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ABSTRACT 

Scholarship on the Muslim diaspora in Brazil is still relatively scarce. There is an 

abundance of English and Portuguese academic research focused mainly on Arab Christian 

immigrants, who arrived in the late nineteenth century, in large measure because of the estimated 

twelve million Syro-Lebanese descendants now calling the country home. Nevertheless, Muslim 

communities have deep roots in Brazil, stretching back to the slave trade. Thus, Muslim 

immigrants have played a significant role in the evolution of a Brazilian society. This thesis 

investigates the assimilation of Muslim immigrants in Curitiba, the capital of the southern state 

of Paraná, mainly during the latest period of the diaspora, from 2001-2020. I chose the city of 

Curitiba for my fieldwork because of the strong assimilation (Birgit Meyer, 1999) of the Muslim 

community into society and the hyphenated Brazilian-Muslim identity (Jeffrey Lesser, 1999) 

there. However, my fieldwork revealed that instead of being a united ummah (Vanessa Souza-

Lima, 2016), Shi’i and Sunni Muslims in Curitiba currently compete in order to create a more 

ample social space in society for themselves. To explain this competition, I lay out the historical 

background, the physical, non-physical and virtual spaces in which these immigrants have 

created a Brazilian-Muslim identity, and the forces that have led to exclusion and discrimination. 

This thesis identifies a Brazilian-Muslim identity and argues that acculturation is not merely or 

simply a one-sided process but that both Muslim and non-Muslim immigrants in Brazil have 

adapted to some aspects of Brazilian culture, norms, and social expectations, and distancing 

themselves from others. 
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CHAPTER 1-INTRODUCTION 

I am a Brazilian Muslim. I really like to study. I like Brazil, my family, and everyone. I like my 

school because here I learn to respect… I am a Brazilian Muslim with much pride. I like my 

school and I like to study.1 

 Scholarship on the Muslim diaspora in Brazil is still relatively scarce. Although most 

scholars have focused on the Arab Christian diaspora from the end of the nineteenth century 

through the end of the twentieth, my research primarily concentrates on the Muslim diaspora to 

Curitiba, Brazil between 2001 to 2020. I aim to provide evidence as to how Muslim immigrants 

have established a hyphenated Brazilian-Muslim identity. The notion of a hyphenated identity, 

coined by Jeffrey Lesser, explains how Muslim immigrants have not just been assimilated into 

society, but how they have affected the Brazilian culture as a whole.2 Muslim immigrants have 

affected social, economic and religious aspects of society, both physical, nonphysical, including 

virtual spaces. However, Muslim immigrants also face challenges on a daily basis as they 

attempt to worship faithfully while also trying to “fit in” with their Brazilian neighbors. My 

field research took me to Curitiba, Brazil in January 2020, where Shi’i and Sunni Muslims had 

                                                           
1 Wanessa Margotti Ramos Storti, “Educação Árabe em Curitiba: A Escola Islâmica do Paraná (1969-1972)” 
(Arabic Education in Curitiba: An Islamic School in Paraná) (master’s thesis, Universidade Federal do Paraná, 
2011), 79. This was the Arab school anthem in Curitiba between 1969 and 1972. All translations in this thesis are 
done by me. 
 
2 Jeffrey Lesser, Negotiating National Identity: Immigrants, Minorities, and the struggle for Ethnicity in Brazil 
(Duke University Press, 1999).  
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previously shared a social space but are currently competing against each other to create a more 

ample social space for themselves. This thesis will explain not only the assimilation of these 

two groups into society, but the difficulties they encounter and the competition for space, which 

has affected their integration into society. I will lay out the historical background of the 

diaspora, the differences between the Shi’i and Sunni Muslims in Curitiba, the ways in which 

these immigrants have been integrated or marginalized in society, both physically and in the 

larger urban imagination, and the forces that led to exclusion. This is significant because not 

only is there a lack of scholarship on the Muslim diaspora, but also the society in Curitiba paints 

a clear picture of the assimilation or lack thereof of Muslim immigrants in Brazil. 

1.1 INITIAL INTEREST  

 I first became interested in this topic when I discovered the story of Adma Mokdessi 

Jafet. Born into an orthodox Christian family in 1886 and married to Basílio Jafet, in 1901, 

Adma followed her husband to begin a new, adventurous life in Brazil. Their reasons for 

immigrating are unknown. However, Adma’s great nephew stated, in an interview, that their 

immigration to Brazil was influenced by one of Emperor Dom Pedro II’s visits to Lebanon in 

1872. Basílio and his brothers attended a lecture in which Dom Pedro II invited them to 

immigrate to Brazil, promising economic prosperity.3 Similar to most of the Arab immigrants at 

the time, her husband began working as a muskat, or peddler, and slowly gained success and 

                                                           
3 “Asmaa Min Al Tarikh: Season Three Brazil – Mr. Basilio Jafet – President of FIABCI,” YouTube, May 
24, 2018, accessed May 2, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KcEjkx4iHek, 2:15-4:00.  
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recognition in the capital of São Paulo. He and his brothers opened a textile business and not 

only were prosperous but also became extremely wealthy. After building a palace and making a 

name for themselves, Adma felt the need to give back to the Brazilian community in honor of her 

heritage and the Lebanese community in São Paulo that supported them. Her philanthropic works 

included, but are not limited to, establishing an infant health clinic (1932), the Syrian Lebanese 

Hospital in São Paulo (1942), and an Experimental Physics Building at the University of São 

Paulo (1953). Adma and her husband founded the Mount Lebanon Club in 1934, which honors 

their pioneer legacy every year. They welcomed many diplomats into their home, including 

former Lebanese President Camille Chamoun in 1954. In 1956, a street was named after her. 

Additionally, Adma received many national and international awards and recognitions for her 

charitable donations, including the Order of the Holy Sepulcher in 1954.4 Although Adma and 

her husband called Brazil home, they never forgot Lebanon. Life was not always easy for them, 

however, their success paved way for future generations to also immigrate to Brazil.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Checker Debs, Vida e Obra de Adma Mokdessi Jafet (Life and Works of Adma Mokdessi Jafet), transl. by Jamil 
Almansur Haddad (São Paulo, 1960). I found this book while working on a research paper at the University of 
Arizona. I was awarded a grant to translate this into English which I am currently working on.  
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IMAGE 1 
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5 Picture of the Inauguration of the Science building at the University of São Paulo, 1953. 
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IMAGE 2 

6 

 

                                                           
6 Letter from the governor of São Paulo asking Adma to host Camille Chamoun, President of Lebanon, 1954. It 
states, “The state of São Paulo earned the honor of being distinguished, by his most excellence Camille Chamoun, 
President of the Lebanese Republic, with an official visit that we take place on the 16th to the 18th of this [month]. 
The government of the state, wherefore, finds it difficult to offer the illustrious guest a residential house to the height 
of such a great personality. In the desire to give the Chief of the Nation, our friend, all the tributes that he deserves I 
come to solicit the possibility of you ceding your magnificent residence to host the eminent President of the 
Lebanese Republic and his excellent wife. It would be a gesture that would greatly raise the awareness of the state 
government, the already manifests to your excellence the best acknowledgments. Please accept, your great 
excellence, my high esteem protests and most distinctive consideration the expressions of my personal tribute.”  
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IMAGE 3 

7 

 Their story, similar to many other Middle Eastern immigrants in Brazil has been 

somewhat forgotten. What remains is only a vestige of their presence, largely in part because of 

                                                           
7 Inauguration day of the Street Dona Adma Jafet, 1956.  
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their Christian background. With a rough estimate of twelve million Syro-Lebanese descendants 

in Brazil, and as many as thirty five percent of them Muslim, scholarship on the Muslim diaspora 

in Brazil is still relatively scarce, despite an abundance of studies on Arab immigration published 

during the past few decades. These reports have mainly focused on Christian immigrants, 

neglecting the rich history of the Muslim influence in Brazil. In fact, Muslim communities have 

deep roots in Brazil, that extend back to the slave trade, beginning in the seventeenth century. 

Thus, Islam has played a significant role in the evolution of Brazilian society. This thesis 

investigates the assimilation of Muslim immigrants in Curitiba, the capital of the southern state 

of Paraná. I chose the city of Curitiba for my fieldwork because of the size of the Muslim 

community and the ways in which they have influenced society. Currently, over three thousand 

Muslims reside in Curitiba and belong to both Shi’i and Sunni communities, out of a total 

population of 1.75 million.   

 I initially assumed that conceptual and real differences existed between the notions of 

“incorporation,” “integration,” “assimilation,” and “acculturation” (Birgit Meyer, 1999). 

However, my research findings suggest the existence of a more nuanced situation. This thesis 

argues that acculturation is not merely or simply a one-sided process but that both Muslim 

immigrants and the Brazilian population have adapted to some aspects of each other’s cultures, 

norms, and social expectations, while distancing themselves from other aspects. 

 Before delving any deeper, it is important to understand the difference between a 

community and a society. According to Mocellim, a community is defined as 

an absolute unit that is incompatible with a distinction in parts. To deserve the 
name of community, even if it is organized, a group is not a collection of 
individuals that differ from others; it is a mass, indifferent and compact, and is 
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only able to move as a whole, and it is directed by the mass itself, or by one of its 
trusted parts of the direction. It is a conglomerate of minds that are so strongly 
cohesive that no one is capable of moving independently of others.8 

 

 Mocellim makes it clear that every aspect of society is part of an overall community and 

a single individual or a small group cannot be removed or marginalized without affecting it. 

Society is a conglomeration of multiple ethnic communities. According to Lakatos, Socialization 

is defined as  

the learning and interiorization of the socio-cultural elements, norms and values 
of the social group that integrates itself into the structure of the personality of the 
individual.9 

Much like other immigrant groups in Brazil, emigrants from the Middle East, such as Lebanon 

and Syria, united together as a community, or ummah in order to better help each other assimilate 

to the overall Brazilian society. I aim to present to the reader an understanding of two competing 

Muslim communities, one, the Shi’i community, the other, Sunni. In doing so, I will demonstrate 

how these Muslim immigrants have been integrated into Brazilian society and the difficulties in 

which they have faced while attempting to do so. According to the Brazilian census in 2013, 

there are thirty-five thousand Muslims in Brazil. Another source mentioned that there are over 

1.5 million Muslims, and a third source claimed that thirty to thirty-five percent of the twelve 

                                                           
8 AD Mocellim, “A Comunidade da sociologia clássica à sociologia contemporânea” (A Community of Classic 
sociology to Contemporary sociology), Plural: Revista do Programa de Pós Graduação em Sociologia da USP, v. 
17, n. 2, p. 105-125, 2011, found in Mayra Sousa Resende, “Além das Paredes: Dinâmicas entre o uso dos espaços e 
materialidades da comunidade muçulmana sunita de Curitiba-PR” (Beyond the Walls: Dinamics between the use of 
spaces and materials of the Sunni Muslim community of Curitiba-PR) (master’s thesis, Universidade Federal do 
Paraná, 2019), 27.  
 
9 Eva Maria Lakatos, Sociologia Geral (General Sociology) (São Paulo, Ed. Atlas S.A., 1991), 221.  
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million Syro-Lebanese descendants in Brazil are Muslim.10  While it is not certain the exact 

number of Muslims in Brazil, it is clear that the number is greater than reported. We must 

question why there are relatively few sources regarding the Muslim communities in Brazil in 

comparison to their Christian counterparts, even though they also have played a significant role 

in society.  

1.2 EXISTING LITERATURE 

 After extensive research on the life of Adma Mokdessi Jafet, I began to further 

investigate works by the main academic scholars in the field: John Tofik Karam (2007), Paul 

Amar (2014), Jeffrey Lesser (1999), Darcy Zabel (2006) and Wilson Martins (1989). As the 

leading scholar on the Arab diaspora in Brazil, Karam has written on many different aspects, 

from ethnicity and nationalism to economics and politics. In Another Arabesque, he delineates 

the major role that Arab Christian immigrants have played in the Brazilian economy and politics 

during the last half of the twentieth century. Indeed, ten to seventeen percent of the total federal 

deputies claimed origins in the Middle East between 1945-66.11 In the Middle East and Brazil: 

Perspectives on the New Global South, Karam contends that Lebanese companies promoted trips 

for Lebanese descendants from Brazil to return to their homelands. As one of the tourists invited 

back to Lebanon, Karam argues that tour companies not only sponsored these excursions as 

                                                           
10 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, “International Religious Freedom Report for2013: Brazil,” US 
Department of State. last modified 2013, accessed March 12, 2020, https://2009-
2017.state.gov/documents/organization/222573.pdf. 
 
11 John Tofik Karam, Another Arabesque: Syrian Lebanese Ethnicity in Neoliberal Brazil (Temple 
University Press, 2007), 49. 
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opportunities for Brazilian-Arabs to witness their Lebanese ancestral culture, but also these tour 

companies promoted anti-Zionistic propaganda to the sightseers.12 

 In addition to Karam, Paul Amar edited an interdisciplinary volume about Middle 

Easterners in Brazil with contributions from other leading researchers in the field. Essays by 

Jeffrey Lesser (1999), and Paulo Gabriel Hila da Rocha Pinto (2014) illustrate how the Muslim 

community in Iguaçu Falls has been under scrutiny by both Brazil and the United States for its 

ties to Hezbollah and terrorist activities. Maria Narbona discusses transnationalism and the main 

reasons for migration to Brazil and Argentina. She reasons that assimilation became difficult for 

these migrants because of racial and ethnic biases. Additionally, Silvia M. Montenegro examines 

how telenovelas, such as O Clone (The Clone) portrayed Muslims and Arabs and how it affected 

Brazilians opinion of Muslims. This interesting and very dramatic television series was filmed 

and broadcasted right after 9/11 and is based on a Brazilian who is forced to move to Morocco 

after the death of her mother to live with her devout Muslim uncle. Montenegro argues that this 

series did not portray Muslims or Arabs with completely accurately.13  

 These broad essays and articles led me to Jeffrey Lesser’s Negotiating National Identity, 

where he argues that immigrants in Brazil attempted to negotiate their social status in ways that 

allowed them to be different while maintaining a Brazilian national identity. He coined the term 

“hyphenated identity,” and rationalized that as a result of the success of pioneer Arab immigrants 

in Brazil, they fashioned an Arab-Brazilian identity.  He also argued that acculturation is not just 

                                                           
12 Paul Amar, ed, The Middle East and Brazil: Perspectives on the New Global South (Indiana 
University Press, 2014), chapter 10.  
 
13 Paul Amer, ed, The Middle East and Brazil, chapters 1, 2, 9, 12, and 13.  
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one sided but is a result of the willingness by both parties to adapt and accept one another.14 His 

work influenced my understanding of identity and its complexities.  

 Darcy Zabel (2006) also edited interdisciplinary essays on the Arab Diaspora, presenting 

a background of its history, beginning in the late 1800s and the importance of the Arab 

population in São Paulo. He claims that there were four different phases of the Arab Diaspora in 

Brazil, beginning in the late eighteen-hundreds and ending after the Civil War in Lebanon.15 

Wilson Martin (1989) outlines the history of emigrants from Europe and the Middle East in 

Paraná and their importance in urbanizing the city of Curitiba. He investigates the many different 

ethnic groups in Curitiba and how important each one was in creating a society in which many 

different ethnic communities shaped multiple hyphenated identities.16 Both scholars better 

clarified how Arabs in Brazil have not only been integrated into society but have also affected 

the Brazilian social order. 

My preliminary research raised questions about the history of Muslim immigration, 

discriminatory issues towards Muslims and the lack of assimilation of in Brazil. The first sources 

written about the Muslim diaspora in Brazil were by Cristina Maria de Castro (2013), Silvia 

Montenegro (2002), Vera Lúcia Marques (2000), and Betty Greiber (1998). Cristina de Castro 

offers a brief history of Muslims in Brazil beginning in the 1500s. Portuguese and Spanish 

Muslims were forced to convert to Christianity and change their names. She reviews the slave 

                                                           
14 Jeffrey Lesser, Negotiating National Identity. 
 
15 Darcy Zabel, Arabs in the Americas: Interdisciplinary Essays on the Arab Diaspora, (Peter Lang, University of 
Michigan, 2006), 77-78. 
 
16 Wilson Martins, Um Brasil Diferente: Ensaio sobre Fenômenos de Aculturação no Paraná (A Diferente Brazil: 
An Essay about Phenomenons of Acculturation in Paraná) (T.A. Queiroz, 1989). 
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trade and the Male revolts; by the 1940s, she argues, Muslim immigrants surpassed and became 

dominant in size over Lebanese Christians. Today, she posits that there is very little religious 

discrimination and much tolerance in Brazil towards Muslims. Nevertheless, she notes that the 

magazine Veja wrote negatively about Muslims in Brazil after 9/11.17 

Silvia Montenegro looks at the trajectory of Muslims in Brazil and their identity (2002).  

She evaluates the notion of Dar al-Muahadah (the relationship between Muslim communities 

and other groups in a given territory) and the lack of visibility of Islam in Brazil.18 Vera Lúcia 

Maia Marques’ dissertation (2000) was the first to shed light on Brazilian conversion to Islam, 

particularly focusing on female converts, interviewing women and families and discussing 

difficulties and consequences of converting to Islam in Rio de Janeiro during the nineties. 

Marques blames the difficulties that Brazilian female Muslim converts faced in Rio on Brazilian 

society, which affected family, work, personal and the social life of Muslim converts. Marques 

clarifies that in Portugal, separate places of worship were established for local converts, whereas 

in Brazil, Arab Muslims have imposed their culture on local converts as they worship together, 

thus creating a stronger sense of ummah and acculturation.19 However, the strong Middle Eastern 

culture within the Muslim community in Rio created a strain between Brazilian converts and 

                                                           
17 Cristina Maria de Castro, The Construction of Muslim Identities in Contemporary Brazil, trans. by Rodrigo Brago 
Freston (Lexington Books, 2013), 39-40.  
 
18 Silvia Maria Montenegro, “Identidades Muçulmanas no Brasil: entre o Arabismo e a Islamização” (Muslim 
Identities in Brazil: Between Arabism and Islamization), Lusotopie, n. 2, (2002), accessed April 15, 2020, 
https://www.persee.fr/doc/luso_1257-0273_2002_num_9_2_1507, 62.  
 
