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Abstract 

Brazil is a country with great social disparities, in which most often those who are poor stay poor, 
and those who are rich stay rich. While literature on the former is extensive, the lifestyles of the 
latter is a highly understudied research area. An investigation of educational strategies which elite 
families formulate to ensure that children are appropriately equipped for life after leaving the 
parents’ home, could shed some light on the reproduction of social class in Brazil. For this 
purpose, this thesis investigates aspects of these educational strategies, based on a case study of 
economic elite families in the North-Eastern city of Recife. The focus of this investigation, 
however, is on educational strategies and not social reproduction itself. 

Based on qualitative interviews conducted in a field study in Recife, the investigation enters 
the homes and lives of 16 families pertaining to the economic elite. The thesis elaborates on 
themes such as families’ socio-economic background, schooling and extracurricular activities, 
social relationships, education and transmission of values at home, and the meaning of being 
upper-class among poverty. The findings suggest that elite life in Recife is limited to the same 
social spaces, such as schools or neighbourhood, and that influential factors in the education of 
children are their mothers and international experience. The thesis concludes that while 
educational strategies may be formulated differently by families with different backgrounds and 
resources, globalization and current social transformations are a shared experience in the 
economic elite in Recife, upon which families formulate their educational strategies accordingly. 
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 “The only wealth I leave for my children is education and culture.  

I do not see education as an expense, I see it as an investment.” 

1. Introduction 
Brazil’s urban centres are the meeting points for most of the country’s upper and 
middle-classes, where they compete for educational and professional spaces and 
the respective maintenance or acquisition of social status. The growth of the 
middle-class over recent decades implies broader public access to economic, 
cultural and social spheres that were previously reserved for the few. It forces 
established upper-class families to increase efforts in securing their social 
reproduction. One way for these families to do so, is to enhance their social 
distinction and relative power through educational. 

From the point of view of sociological research, the study of the lifestyles of 
the Brazilian upper-class has yet to grow into a well-grounded academic and 
scientific field.1 To a considerably greater extent, research on Brazilian society 
seems to be centred around the context of socially disadvantaged groups. Current 
research on the Brazilian upper-class include a study by Neves Costa, from 2014, 
on the conceptual differences between “elite” groups, and Windle and Nogueira, 
from 2015, who investigate the internationalization of Brazilian elite schools and 
the importance which economic and cultural fractions of the upper-class attribute 
to it. However, these studies tend not to emphasize the peculiarities of upper-
class educational strategies, such as identifying what resources upper-class 
families own and how they apply these in the education of their children. 
Therefore, following a Bourdieusian approach and by giving importance to 
families’ economic, cultural, and social assets, the objective of this thesis is to 
shed light on the educational strategies and advantages of upper-class families in 
Brazil. This investigation contributes to a comprehension of social reproduction 
strategies in the economic fraction of the Brazilian upper-class, serving as an 
introduction to the lifestyles of a social group that deserves greater academic 
scrutiny in the Brazilian context. 

When studying social aspects of a geographical entity such as Brazil, with its 
more than 200 million inhabitants and its vast size, an area 19 times that of 
Sweden, there is inevitably a problem with scope in sociological research – 
especially in the context of a master’s thesis. As a case study, the investigation 
therefore focuses on the education of economic elite families in the city of Recife. 
Economic elites tend to have greater economic capacities than other upper-class 
fractions, which opens the possibility to investigate a wider set of financially-tied 
reproduction strategies. Furthermore, the practicalities of the research process 
facilitated an easier access to the target group. This implies the choice of city, 
Recife, which is the fourth biggest urban centre in the country and located in the 
heart of Brazil’s Northeast, the economically and socially least developed region 
in the country. This makes for an interesting investigation of upper-class lifestyles 
in a considerably weak social environment. 

