless 
Movement (MST). 

However, the MST has recently been invading farms and imposing blockades to try to force the government to 
adhere to its election promises of  land reform. 

The president of  the Workers’ Party, Jose Genoino, spoke to the workers as they set off  and promised that he 
would arrange a meeting with Lula for them. 

Jose Valdir Miesnerovicz, of  the MST’s national leadership, told the BBC that a national land reform plan 
was needed to resolve Brazil’s “historic problems” of  concentration of  land ownership, unemployment and 
poverty. 

He said the MST march was not intended as a protest against Lula’s government, and added that he hoped the 
movement could help the government implement its plan. 

Correspondents say land distribution in Brazil is among the most uneven in the world, with 20% of  the 
population owning 90% of  farmland and the poorest 40% owning just 1% of  the land. 

Rural boost 
In another initiative aimed at improving life in rural Brazil, Lula has launched a $2.5bn government programme, 
Light For All, aimed at providing electricity for several million families in remote areas. 

Three-quarters of  the money will be provided by the federal government, the rest by state authorities. 

The programme will run until 2008 and mainly benefi t poor Brazilians. 

Earlier this year, the president initiated his Zero Hunger plan, which is also aimed at improving living conditions 
for the poorest Brazilians.

SOURCE: “BRAZIL LANDLESS MARCH FOR REFORM,” BBC NEWS ONLINE. 11 NOVEMBER 2003.  HTTP://NEWS.BBC.CO.UK/1/HI/WORLD/
AMERICAS/3261773.STM. (REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION.)

DECISION-MAKING ACTIVITY: BRAZIL
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Web Resources on Brazil and Urbanization 
Listed below are a few resources related to rural–urban migration, rural life, and urban life in Brazil.

Library of  Congress, Country Study: Brazil
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/brtoc.html
A succinct overview of  the geography, society, economy, transportation and telecommunications, politics and 
government, and national security of  Brazil.  Good background material for a better understanding of  Brazil’s 
history.

Migration and Human Capital in Brazil during the 1990s
http://www.eldis.org/static/DOC12726.htm
Link to full text of  a World Bank paper on the dynamics of  migration in Brazil, which historically has been a 
mechanism for adjustment to economic instability. The authors profi les migrants from the northeast and southeast 
of  Brazil, and draw comparisons between the two groups.

UNICEF and Children’s Right: Street Kids
http://www.globalclassroom.org/rights5.html 
Includes a section on problems caused by urbanization in Brazil.  The very issue of  street children is also relevant 
to rural–urban migration in Brazil.  This is part of  the “Global Classroom” site, which is designed to be used for 
discussion in classes.

Landless Workers Movement (MST)
http://www.mstbrazil.org/
The English site of  the MST (Movimento Sem Terra, or Landless Workers Movement), one of  Latin America’s 
largest and most active social movements.  Read updates on MST projects, get the background on the situation in 
Brazil, read about education, human rights, and agriculture.  A good starting place to understand this important 
movement.

Rio de Janeiro: Many Cities in One
http://www.macalester.edu/courses/geog61/chad/titlepag.htm
Linked from the World Urbanization home page, an overview of  the city of  Rio with an entire section devoted to 
the favelas, where they are, what services they do/don’t have, how their communities function, etc.

Favela Faces
http://www.favelafaces.org/
A bilingual website that uses photographs and short video interviews to tell the stories behind the faces of  four 
people living in or around the favelas of  Rio de Janeiro.
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to K-12 and post-secondary educators, business, the media, and civic and 
community groups.

 
 For more information, visit the Hemispheres website at:

http://www.utexas.edu/cola/orgs/hemispheres/
or e-mail: hemispheres@austin.utexas.edu



http://www.utexas.edu/cola/orgs/hemispheres/
hemispheres@austin.utexas.edu

Center for European Studies
Sally Dickson, Outreach Coordinator

(512) 232-4311
(512)232-6000 FAX

The University of  Texas at Austin
MEZ 3.304

1 University Station A1800
Austin, TX  78712

E-mail: sally.dickson@mail.utexas.edu

Teresa Lozano Long Institute of  
Latin American Studies 

Natalie Arsenault, Director of  Public Engagement
(512) 232–2404 

(512) 471–3090 FAX 
The University of  Texas at Austin 

SRH 1.310 
1 University Station D0800 

Austin, TX 78712
E-mail: n.arsenault@austin.utexas.edu 

Center for Middle Eastern Studies 
Christopher Rose, Outreach Director

(512) 471–3582 
(512) 471–7834 FAX 

The University of  Texas at Austin 
WMB 6.102 

1 University Station F9400 
Austin, TX 78712

E-mail: csrose@austin.utexas.edu 

Center for Russian, East European 
and Eurasian Studies 

Allegra Azulay, Outreach Coordinator 
(512) 232-9123

(512) 471–6710 FAX 
The University of  Texas at Austin 

CAL 415 
1 University Station F3600

Austin, TX 78712 
E-mail: aazulay@mail.utexas.edu 

South Asia Institute 
Rachel Meyer, Senior Program Coordinator 

(512) 475–6038 
(512) 471–1169 FAX 

The University of  Texas at Austin 
WCH 4.132 

1 University Station G9300 
Austin, TX 78712

E-mail: rachelmeyer@austin.utexas.edu 

THE INTERNATIONAL OUTREACH CONSORTIUM AT 
THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT AUSTIN