19 Vera Lúcia Maia Marques, Marques, “Conversão ao Islam: O Olhar Brasileiro, A Construção de novas 
Identidades e o Retorno à Tradição” (Conversion to Islam: The Brazilian Look, A Construction of new identities and 
the return to the Tradition) (PhD diss., Universidade Católica de São Paulo, 2000), accessed March 13, 2020. 
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Muslim immigrants. Her important work encouraged me to narrow my topic to specific 

communities in Brazil, which led me to Curitiba and my current research there. 

Betty Greiber (1998) interviewed a significant number of first- or second-generation 

Lebanese/Syrian immigrants in Brazil (mid twentieth century). She narrates personal stories of 

their lives and challenges they faced while attempting to conform to their surroundings. It is an 

in-depth look at the integration of Middle Eastern immigrants into Brazilian society by way of 

interviews and personal life sketches. However, Greiber interviewed only a few Muslims: over 

sixty-seven individuals interviewed, seventeen were women and only four or five of them were 

Muslim. Nonetheless, Greiber provides extensive information about the personal reasons for the 

Middle Eastern diaspora in Brazil and draws light on the construction of the first social networks 

established throughout São Paulo, which led to further immigration and the formation of social 

clubs and networks throughout Brazil, including Curitiba.20 

1.3 LITERATURE ON THE MUSLIM COMMUNITY IN CURITIBA 

With over two hundred million people in Brazil, there are countless Muslim 

communities, which made it a very difficult task to narrow my research down to a specific area. 

However, in order to understand the assimilation of Muslim immigrants into society, it was vital 

to focus on a specific community that would represent Brazil accurately. Following more 

research and conversations with both Jeffrey Lesser, and Vera Lúcia Marques about my research 

interest and questions, in addition to reading Wilson Martins’ text, I noticed that there is a lack of 

                                                           
20 Betty Loeb Greiber, Memórias da Imigração Libaneses e Sírios em São Paulo (Memories of Lebanese and Syrian 
Immigration in São Paulo) (Discurso Editorial, 1998). 
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scholarship and primary sources on the Muslim community in Curitiba. After conducting 

research, I perceived that the community there represents each Muslim ummah in Brazil. 

Only a few articles, theses and dissertations written in Portuguese center specifically on 

the Muslim community in Curitiba. Jakson Marques (2010) looks specifically at the magazine 

Assiráj that was published by the Muslim community in Curitiba, which was published in order 

to obtain more recognition within society, and also spread information about Islam throughout 

the city.21 However, after conducting fieldwork, I noticed that this thesis is somewhat outdated. 

For example, the magazine that the community published was recently terminated as the 

community began broadcasting a weekly show on a local television network. Currently, two 

separate communities in Curitiba exist and the Friday sermons are not only in Arabic but are now 

translated into Portuguese as well. 

Omar Nasser’s thesis (2006) was key to my understanding of the history of the Muslim 

community in Curitiba. He studies the Arab Muslim immigration in Curitiba between the years 

1945-1984, focusing entirely on the Lebanese immigration within the Shi’i community. These 

years, he discloses were key in establishing a social network for future immigrants to be able to 

acculturate and establish themselves in Curitiba.22 However, he disregarded information about 

the Sunni Muslims, even though the Sunni community is larger in Curitiba. That may be a result 

                                                           
21 Jakson Hansen Marques, “Muçulmanos em Curitiba: uma análise das dinâmicas identitárias a partir do jornal 
Assiráj” (Muslims in Curitiba: An analysis of the identifying dinamics according to the Magazine Assiráj) (master´s 
thesis, Universidade Federal do Paraná, 2010). 
 
22 Omar Nasser Filho, “O Crescente e Estrela na Terra dos Pinheirais: os Árabes Muçulmanos em Curitiba (1945-
1984)” (The Crescent and Estrela in the Land of the Pine Trees: Muslim Arabs in Curitiba (1945-1984)) (master’s 
thesis, Universidade Federal do Paraná, 2006), 63.  
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of Filho’s affiliation with the Shi’i Muslim community there. There have also been a great 

number of emigrants from other Middle Eastern and North African countries specifically after 

the Arab Spring Revolutions, and not just from the second and third waves of the diaspora (see 

chapter two) that Filho focuses on. 

Wanessa Storti (2011) studies the history of an Islamic school in Curitiba that existed 

between the years 1969-1972. She attempts to understand why and how this private institution 

was created and the problems encountered because of Islamic customs and Middle Eastern 

culture. She, along with Jackson Marques and Omar Nasser, attempted to obtain primary source 

material with little luck. Each of them also inspected the naturalization records at the public 

archives in order to determine how many Muslims immigrated to Curitiba.23 Although she 

elucidates that another school was established in 2003, there has been a recent attempt to fortify 

the Muslim youth by inaugurating another Arabic private school in 2018 run by the Sunni 

community.  

Although extremely significant in understanding the Muslim community in Curitiba, each 

one of these scholars neglected to mention immigrants that have arrived in Brazil since 2001. It 

was not until last year that Mayra Resende focused entirely on the Sunni community in Curitiba, 

which broke off from the main Shi’i majority in 2010.24 Resende not only attempts to describe 

the physical shape of the Sunni community in Curitiba, but also reveals the community’s non-

physical (virtual) space through social media platforms, such as Facebook, Instagram, and 

                                                           
23 Wanessa Margotti Ramos Storti, “Educação Árabe em Curitiba,” 38.  
 
24 Mayra Sousa Resende, “Além das Paredes,” 13.  
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YouTube and how the Sunni sheikh has used these instruments in order to strengthen his Sunni 

ummah. Each one of these articles has a different perspective, a different audience and a different 

objective. Each is significant in its own way. But they are either outdated, or lack vital 

information on the overall Muslim influence in Curitiba. That is why I will choose a different 

route, one in which is extremely important in understanding the Brazilian-Muslim identity.  

This thesis illustrates how the Sunni and the Shi’i communities are divided, and currently 

competing against one another in order integrate locally into Brazilian society in Curitiba and 

expand their social presence in the city. It focuses on the time period from 2001 until 2020, a 

phase which has been neglected, but a large part of both the Sunni and the Shi’i communities’ 

population in not only Curitiba but also Brazil. I aim to discuss how these immigrants have 

adapted to Brazilian society socially, economically and religiously, and the difficulties that they 

have faced since their arrival and endeavors to assimilate. Not only is the community in Curitiba 

large, it has also affected society more than anywhere else in Brazil, except for maybe Iguaçu 

Falls. The Muslim community in Curitiba has affected society economically, religiously, 

socially, and the city both physically and non-physically, including virtually. However, there are 

aspects of society that this community has not been able to affect, such as political and I will 

elaborate on this issue in chapter four. My theory is that one significant reason the community in 

Curitiba lacks assimilation is because both of the Shi’i and Sunni sects are competing for a 

dominant space within society, thus lessening their overall ummah.  

The Muslim community in Curitiba reflects the different Muslim groups within Brazil 

and as a result of the lack of research done there, that is where I decided to focus my research. 

Although the fieldwork I conducted was only a short amount of time (January 2nd to the 18th of 
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this year), it was sufficient in understanding the Muslim communities in Curitiba and their 

assimilation, or lack thereof, into society.  

 The state of Paraná was almost entirely forested and used for agricultural production 

until the middle of the twentieth century because of immigration and urbanization. During the 

last half of the nineteenth century, immigrants began occupying space in Curitiba and erecting 

colonies as a result of the “Open Door” policy of Brazilian politics at that time. For example, in 

1833, the fist arrival of emigrants from Germany appeared with about twenty families. By 1870, 

the initial French immigrants were reported, in 1877, Italians, in 1871, Polish, and by 1895, 

Ukrainians. At that time there were roughly 40,000 habitants residing in Curitiba. Many of them 

immigrated to Paraná because of agricultural opportunities and farmland. Immigration continued 

up through the end of the twentieth century, when the census of 1991 reported 1.40 million 

habitants.25 The first arrival of Middle Eastern immigrants in Curitiba began in the late 1800s 

until the 1930s. Although a small group, these pioneers are what formed a foundation for future 

immigrants in Curitiba. However, it was not until the 60s and 70s when both Muslim and 

Christian Arabs, particularly from Syria and Lebanon, began to greatly impact Curitiba. 

1.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

The main themes addressed in this thesis are the concepts of ummah, acculturation, 

adaptation and integration. Vanessa Souza-Lima argued that the idea of ummah is greater than 

any nation, or religion for all Muslims, whether they be Shi’i, or Sunni, or any other sect of 

                                                           
25 Eduardo Fenianos, Almanaque Kurytyba (Curitiba Alamanac) (Editora Universidade, Curitiba, 2002), 46, 49-54. 
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Islam.26 There has been a strong sense of ummah in Curitiba within the Muslim community. In 

previous academic scholarship, it is safe to say that the Sunni and Shi’i Muslims were united 

within Curitiba, but that has recently changed because of the alterations of cultural norms within 

the Muslim immigrant communities. According to Meyer,  

a community is not a preexistent entity…, but it is a formation that comes into 
existence through the circulation and use of cultural forms shared and that are 
never consumed.27   

It is clear that communities alter and transform depending on circumstances and shared cultural 

experiences. I will attempt to explain what changed and why these communities are splintering, 

instead of remaining united in one ummah and its effect on the Muslim-Brazilian identity in 

Curitiba. 

Among other themes I will draw on throughout this paper are Rousseau’s theory of social 

contract and the theory of movement by Tim Cresswell as they are intertwined. Historically, 

emigrants from the Middle East have become wealthy in Brazil, increasing their status and social 

acceptance in society. This has provided an opportunity for immigrants to move fluidly through 

Brazil socially, politically, economically, and religiously. An influx of immigrants since the Arab 

spring has resulted in similar patterns since most immigrants have come from more economically 

well-off families. However, there is a difference in social contract and movement among Muslim 

immigrants compared to Christians for a number of reasons including media and a continuation 

                                                           
26 Vanessa Karla Mota de Souza Lima, “A Casa da Ummah: Comunidades religiosas Islâmicas 
Sunitas no Nordeste do Brasil – Paraíba e Agreste de Pernambuco” (The house of Umma: Sunni Islamic Religious 
Communities in the Northeast of Brazil – Paraíba and Agreste of Pernambuco) (Master’s thesis, Universidade 
Federal da Paraíba, 2016). 
 
27 Mayra Sousa Resende, “Além das Paredes.” 
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of orientalist views. These are extremely important concepts among not just emigrants from the 

Middle East in Brazil, but in the world in general. This paper is significant because it offers a 

better understanding of how people are not only influenced by others, but also how multi-ethnic 

identities are created through movement, social status and assimilation. I hope that this thesis 

will result in greater efforts to accept people from other cultures and backgrounds who are 

“different.” Because there are a number of sources on Christian immigrants in Brazil, I will only 

provide brief information on them and mainly focus on the Muslim communities. 

The original purpose of my research was to determine how Arab Muslims have been 

integrated into Brazilian society, mainly during the past twenty years, and what difficulties they 

encountered in trying to assimilate into society in Curitiba. However, my fieldwork revealed the 

need to expand the demographics to not only Arabs but also anyone from Middle Eastern and 

North African countries such as Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Palestine, Lebanon, Iran, Iraq, 

and Pakistan. I gathered sufficient information on the issue of acculturation. I will concentrate on 

the different aspects of society that these immigrants have been integrated into, what aspects of 

Middle Eastern Islamic culture if any have these immigrants been able incorporate into Brazilian 

society, and what have these immigrants done to maintain the culture from their specific 

countries. My conclusion supports Jeffrey Lesser’s theory on a multi-ethnic identity. He argues 

that when a different ethnic group arrives in a new country, often acculturation occurs from both 

sides, creating a hyphenated (Brazilian-Muslim) identity. However, during this last phase of the 

diaspora, because the emigrants came from a variety of countries, it has been extremely difficult 

for Muslim immigrants to not only create an ummah but to adapt to a dominant Christian society 

as well. As a result, many immigrants have not remained devout in their Muslim faith and have 
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created tensions within the ummah. While there are a number of Muslims who are extremely 

devoted to their religion and have maintained social and physical distance in society, countless 

Muslim immigrants have discarded aspects of their religious identity in order to assimilate into 

society. Clear evidence shows how both Muslim and Christian emigrants from the Middle East 

have affected society in Curitiba, which I will outline in this paper in the following chapters.  

1.5 TERMINOLOGY 

 Although most of the American scholars have referred to the diaspora as the Arab 

diaspora, I will refrain from doing so. Most of the early immigrants were Arab, yet there have 

been, and continues to be, emigration from all over the Middle East and North Africa. Therefore, 

I will refer to the diaspora as the Middle Eastern diaspora, which includes North Africa and 

Pakistan.  

There are many different factors and terms that need to be defined to better understand 

the different identities I will use throughout this paper. What is significant is the fluidity between 

identities in Brazil, which this paper will show, not only among immigrants themselves but the 

way in which Brazilians imposed taxonomies on them. For example, when Muslim and Christian 

emigrants began arriving from the Middle East, most of them immigrated from the regions of 

Greater Syria, including Lebanon. But, because they arrived while the Ottoman Empire was still 

intact, they were called Turcos in Brazil. This name became derogatory for the immigrants. As 

they increased their social status in Brazil, their name changed. Many of the original immigrants 

went from being called Syrian, to Syro-Lebanese, to Lebanese. Being Lebanese in Brazil is 

viewed as prestigious. Although many of the emigrants and their descendants were originally 
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from the Lebanon area, many were from Syria and also other parts of the Ottoman Empire. It is 

interesting however, that the Lebanese identity remains strong within immigrants and is seen 

throughout both Christian and Muslim immigrants. Another interesting note to consider is that 

most of the early immigrants were Christian, but because being Christian was considered higher 

in status, there may have been Muslims who have shed their Muslim background to become 

more prominent. During my fieldwork, the Shi’i sheikh told me that there have been some 

members of society who have converted to Christianity and many who do not attend the mosque. 

Although speculative, there may have been Muslim individuals who have hid parts of their 

identity not only because of spiritual reasons, but in order to raise their society status in Brazil as 

well.   

1.6 FIELDWORK IN CURITIBA 

  When I arrived in Curitiba on January second, 2020, I encountered many difficulties in 

conducting research. First and foremost, I had only a couple of weeks to gather enough 

information and second, besides having contacted one member of the community, I arrived with 

very little to go on: a phone and some addresses of the Islamic center, the two mosques, and a 

few restaurants. However, before arriving I had video chatted with a Brazilian journalist who has 

focused on the Arab Christians in Brazil and promised me that I would most likely be warmly 

welcomed by the Muslim community. What I learned could not have been more different. I 

found out that for the most part, people were skeptical as to why I was there. As mentioned 

previously, I was an American doing research on a Muslim community in the middle of a 

relatively small city in Brazil. After a little over two weeks I altered my research plans because 

of this skepticism. Fortunately, I had a good amount of success among the more recent 
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immigrants, a few from the Shi’i community and most from the Sunni community. Very few 

people in the Shi’i mosque welcomed me, whereas at the Sunni center I was well-received by 

almost everyone there. I had a difficult time arranging formal interviews, conducting only two, 

although I was able to have informal interviews or discussions, which provided me with much 

invaluable information.  

 Another difficulty I stumbled upon was obtaining primary sources on the community. I 

attempted, without success, to obtain access to records at the archives of the Muslim Charitable 

Society of Paraná, the Sunni mosque, the Dânia Arab school, and the Shi’i mosque. However, I 

did retrieve information at the public archives of Paraná, where I looked at a number of the 

immigration records housed there (I will present my findings in chapter two). I also visited the 

Islamic (Allah Garden) cemetery which provided me with some useful primary sources. 

Additionally, I gathered secondary sources in libraries, museums, and a number of local 

restaurants, along with attending both mosques. I conducted participant observations by 

attending both mosques during normal prayer times and also the Friday prayer and sermon, and 

also by attending cultural, language and Qur’anic classes held by both communities. I 

unfortunately was unable to meet with any Muslim women because of the religious culture and 

only met with adult males. I know that this issue will leave me with certain biases and 

incomplete information. Nonetheless, I believe that I obtained enough information to conduct 

sufficient research for this thesis.  

The day that I began my fieldwork in Curitiba just so happened to be the same day that 

the United States attacked and killed the Iranian General Soleimani. I was hesitant to begin my 

research not knowing how I would be perceived but I visited the Shi’i mosque that day to find it 
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closed. The next day was Friday and I visited the mosque again during the sermon. Until I spoke, 

I was not identifiable. But when I did members seemed uninterested in conversing with me. I felt 

like a pariah. However, I did meet one Shi’i Muslim whom I found extremely helpful during the 

rest of my time there. He explained to me that although many Muslim immigrants have said that 

they hate “Americans,” especially after Soleimani’s death, they really mean the American 

government, and I should not have any problems while there. 

1.7 THESIS OUTLINE 

  In chapter two I will provide a historical sketch of the first arrivals of Muslim 

immigrants, during the slave trade. A primary source in one of the libraries in Curitiba that I 

discovered revealed that an Imam from the Ottoman Empire accidentally arrived in Brazil where 

he discovered Muslims there during the nineteenth century. He remained for three years and 

provides valuable information on the early Islamic population and how they lost an Islamic 

identity that they once had. I will then provide information on the early arrivals of Muslim 

immigrants in Brazil in general and in Curitiba and how they increased their social status rather 

quickly. I will explain the possible estimated total populations of Muslims in Brazil, the state of 

Paraná and Curitiba.  

 In chapter three I will discuss a brief history of the two different communities within 

Curitiba during phases three and four of the diaspora. I will then focus on the fifth phase to 

discuss the differences and similarities between the two Muslim communities in Curitiba and the 

ways in which they worship. I will attempt to show how they have affected society physically, 
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socially, spiritually, and economically and how, according to their differences, they have been 

able to not only integrate into society, but also affect it.  

Chapter four concentrates on the difficulties that immigrants have faced while attempting 

to adapt to society and the reasons behind the lack of integration, both by immigrants themselves 

and by Brazilian society. I will use information received from my interlocutors however, for their 

privacy I will exclude any personal information and change their names to mask any sort of 

identity. Following chapter four, I will conclude with final thoughts and questions to ponder. 