The structure of the thesis follows an order in which, first, a background 
chapter introduces the context and provides a historical perspective on education 
in Brazil and on the social spaces of the upper-class in Recife. Second, the 

                                                   
 
1 Medeiros, M. 2005. O estudo dos ricos no Brasil. Econômica 7 (1): 101. 
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literature review discusses previous research on elites and economic elites, 
specifically. Third, the theoretical framework of the thesis is established, 
introducing relevant concepts by Pierre Bourdieu, Sharon Hays and Annette 
Lareau, and discussing their relation to the topic that constitutes the research 
object. Next follow the research questions, after which a fifth chapter presents the 
methodology applied in the study. Sixth, an overview of family profiles introduces 
the 16 families that were investigated. This descriptive overview is followed by an 
analysis of the obtained interview data and by a discussion chapter, that relates 
the analysis to the research questions and the previously discussed previous 
research. Finally, a conclusion summarizes the findings and provides a 
perspective for further research. 
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2. Elites and Education in Brazil and Recife 

2.1 Elites, the State, and Mass Education – A Historical 
Context 
To begin an analysis of the relationship between elites and education in Brazil, it 
is helpful to take a glimpse into the past, more specifically, the time of state 
formation and the first attempts at mass education in 19th century Brazil. In this, 
there are two important developments to be considered, namely the 
decentralisation of educational and fiscal matters. After independence from 
Portugal in 1822, the constitution of the Kingdom of Brazil placed responsibility 
for elementary education in the sovereignty of the states, which were now 
responsible for its funding. These funds, however, were low, as were enrolment 
rates, and what constituted the ‘masses’ was the white male population.2 After the 
overthrow of the monarchy, the constitution of 1891 of the newly formed Republic 
extended the sovereignty of the states to further encompass matters of fiscal 
nature. This meant that especially export intensive states were now able to gain 
significantly from their revenue, which used to flow to the crown in the capital. 
Consequently, these states invested more into education, which entered an era of 
steady improvement.3 Nevertheless, the increased spending on education was not 
the outcome of pure goodwill of the ruling class. In addition to a better educated 
workforce, needed in the growing industries and trade business, political elites 
had an interest in increasing literacy rates in their constituencies, as the 
constitution demanded a certain degree of literacy for electoral participation. 
Through an increased level of public education, politicians hoped to maximize the 
number of voters they could mobilise to their advantage.4 

While many states thrived through growing economies and broader political 
and educational participation, other states struggled. The North-Eastern state of 
Pernambuco, in particular, fell back economically, as it witnessed a fall in 
international prices for sugar – it’s main industry. Ruled by a landed elite of 
established imperial families, Pernambuco’s society was built on strict 
hierarchies. Freedom and public participation were kept low, and while lacking 
political competition, the local ruling class created a fierce regime of violence and 
patronage to secure electoral support and the protection of the social structure.5 
This elite in Pernambuco rather resembled the characteristics apt to how Scott 
defines elites, describing them as “social groups defined by hierarchies of 
authoritarian power”.6 These groups applied punishments and rewards to exert 
control and power over others, by the use of force and manipulation.7 As 
incentives to increase investments in education were not given, in comparison to 

                                                   
 
2 Chaudhary, L. et al. Big BRICs, weak foundations: The beginning of public elementary education in 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Explorations in Economic History 49 (2012), p. 228. 
3 Ibid, 229. 
4 Martinez-Fritscher, et al. 2010. The great leap forward: the political economy of Education in Brazil, 
1889–1930. Harvard Business School Working Paper, No. 10-075, 3. 
5 Chaudhary, L. et al. Big BRICs, weak foundations: The beginning of public elementary education in 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Explorations in Economic History 49 (2012), 230. 
6 Scott, J., 2003. Transformations in the British economic elite. Comparative Sociology, 2(1), 155 
7 van Zanten, A. & Ball, S. 2015. Elites, Privilege and Excellence. Oxon: Routledge, 16 
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other states, Pernambuco had one of the lowest government expenditures in this 
area, one result of which were the persisting low literacy rates up until the 1930s.8 

The historically asymmetric developments among the state education 
systems allowed only for the slow consolidation of a national education system 
from the 1960s onwards. The late expansion of mass education in Brazil was 
grounded on a system of social division, whereby more privileged social groups 
were centred in the private-school sector.9 Although the Brazilian public-school 
system expanded, it lacked sufficient investments in infrastructure and teachers, 
to take pressure off the overcrowded classrooms. Many families with adequate 
financial means were driven towards private schools in pursuit of better 
education for their children. In combination with a loss of exclusivity in public 
schooling, private schools gained popularity among the upper-middle-classes and 
upper-classes since the 1970s.10  