 I understand that there are biases and problems in my research. Linguistically, my 

interviews and conversations were conducted in English, Portuguese, a mixture of Portuguese 

and Spanish, Arabic, and occasionally a combination of all of them. I did not record any 

information during my conversations, however, immediately following, I wrote down everything 

I had learned. The translations were done by me. I may have not recorded all the information that 

my interlocutors provided me, but I am confident that nothing changed the outcome of my study. 

Although I am Christian, I tried to remain unbiased religiously and attempted to not take any 

position on any subject but blend into my surroundings. As this field begins to flourish, not only 

in Brazil but also within scholarship in the United States, this thesis may result in more studies 

done on this significant issue.  
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CHAPTER 2-HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

When a person from the Middle East first arrives, s/he is a Turco. After getting a first steady job, 

s/he becomes a Syrian. If a shop or factory is purchased, s/he is transformed into a Lebanese. 

But I always ask, when do they become Brazilian?28 

 In order to better understand the assimilation of Muslim immigrants in Brazil, it is 

important to know its history. The above quote displays the challenges of the integration of the 

early pioneers of the Middle Eastern diaspora to Brazil. Brazil was not only the last country to 

abolish slavery in the western world (1888), but also lingering traces of racism and 

discrimination remain, both in local societies, and national politics. When Middle Easterners first 

arrived in Brazil, it was extremely difficult to increase one’s social status. It is important 

however, to note that Brazil is not the only country with racialized social hindrances such as 

these. This chapter provides the historical background of the Muslim diaspora to Brazil. Many 

scholars have ignored the origins of Muslims in Brazil but focused almost entirely on the Arab 

Christians near the end of the nineteenth century. I argue that the eighteenth century should 

really be marked as the beginning of the Muslim diaspora to Brazil. First, I will discuss the 

origins of Muslims in Brazil, beginning with the arrival of African slaves, and the effect that an 

accidental arrival of an Imam from the Ottoman empire had on the Muslim population in Brazil. 

Second, I will provide a brief background of the history of the Middle Eastern diaspora 

beginning at the end of the nineteenth century with phase one, mainly Arab Christians from the 

Greater Syria, including Lebanon and the earliest arrival of Muslims, where they settled in Brazil 

                                                           
28 Jeffrey Lesser, Negotiating national identity, 42. This is a popular saying in Brazil. 
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and how they impacted society. I will provide information on phase two through phase four then 

present evidence for a fifth phase of the diaspora, which has hardly been discussed by academic 

scholars. I conclude the chapter with a brief history of the Muslim community in Curitiba.  

 By providing a brief history of the Middle Eastern diaspora, I will dispute previous 

claims that the earliest arrival of Muslim immigrants in Brazil occurred in phase two of the Arab 

diaspora. Additionally, I aim to provide insight into how Muslim slaves and pioneer immigrants 

paved the way for the rest of Muslims who would arrive later on, continuing up until today. A 

sense of unity always existed among not only Muslims in Brazil but also emigrants from the 

Middle East and North Africa in general. These strong communities have created social networks 

so that more recent immigrants feel a sense of unity and connection and ease into assimilation. 

What I have learned while living in Brazil, along with my research, is that the majority of 

Brazilians take pride in their past and have an exemplary knowledge and understanding of the 

history of not only their country, but also their states and cities. In general, Brazilians respect 

their ancestors and where they came from, whether they be Portuguese, Italian, French, Polish, 

Arab, etc. Whenever I met someone in Brazil and asked where they were from, they usually 

responded with a specific city or state in Brazil, then explained where their ancestors were 

initially from as well. This pride for the past is what has maintained very distinctive ethnic 

communities from one another, especially in the Muslim community in Curitiba.  

I explore three themes throughout this chapter: the notion of movement as articulated by 

Tim Cresswell, Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital, and Edmund Burke III’s research on 

struggle and survival. Cresswell argued that  
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mobility is often threatening to the host country and mobile peoples such as 
migrants who are often cast as pariahs… mobility can also be a way to challenge 
oppression.29  

As I discuss the different phases of the diaspora it will be clear how immigrants overcame a lack 

of mobility and created multi-ethnic identities. The purpose of this chapter is to provide an 

introductory history in order to better understand (1) the time period in which Muslims first 

immigrated to Brazil, (2) the reasons for their immigration, (3) how these immigrants created 

distinct communities in Brazil and (4) established networks, which eased the process of 

assimilation for future generations of immigrants.  

2.1 MOORISH SLAVES30 

 According to Vera Lucia Marques, an Islamic presence has been a part of the history of 

Brazil since its initial colonization by the Portuguese. She explained that Arabs were adept sea 

navigators, who developed advanced techniques and were known throughout the world. One of 

these seamen was Pedro Alvares Cabral, who arrived in Brazil in 1500. Marques argued that 

Moorish Muslims played an extremely significant role in shaping architecture in early medieval 

Spain and as a result, influenced later colonial Brazilian architecture. As portrayed by Vera 

Marques, the early history of an Islamic influence in Brazil began mainly with the arrival of 

African slaves, many of whom were Muslim, which is why the term “Males,” from the Arabic-

term Imale was given to them. Unfortunately, these slaves were given no status in society and 

were not allowed to worship how they wanted to. The lasting effect was two-fold; slaves revolted 

                                                           
29 Tim Cresswell, On the Move: Mobility in the Modern Western World (Taylor and Francis, 2006), 20. 
 
30 I understand that this term is outdated and is not used in scholarly research in the United States. However, it is 
used in Portuguese scholarship and I use it because of its translation from Moriscos. 
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between 1807-1835, with the last revolt in 1835 being attributed to the Males because of their 

inability to practice their religion, and second, most Muslim slaves forgot the correct ways to 

follow and practice Islam. 31 It was not until 1888 that Brazil abolished the institution of slavery, 

granting former slaves the ability to practice whatever religion they pleased. However, by this 

time, any trace of Islam was already forgotten, and the original roots and religious practices were 

lost. 

 Brazil recently published primary source documents, which I discovered while skimming 

through an Islamic-styled library in Curitiba (see chapter three), which provide valuable 

information on the cultural and religious aspects of the Muslim Moorish slaves in Brazil. This 

text, written in Arabic, Portuguese, and Spanish, is based on the journals of an Ottoman Muslim 

Imam who arrived in Brazil by accident. The Ottoman Sultan Abdulaziz (d. 1876) sent Imam 

Baghdadi on a ship in 1865 from Istanbul to Basra. This was before the inauguration of the Suez 

Canal and as a result of many storms, his ship sailed off course and he ended up arriving on the 

shores of Rio de Janeiro.32 What the Imam found there was unexpected; he noticed that a lot of 

African Muslim slaves had not only lost their religious ways, but could not speak nor understand 

Arabic. According to his transcript, when his ship landed in Rio de Janeiro, an African slave 

spoke to him saying, “as-slamu ‘alaykum,” but as he responded in Arabic, they did not 

understand him. As a result of his findings and shock of how little these Muslims knew about 

                                                           
31 Marques, “Conversão ao Islam,” 56. 
  
32 Paulo Daniel Elias Farah, Deleite do estrangeiro em tudo o que e Espantoso e Maravilhoso: Estudo de um relato 

de viagem Bagdali (Delight of the Strangeer in all that is Spontaneous and Marvelous: a Study of a report of the 
travels of Bagdali) (Rio de Janeiro, Biblioteca Nacional, 2007), preface.  
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their own religion, al-Bagdali lingered in Brazil for three years and hired a translator in order to 

give sermons and Islamic lessons, hoping that he could change their non-religious habits and turn 

these slaves into pious Muslims. Following the Male revolts, these slaves were afraid to be 

identified as Muslims and as a result, they began to hide who they were and lost religious aspects 

of Islam. Their biggest difficulty with Islam was their lack of knowledge of the Arabic language, 

and as a result, they could not read the Qur’an or understand it. He also argued that their lack of 

Islamic traditions was a result of being surrounded by a number of different religious practices in 

Brazil, from Catholicism to various African traditions.33  

Other difficulties that these early Muslims faced, included a lack of a mosque, in part due 

to the restrictions Brazil put on the Muslim slaves following the Male revolts, which forced them 

to pray in private. As a result, al-Baghdadi held classes, both religious and linguistic to teach 

what these Muslims were missing, such as the five pillars of Islam.34 In addition, he helped build 

meetinghouses (majlis), and aided in spreading Islam throughout other provinces in Brazil. 

Because of a lack of sources during the time period of al-Baghdadi, this book is extremely 

significant in helping us understand an early Islamic presence in Brazil. Although not much is 

known about them, these early Muslim slaves left a lasting impact on the country and influenced 

future migrations of Muslims. Many people I talked to in Curitiba mentioned the Male slave 

revolts as important events in Brazil. It was not until the end of the nineteenth century, however, 

where the first arrival of Arabs from the Ottoman Empire paved a way for future Muslim 

                                                           
33 Farah, Deleite do Estrangeiro, 66, 4, 6, 7, 9. 
 
34 Farah, Deleite do Estrangeiro, 13.  
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generations from all over the Middle East and Pakistan. This early Islamic influence in Brazil 

was pivotal in understanding the Brazilian-Muslim identity that exists today.  

IMAGE 4 

35 

                                                           
35 This is a copy of a page of al-Baghdadi’s journal.  
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2.2 THE MIDDLE EASTERN DIASPORA TO BRAZIL 

Records indicate that the earliest emigrants from the Ottoman Empire began arriving in 

Brazil in the late nineteenth century, and as a result of their official documentation, they were 

known as Turcos (Turks). Brazilians began calling all emigrants from the middle East as Turcos, 

which became a derogatory term for these pioneer immigrants and their children. These early 

immigrants bonded together, establishing social clubs such as the Mount Lebanon Club founded 

by the Jafets to facilitate in their integration into Brazilian society, while maintaining their 

Middle Eastern culture. Their early attempts to assimilate led to economic success for many, and 

as a result, led slowly from a Syrian identity to a Brazilian-Lebanese identity. The more 

successful these immigrants became, the more freedom they obtained to move throughout Brazil 

and from being known as Turco they became known as only Lebanese. Their social status grew, 

and they were able to not only assimilate themselves into society, but also, as we saw with Adma 

Mokdessi Jafet, contribute to the different aspects of Brazilian society as a whole.   

2.2.1 Reasons for the Middle Eastern Diaspora 

 With a rough estimate of between eight and twelve million Lebanese descendants in 

Brazil,36 there is no conclusive theory as to why the early immigrants decided that Brazil would 

be the most ideal destination. According to some, it was because of Dom Pedro II’s visit to the 

Ottoman Empire during the late 19th century. On the authority of multiple accounts, the Brazilian 

Emperor Dom Pedro II was fascinated by the Middle East. He learned Arabic and made a couple 

                                                           
36 This estimation does not specify who was originally from the Lebanese region, or who was from the Greater 
Syria.  
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of trips to the area, one during the inauguration of the Suez Canal. While traveling throughout 

the Middle East, it is said that he went in disguise around the Ottoman Empire, delivering 

lectures and conversing with people on the street. According to stories, he held lectures 

convincing locals to emigrate to Brazil, and bestowed upon them a promise that it would result in 

a better and more economically successful life for them.37 This story is most likely embellished 

and overexaggerated in order to establish rapport for the Muslim population in Brazil. However, 

Dom Pedro II is known to some as a linchpin and one of the main causes of the first Middle 

Eastern immigrants in Brazil.38 

 A second theory is a result of religious conflicts between Muslims and Christians within 

the Ottoman Empire, particularly during the Syrian Civil War in 1860, where roughly 20,000 

Christians were massacred in Damascus and Mount Lebanon.39 This was however, not the only 

conflict between Muslims and Christians. Within the Ottoman Empire there were many different 

ethnic and minority groups and as a result of state policies and changes, influenced by 

international powers, most of the population who were Muslim began to feel threatened by these 

minority groups. The nineteenth century resulted in an immense change that took place within 

the Ottoman Empire, including attempts to further unite the empire but also appease foreign 

                                                           
37 “History Headlines: The Emperor pays a call: Dom Pedro II, ruler of Brazil dazzled Lehigh 
Valley with a visit”, 69 News, August 12, 2013 updated May 27, 2016, accessed April 15, 2020, 
https://www.wfmz.com/features/historys-headlines/historys-headlines-the-emperor-pays-a-call-dom-pedro-ii-ruler-
of-brazil-dazzled-lehigh/article_caf94c85-8e50-5a57-a086-7304aa4fb687.html.  
 
38 “Asmaa Min Al Tarikh, Season Three Brazil – Mr. Basilio Jafet.” There are many articles that provide this story 
as one of the reasons immigrants first travelled to Brazil. However, what made this fascinating is Basilio Jafet is the 
grandson of Adma Mokdessi Jafet, who I discussed in my introductory chapter.  
 
39 L.T Fawaz, An Occasion for War: Civil Conflict in Lebanon and Damascus in 1860 (University of California 
Press, 1994), 226.  
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powers. The millet system was fortified, attempting to document each minority group, ranging 

from Armenians, to Christians, to Jews, and even American Protestant missionaries. This system 

granted protection to marginal ethnic and religious entities by the Ottoman government. During 

the Tanzimat period (late nineteenth century), the Ottoman Empire went through supplementary 

policy changes in order to appease western powers, who were increasingly inflicting their own 

power over minority groups within the empire. These procedural adaptations resulted in more 

equality between Muslims and non-Muslims, leading to some Ottoman Muslims feeling 

threatened by minority groups. These new procedures resulted in internal conflicts, such as 

clashes between Druze and Christians, which led to the beginning of a mass migration of 

Ottoman Christians to different countries throughout the world, including Brazil. While many 

first attempted to emigrate to the United States, after being denied, several decided to immigrate 

south to either Argentina or Brazil. 

 Akram Khater suggested a third theory that is based on the economic causes of peasant 

migration. He argued that although persecution helped explain the migration of Middle Eastern 

Christians, it did not explain the emigration of peasants. He claimed that it was not just 

persecution, that caused mass migration of peasants, but some saw it as an opportunity to leave 

their destitute lives in order to gain a better, more prosperous one. Additionally, as a result of 

technology and industrialization, it was now possible and plausible to make such a journey. As 

villages and cities were becoming more “modernized,” or industrialized, there was a way for 

people to cross the ocean to a new and exotic world, one in which could offer solutions to their 

financial difficulties. But it also would cost money for these peasants and economically deprived 

villagers, which they would only attempt if they actually saw a future in leaving. Khater 
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explained that villagers often mortgaged their land, borrowed money from family members, and 

sold what they could to make the arduous trip.40 For many though, it was well worth it. Although 

Adma Jafet and her husband were not peasants, many early immigrants had the idea that they 

would return to the Ottoman Empire after making a fortune. However, after much success and 

fear of returning to the same status and hardships that they faced before they left, most 

immigrants desired to stay put, and continue their new, prosperous lives in Brazil. Although 

Ottoman officials attempted to limit mass migration, they had a difficult time doing so. As we 

can see, there were immigrants of different social classes, ways of life, ethnicities and 

backgrounds, which makes it clear that there are many different reasons for the early diaspora in 

Brazil, and not just one. 

 A fourth theory argues that some American missionaries in the Ottoman Empire, 

convinced many minority groups to take advantage of new opportunities and life in the New 

World. But because of the difficulties that immigrants faced in being accepted into the United 

States, many changed their initial route and travelled farther south into mostly Argentina and 

Brazil. I argue that the reason for immigration of Syrian/Lebanese into Brazil is multi-faceted. 

As a result of the internal conflicts between Muslims and non-Muslims alike, many minority 

groups began seeking refuge outside the empire. Because of the American missionaries, many 

sought to emigrate to the United States for a better life and after being denied entrance, they saw 

Brazil as next best perhaps because of what Dom Pedro II promised them. This of course did not 

happen in every case, but I argue that it is not just one theory that we can count on but a multiple 
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of them. The difficulty with coming up with one single theory as to why Middle Easterners 

began to immigrate to Brazil, is that there are multiple time periods of immigration.  

Many scholars, including Andre Gattaz, John Tofik Karam and Omar Nasser Filho argue 

that there are four stages of migration. I will explain that there were not only four, but five 

phases (the fifth, which continues today). I will now outline the first four phases of the diaspora: 

2.2.2 Phase One – The Ottoman Migration (1880-1920) 

 It is very difficult to define an entire phase of the Middle Eastern diaspora by one term 

but phase one was made up of almost entirely emigrants from the Ottoman Empire. It is clear 

that there were a number of different motivations for Middle Eastern immigration to Brazil. This 

phase is characterized by Christian emigrants who were discontented with Ottoman dominion 

and political reforms during the Tanzimat era. This movement was also reinforced by an 

ambition of an “easy richness” idea to be achieved in Brazil. This phase saw a mixture between 

peasants and better-off families, such as Adma Jafet. Emigrants during phase one were mainly 

rural Christians from Mount Lebanon, Zahle, the Bekaa Valley and the South of Lebanon.41  

By looking at Adma Mokdessi Jafet and her husband, we know that they arrived during 

the first phase in 1901 when she was just fifteen years old because she followed her husband and 

his dreams to Brazil. Living in a patriarchal society, Adma faced many social challenges that 

inhibited her movement not only within Brazil, but within her family. She did not have much say 

in immigrating to Brazil with her husband. She first arrived without knowing any Portuguese but 

resided in a Lebanese dominant community that helped her become accustomed to Brazilian 
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society. It is important to note that these Lebanese and Syrian immigrants established colonies 

and social organizations that were an integral part in aiding in the integration of immigrants into 

Brazilian society. However, because of the dominant Middle Eastern culture that they 

maintained, along with discrimination from Brazilians, being known as Turcos the initial phase 

saw very little rise in social class and assimilation. But after Adma and her husband became 

wealthy, she raised her social status immensely, becoming known as the “First Lebanese Lady in 

Brazil.” These early immigrants not only established themselves as examples for others who 

would follow after them but also bolstered both local and national economies as their businesses 

began to thrive in Brazil.  

 Similar to other pioneer immigrants, Adma’s husband arrived in Brazil as a peddler, or 

muskat, and continued working as a vendor until he became prosperous enough, along with his 

siblings to open up a textile company. When Middle Eastern immigrants first arrived in Brazil, 

most of them began working by peddling until their fortunes increased their social status and 

movement in society. They were merchants who originally began walking along the streets 

selling Middle Eastern goods, such as silks, and exotic cloths to Brazilians. As seen with the 

story of Adma Mokdessi Jafet and her husband, many of these merchants became extremely 

successful and wealthy, opening their own shops and larger enterprises and expanding into 

different sectors of the economy. For example, Adma’s great nephew is now the owner of one of 

the biggest real estate companies in Brazil and credited the early successes of his ancestors to the 

openness of Brazil, in a large part because of the social clubs and networks his parents and 

grandparents established. Nevertheless, these peddlers faced many hardships and had to work 
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and fight in order to gain any traction in Brazil. However, once they gained this traction and 

became integrated into society it facilitated future migrants. 

 While many early immigrants became extremely wealthy, they still encountered many 

problems and difficulties while attempting to assimilate into society. While sources are lacking 

information on Muslims during the beginnings of the diaspora to Brazil, we can see that it was 

difficult for all Middle Eastern immigrants, both Christian and Muslim. The culture, language, 

and nationality were new and different, and as a result, many immigrants encountered a number 

of tribulations in becoming fully integrated into society. Because of these hardships, many 

immigrants founded private Arabic schools and organizations to remain unified and maintain 

their Middle Eastern culture and community tight. This however, created more tensions within 

Brazilian society and kept these immigrants from becoming assimilated into society as they 

remained Syrian or Syro-Lebanese. There were not only social problems, but political obstacles 

as well. Brazilian leaders frequently were either against immigration altogether or proposed 

restricting immigration to Europeans only.  

This expansion of a policy of “whitening” the population became clearer in phase two of 

the diaspora with the revolution of Getúlio Vargus of 1930 and his policy of miscegenation. He 

not only attempted to halt immigration, he also implemented a policy to try to convince “white” 

people to mix with other races in order to create a “whiter nation.”42 Although not everyone in 

Brazil shared his values and ideas, and others continued to promote immigration, the revolution 

                                                           
42 Robin Batista, “Op-Ed: Miscegenation in Brazil as a State Policy to Whiten its Population,” Afropunk, February 
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of 1930 portrays the political and even social mindset of Brazil at that time. These fascist ideas 

were not just in Brazil but throughout Europe as well. And again, this was at a time where the 

majority of Middle Eastern immigrants were Lebanese Christians. As a result of these policies, 

these Middle Eastern immigrants strengthened their communities, and maintained a strong Syro-

Lebanese identity particularly in São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Iguaçu Falls and Curitiba. These 

communities stayed together to fight local and even national discrimination by marrying within 

their ummah. It was not until Muslims created more social space in Brazil where they established 

a Brazilian-Muslim identity.  

 Although we do not know the exact number of Muslim migrants in Brazil during phase 

one, we can conclude that there were very few, and none recorded in Paraná, Curitiba. Almost all 

of the early immigrants were either Christian or hid their Muslim identity. Between 1908-1941, 

fifteen percent of the emigrants from the Middle East were Muslim.43 As mentioned earlier, these 

pioneer emigrants left an impression upon future generations and influenced the migration of not 

only Arab Muslims, but Muslims from all over the Middle East. Phases two through phase five 

witnessed several migrants arriving in search of prosperity because they had friends, neighbors, 

family members from the first phase of the diaspora who returned to the Greater Syria with 

successful stories, which nurtured a desire for others to immigrate.   

2.2.3 Phase Two – The Pursuit of Success (1920-1940) 
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 This phase, as a result of the reverse diaspora of a number of successful migrants and 

their stories, many Christians and Muslim populations also the idea of getting rich quickly and 

followed suit. As a result of the social organizations established in phase one, many immigrants 

during phase two did not need to become peddlers and were not known as Turcos anymore. 

Therefore, they were granted a higher social status and more mobility. These emigrants were also 

dissatisfied with the new configuration of the Lebanese state following World War I, which 

lacked labor in urban sectors. All of these factors resulted in both Christians and Muslims 

immigrating to Brazil during this phase. 44 

 It is suggested that Muslim immigrants began entering Brazil during phase two and were 

mainly from Lebanon. They had immigrated for a number of reasons, including the upheaval due 

to the revolt against French rule (1925-1927).45 Nevertheless, during the late 1930s and 1940s, 

Brazil witnessed an intensive decline in immigration as a result of political policies such as 

miscegenation. However, the state of Paraná was one of a few that remained with open borders 

and continued to welcome immigrants. An area of mainly Christian migrants, the city of Curitiba 

and the state of Paraná witnessed their first Muslims immigrants during this phase, along with 

other major cities such as São Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro. At this time, Curitiba was still a 

relatively minor agricultural town as previously mentioned, but growing quickly as a result of 

migration, which only escalated further with the immigration of Muslims during this phase. The 

major difference between emigrants from the Middle East at this time and those from other 
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countries around the world such as Japan, Poland, Ukraine, and Italy in Curitiba, is the 

demographics of where they settled. Most of the early European and Asian immigrants did not 

build their houses in the city, but constructed colonies surrounding it and would use 

transportation to work every day downtown. But the early emigrants from the Middle East 

moved to the center of the city, close to where they would work. As a result, they influenced the 

city greatly. Streets became known for Arab restaurants, silk and furniture stores, which I will 

delve into in the next chapter. Phase two was the initial phase of a Brazilian-Muslim identity and 

the establishment of Muslim social networks to ease the assimilation of future immigrants. 

2.2.4 Phase Three – Political Contentions (1940-1975  

It was not until phase three, when not only Brazil, but Curitiba saw a significant increase 

of Muslim immigrants. One of the main factors that caused mainly Muslims but also Christians 

to immigrate to Brazil during phase three was a result of political and religious conflicts that 

threatened the integrity of Lebanon following 1958, which eventually led to civil war. Unlike 

previous phases, both urban and rural sectors of Lebanon witnessed a great number of emigrants; 

from Zahle, Beirut, Tripoli, Mount Lebanon, Bekaa Valley, and the south of Lebanon.46  

Although the exact number of Muslims in Brazil at this time is not known, there were 

more Muslims than Christians from the Middle East who arrived during this phase. In fact, 

between 1950-1960 the population of Curitiba grew from 122,000 to over 350,000 residents,47 a 

major part because of both Muslim and Christian immigrants. They were mainly drawn to 
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Curitiba because of urbanization. During the 1940s and 1950s, coffee plants grew immensely in 

Paraná and Curitiba became very economically successful. During phase three of the Middle 

Eastern diaspora, Lebanese Muslim immigrants began to increasingly influence Curitiba by 

establishing an Islamic center to hold religious gatherings and create a stronger sense of ummah. 

I spent time in Curitiba attempting to find the exact numbers of Muslim immigrants, however, to 

no avail. I was not granted access to the Islamic Charitable Society’s archives, and the Sunni 

Islamic Center did not have any records. I went to the state public archives and looked through 

naturalization records to attempt to discern, by name, who was Muslim and who was Christian.  

In order to identify Muslim or Christian immigrants, I used Omar Nasser’s method of 

investigation, when he searched the records between 1954-1983. He revealed that Muslims 

would have names that corresponded to the prophet Muhammad, or who were Muhammad’s 

companions as well, such as Ali, Omar, Osman, Othman, or the prophet’s descendants. He also 

argued that it was common for Muslims to name their children after biblical prophets, such as 

Mussa, Issa, Ibrahim, Yaqub, Daud, Yahia and others.48 I find his argument about biblical 

prophets challenging because it would also be common for Christians to name their children after 

biblical prophets. However, I decided to use this method to find the percentage of Muslim 

emigrants compared to Christians emigrants in Curitiba. Another researcher who attempted a 

similar study, found that there were sixty-two Arab Muslims who became naturalized in Curitiba 
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between 1954-1983. Of them, forty-nine were from Lebanon, five from Syria, six from Jordan 

and Transjordan, one from Turkey and one from Israel.49 

The naturalization records I looked at were between the years 1935-1965. I did not have 

the time to search through each record, but I posit that in order to find the percentage of Muslim 

immigrants, I was able to look through them sufficiently. My conclusion is that the ratio to 

Muslim and Christian emigrants from the Middle East during this time period in Curitiba was 

1:1. Although I believe there are many flaws with looking at naturalization records this way 

since many names can be both Christian and Muslim, these findings match up with research that 

I have done on the diaspora in Brazil in general. We can tentatively conclude at least that during 

phase three of the Arab diaspora in Brazil, there were roughly the same number of Christians as 

there were Muslims who immigrated to Brazil. Looking at naturalization records this way, 

however, can be a good floating measure of the diaspora throughout all of Brazil, not just 

Curitiba and Paraná because the findings will be similar in other regions.  

The larger number of Middle Eastern Muslim arrivals during phases two and three 

increased the tension between Brazilians and ‘non-European’ immigrants. But Brazil has come a 

long way since then. In fact, John Tofik Karam explained well how Middle Easterners have been 

increasingly involved in Brazilian politics, including, but not limited to corruption scandals and 

political Ponzi schemes.50 While only three percent of Arabs make up the total population of 

Brazil, over fifteen percent of the political figures in Brazil are Lebanese descendants. It is 
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important to also note that to date, there have been no Muslim political figures in Brazil, the 

reasons for which are addressed in chapter four. 

 While I do not have a specific answer as to why there have been so many Christian 

politicians of Lebanese descent, I can speculate. First, as seen with the case of Adma Mokdessi 

Jafet, she and her husband became extremely wealthy in Brazil and as a result, became well 

known including having streets and places named after them. As they were a part of the 

Lebanese community in São Paulo, they increasingly made efforts to publicize the community 

using their philanthropic works to show that the Lebanese community not only belonged in 

Brazil but also could improve Brazil economically, politically and socially. Adma’s husband 

Basilio also served in political positions, including mayor of São Paulo and also received many 

well-known diplomats, including the former Lebanese President.51 There were others who used 

their wealth to provide a helping hand to involve other Middle Eastern immigrants in politics.  

2.2.5 Phase Four – Civil War (1975-2000) 

Phase four was mainly motivated by military conflict in Lebanon, which began in 1970s. 

As a result of insecurity and fear, the decline of economic activity and unemployment, political 

and sectarian persecution, many Sunni, Shi’i Muslims and Christians began searching for homes, 

often finding them in Brazil with open arms as a result of an easy immigration process. 52 My 

research, along with previous work, has not provided much information for phase four of 

migration to Curitiba. Why is that? I believe that it is because at that time, the Muslim 
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community was already established and beginning to increase rapidly. Because it was already 

well grounded, there is not much information about immigrants during this period. Because of 

the Civil War in Lebanon, many immigrants, both Muslim and Christian came to Brazil for 

refuge and sought better economic opportunities, just like with the previous three stages of 

immigration.  

2.2.6 Phase Five – The Pursuit of Social Advantages (2001-2020) 

Phase five of the diaspora is drastically different than the previous patterns already 

mentioned. Several immigrants during this time period migrated to Brazil because of economic 

instability in the Middle East as a result of 9/11, the Arab Spring and civil wars. But what makes 

it stand out is the social factors for immigration. Many looked for opportunities to receive an 

education, get married, establish families and careers and increase social status. But there are 

now emigrants arriving from many different parts of the Middle East and North Africa. While 

doing my fieldwork, I noticed that Sunni, Shi’i and Christian emigrants who arrived since the 

Arab Spring, are from Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Palestine, Iran, Iraq, and 

Pakistan. While some arrived from wealthy circumstances, others were forced to immigrate from 

war-stricken parts of the world. Most arrived in Brazil and planned to return after a few years. 

While some do end up returning, most stay. These different motivations, along with their effect 

on society will be discussed in chapters three and four.  

2.3 BRIEF INTRODUCTION OF CURITIBA 

By 1991, Paraná was already second in Brazil with the biggest Islamic colony, only 

trailing São Paulo in size. At that time there were over four thousand Muslims in Paraná, with 
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over one thousand of those in Curitiba, and almost ten thousand in São Paulo.53 At that time, the 

population of São Paulo was fifteen million, compared to 1.3 million in Curitiba. Based on the 

population difference between São Paulo and Curitiba, one thousand Muslims in Curitiba meant 

that there was a stronger presence of Muslims within the city. Not only that, but there were 

seventeen mosques in the state of Paraná itself back in 2015 with two in Iguaçu Falls and now 

two in Curitiba, one Sunni and one Shi’i. According to one source from 2015, there were one 

hundred and two mosques in all of Brazil, and thirty of them were in São Paulo.54 These numbers 

display just how big and strong the Muslim community is in the state of Paraná, and in Curitiba 

itself and also how much Islam has grown in Brazil. In chapter three I will discuss the reason 

why I believe that Islam has grown so much and relatively quickly in a country that is 

dominantly Christian.  

In the previous study conducted by Omar Nasser Filho, he interviewed three different 

individuals, and asked that they explain why Curitiba was a better place to live than São Paulo. 

The first, proved Omar’s theory of Cadeia de Chamadas or the social network that the early 

pioneers established, namely, that most of them were family members who were able to guide 

those immigrants in the final three phases of the diaspora. Many of the pioneers returned to 

Lebanon and other parts of the Middle East with success stories and the founding of the 

Charitable Muslim Society of Paraná in 1957, expanded this net of contacts and provided 
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immigrants with a sense of protection in Curitiba compared to other places. The first immigrant 

Filho interviewed, explained that his family helped him arrive in Curitiba, where he liked the 

atmosphere and decided to remain there. Another interviewee explained that Curitiba offered a 

better way of life than São Paulo and had more and better economic advantages.55 It is unlikely 

that Curitiba had more economic advantages than São Paulo because of the size difference. I 

therefore argue that it had more to do with the Cadeia de Chamadas and the contacts that these 

immigrants had in Brazil, that convinced them to remain in Curitiba than move to a bigger city 

such as São Paulo or Rio de Janeiro. These associates were able to provide future generations 

with jobs, and a greater sense of stability and assimilation. 

The state of Paraná has a high population of Muslims, as just mentioned. Most of the 

community resides in Iguaçu Falls, where Muslims control the city, and the border between 

Brazil, Paraguay and Argentina called the tri-state border. John Tofik Karam does an excellent 

job of explaining the accusations surrounding the Muslim community in Iguaçu Falls.56 After 

Iguaçu Falls, Muslim immigrants made their way to Curitiba and established a strong, thriving 

Islamic community there as well. While Muslim Arabs began arriving in Curitiba during the 

1940s, most of them arrived during the 70s and 80s, the majority Lebanese Shi’is. The first 

Islamic leaders in Curitiba were Shi’is who established a religious center and the first mosque in 
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Curitiba during this time. But what is interesting compared to other Islamic communities in 

Brazil is that these early Shi’i Muslims did not exclude Sunnis, and, in fact, they continue to hold 

Friday services together. Fellow researcher Jakson Marques explained that although there is a 

majority of Shi’is in Curitiba, there is also a substantial number of Sunni Muslims who worship 

in the same mosque. He explained that two rows of Shi’i Muslims and one row of Sunnis made 

up the Friday prayers, had very few contentions in the past. Nevertheless, some Sunnis would 

travel a couple of hours to attend the Sunni mosque in the neighboring city of Paranaguá57 to not 

have to worship with Shi’i members. I will explain in further detail in the next chapter how a 

great split between the Shi’is and Sunnis in Curitiba occurred. After conducting my own 

fieldwork, I learned that both groups claimed that there are more Sunnis in Curitiba. There is 

unfortunately no data to provide us with an exact number of Sunni or Shi’i Muslims neither in 

Curitiba nor Brazil in general. 

 The Muslim community in Curitiba has roughly three thousand members with more 

Sunnis than Shi’is. However, the main mosque in downtown Curitiba is Shi’i dominant. Ever 

since it was erected, Shi’i and Sunni Muslims both worshipped in the mosque with a few Sunnis 

travelling to a different city in order to worship. What is interesting is that in 2010 the Sunni 

community bought a building in Curitiba which became their mussulah or house of prayer to 

separate themselves and worship separately. In 2018 they moved to a bigger location with plans 

on building a mosque there. It is surprising to me and hard to believe that there have been few 

contentions and disagreements. Though one could argue that in order to maintain their Middle 
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Eastern culture and Muslim identity, Sunni and Shi’i Muslims come together. It still does not 

provide a good explanation, with separate Sunni and Shi’i mosques in different places and I will 

show in chapter four how there are internal contentions, which have also led to a lack of 

integration into Brazilian society.  

Another possible reason as to why this Islamic community has gotten along so well might 

be a result of the overall culture in Curitiba, which is explained very well by Wilson Martins. He 

mentioned that the state of Paraná and its capital, Curitiba, became hubs for immigration. Paraná 

was sparsely inhabited by Brazilians, was forested and as a result, early European immigrants, 

who were planters and farmers at home, saw it as an ideal place to settle. It was “beautiful,” and 

“majestic,”58 as immigrants began deforesting the land and building plantations and settlements. 

They slowly increased the population and urbanized the area. According to Lesser, Paraná 

became home to many different ethnic groups including Polish, Japanese, Chinese and Arabs.  

2.4 CONCLUSION 

This chapter discussed the history of the Arab diaspora, in particular Muslim immigration 

to Brazil. While historians have generally discussed only four phases of the Arab diaspora in 

Brazil, I provided a fifth phase in order to better understand the Muslim community in Curitiba. I 

then provided a brief introduction to the community in Curitiba, and how the pioneer immigrants 

established complex social networks, which encouraged immigration to Curitiba. These networks 

allowed immigrants to gain a higher social status and affect different aspects of society, creating 
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a Brazilian-Muslim identity. The history of an Islamic influence in Brazil is vital because it 

provides important information in order to better understand Brazilian society today. The 

following chapter will help us better understand how the Muslim immigrants have affected 

society in Curitiba. I will discuss the history of the Muslim community in Curitiba until today 

and how they have not only created a hyphenated identity within Curitiba but how they affected 

society socially, economically, and religiously.  
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CHAPTER 3-MUSLIM ASSIMILATION INTO BRAZILIAN SOCIETY IN CURITIBA 

Brazil is a marvelous country, because it does not prohibit anyone from following their religion, 

their religious sect – Jews, Arabs, Japanese, Chinese, here we all live well59 

 There are multiple ways for people and ethnic groups to assimilate into society – either 

by force or by willingness. Assimilation is “the cultural modification of an individual, group, or 

people adapting to our borrowing traits from another culture.” According to Yeounsuk Lee and 

Maki Harano (2009),  

First, teach Japanese to Taiwanese, Koreans, Ainu, and people in the South Sea 
Islands, and make them possess the Japanese spirit. Only after they speak 
Japanese and become Japanese with the Japanese spirit will they allowed to have 
social and political freedom – this is the fundamental idea of our assimilation 
policy for the colonized.60 

 

I have shown that in Brazil, assimilation is based on the disposition of immigrants, however, 

there are difficulties for those who are not inclined to integrate into society. It is all but 

impossible for an individual to abstain from borrowing any trait from another individual or 

culture in which they are in close proximity to. Even so, there are characteristics, such as 

linguistic and cultural expressions that are both difficult to lose and acquire from another society. 