Private schools provide a more productive learning environment, which is 
expressed in student-teacher ratios; in the year 1999, for example, there was one 
teacher for eleven students in private secondary education.11 Furthermore, 
private schools possess the financial resources to add content to the curriculum 
that passes the national standard of public schools. This includes offering 
bilingual teaching, a variety of arts and sport classes, and a more comprehensive 
understanding of certain areas of knowledge, among other areas. In addition, 
private schools have more leeway for introducing alternative pedagogical 
practices. In contrast to that, public schools have difficulties in following the 
prescribed curriculum and coping with material and faculty shortages.12 These 
and other differences become evident in the contrasting academic performance 
between public and private-school students. Attendance at a private school hence 
becomes an important benefit to move to one of the country’s prestigious public 
universities.13 

2.2 Boa Viagem and the Social Spaces of the Recife Elite 
“A bath in Boa Viagem is one of the greatest gifts that Recife offers to adventitious 
as much as natives.”14 

What the great Brazilian sociologist, and Recife native, Gilberto Freyre refers to 
in this quote is the beauty and grandeur of Boa Viagem, the most illustrious 
district of the city of Recife and home of the bulk of the city’s upper-class. Situated 
along the coastal line, Boa Viagem is characterized by its famous beach and a 

                                                   
 
8 Chaudhary, L. et al. Big BRICs, weak foundations: The beginning of public elementary education in 
Brazil, Russia, India, and China. Explorations in Economic History 49 (2012), 230 
9 Almeida, M. et al. 2017. Private education in Argentina and Brazil. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1517-
97022017101177284, Educ. Pesqui 43 (4): 942 
10 Ibid, 947 
11 Fritsche, M. Bildungspolitik und wirtschaftliches Wachstum in Brasilien. Marburg: Tectum Verlag, 
2003, 104 
12 Almeida, M. et al. 2017. Private education in Argentina and Brazil. DOI: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1517-97022017101177284, Educ. Pesqui 43 (4), 951 
13 Ibid, 952 
14 Fundacao Joaquim Nabuco. 2019. Boa Viagem. 
http://basilio.fundaj.gov.br/pesquisaescolar/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=491 
(Accessed 2019-05-09). 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1517-97022017101177284
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1517-97022017101177284
http://dx.doi.org/10.1590/S1517-97022017101177284
http://basilio.fundaj.gov.br/pesquisaescolar/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=491
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jungle of apartment buildings that from afar perplex the visitor through its 
seemingly never-ending skyline. 

In 2010, Boa Viagem had a human development index (HDI) of 0,951.15 This 
exceeds the HDI of Norway and Sweden in the same year, which was 0,942 and 
0,933 respectively.1617 Its population consists of roughly 123.000 inhabitants, 
more than 66 percent of which are white. Moreover, households in Boa Viagem 
have an average monthly income of R$7.108 (Reais; around 1.600€).18 In 
comparison, the national average in Brazil is R$2.127 (around 480€).19 The 
relation between the high HDI and the seemingly modest average income 
corresponds to the relatively low cost of living in Recife.20 

The top income households of Boa Viagem are located in the first line of 
apartment buildings right at the beach, along a boulevard named Avenida Boa 
Viagem. Generally, each story in the buildings on the “Avenida” makes up one 
apartment, which can measure around 500m². These buildings often include 
swimming pools, tennis courts, fitness gyms, and smaller football spaces. In 
addition, they are highly secured and guarded. The social life of Boa Viagem is 
centred around a range of popular cafés, bars, and restaurants, near some of the 
best hotels in the city. Moreover, Boa Viagem and its immediate vicinity contain 
two shopping centres, one of which, the ‘Shopping Rio Mar’, is the biggest 
shopping centre in Latin America, with stores of exclusive brands like ‘Gucci’, 
‘Dolce & Gabbana’, or ‘Swarovski’.21 Cultural institutions in and around Boa 
Viagem include museums such as the Instituto Ricardo Brennand, created by and 
named after the Recife billionaire Ricardo Brennand. Furthermore, in homage to 
his mother, former Brazilian President and Recife native Lula da Silva, with the 
help of star architect Oscar Niemeyer, built a park and theatre complex, called 
‘Parque Dona Lindu’, placed on the Avenida. 