Based on the idea of a hyphenated identity, as theorized by Jeffrey Lesser, Muslim immigrants 

have become acculturated into contemporary society and thus, formed a hyphenated Brazilian-

Muslim identity. Much of this chapter is from the final phase of the diaspora (2001-Current), but 
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certain aspects of acculturation began during the initial arrival of immigrants in Curitiba during 

phases two and three of the diaspora.  

Before delving into the different aspects of acculturation, it is necessary to debate the 

concept of becoming Brazilian. My research and fieldwork revealed that first, second and even 

third generation immigrants struggle with this concept. While it is important for Muslim 

immigrants to maintain close ties to their Islamic and Middle Eastern culture, but at what point 

do they stop becoming immigrants if at all? Although it is a difficult concept and does not have 

one answer to, I believe that no one ever truly leaves behind their past. For example, when Adma 

and Basílio Jafet increased their social status and presence in Brazil, they always remained 

Lebanese. Thus, I will use Jeffrey Lesser’s theory to argue that most second and third generation 

Muslim immigrants consider themselves Brazilian-Middle Eastern, not just Brazilian, nor Middle 

Eastern. While some immigrants have fully incorporated themselves into Brazilian society and 

consider themselves full Brazilian, others also have remained solely Middle Eastern. This notion 

of a Brazilian-Muslim identity does not provide the full picture of how immigrants are defined 

and describe themselves. 

3.1 FIELDWORK JANUARY 2020 

During my fieldwork in Curitiba (January 2nd to the 20th, 2020), I visited museums, 

libraries and public archives in order to better understand the history of Islam in Brazil. I spent 

most of my time, however, with the members of the two Muslim communities. I realized quickly 

that there are many ways that the Muslim community has assimilated into society in Curitiba; 

physical, non-physical, linguistic and virtual. I argue that acculturation is not just one sided 



63 

 

 

 

however; both the Brazilian community and the Muslim community in Curitiba have become 

assimilated to one another. As I delve deeper into different aspects of the Muslim community in 

Curitiba, I will demonstrate how they affected society physically, religiously, socially, and 

economically and as a result, not only integrated themselves into society, but also influenced 

their surroundings and the culture in Curitiba. This chapter is significant because it advances (1) 

the idea of Brazilian-Muslim identities, (2) that assimilation in a community is not just one sided, 

and (3) that Muslim immigrants have not only adapted to Brazil but also have changed society as 

well.   

I had the privilege of meeting with twenty-one individuals, some only once, while others 

multiple times during my three-week visit. One of the individuals I met with was a Christian, 

while the rest were Muslim, of whom six were Shi’is, fourteen were Sunnis; five of the Muslims 

I met were Brazilian, including the Sunni sheikh. I was unable to meet with any female Muslims, 

although I saw many throughout the city, at restaurants, and both mosques who also have 

affected society. Here is an overview of the countries of origin of those who I encountered: 

TABLE 1 

Country of Origin Number of individuals I met with 

Lebanon 5 

Morocco 3 

Pakistan 3 

Egypt 4 

Iran 1 
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Algeria 1 

Syria 3 

Palestine 1 

 

Of these individuals who I met, eighteen have immigrated to Brazil, while the others are second 

generation; seventeen of them arrived during the fifth and final phase of the diaspora. Most of 

them intend to remain in Brazil while some expect at some point or another to either return to 

their home countries, or to immigrate to another.   

 There are many reasons, for a lack of Shi’i immigrant material and their hesitancy in 

conversing with me. In addition to my apprehension following the assassination of the Iranian 

General Qassem Suleimani and anxiety about what my reception would be like, I had never been 

to Curitiba and had only made one contact prior to my arrival. The second day I was there, I 

went to the Shi’i mosque during the afternoon prayer. I had contacted the mosque before my 

arrival, and they told me that I would be welcome any time it was open. During my time there, I 

felt comfortable. However, no one seemed interested in talking to me. I would strike up a 

conversation, but it would last only a few seconds and the person would walk away and talk to 

someone else – a member of their community. Perhaps it was because they knew I was not 

Muslim, or an outsider to Curitiba. Additionally, I overheard people talking about Suleimani’s 

death and how it would affect the future between the United States and Iran, although nothing 

caused me to worry. Another factor, I believe that impacted my research, was that most of the 

Shi’i community in Curitiba is older, mainly Lebanese and more close-knit, in contrast to many 
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of the Sunni members whom I met, who have arrived in Brazil within the last ten years from all 

over the Middle East and North Africa.  

Fortunately, I became well acquainted with one of the Shi’i Muslims who immigrated 

within the last couple of years. He explained to me why the Shi’i community is closed off to 

outsiders, including himself at times, disclosing that the sayyid (descendant of the prophet 

Muhammad) advocated for the community remaining closed off to outsiders. My Shi’i friend, 

being a recent emigrant from Lebanon, found it oftentimes difficult to interact with some of the 

members, who the majority were first generation Lebanese immigrants. One final reason for the 

lack of Shi’i interlocutors is that when I received a warm welcome from the Sunni community, I 

found the atmosphere more relaxed and the community was generally open to my presence, 

which in turn, provided me with more information that I needed, which I was not receiving at the 

Shi’i mosque. If I had more time to conduct my research, perhaps I would have been able to 

establish relationships with and spend an equal amount of time with both communities.  

 One concluding note on my fieldwork is that I found it extremely difficult to conduct 

formal interviews. I also discovered that often times these were less effective than informal 

conversations. I needed to build trusting relationships rather quickly having only three weeks to 

conduct my research. I allowed members of the community to ask me any questions they would 

like, and first strike up normal conversations, explain my purpose of being there to slowly build 

up trust and allowed me to ask more specific and detailed questions. I found this the most 

effective way for obtaining information. Many of the members quickly opened up to me. 

However, after two weeks, one of the Sunni immigrants who I got rather close to told me that 

people were starting to question why I was there and were suspicious of my conduct and 
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personal interest. This is a normal for anthropologists. Nevertheless, it became more difficult to 

conduct research and while I had a hard time contacting members of the Shi’i community, my 

time there was beginning to be unproductive. At that point, I decided to end my fieldwork earlier 

than scheduled. However, my research was invaluable, and I have an immense gratitude for all 

those who were willing to meet with me. Out of concerns for privacy, I will not provide any 

personal information from any of the conversations that I had.  

 There are many aspects in which the Islamic community in Curitiba affected society – 

demographically, social, religious, cultural, and economic. Assimilation of Muslims began in 

1957 with the foundation of the Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná and after which Muslim 

immigrants affected nearly every aspect of society in Curitiba. I argue here that the Brazilians in 

Curitiba were affected so greatly by the Muslims immigrants there, that they have begun to 

become acculturated to the Muslim society, and to quote one of my interlocutors,  

Of course, Islam will continue to grow in Brazil and when roughly thirty percent 
of the population is Muslim, then Brazil will begin to become an Islamic society. 

  

The one aspect in which Muslim immigrants have not been assimilated into is within Brazilian 

politics. However, what I argue is that will change as a result of the increase in Muslims in 

Brazil, both by immigrants and converts, and because of the areas in which immigrants are 

affecting Brazilian society. I will begin by discussing how Muslim immigrants have affected 

Brazil and Curitiba demographically.  

DEMOGRAPHICS 

 According to Filho, Muslims from Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and Palestine, although 
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relatively few, arrived in Curitiba after the first World War.61 These early pioneers were key in 

constructing social networks for future immigrants within the city. Between 1930-1939, there 

was a decrease in immigration because of the Great Depression, in addition to President Getúlio 

Vargus’ campaign to “whiten” the population, which was previously mentioned. It was not until 

1954 that the Middle Eastern diaspora, mainly from Lebanon in the early phases took hold in 

Curitiba, which lasted until the late 1990s following the Lebanese Civil War (see chapter two).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
61 Omar Nasser Filho, “O Crescente e a Estrela,” 35.  
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IMAGE 5 

62 

The image above shows the demographics of the different immigrant colonies in the state 

of Paraná. In white, are Middle Eastern colonies. From this map, drawn by the state of Paraná to 

show all the different colonies of immigrants, it is clear that the Middle Eastern diaspora affected 

all parts of the state, from the far west city of Iguaçu Falls, to the far East in Paranaguá, and the 

northern cities of Londrina, Maringá, Uraí, and Assaí. Curitiba, the capital, is significant because 

                                                           
62 This image was taken by me at the u Paranaense (Museum of Paraná) in downtown Curitiba in January 2020. I do 
not know the exact date of the map. 
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it is a hotspot for so many different nationalities. One thing to note is that this map does not 

differentiate between Arab Christians, Muslims, and emigrants from other Middle Eastern and 

North African countries. However, in cities such as Iguaçu Falls and Paranaguá, almost all of the 

immigrants were Muslim, and in Curitiba, the majority are Muslims, however, there is a large 

community of Middle Eastern Christians as well.63 Because of the scope of this research project, 

I did not focus on gathering much information about the Christian community during my time in 

Curitiba. However, I did learn that one of the early Lebanese Christian immigrants impacted 

society by building a large palace (1960s), which still exists today, although it is currently being 

used as a shopping center and large condominium (see Image 6). It stands out and is impossible 

to miss because of its size and proximity to the city center. This physical building, along with 

others which I will analyze later, is one way that these immigrants affected society in Curitiba 

and aided in establishing a multi-ethnic Brazilian-Muslim identity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
63 The Christian Arab who I met told me that there was a good size Christian community of Arabs, however, he 
could not provide me with an exact number.  
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IMAGE 6 

64 

 According to the 2010 Brazilian census, there were 35,207 total Muslims in the country.65 

However, the estimates according to Islamic associations in Brazil range between 400,000 and 

                                                           
64 Picture I took on January 16, 2020 in Curitiba, Brazil. In the middle is part of the palace that was built. It is now a 
shopping center and condominium.  
 
65 ftp://ftp.ibge.gov.br/Censos/Censo_Demografico_2010/Caracteristicas_Gerais_Religiao_Deficiencia/tab1_4.pdf.  
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500,000 and even up to 1.5 million.66 Why such a big difference? One difficulty, is of course, the 

actual process of collecting a census. It is never certain how many people will participate in a 

census and what ethnicity or religion they will identify with. Second, it is certain that Islamic 

associations in Brazil would attempt to portray the Muslim communities in Brazil as being more 

populous and prominent than they may actually be. Third, as a result of religious discrimination 

and persecution, many Muslims in Brazil may have not claimed to be Muslim on the census 

based on fear of what would happen if people knew their religion – possibly a decrease in social 

status or loss of employment. The 2010 census also occurred right before the beginning of the 

Arab spring, which caused a mass migration of Muslims throughout the world, including Brazil. 

Some of these different theories will be discussed in the next chapter. Although it is not certain 

the exact number of Muslims in Brazil, I lean more towards the later projections than the first 

because of the probable discrepancies in the census. What I was told during one of my 

conversations, that there are roughly three thousand Muslims in Curitiba, although many do not 

attend the mosque (see chapter four). If there are three thousand in Curitiba, I suspect that there 

are at least triple that amount in Iguacu Falls, and probably half that amount in Paranaguá.67 

That, in and of itself, is around thirteen thousand Muslims in just three different cities. And out 

of these, maybe one percent of them are Brazilian, with the rest being first, second or third 

generation immigrants.  

                                                           
66 Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights and Labor, “International Religious Freedom Report for 2013: Brazil,” US 
Department of State, 2013, accessed February 22, 2020, https://2009-
2017.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2013religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2013&dlid=222361#wrapper.  
 
67 The total population of Iguacu Falls is over 80,000, over 133,000 in Paranaguá, and over 1.7 million in Curitiba. 
John Tofik Karam provides the most in-depth information on the Muslim community in Iguacu Falls.  
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3.2 PHYSICAL STRUCTURES 

 One major aspect of Brazilian society in Curitiba in which Muslim immigrants directly 

affected was its physical structures. As stated before, the urbanization of Curitiba was directly 

affected by the Middle Eastern diaspora. Unlike other immigrant groups, Middle Easterners 

settled in the center of the city because of its proximity to their employment. The major ways in 

which Muslims affected urbanization and society was – the building of structures such as 

restaurants, stores, religious centers and their influence on the design of public buildings. For 

example, most of the Arab restaurants had signs written in both Arabic and Portuguese with 

often a mosque as part of the layout. This section will describe the history of the physical 

structures established by the community in Curitiba, and their effect on society. 

3.2.1 Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná (1957) 
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IMAGE 7 

68 

 The building that I had the most difficult time in obtaining any information about is the 

first physical structure established in Curitiba. When Middle Eastern immigrants initially arrived 

in Brazil in the late nineteenth century, early twentieth century, they established social clubs in 

order to help maintain their native culture and unity while also attempting to facilitate their 

adaptation to Brazilian society. While there was a Syro-Lebanese club in Curitiba, there is hardly 

any information about it today and it does not exist anymore, although there are reports of some 

                                                           
68 Picture I took on January 5, 2020 of the Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná, which is located on the same street 
as the Shi’i mosque. 
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members trying to resurface it. One of the Sunni interlocutors I met with told me that it does not 

exist because there is a lack of interest in maintaining a Middle Eastern identity and a greater 

desire to be more fully integrated into society. But the Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná 

does, in essence, what the social clubs did previously. According to Filho, it was established in 

1957 by the pioneer Muslim emigrants mainly from Lebanon. 69 The society not only holds 

funeral services for members of the community, but also organizes cultural celebrations, such as 

Ramadan and other events and festivities to help bring together the Muslim ummah. They also 

house all the records of the community and as much as I attempted to gain any access to them 

but was not allowed because I was told that I needed to be Muslim in order to enter the building. 

The goals of the Muslim Charitable Society have always been to organize and fund events for 

members of the Muslim community and also to facilitate the Muslim community in becoming 

integrated into Brazilian society.  

3.2.2 Sunni and Shi’i Mosques 

 Although the mosque was not the first structure built in Curitiba, it is the most important 

and essential to its members. In 2015, there were over one hundred mosques or Islamic centers 

where Muslim worshipped in all of Brazil, with thirty of those being in São Paulo.70 Today, there 

are seventeen mosques in the state of Paraná alone,71 with two in Curitiba. That signifies a strong 

presence of Muslims in the state of Paraná, with the size difference in population between Paraná 

                                                           
69 Omar Nasser Filho, “O Crescente e a Estrela,” 64.  
 
70 Costa, Camilla, “Numero de centros Islamicos sobe 20% em 2015 em São Paulo.” 
 
71 From my correspondence with one of the members of the Shi’i community in Curitiba, who takes care of the 
Facebook page.  
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and São Paulo. The following chapter will discuss how the two mosques have affected Muslim 

assimilation into society. However, I will provide a brief background now of the central mosque 

in Curitiba.  

IMAGE 8 

72 

                                                           
72 Picture taken in January 2020 looking at the Mesquita Imam Ali Ibn Abi Talib.  
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 The first mosque in downtown Curitiba was completed in 1972 by the funds of many of 

the original Lebanese immigrants. In 2011, with the aid of Iran, the beautiful ceramics were 

placed on the outside of the mosque and interior walls. Its connection with Lebanon and Iran 

resulted it in being attended and led mainly by Shi’i Muslims, which I will now refer to as the 

Shi’i mosque. This mosque is centrally located in Curitiba, on the same street (although much 

farther down) as most of the historical buildings in the city –the state museum, the town hall, the 

oldest cathedrals, a bell tower, the Federal University, and the location of local festivities. As a 

result of its location, many tourists pass by and stare at the mosque in awe of its beauty and 

intrigued by its uniqueness on a daily basis. Additionally, the Shi’i mosque opens its doors every 

Sunday morning to visitors to enter, see inside, hear words from the sheikh, even take pictures 

and purchase books such as the Portuguese translation of the Qur’an and other Islamic texts. It 

has truly made this mosque a tourist destination in Curitiba and often feels less like a religious 

center on Sundays and more like a museum or cultural hotspot. However, these experiences, 

along with its central location and history in Curitiba, have aided the community in being more 

assimilated into society. Tourists and residents of Curitiba flock to the mosque often with 

genuine interest in learning more about it and the community with respect and curiosity.  

 When the mosque was built in 1972, both Sunni and Shi’i Muslims worshipped together 

without any contentions. However, according to Jakson Marques, after the Iranian revolution 

there began to be disputes and a split among the two different sects. With seventy-nine percent of 

the Muslim emigrants being from Lebanon,73 the mosque remained in the leadership of Shi’i 

                                                           
73 Omar Nasser Filho, “O Crescente e a Estrela,” 4 (prior to Phase 5 of the diaspora).  
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members. Interestingly, I did not talk to a single person who said that there were disagreements. 

As a matter of fact, everyone I talked to said that there were no differences between the two 

communities because they were both Muslim and had no problems with each other. However, I 

found these statements difficult to believe. According to Resende, in 2010 a Sunni Sheikh was 

called to coordinate Sunni activities within the city. This was the first time that Sunnis and Shi’is 

officially fissured in Curitiba. At that time, they established a mussulah, allowing the local Sunni 

Muslims a place to pray and worship separately. Again, in 2018 the Sunni community moved 

and built a bigger location, where it currently stands, with the plan of building an actual mosque 

at this site in the future. According to the Sunni Sheikh, the mosque serves as an actual area 

where Sunni faithful can worship where they did not have a specific place previously.74  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
74 Mayra Sousa Resende, “Além das Paredes,” 42, 46.  
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IMAGE 9 

75 

Image 9, in comparison to the Shi’i mosque, displays many striking differences. By 

observing closely, the plaque on the Sunni mosque in the image above elucidates that this center, 

which I will now refer to as the Sunni mosque, was patronized by Kuwait. The Sunni sheikh 

explained to me that a few members of the community who were from Kuwait originally, 

provided most of the funds for the center, which is why the Sunni Islamic center is patronized by 

Kuwait. Unlike the Shi’i mosque, the Sunni mosque is far from downtown, roughly an hour by 

                                                           
75 Picture taken in January 2020 looking at the Sunni Islamic center that serves as a mosque.  



79 

 

 

 

walking. Not only that, but it does not look like an ordinary mosque. It is in a quiet, well 

developed, upper-class neighborhood, nevertheless, excluded from most of the movement of the 

city. However, it is located near the Botanical gardens and has affected its surroundings. There 

are also plans to erect an actual mosque on the same grounds.   

3.2.3 Allah Garden Cemetery (1984) 

IMAGE 10 

76 

                                                           
76 Picture I took in January 2020. This building at the Allah Garden Cemetery was used for the burial rituals and 
ceremony before it was all transferred to the Shi’i mosque and Charitable society.  
 



80 

 

 

 

 According to Filho, the “Allah Garden Cemetery is the most important institutional mark 

of the community after the Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná.”77 Additionally, one of my 

interlocutors explained to me that an Islamic cemetery should be in the center of the city because 

it is extremely significant in its meaning and their ancestors should always be on the minds of 

Muslims. However, that is not the case here, for maybe obvious reasons. The cemetery is located 

in the middle of nowhere. In fact, not even the bus driver knew where it was when I asked the 

location. It took longer than it should have, I was more exhausted than I thought I would have 

been, but I arrived there when it was still daylight and met with the caretaker there, who was 

extremely helpful. Although he was not Muslim, he briefly explained to me that the cemetery 

was built in 1984 and maintained by the Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná. He mentioned that 

previously, everything was performed at the cemetery; the washing and cleansing of the body, 

and the ceremony itself. However, because of additions to the Shi’i mosque and Charitable 

Society, the only thing that is now done at the cemetery is the burial itself. Because of its 

distance from the city, it used to be difficult for all members to congregate for all the rituals, the 

funeral procession and the burial. After the inauguration of the cemetery, the caretaker pointed 

out to me that some cities and states, such as São Paulo and Rio Grande do Sul sent a few bodies 

to be reburied in the Islamic cemetery in Curitiba, mainly because of family members who were 

buried there and their desire to be buried with them. I also learned that before the cemetery was 

built, some Catholic cemeteries in Curitiba reserved a separate place for Muslims to bury their 

                                                           
77 Omar Nasser Filho, “O Crescente e a Estrela,” abstract.  
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dead, but the more people passed away, the more necessary it was to find a separate place with 

sufficient space.  

The caretaker also told me that only the Muslim Charitable Society held the records of 

those who had passed away. While I was there, I noticed that most of the gravesites were the 

same, with a picture usually of the person who passed away, the year that they were born (if 

known) and the year they passed away, and sometimes a warmhearted quote from a family 

member. I noticed a few gravesites that mentioned that the person who was buried there was 

born in the 1890s, and many of them were only written in Arabic. I perceived that there were 

slight differences in some of the grave markings, as some were more extravagant than others. 

One of the Sunni members mentioned to me that it was a result of the influence of Brazil. In 

Islam, he was very adamant that there should be no grave markings and very simple and thought 

that it was haram. Although haram, it shows that even parts of the Muslim cemetery had been 

assimilated into Brazilian society. 

3.2.4 Dânia Arabic School (2018) 
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IMAGE 11 

78 

 Although I will discuss more about the Dânia Arabic school in chapter four as it 

represents a lack of assimilation among the Muslim community, it is still a physical structure in 

Curitiba worth noting. I had a difficult time accessing any information on the Arabic school in 

Curitiba, however I learned that the first Arabic school in Curitiba was established in 1968 and 

ran until 1972, a second one founded in 200379 and a third and current school was established 

only a few years ago. I attempted to interview one of the directors of the school, although I was 

                                                           
78 Picture I took on January 14, 2020 of the Dânia Arabic School. 
 
79 Wanessa Margotti Ramos Storti, “Educação Árabe em Curitiba,” 18.  
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denied the opportunity because of the “safety and protection of the children.” What is known is 

that the current school is administered by the Sunni community and is located only a couple of 

blocks from the Sunni mosque. Unless you look closely, a school is unrecognizable, and it looks 

the same as the other residential houses surrounding it. According to Resende, The Dânia School 

“associates Brazilians and foreigners through linguistic understanding.”80 Depending on the time 

of the year, the school teaches both Arabic and Portuguese in order to better integrate the 

children of Muslim immigrants into Brazilian society. While I was there (during winter holiday), 

the children attended the Dânia School to help maintain their Arabic and also learn Portuguese, 

as there were a few children who recently immigrated to Brazil with their parents who did not 

speak the language. During the school year I learned that oftentimes classes are not held because 

of a lack of volunteers or are only held on a weekly basis for those who want to continue to learn 

Portuguese or any children who desire to learn Arabic.  

3.2.5 Restaurants and Stores 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
80 Mayra Sousa Resende, “Além das Paredes,” 51.  
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IMAGE 12 

81 

I argue that the most evident example of an Islamic presence in not only Curitiba, but 

Brazil is the number of Middle Eastern restaurants there are within the city. According to Filho, 

the streets in Curitiba with the most Lebanese influence are mainly downtown on these six 

streets: Rua Marechal Floriano, Rua Doutor Muricy, Rua Praca Tiradentes, Rua Jose Bonifacio, 

Rua Barao do Cerro Azul and Rua Trajano Reis.82 Each one of these streets is located in the 

historical sector of Curitiba. I went searching and a Middle Eastern presence could truly be felt 

on each one. Each street had at least one and some had many Middle Eastern restaurants with 

                                                           
81 Picture I took on January 9, 2020 of Al Beek, Middle Eastern Restaurant. 
 
82 Omar Nasser Filho, “O Crescente e a Estrela,” 100.  
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great shawarma. It was at these restaurants where I made connections and had significant 

conversations with many of the Muslims who worked there. Some of the restaurants were 

located a little farther away from downtown, however almost all of them were in the center 

district and near the Shi’i mosque, close enough for workers to leave and attend their prayers. 

Some were a bit expensive, and others were very cheap, although the quality of food differed as 

well.  

I previously mentioned the significance of the social connections and networks that the 

early pioneer immigrants established when they first arrived. What is clear in Curitiba is that 

many of the immigrants who have arrived during this final phase of the diaspora, are able to find 

work because of these connections. For example, I met a number of immigrants who worked at 

established Middle Eastern restaurants, who obviously were employed in order to help them 

assimilate into society. They are environments where recent immigrants can continue speaking 

Arabic while they learn Portuguese and make other connections as they meet either locals or 

other immigrants.  

One of the most important cultural aspects that define a society is food. Some people 

often travel to exotic places just to try the different ethnic cuisines. Certain parts of Brazil, just 

like the United States are known for specific foods. Rio Grande do Sul, the most southern state, 

for example, is known for Churrasco, which has even spread and become famous throughout the 

United States with restaurants such as Churrasco de Brasil, Texas de Brasil, Tucanos, Rodízio 

and Fogo de Chão. The northern parts of Brazil are known for their seafood as a result of the 

marvelous beaches surrounding them. Some parts of Brazil are known for different cheeses, 

others for their wine. However, Middle Eastern food is found throughout all parts of Brazil. One 
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of the most famous restaurants in Brazil – Habibs – is located almost everywhere. There, among 

a number of items, they make esfiha, and kibe. Although there are numerous Middle Eastern 

restaurants in Curitiba, Brazilian food has been transformed and modified as a result of Muslim 

immigrants. A book I found in an Islamic styled library (see next section) discussed the 

importance of traditional Middle Eastern food in Brazil. The author claims that Arabs influenced 

Brazilian food with other plates, basically anything that had rice, kebobs, salad, and ground beef. 

The author also argues,  

today Arabic esfihas, Portuguese baklava, African vatapd, French quiche, German 
apple strudel with Italian spaghetti, the Spanish paella with Japonese sushi, and 
Chinese chicken with peanuts coexist tastily side by side of our menu.83 

 It is clear that one of the aspects in society most influenced by Muslim immigration is food.  

3.2.6 Library  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
83 O Gosto Brasileiro: as mais Famosas receitas das nossas avós (The Brazilian taste: the most famous recipes of 
our grandparents), edited by Arlete Alonso (Estúdio Sônia Robatto, 1993) to the reader. 
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IMAGE 13 

84 

 One of the most peculiar buildings I discovered while exploring Curitiba my first day 

there was this library (Image 13), which resembles the Ka’ba in Mecca. It is in fact an Islamic 

memorial, named in honor of the famous author and poet Gibran Kalil Gibran and was 

constructed in 1996. This building is one of many local libraries throughout the city, each with a 

                                                           
84 Picture I took in January 2020 facing the Islamic-style public library. 
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different theme and unique style. This is where I found the hidden gem of the travels of an 

Ottoman Imam in Brazil, the atlas I discovered about the city of Curitiba and the history of its 

urbanization and immigration, a book written in Arabic about each mosque located in Brazil, and 

the interesting book that provided recipes for different Middle Eastern foods and explained the 

significance of Arabic food to the Brazilian culture. I spent a few days sitting in this magnificent 

memorial reading books both in Portuguese and Arabic about the influence of the Muslim 

immigrants in Brazil.  

3.3 NON-PHYSICAL STRUCTURES 

These buildings, previously mentioned, scattered throughout the city are outward 

evidences of the assimilation of Muslim immigrants in Brazil and signs of a Brazilian-Muslim 

hyphenated identity. However, I will now focus on aspects in which may be less visible but make 

a significant impact on the assimilation of Muslim immigrants into society. According to 

Durkheim, a church or ethnic group is not limited to physical space but is also a mixture of ideas 

and an imaginable space that determines and identifies the specific group.85 In her thesis, 

Resende provides insight into the importance of not only looking at physical spaces but virtual 

spaces as well that define a community. I will, therefore, explore the nonphysical and virtual 

spaces to explain more how the Muslim community has affected its surroundings in Curitiba.  

3.3.1 Cultural and Religious Classes  

 While I was Curitiba, I noticed that the Shi’i mosque attempts vigorously to be a part of 

the Brazilian society and influence members of the whole community by teaching them more 

                                                           
85 Mayra Sousa Resende, “Além das Paredes,” 27.  



89 

 

 

 

about Islam. In addition to opening its doors to the community each Sunday, the sheikh holds 

cultural and Qur’anic classes every Tuesday and Thursday, along with conducting question and 

answer sessions for everyone to be able to participate on Mondays. I attended these sessions and 

although only a handful of members of the community showed up, one could see the impact that 

these classes had on them. For example, every Thursday, the sheikh taught Qur’anic Arabic; the 

goal was for each participant to be able to read the Qur’an in Arabic in only a few months. Every 

participant is provided with a language book that starts out with each letter of the alphabet with 

its correct pronunciation and spelling, in addition to passages from the Qur’an to read and study. 

Tuesday nights, the sheikh teaches different aspects of Islam, including its history, what 

Muhammad the prophet and the Qur’an mean to Muslims, and how they portray the bible. 

Although the end goal of each of these sessions is to teach the community about Islam, and draw 

more interest from non-Muslims, they have also influenced and will continue to influence society 

by providing answers to the curious participants, many of whom, know very little about Islam 

and only know what they hear on television and in movies.  

3.3.2 As Chaves do Paraiso 

 When I began my research on the Muslim communities in Brazil, I read Jakson Marques 

dissertation about the community in Curitiba. He studied the Assiráj, a magazine published by 

the Muslim Charitable Society in 2004 that the Muslim community distributed among its 

members and how it influenced the community in general. When I asked about this magazine, I 

was told that it does not exist anymore but in its place is a television show that the sayyid 

conducts on a weekly basis, called As Chaves do Paraiso (The Keys of Paradise). It is on a local, 

self-run, self-paid television network that can be found on the internet or on the local tv station. 
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Each week, the sayyid discusses different topics about Islam, such as the history of Zaind binit 

‘Ali, and the meaning of ‘Ashura. I do not know how many people watch this show on a weekly 

basis, however, it is intended for both the Muslim and the Brazilian communities in order further 

enhance a Brazilian-Muslim identity in place of a separate Muslim ummah among the Brazilian 

population.  

3.3.3 Social Media 

 Social media has been key in globalizing the world and impacting societies and local 

communities. It has become so easy, even second nature to talk to anyone in the world, both 

people we know and also strangers. It is used for both good and bad. Social media has been very 

beneficial to my research, but it is also a dangerous tool in creating gossip or fake information 

about different people, groups, or societies. Some people and ethnic groups have been talked 

about in a positive manner, while others have been criticized harshly and even torn apart. The 

Muslim community in Curitiba – both the Shi’is and Sunnis – have used social media as a tool in 

order to spread Islam throughout the community in order to expand their influence. When I 

began my research, I found hundreds of pages on Facebook about Muslims in Brazil, with 

dozens from Curitiba alone, from both Sunnis and Shi’is. The Sunni sheikh has a Facebook page 

where he posts messages and thoughts almost daily about Islam and answers questions people 

may have. The Shi’i sheikh has Facebook and Instagram accounts as well where he livestreams 

the cultural and language classes weekly. Each mosque also uploads each Friday sermon onto 

their official Instagram and Facebook pages, both for those Muslims who could not attend the 

mosque that day, and for non-Muslims who are curious or interested in learning more about 

Islam. The Muslims in Curitiba have found a way to use social media to better integrate 
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themselves into society, creating a firmer connection between Brazilians and Muslim 

immigrants, and opening up possibilities for a sounder hyphenated identity. However, we will 

understand how social media has also created a separation between Muslims and Brazilians in 

chapter four.  

3.3.4 Telenovelas  

 Brazilians loves their telenovelas and are often glued to their television sets nightly trying 

to discover what happened in the latest episode of these dramatic series. When one show ends, 

another one begins in its place. They also influence Brazilians’ thoughts and views towards 

important subjects, such as immigration, politics, and also Islam. Post 9/11, while Muslims were 

being subjected to criticism and persecution because of terrorist attacks, Brazil produced a new 

telenovela, O Clone, in order to portray Muslims as they really are. This series did not portray 

the Middle East and Muslims completely accurately, but it did provide Brazilians with a better 

sense of who Muslims were and created a more positive attitude towards the Middle East. No 

one in Brazil has forgotten this series and a few Muslims who I discussed this series with 

mentioned to me that there are accurate parts to it. 

 O Clone was not the first television series in Brazil about Muslims and has not been the 

last. Recently, a new TV series has started and is about immigrants to Brazil in general. It covers 

the history of the Middle Eastern diaspora as well86 and is played by a recent refugee from Syria 

who lives in Curitiba. Brazilians, as mentioned earlier, love their history and like learning about 

                                                           
86 “Órfãos da Terra: confira a abertura da novela” (Orphans of the Earth: confirm the opening of the novela), 
YouTube, April 2, 2019, accessed April 23, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FRr74ICyvd8.  
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their past. This passion has led to the creation of TV shows about different cultures including the 

Middle East. I have sensed that Brazil has a passion for the Middle East, unlike anywhere I have 

seen previously. I believe that this appetite is most likely generated by the large numbers of 

Lebanese/Syrian descendants in Brazil, and a large number of Muslims. I argue that it is the 

same reason that there are over twelve thousand Brazilian-Lebanese individuals who have 

returned to Lebanon, and the same reason that Brazilian telenovelas air throughout the Middle 

East. There is a strong sense of a shared history between Brazil and Lebanon that has aided in 

creating a strong Brazilian-Muslim identity.  

3.4 CONCLUSION 

One of my interlocutors told me that as soon as Islam grows to about thirty percent in 

Brazil, which he believes is only a matter of time, Muslims will then begin to really make an 

impact on society. I am not sure how soon or how likely Islam will grow to thirty percent in 

Brazil, however, Muslims have indeed impacted many aspects of society in Brazil, as seen in this 

chapter. There is not just one identity in Brazil, but many. For example, in the south of Brazil, 

there is a strong state pride, where first they are Gaúcho, and then Brazilian. Many of them are 

Italian or German descendants. The Northern regions of Brazil are mainly African descents and 

have created a Brazilian-African identity, which is why Carnival is so festive in the norther parts 

of Brazil compared to the south. São Paulo is a melting pot of people from all over and Curitiba 

as well. There is not just one, single Brazilian identity as well. However, after reviewing the 

ways in which Middle Eastern immigrants have affected society in Curitiba, I conclude that both 

Middle Eastern Christians and Muslims have impacted almost all aspects of Brazilian society 

and have created hyphenated Brazilian-Middle Eastern and Brazilian-Muslim identities. Until 
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now, however, from what I have heard and read, no Muslim has participated in Brazilian politics. 

Many Lebanese/Syrian descendants have participated in politics in Brazil, although all have been 

Christian, including the former vice President Michael Temer. I will not delve into why Muslims 

have not participated in society politically, including in Curitiba, but I believe that soon Muslims 

will also be integrated into the political spectrum of Brazil.  

Depending on who I asked, some immigrants told me that they did not find any reason to 

obtain Brazilian citizenship, while others told me that they have or will out of fear of what might 

happen in the future. Some explained that if asked, they say that they are Brazilian since they 

live there, while others say it depends on the situation, whether they will say where they are 

originally from or not. In the following chapter I will attempt to discover why that is, what the 

challenges these immigrants have faced in Brazil, both while attempting to adapt to Brazilian 

culture, and also trying to maintain their Muslim culture while living in a majority Christian 

community. This next chapter is the most important of this thesis because it strives to discover 

both what Brazil has done to differentiate Muslim immigrants from Brazilians, but also what 

these immigrants have done to seclude themselves from Brazilian society. It explains the 

difficulties in hyphenated identities, and I will demonstrate that not one party is to blame for 

discrimination or the lack of integration, but both are equally at fault.  
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CHAPTER 4-THE DIFFICULTIES IN CREATING A BRAZILIAN-MUSLIM 

IDENTITY 

Well, I’m here to declare war against you. We’re going to take down your Facebook and your 

[Facebook] page. Twenty-five people are reporting you and we are going to ask all of our 

friends, family, neighbors and classmates to report you. You’re going down you piece of trash. 