2.3 The Schools 

Boa Viagem is ground of a flourishing school district, with growth and increasing 
diversity in the private-school sector. These, often expensive, schools offer a 
range of educational methods and philosophies from traditional and religious, 
constructivist or humanist, to more international or American-oriented schools. 
That way, private-schools offer educational options that appeal to different, but 
all the same privileged, social groups. Boa Viagem and vicinity, there are several 
private-schools, frequented by students from the upper-middle-classes and 

                                                   
 
15 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 2014. Human Development Atlas in the Brazilian 
Metropolitan Regions. http://atlasbrasil.org.br/2013/data/rawData/publicacao_atlas_rm_en.pdf, 84 
(Accessed-2019-05-09). 
16 UNDP. 2019. Human Development Reports – Sweden. http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SWE 
(Accessed 2019-05-09). 
17 UNDP. 2019. Human Development Reports – Norway. http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/NOR 
(Accessed 2019-05-09). 
18 Recife – Prefeitura da Cidade. 2019. Boa Viagem. http://www2.recife.pe.gov.br/servico/boa-
viagem?op=NTI4Mg== (Accessed 2019-05-09). 
19 IBGE. 2019. Censo 2010. 
ftp://ftp.ibge.gov.br/Censos/Censo_Demografico_2010/Resultados_do_Universo/Resultados_prelimina
res_sobre_Rendimentos/tabelas_pdf/tab1_6_7.pdf (Accessed 2019-05-09). 
20 Expatistan. Cost of Living in Recife, Brazil. https://www.expatistan.com/cost-of-living/recife (Accessed 
2019-05-27). 
21 Rio Mar Recife. 2019. Lojas. https://vivariomarrecife.com.br/lojas (Accessed 2019-05-09). 

http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/SWE
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/NOR
http://www2.recife.pe.gov.br/servico/boa-viagem?op=NTI4Mg
http://www2.recife.pe.gov.br/servico/boa-viagem?op=NTI4Mg
ftp://ftp.ibge.gov.br/Censos/Censo_Demografico_2010/Resultados_do_Universo/Resultados_preliminares_sobre_Rendimentos/tabelas_pdf/tab1_6_7.pdf
ftp://ftp.ibge.gov.br/Censos/Censo_Demografico_2010/Resultados_do_Universo/Resultados_preliminares_sobre_Rendimentos/tabelas_pdf/tab1_6_7.pdf
https://www.expatistan.com/cost-of-living/recife
https://vivariomarrecife.com.br/lojas
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upper-classes. These include Colegio Santa Maria, Escola Americana, Escola 
Conviver, Colegio Marista São Luis, Academia Crista de Boa Viagem, and Vila 
Aprendiz. To illustrate what elite schooling in Recife looks like, this section briefly 
presents two of the named schools, namely Colegio Santa Maria and Escola 
Americana. These two schools are presented here because they are the most 
popular in, and representative of, the Recife upper-classes. Furthermore, the two 
schools follow two distinct educational approaches, and tend to appeal to 
different fractions of the upper-classes. 

Colegio Santa Maria was founded in 1957 by educator Maria das Dores, who 
privately owned and ran the school. The school’s philosophy of teaching is 
traditionally Brazilian and Catholic. One of the school’s mottos is “God over 
Everything”.22 As such, the school is especially appealing to the traditional and 
established elite families of Recife. In a semi-integral (half-day) curriculum, the 
school offers education from Kindergarten to upper-secondary. Moreover, 
electives include a bilingual option for primary schoolers, a Mandarin option for 
students 12 years of age or older, and a ‘High School’ option, where students are 
introduced to a Canadian curriculum for 16 hours per week, connected to a 
possible summer camp exchange in Canada. The school offers a range of 
extracurricular activities, such as robotics, sports, ballet and jazz, preparation for 
the Brazilian Olympics (which is similar to the French concours), 
entrepreneurship seminars, and church service.23 

The Escola Americana (American School) was founded around the same time 
as Colegio Santa Maria, in 1956. In contrast to Santa Maria, however, the 
American School is not owned by a private entity but governed by an elected 
board consisting of elected parents, and an official appointed by the American 
Consul of Recife.24 The school is home to 14 different nationalities among its 
students, and a faculty that consists in parts of eleven American teachers. 
Together they produce a student-teacher ratio of 9:1, a sign of a healthy learning 
environment. In comparison, the national average student-teacher ratio lay at 
around 26:1.25 The school’s philosophy is strictly non-religious, and highly 
globally oriented. In an integral (day-school) and U.S. standards-based 
curriculum, the children are taught in English from Kindergarten to upper-
secondary. Electives include Spanish and French classes, the so-called ‘virtual 
High School’, computer sciences, music and photography, with extracurricular 
activities such as sports, drama, eco-club, robotics, and the Model United 
Nations.26 In addition, in contrast to the Colegio Santa Maria, which is located in 
a building, the American School offers its students a lot of space to play outside 
because of its large outdoor property. 