YOU ARE GOING DOWN AND I DON’T CARE HOW LONG IT TAKES YOU ARE GOING 

DOWN. YOU ARE TRASH. LEAVE BRAZIL.87 

Similar to most countries around the world, Brazil has a long history of racial 

discrimination. And unfortunately, racial persecution lingers in parts of the country. In 1888, 

Brazil was the last country to officially abolish slavery. However, no aspect of society provides 

as clear of evidence of discrimination as sports do in Brazil. To give an example, in Porto 

Alegre, the capital of Rio Grande do Sul, there are two rival soccer teams – Grêmio and 

Internacional. Grêmio’s mascot is a white little sailor boy, while Internacional’s mascot is a 

short black boy. This is no coincidence as Internacional began allowing blacks on their team 

prior to their rival. There are still examples of racism today in soccer, which are clear at soccer 

matches through chants. In Brazil, there are also many different terms of color, and each person 

has a different tone of skin. But while Brazil has racist and discriminatory ideas, it also boasts 

equality and of being liberal. As stated in the quote from chapter three, Brazil is known for its 

                                                           
87 Tulio Kruse, Brazilian Muslims face a wave of Persecution and Prejudice stoked by New 

Government, The Intercept, October 5, 2016, accessed March 2, 2020, https://theintercept.com/2016/10/05/brazilian-
muslims-face-a-wave-of-persecution-and-prejudice-stoked-by-new-government/. 
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religious freedom. Although most Brazilians consider themselves Catholic, there are thousands 

of different religions and Brazilians generally respect each one.  

 The quote above however, is just one example of many racial and discriminatory threats 

that Muslims face on a daily basis, not just in Brazil, but throughout the world in general and 

how social media has negatively impacted Muslim immigrants in Brazil. Accusations, assaults, 

and threats have only worsened in the past few years as a result of a rise in terrorist attacks from 

extremist groups around the world. In Curitiba, in 2015, two Muslim women were attacked, and 

verbally abused multiple times. They have even considered removing their hijab in public places, 

just to feel more safe and secure, and feel nervous in allowing their kids to walk to school or 

even just down the street.88 Again, in 2018, a twenty-two-year-old Muslim student was attacked, 

beaten and killed for being Muslim while walking down the street in Curitiba.89 One of my 

interlocutors also told me that they had a friend who was Muslim, and wore the hijab when she 

first arrived in Brazil. But after she was told that she would have to remove the veil in order to 

attend school and work, she felt forced to take it off and stopped wearing it. These hate crimes 

and unnecessary acts of religious discrimination do not just happen in Brazil and Muslims are 

not the only group attacked. Even after describing all the ways in which Muslim immigrants 

have both been integrated and positively affected society in Curitiba, it is curious as to why they 

                                                           
88 Diego Ribeiro, Mulheres são vítimas de agressões por serem muculmanas em Curitiba (Women are Victims of 
agressions for being Muslims in Curitiba), Gazeta do Povo, November 23, 2015, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://www.gazetadopovo.com.br/vida-e-cidadania/mulheres-sao-vitimas-de-agressoes-por-serem-muculmanas-em-
curitiba-2q6boovjzp27i6jnv3w4j9mpz/, paragraphs 1-3. 
 
89 Giselle Ulbrich, Jovem muçulmano é cruelmente espancado e morre horas depois no hospital (Teenage Muslim is 
cruelly beaten and dies hours later in the hospital), Tribuna, April 15, 2018, accessed March 2, 2020, 
https://www.tribunapr.com.br/noticias/seguranca/jovem-muculmano-espancado-em-curitiba-morre-no-hospital/,  
paragraph 1. 
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are still hated and discriminated against. I attempt to answer these questions within this final 

chapter as I delve into and explain the difficulties many Muslim immigrants have faced while 

adapting to Brazil, and how the differences between the two cultures have forced Muslims to 

choose between being “Brazilian” or being “Muslim.”  

This chapter will explain not only the difficulties devout Muslims face in Brazil, but the 

challenges they encounter in creating a Brazilian-Muslim identity. How are there roughly three 

thousand Muslims in Curitiba, but only about twenty who attend the daily prayers and maybe 

two hundred in total on Fridays? According to one member who I spoke with, “those who 

immigrate to Brazil want to “fit in”, so they do not keep up the same Islamic standards as they 

did back home.” Another interlocutor told me that the more recent immigrants have come from 

more liberal Muslim families. I believe that there is also a connection between the number of 

Muslim who attend the mosque in Curitiba, and the nuances Muslim immigrants meet in 

Curitiba. I will begin by describing the difficulties that Muslim immigrants deal with, beginning 

with Brazilian politics. I will provide examples from all aspects of society – political, economic, 

religious, linguistic and social – in order to further explain these challenges. I will mainly focus 

on the years during the fifth phase of the diaspora because disintegration has occurred more 

recently than in past phases. However, I will also explain how these obstacles are not just one-

sided, and Brazilians are not the only ones to blame for a lack of integration. I will never 

condone attacks on people and believe that differences are never an excuse for persecution. 

Nevertheless, I will attempt to provide evidence to show that Muslim immigrants have also 

secluded themselves from being fully integrated in society. I argue that because the Shi’i and 

Sunni communities compete with one another for social space, they have actually created more 
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tensions between Brazilians and Muslim immigrants. This chapter is significant because it will 

demonstrate that while the Muslim community in Curitiba has formed a Brazilian-Muslim 

identity, there is still much to do until they become fully assimilated into society.  

4.1 POLITICAL 

 Political decisions in Brazil oftentimes have been devastating to immigrants, while other 

times they have been welcoming and encouraging. During the late nineteenth century and up 

until the late 1920s, Brazil welcomed emigrants from all over the world. During this time, as 

seen in Curitiba and the state of Paraná, many from Europe, the Middle East and Japan 

immigrated to Brazil. However, because of Getúlio Vargus’ campaign of miscegenation, Brazil 

began closing its borders to anyone who was not white, drastically decreasing the number of 

immigrants through WWII. Following the second War, Brazil again reintroduced the campaign 

of welcoming migrants of different ethnicities. However, recent policies have raised questions 

regarding Brazil’s stance on immigration. President Jair Bolsonaro recently pulled Brazil out of 

the United Nations Migration Accord, saying that “not just anyone can come into our home.”90 

Multiple Muslims who I talked to told me that it was becoming more difficult for them to receive 

visas to come to Brazil, in part because of the low percentage of people returning to their home 

country, but also because of stricter guidelines that Brazil has put in place. There seems to be a 

switch in political mentality, reverting back to eras of “this is OUR country.” 

                                                           
90 Ernesto Londono, Bolsonaro Pulls Brazil from U.N. Migration Accord, The New York Times, January 9, 2019, 
accessed April 2, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/09/world/americas/bolsonaro-brazil-migration-
accord.html, paragraphs 1-2. 
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 What is interesting is the lack of Muslims who are politicians in Brazil. After conversing 

with a journalist from Brazil who is studying in the United States, he mentioned that although 

there are a relatively small number of emigrants from the Middle East in comparison to the 

Brazilian population (roughly twelve million Lebanese descendants), about fifteen percent of the 

politicians in Brazil are of Syro-Lebanese descent. However, all of them, including the former 

Vice-President Michael Temer, are Christian. Why have there not been any Muslim politicians in 

Brazil? The answer lies in an underlying tone of religious discrimination and the threat and fear 

towards Islam. It may also be because of the corruption and scandals that have been caused by 

Lebanese/Syrian Christian politicians in past decades. In the 1999-2000 elections, there was a 

major political scandal where many politicians were handpicked through bribery, most of them 

by Lebanese descendants, including former São Paulo Governor Paulo Maluf,91 as well as former 

Vice and President Michael Temer. The main reason that many of these politicians were spared 

prison sentences because of Myryam Athie, a Lebanese descendant councilwoman who was 

involved as an investigator, who dismissed the case. Many newspapers however published 

transparent articles criticizing the Lebanese community. In order to combat these criticisms, on 

November 22, 1999 and again in 2000, politicians commemorated the Lebanese Independence 

Day, where they focused on a Lebanese national pride, and aimed to provide more transparency 

within their political actions.92 These scandals have led to a negative view towards politicians 

from the Middle East, and therefore, I argue that people have been skeptical and afraid to elect 

Muslims. Adding to the already feeling of fear and threat, no Muslim has participated in 

                                                           
91 Letícia Núñez Almeida, Subsistemas fronteiriços do Brasil: mercados ilegais e violencia (FLACSO Ecuador, 
2017), 312. 
 
92 John Karam, Another Arabesque, 52, 98. 
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Brazilian politics, as of yet. This is one aspect in society where Muslims have not been integrated 

into society and as a result, their social status and movement within Brazilian society has been 

negatively affected.  

4.2 ECONOMIC  

 Quite a bit more difficult to decipher are the economic challenges that Muslim 

immigrants encounter in Brazil. However, many interlocutors confided in me that because of the 

linguistic barrier, many immigrants struggle to find a job in smaller cities such as Curitiba. It 

becomes more frustrating and stressful for many immigrants who come to Brazil with bachelor’s 

and even master’s degrees and cannot find work. One of my interlocutors, for example, has only 

been in Brazil for a few months and although he has a bachelor’s degree from Morocco, it has 

not transferred easily in Brazil. He found a job at a Middle Eastern restaurant but does not make 

enough money to support himself and his family who he sends money to back home. According 

to many interlocutors, because of these challenges, many immigrants are in a different economic 

class than Brazilians in Curitiba.  

4.3 RELIGIOUS 

 Political and economic aspects, however, are not the only facets where Muslim 

immigrants have had a difficult time integrating into society. I would argue that the prime cause 

of disintegration is because of religion and the lack of religious tolerance. There are hundreds of 

different churches in Brazil, but almost all of them are Christian. You will find Catholicism, 

hundreds of Evangelical churches, other Christian churches, devil-worshipping religions, 

Judaism and Islam, and roughly in that order based on the number of members, just to name a 
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few. I was told multiple times that it is extremely difficult to be a devout Muslim in Brazil 

because of how liberal Brazil is. For example, certain times of the year clothes are deemed 

unnecessary, there is a bar on almost every block on almost every street, other things considered 

haram in Islam, such as sexual relations outside of marriage, and smoking are not only welcome 

in Brazil, but encouraged. Not only is it hard for Muslims to assimilate into society, but it is 

difficult for anyone who attempts to be devout in their religion.  

 What I found is most detrimental to pious Muslims being integrated into society 

religiously as explained to me, is the lack of community or friendship with Brazilians that these 

Muslims have seen as a result of abstaining from acts that are deemed haram. The way Muslims 

dress in Islam, whether male or female, has been disadvantageous to them being integrated into 

society. Women, such as been noted in the recent news articles previously mentioned, face 

challenges in deciding to wear the hijab or not, what many Muslims deem sacred and necessary. 

Some are mocked, and people often stare in wonder at Muslim women who do wear the hijab. 

Some of the Muslim men who I interviewed told me that their wives try to continue to wear the 

hijab but fear how people will react to them. The way Muslims are viewed in Brazil because of 

their religious beliefs and dress, has caused a lack of assimilation for Muslim immigrants into 

society. However, I believe that these views are slowly changing with an increase in number of 

Muslim immigrants and Brazilians becoming more educated on Islam and being more open to 

different ideas.   

4.4 LINGUISTIC 
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 Language has been another key aspect for the determent of the integration of Muslim 

immigrants in Curitiba and in Brazil in general. Portuguese is not only a difficult language, but 

because so few countries speak it, relatively speaking, it is not taught throughout the world. Even 

within the United States, besides at colleges and universities, there are relatively few places that 

offer Portuguese classes in public schools. Although there are many influences of the Arabic 

language in Portuguese, such as the words Azul, Alugar, Camisa, there are relatively few 

similarities compared to the immense amount of differences. Portuguese grammar is extensive 

and difficult to master. Arabic is also extremely difficult and although the sentence structures are 

similar, the transition from Portuguese to Arabic is drastic. Most of my conversations while I 

was in Brazil were in a mixture of English, Portuguese, Arabic and even some Spanish. While 

most of the Muslim immigrants who I met attempt to learn Portuguese and as a result of living in 

Brazil, have picked it up relatively quickly, I also met some immigrants who chose not to learn 

Portuguese. They found it unnecessary and spoke either English or Arabic whenever and 

wherever possible.  

Although I find learning the language where you live is essential and extremely 

necessary, it is difficult to master and almost impossible to speak without an accent as an 

immigrant. I for one, speak, read, write, and understand Portuguese at a very high level, but I still 

have a strong American accent. Just by looking at me you could not tell but when I open my 

mouth, the first question that people usually would ask me is, “you are not from here, are you?” 

And then they would ask, “where are you from?” “Why are you here?” Whether intentionally or 

not, you are already considered different. And although I, along with a number of my 

interlocutors would say that we are Brazilian, again, someone would ask, “no really, where are 
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you originally from?” This is not just something that occurs in Brazil but takes place everywhere. 

I find this challenging because our language is not something that should separate us from other 

people or define us. We are all different, we all have diverse personalities, and ethnicities, and 

our heritage is important, but we are all people. The first thing that comes out of our mouths, 

should not be to distinguish us from someone else. Unfortunately, that is the case and I argue that 

it is a major aspect in how immigrants are treated and a main source for the lack of integration.  

But, this lack of integration because of language is not just one-sided. For example, those 

interlocutors who I spoke with who chose not to learn or speak Portuguese, decided that they 

would not adapt to Brazilian society linguistically. I find this concept rather difficult because 

although the Muslim community in Curitiba attempts to fully integrate into society, they also 

take steps in maintaining their culture and heritage. I was in Curitiba during their summer 

vacation and the Sunni community held daily Qur’an classes for the children in the Arabic 

language. It was an attempt to teach children of immigrants about the Qur’an and to have them 

memorize qur’anic surahs in Arabic. There were some children in these classes who had a 

difficult time speaking or understanding Arabic and therefore, the teacher would translate for 

them. There were also others who did not speak Portuguese well and would only respond to the 

teacher in Arabic. As explained by Wanessa Margotti Ramos Storti, the Sociedade Beneficente 

Muçulmana de Paraná (Muslim Charitable Society of Paraná) established an Arabic/Islamic 

school in Curitiba in 1969, which was seen as a “hope” for immigrant parents for their children 

to maintain their culture. The Sheikh in Curitiba ran the school and made sure it was organized 

and functioned correctly. However, it only lasted three years, until 1972. From looking at the 

number of students each year, there was a decline in students each year and very few attended by 
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the last year. I believe this was the main reason that it was shut down was because immigrant 

children began being integrated into society and forgetting, or the lack of a desire to speak 

Arabic. According to some of my interlocutors, this is a mistake and they see it a need for 

immigrants to maintain their language and criticize the parents who have not maintained Arabic 

in their home. 

 In 2003, a second Islamic school was established, again, in order for these immigrants to 

maintain their language and customs but did not last long again.93 As mentioned previously, the 

Dânia School was founded in 2018 to help maintain a Middle Eastern culture in Brazil. After 

attending the qur’anic studies course each day, there are at least ten children who attend that 

school. I do not know what ages, and no one was willing to provide me with any of that 

information. I find the attempts of these schools vital in maintaining the Arabic language, 

cultures, and customs, but it comes at the price of not being completely integrated into society. 

Since these students attend this school, some do not attend Brazilian public schools, and as a 

result, it has caused a lack of friendship among Brazilian children and a sense of a more “closed-

off Muslim ummah.”  

4.5 SOCIAL 

4.5.1 Friday Sermons 

In addition to language being detrimental to assimilation, the Friday sermons have caused 

a lack of integration in Curitiba as well. I attended a few Friday prayers while I was there, two 

from the Shi’i sayyid and sheikh, and one from the Sunni sheikh. They were different 

                                                           
93 Wanessa Margotti Ramos Storti, “Educação Árabe em Curitiba,” 76, 103, 18.  
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experiences at each one. At the Shi’i mosque, the sayyid gives his sermon only in Arabic and it 

lasts about thirty minutes. During his weekly sermon, I noticed some Brazilians, who were either 

there visiting because they wanted to learn more about Islam, or were Muslims themselves, left 

in the middle because they could not understand it, not knowing that after there would be a 

shorter, more abbreviated Portuguese translation from the sheikh. This focus almost solely on the 

Arabic speaking Muslim population has been detrimental in many ways, according to one of my 

interlocutors. He explained that the sayyid does not try to communicate with those who do not 

speak Arabic, and therefore, it has also been more difficult for Brazilians to become converted to 

Islam in Curitiba. I only met a handful, maybe two handfuls of Brazilians who were Muslim, 

mainly from the Sunni mosque. This was one of my key findings in the Muslim community of 

disintegrating themselves from society.  

The Sunni sheikh, on the other hand, is a Brazilian convert himself. Although he speaks 

Arabic fluently, he has an easier time understanding the importance of being more “open” and 

the need to allow Brazilians to participate in Islamic practice with a full understanding. 

Therefore, he has decided to do his Friday sermons both in Portuguese and Arabic together. 

While I was there, he sometimes would say a phrase in Portuguese, and then a phrase in Arabic 

or vice-versa, or he would go off on tangents in either language without a translation. This was 

easier for the Brazilian converts who were there, or those interested in learning more to not only 

understand better, but also remain interested. He explained to me that his sermons could not be 

translated. Since they are not prepared beforehand and come from Allah, the translation would 

not have the same meaning or affect. Additionally, the prayers and Qur’an recitations remain in 
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Arabic and a couple of the Brazilian converts even confided in me that they did not understand 

what they were reciting in the prayers.  