Because the most privileged social groups, and those middle-income groups 
that put in a lot of effort, traditionally seek private school education, a competitive 

                                                   
 
22 Colegio Santa Maria. Religiao. http://www.stamaria.com.br/boa-viagem/religiao/. (Accessed 2019-05-
08). 
23 Colegio Santa Maria. Extracurriculares. http://www.stamaria.com.br/boa-viagem/extracurriculares/. 
(Accessed 2019-05-08). 
24 American School of Recife. School Profile. https://site.ear.com.br/about/school-profile. (Accessed 2019-
05-08). 
25 OECD. Brazil: GPS Education, p. 4. http://gpseducation.oecd.org/Content/EAGCountryNotes/BRA.pdf 
(Accessed 2019-05-28). 
26 American School of Recife. Curriculum. https://site.ear.com.br/about/school-profile/curriculum. 
(Accessed 2019-05-08). 

http://www.stamaria.com.br/boa-viagem/religiao/
http://www.stamaria.com.br/boa-viagem/extracurriculares/
https://site.ear.com.br/about/school-profile
http://gpseducation.oecd.org/Content/EAGCountryNotes/BRA.pdf
https://site.ear.com.br/about/school-profile/curriculum
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market of private educational institutions could develop in Brazil. In this market, 
a few economically and academically highly selective schools stand out through 
their capacity to well prepare students for the ‘vestibular’, the tough entry 
examinations of the prestigious public and tuition free federal universities.27 

The social transformations in Brazil over the last decades led to broader 
participation of the public in elite social spaces, such as quality schools, as the 
uprising middle-classes demand better education and strive for higher social 
status.28 This caused elite schools to refrain from keeping up the ‘class wall’ that 
segregates the elite from the pretenders. Instead, schools have become rather 
meritocratic in their selection, giving opportunity to deserving students from all 
social backgrounds. Nevertheless, international comparisons show that 
participation of disadvantaged groups in elite education has not risen 
significantly.29 Education has become increasingly important in legitimising elite 
status. Pierre Bourdieu, for example, saw scholastic merit as directly linked to 
knowledge and understanding framed by the culture of dominant social groups. 
This means that families who possess such cultural assets have an advantage 
regarding the successful accomplishment of their children’s elite education.30 

                                                   
 
27 Almeida, A. The Changing Strategies of Social Closure in Elite Education in Brazil. In van Zanten, A. & 
Ball, S. World Yearbook of Education 2015. New York: Routledge, 2015, 73. 
28 Costa Pinto, L. & Bazzanella, W. Economic Development, Social Change, and Population Problems in 
Brazil. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications Inc., 1958, 126, https://doi.org/10.1177/000271625831600114. 
29 Van Zanten, A. & Ball, S. 2015. Elites, Privilege and Excellence. Oxon: Routledge, 5. 
30 Van Zanten, A. & Ball, S. 2015. Elites, Privilege and Excellence. Oxon: Routledge, 5. 

https://doi.org/10.1177%2F000271625831600114
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3. The Research Area of Elites and Elite 
Education 

3.1 Classical Conceptions of Elites and Status 

This study sets out to explore educational practices among families pertaining to 
the economic elites in Recife in Brazil. One of the classical authors on elites, 
Vilfredo Pareto, emphasises the aristocratic nature of the elite, attributing a 
certain kind of birth-right that spans military, clergy, and commerce, maintaining 
that the so-called ‘non-elite’ remains a distinct and opposing social group.31 
Another classical author, Gaetano Mosca, in contrast remains open to the idea 
that there exists a relative circulation of individuals between the elite and the non-
elite. In this regard, Mosca extends his definition of the elite to include “important 
and influential groups in society” – a sub-elite –, which today is comprised of 
white-collar workers, engineers, managers, and intellectuals.32 This approach of 
conceptualising the elite reflects the research object in this study, i.e. some of the 
families, who’s professional profile fits Mosca’s sub-elite. According to the notion 
of the ‘circulation of elites’, the elite is on the one side composed of individuals 
who can refer to a family background that has long been established in the highest 
social tiers, and on the other side made up of newcomers that are recruited to the 
elite based either on entrepreneurship, or a rise in professional rank within the 
field of power, which is often tied to the state, its institutions and bureaucratic 
structures.33 The idea of a circulation among the elites is also supported by Max 
Weber, who concerned himself with the ‘propertied’ and the ‘propertyless’. In his 
view, distinctions regarding the ‘class’ situation can go hand in hand with 
distinctions relative to the ‘status’ situation, the latter being based on socially 
estimated ‘honour’. This honour, that produces a certain status, is not tied to 
property. Propertyless individuals, attributed with an honourable status through 
their occupation and a high degree of economic assets, such as doctors, managers, 
engineers, can find their way into the class situation that determines elite status 
and that is occupied by the established propertied class.34  