4.5.2 Missionary Work 

 “I believe that it is a mistake,” said one of my interlocutors concerning Islam and the lack 

of missionary work. He believes that Muslims should be more inviting, welcoming, and should 

work on trying to convert Brazilians through missionary efforts. Islam is growing at an 

astonishingly rapid rate in Brazil, and that is without a missionary zeal. One of my interlocutors 

told me that he believes that Muslims should be more like members of other religious 

communities in Brazil and be more open, inviting, and welcoming to outsiders. Muslims do not 

go out and proselytize, and this same interlocutor told me that that is probably that main reason 

that there are so few Muslims who attend the mosque during the week or Fridays for prayers and 

sermons. No one knows this better than the Sunni sheikh. He explained – although directed 

towards the Shi’i community – that [Shi’i] Muslim immigrants are not friendly or welcoming to 

Brazilians who are interested in learning more about Islam. He accused the community of being 

closed off, maintaining their Lebanese [Shi’i] culture. I wonder if the Lebanese immigrants see 

themselves as more prestigious, or above the other immigrants because of the history of the 

Lebanese diaspora in Brazil. He also saw it as an issue that Muslims do not see a necessity in 

doing missionary work. I spent a good amount of time in the mosques on my own, where I felt a 

little secluded and hardly anyone was interested in talking to me, even after many attempts on 

my part. Other times I felt embraced but only a few people attempted to introduce Islam to me. 

One interlocutor confided in me that generally speaking, people saw it unnecessary to welcome 

outsiders and conversion is an individual thing. Some of the Brazilian converts in Curitiba, with 
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whom I spoke to, confided in me that they felt “judged” by the Shi’i community and embraced 

by the Sunnis. Additionally, they mentioned that it has taken them a long time to understand 

Islam, and they are still learning as a result of not only the language barrier, but also that lack of 

teaching and training done within the mosque and Muslim community. Some Muslims invite 

people to read the Qur’an for themselves, but oftentimes, at least within Curitiba, do not see the 

need to follow up, teach those who are learning, or invite others to learn more, like most 

religious communities do in Brazil.  

 The Sunni sheikh explained to me why older immigrants have done a better job at 

maintaining their religion than newer emigrants, saying 

they [older immigrants] came here with families and the newer emigrants have 
come here alone… Arabness (Middle Eastern values) always comes first and 
although Islam is part of Arab culture, newer immigrants come from families who 
are not as religious and so it is easier for them not to be religious in Brazil. 

He also compared these more recent immigrants to Catholics who only attend church once 

during Easter and once during Christmas.  

What I also learned while there was that although I was told that there were many 

immigrants who have found it difficult to remain faithful in Brazil, they do not find it necessary 

to go after and attempt to “rescue” these Muslims who are having a difficult time in remaining 

faithful. This is different from the experiences I had while living in Amman, Jordan. I met a 

sheikh there who held weekly Qur’an studies classes for young men who have fallen away from 

Islam and are trying to return and work on their lives. He really cared for these young men and 

took time out of his busy day – where he also owned a furniture store – in order to attend to the 
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needs of these shabab. I found this effort lacking with the community in Curitiba, which has led 

to a lack of unity within the Islamic community there.  

 The lack of Muslims of Brazilian descent in Curitiba might also have just as much to do 

with discrimination, as the lack of missionary work within Islam. As mentioned before, 

discrimination exists within Brazil and Curitiba towards Muslims. I met two Brazilian converts 

who explained to me that sometimes they felt constrained from praying during prayer times in 

public because of judgement from others. One of them told me that he was at a hospital during 

one of the prayer times, and while he went to pray, he explained that some people walked out of 

the room out of fear. He said that Islam is “different” or “strange” in Brazil and some have a 

difficult time with something that is different from them. He mentioned also that others would 

just stare at him because of the way he dressed or acted. It is important to remember here, that 

both of these Muslims are not of Middle Eastern descent. This indicates that most Brazilians do 

not consider Islam to be an integrated religion in society. This is just another aspect of the 

difference in cultures that has led to a lack of integration of Muslim immigrants in the Brazilian 

community and a lack of Brazilian Muslims in the community in Curitiba.  

4.5.3 Family Structure 

 In general, family is the most important aspect of life. However, family structure and 

ideals are different in Islam compared to Brazil generally speaking. It is important for men and 

women to marry and the husband support her and their children for the rest of their lives. They 

also like to live really close to their families, oftentimes together in the same house and always 

rely on each other. Brazil is different. Brazil is extremely liberal and the biggest difference, is 



108 

 

 

 

that many of the younger generations in Brazil do not find it necessary to get married. Instead, 

they live together until they are ready to move on to someone else. There is a lack of 

commitment. Oftentimes I have also found that although Brazilians love their families, most do 

not continue to live with their parents after they are married. These cultural differences were 

shared with me on an individual basis and not by the community as a whole. I met one Muslim 

immigrant who is engaged to a Brazilian Muslim. Because of his beliefs, they do not live 

together and are only planning to after they get married. He mentioned that they have had 

multiple discussions because he would like to buy a bigger house so that his mother could move 

in with them when she immigrates to Brazil. Another one of my interlocutors mentioned that he 

moved to Brazil because he met a girl online and planned on marrying her. He said that she was 

Muslim, but because of their cultural differences and the importance of family, they got 

separated. He is now married to a girl from his home country with the help of his friends and 

family and planning for her to emigrate. While the Shi’i sheikh believes that being a Muslim in 

Brazil is only difficult for immigrants if they allow it to be, many members of the community 

explained to me that these differences in family values increases the chance of Muslim 

immigrants to stop attending the mosque for prayers.  

4.5.4 Gender Roles 

 I would argue that the more significant effect on the disintegration of Muslim immigrants 

in Brazilian society in Curitiba has to do with gender. There is a big difference in the way 

women are treated in Brazil compared to how Muslim women are treated. Because of how liberal 

Brazil is as a country, Brazilian women are very liberal. The way some women dress varies 

depending on the time of the year, with almost nothing during the summer months. Women 
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additionally work in all sectors of society. Although I was not able to communicate with any 

Muslim women in Curitiba, I noticed from both my conversations with Muslim men and my 

observations that many women in the Muslim community in Curitiba share similar standards to 

Muslim women in the Middle East. Muslim women are not required to attend the mosque, 

however, if they do, in the Sunni mosque there is a separate room for women to pray. And in the 

Shi’i mosque, there is a space closed off with a curtain for women to worship. I noticed a few 

attending the Friday sermons in both mosques. All Muslim women who I saw wore the hijab. On 

Sundays, all women who visited the mosque had to wear a veil, often provided by the mosque. 

Some of my interlocutors explained to me that because of religious beliefs, Muslim women were 

“restricted” to social norms – what they can or cannot do or wear – more than non-Muslim 

women in Brazil. Women are not expected to work in Islam and generally remain in the home 

taking care of the children, cooking and cleaning. The husband is expected to provide for his 

wife and children, while also obligated to attend the mosque as much as he can, especially on 

Fridays during the sermon. Many of the examples of persecution and discrimination towards 

Muslims, which were mentioned at the beginning of the chapter were related to the differences of 

ideas towards the ideas of gender, which have caused a strain on relations among Brazilians and 

Muslims.  

4.6 CONFLICTS WITHIN 

 I was told numberless times that there were no conflicts between Sunni and Shi’i 

Muslims in the community in Curitiba. However, Sunni Muslims did split and create their own 

Islamic center a few years back and some have always gone to different cities for Friday sermons 

that had a Sunni mosque. One of my Shi’i interlocutors, who is a new immigrant explained to me 
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that although he has not heard of any conflicts between the two communities, he has overheard 

people expressing offensive opinions towards each other. I was told that there are still Sunni 

Muslims who worship at the Shi’i mosque and I noticed during the Friday sermon that there were 

between fifteen to twenty Sunnis who were there. However, I saw them leave soon after the 

sermon and the prayer. I noticed that although there are very few problems, if none, some 

members of each community are not afraid to take jabs at others. I heard from some immigrants 

that the Sunni community was more liberal, but also more radical in their thinking than the Shi’i. 

I was told that the Sunni sheikh only talks badly about the Shi’i community in his Friday 

sermons. I also was informed that the Shi’i community is more closed off than the Sunni. These 

little comments on the surface are not detrimental to the Muslim community in Curitiba and 

Sunni Muslims will find no problems worshipping at the Shi’i mosque, despite their differences 

in beliefs. Nevertheless, they are not united, nor do any activities together. The Shi’i sayyid 

explained to me that the Muslim Charitable Society will hold activities during Ramadan for the 

Shi’i community and dinner is held at the Sunni Islamic center almost every night during 

Ramadan. This lack of a sense of ummah between the two is not uncommon, especially in 

Middle Eastern countries, but has put a strain between them and has been detrimental in the 

assimilation of Muslim immigrants in society.  

 During my fieldwork I sensed a tension between the two communities. As I previously 

mentioned, Shi’i Muslims did not attend the Sunni mosque and only about twenty Sunni 

Muslims attend the Shi’i mosque; who do not interact with Shi’i members. I met a Sunni Muslim 

emigrant from Morocco that just recently arrived in Brazil. He found a job at an Arab restaurant 

near the Shi’i mosque downtown. He told me that he had only been to the mosque once, not only 
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because he worked around ten hours a day but preferred not to attend than to go to the Shi’i 

mosque. And because of the distance and his work, he had never been to the Sunni mosque. 

Although other members have hurdles attending the mosque because of work, school, or other 

obligations, some members of both communities do not attend either mosque because of distance 

and tensions between Sunni and Shi’i Muslims. Although previously there may have been a 

united ummah in Curitiba, these two separate mosques make it clear that there are tensions and a 

competition between the two, which has negatively impacted the Brazilian-Muslim identity. 

4.7 CULTURAL 

4.7.1 Brazilian Culture vs. Islamic Culture 

 One Pakistani Muslim of the community whom I met mentioned to me that the culture in 

Pakistan is “ninety-nine percent different than the Brazilian culture and there is no way to 

maintain the Pakistani culture here.” Unfortunately, there are many differences between the two 

cultures, which also makes it extremely difficult, close to impossible at times to remain a devout 

Muslim and also become assimilated into society. Often times, I was told that there are aspects of 

society, such as dating non-Muslims, finding halal food (although it is possible) that are nearly 

impossible to ignore. Other times, however, I was told by more devout Muslims that there is no 

excuse, they can always find a way to obey all of the Islamic laws. Each one of these differences 

has been detrimental to the Brazilian-Muslim community that the immigrants have created.  

4.8 CONCLUSION 

 There is an interesting juxtaposition between this chapter and chapter three. Chapter three 

explains the different ways in which the Muslim community in Curitiba has integrated into 



112 

 

 

 

society – religiously, economically, and socially. I mentioned physical and non-physical aspects 

(including virtual) that Muslim immigrants have affected society, creating a Brazilian-Muslim 

identity. On the other hand, this chapter explains how difficult it is to create and maintain this 

Brazilian-Muslim identity and ways in which both the Brazilian society and the Muslim 

community have taken to guarantee that there is not a full assimilation into society. There 

remains quite a bit of religious persecution and discrimination towards the Muslim community in 

Curitiba. Additionally, I explained the different ways in which the Muslim community has 

remained withdrawn and secluded from Brazilian society. Muslim immigrants have not only 

maintained their culture, but there are conflicts within the Muslim community itself which have 

contributed to a lack of inclusion.  
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CONCLUSION 

Another thing that helped us here a lot was our religious principle, that we knew how to preserve 

very well here… A religion is a foundation of the life of the man; it guides you, consoles you in 

difficulties, it teaches you to choose the better path…94 

 Religion is what most people rely on in their lives to get through difficult times. It 

provides hope for a better future and although difficult at times to follow, religious conviction 

offers faithful followers a reason to do good, for they will be blessed in the future. Belief is also 

what differentiates one person from another. You will always be asked what pious organization 

you belong to, what and why you believe in what you do. Unfortunately, it is also what causes 

persecution and discrimination. Each sect believes that they are the most correct, and as a result 

will always attempt to dissuade someone from their personal beliefs and attack others’ 

viewpoints. Whether because of religion, social issues, economic or political status, people will 

always find a way to persecute you. However, I believe that we, as a whole will also find a way 

to help one another.  

 The idea of ummah, not only exists within Islam and Middle Eastern cultures, but is a 

worldwide view. With the current Coronavirus, or Covid-19, I have witnessed a greater sense of 

ummah and people trying to help one another in any possible way that they can. It is a difficult 

time, but trying times are what bring people together. I have hope for the future that as a result of 

this pandemic, we will fight together and come out on top with more unity. Even the short 

                                                           
94 Marques, “Conversão ao Islam,” 65, a quote from an Arab immigrant in 1998 about what has helped them 
assimilate to Brazilian society while also maintaining an Arab identity.  
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amount of time that I stayed in Curitiba, I felt that within not only the Muslim community but 

also the whole society in Curitiba. I have no doubt that they are helping one another out during 

these difficult times and have hopefully banded together.  

 The goal of this short paper was to look at a specific community, how they have created 

hyphenated identities by being acculturated to one another, the difficulties that they face in 

integrating and adapting to a new society, in order to better understand what takes place in not 

only Brazil, but the world in general. I believe that my findings are very similar to communities 

throughout the world and represent the Muslim communities in different parts of Brazil. In 

chapter two, I addressed the history of the Muslim diaspora in Brazil. I covered the four phases 

of immigration that have been discussed by multiple scholars and introduced a new fifth phase 

that begat taking place after 9/11 and has continued throughout today. There are roughly twelve 

million Syro-Lebanese descendants in Brazil with a maximum of twenty-five to thirty percent of 

them being Muslim. There are many reasons for immigration to Brazil during the fifth phase, 

from religious persecution, to seeking asylum, to obtaining a better life economically, to finding 

a spouse. Some of the immigrants plan to return to their home country while others hope to 

remain in Brazil. The Sunni sheikh told me that many more recent immigrants have come to 

Brazil with a decent amount of money and so they do not see themselves in Brazil for very long, 

never consider themselves Brazilian and decide to leave after a given time. I met some Muslim 

immigrants who plan to remain in Brazil to finish school and then leave, some for a few years, 

others from ten to twenty-five years but most, do not see themselves settling in Brazil. I learned 

that in Curitiba, many of the immigrants do not feel obligated to remain in Curitiba but do feel 

obligated to Islam. 
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 In chapter three I delved into a brief history of the Muslim community in Curitiba. The 

earliest pioneers arrived during the 1940s and established a network for future immigrants. This 

network allowed migrants to arrive and become integrated more easily into society. The Muslim 

Charitable Society of Paraná established in 1957 in Curitiba helped to do just that. It was one of 

many structures that I mentioned which explain how these immigrants not only integrated into 

society but the ways in which they transformed and affected society as a whole thus, creating a 

Brazilian-Muslim identity. There were also virtual and nonphysical structures in which the 

community has affected society, such as food, Islamic classes, and social media.  

 Chapter four concludes with the ways in which the community has been lacking in 

integration and acculturation, some ways in which the Muslim community is at fault and other 

ways in which Brazilian society is to blame. I showed how there is much religious persecution 

and discrimination still in Curitiba, and in many ways the Muslim communities remains as 

outsiders and pariahs. However, I concluded that this disintegration goes both ways, the Muslim 

society is at fault as well for not adapting to certain aspects of Brazilian culture.  

 In the end, as stated by Jeffrey Lesser, there is a sense of a hyphenated Brazilian-Muslim 

culture in Curitiba. Muslim immigrants have affected all aspects of society except for one; 

political. Muslim immigrants in Curitiba have been able to maintain their Middle Eastern culture, 

as a result of the establishments in which were erected – the mosques, charitable organization, 

restaurants, stores, Arabic schools, and nonphysical structures – but they have been in part 

detrimental to their integration in society as well. Another important point to make is that 

although many immigrants expressed concern and interest in becoming fully integrated in 
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society, some did not see the point and only saw that maintaining their Middle Eastern-Muslim 

identity was important. 

 In conclusion, I hope that one day, we can all treat each other as equals and not 

distinguish each other by race, or religion. In many ways, the Muslim society in Curitiba, along 

with the Brazilian society in Curitiba are examples that we can follow. They have created a new 

identity and have for the most part accepted one another. I hope that one day discrimination, 

persecution, and racism will end, and we can respect each other’s beliefs and values. This thesis 

provides valuable information, not only historical, but ways in which acculturation exists, and 

problems that cause a lack of integration and adaptation.  

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 Furthermore, this thesis provides opportunities for more questions and further research. 

There are many different aspects of identity that need more research and discussion. Throughout 

this thesis it was clear that identities shift. For example, during phase one of the diaspora, 

immigrants were considered Turcos and worked their way up to being considered Lebanese. 

Additionally, identities also shift depending on who and what is being discussed. For example, 

because of the difficulties Muslim immigrants face in Brazil, many of them may choose to 

withhold their Islamic identity and consider themselves Lebanese to possibly increase their social 

status in society. Another aspect that needs to be dissected more is gender roles. The example of 

Adma Mokdessi Jafet clearly explains why women are so vital to a society and are understudied. 

It would be fascinating to study and discover how Muslim women are viewed and view 

themselves in society in Brazil.  
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 As a result of new political policies and laws another aspect virtually absent from my 

paper is the ways in which law has affected both the diaspora to and the reverse diaspora from 

Brazil. Laws are so important in a society, at both a local, national and international level and 

have determined how immigrants are treated. It would be very interesting to research how laws 

have affected and currently affect the diaspora, especially in comparison to the difficulties in 

which Middle Eastern emigrants face in attempting to immigrate to Europe and how that has 

affected the immigration to Brazil. Laws also should be considered when looking at the reverse 

diaspora and why there are over twelve thousand Brazilian-Lebanese that have returned to 

Lebanon and maintain a Brazilian culture.  

 Another aspect neglected in my research is the ways in which immigrants have identified 

themselves in Curitiba based on their businesses and work. It would be very intriguing to study 

the different jobs immigrants have obtained – whether they be agricultural or business – and 

depending on what time period and whether that affects their identity and social status. Again, 

identity is very fluid and there is an endless array of possibilities of further research to discover 

different scopes of identity. 

I hope that because of my research, more will follow. One important question to consider 

is this: how do you determine when someone stops being considered an immigrant and at what 

point do, they become a citizen if they do at all? Some may believe that it is necessary to full 

integrate into society, others may believe that they need to maintain their own culture one 

hundred percent regardless of how it affects their standing in society, and like my research, many 

believe that it is important to create a hyphenated identity in order to create mobility and social 

standing in society. There are multiple aspects of an identity and there are identities within 
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identities, and just like this paper showed, it is important to understand not only the different 

aspects of identity but how someone identifies themselves.  
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