3.2 Distinctiveness of the Economic Elite 

The Brazilian elite families investigated in this study are united by the large 
economic assets they possess. The economic elite has been a point of interest for 
a series of sociological investigations in different countries, due to the significant 
social power it holds through the economic means that it controls. Some studies, 
such as one on economic elites in Sweden by Melldahl or one on established elites 
and newcomers in Norway by Hansen, examine the volume and composition of 
economic capital, and how this is reflected in the social opposition between those 
who hold large wealth and those who receive high wages. Other studies, such as 
one on the business elite in France and Germany by Hartmann, focus on what 
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makes the class specific habitus of this social group. In a study on the concept of 
economic elites in Brazil by Neves Costa, the author conceptualises two types of 
elite, which in his view are often and too easily mistaken, namely the business 
elite and the economic elite. To the author, the former holds significant political 
power in Brazil, while the latter is in the possession of great amounts of economic 
resources but does not represent national economic interests.35 Authors on 
Brazil, such as Nogueira or Medeiros, emphasise the importance of further 
research in the field within the Brazilian context, pointing to the fact that this field 
of research is still in its infancy.36 

The opposition found in both classical and modern studies on elites between 
the established fractions, who found their wealth and status on inheritance, and 
newcomers, who enter via entrepreneurship, their professions and high wages, is 
reflected in these groups’ reproduction strategies. These reproduction strategies, 
although not exclusively attributed to a particular group, do reflect a certain 
tendency inherent in how established elites and newcomers plan the education of 
their children. The groundwork for the distinction in reproduction strategies of 
different social groups has been performed by Pierre Bourdieu, who inspired a 
range of researchers after him to follow his approach. Elite status and power 
between the two groups tends to be consolidated differently, as Pierre Bourdieu 
illustrated in his analysis of the social reproduction of the state nobility in France. 
Bourdieu argues that there exist two modes of reproduction: one is the school-
mediated mode, followed by newcomers who, having less economic capital and 
power, enter elite educational tracks to justify their membership to the elite field. 
They do so via academic qualifications that are organized by the state and enable 
them to reach elite status through an increase in cultural capital. The other is the 
familial mode, followed by established elites, who merely use academic 
qualifications to legitimise their social position, and rather inherit their status via 
a transmission of knowledge, practices, and economic resources from the 
family.37 Although entering education with these differing intentions, both 
groups need to make use of elite educational institutions. Thereby, they occupy 
the same social spaces of elite schools, yet facing differing conditions and 
aptitudes on their academic trajectory. 

On this note, Khan illustrates how established elites and newcomers in the 
United States, who today share educational spaces, relate to one another and how 
this new social formation causes estrangement and alienation within established 
elite circles. Khan discusses the sense within elite students of their own 
capabilities in steering their academic success, which the author questions based 
on the elite family backgrounds of the students and the capital assets attached to 
these. Furthermore, his study finds that students from established elite families 
fare better in their academic performance at elite schools, as they, through their 
families’ educational history, know what to expect and how to act in school, in 
contrast to the newcomers, who may have problems of adjusting to this 
environment, and foreign culture – a clear privilege of the privileged.38 Academic 
performance and the importance of the self-perceptions of students’ talents in 
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education is further investigated by van Zanten, who puts into question the 
concept of meritocracy in élite education and its relation to social reproduction. 
In line with Khan’s argument, van Zanten discusses how elite education today has 
taken the form of a seemingly meritocratic process. Students from elite families 
are subject to a sense of entitlement and see themselves as “deserving educational 
elites”. However, they are blind to the fact that it is the great investment of 
economic and cultural resources by their parents that allows these students to 
take preparatory courses, as an example, and consequently fare better in 
education than others. In other words, meritocracy in elite education forces elite 
parents to invest more into education to ensure social reproduction.39 

3.3 Challenges of Elite Education in a Globalizing World 

Elite education has become increasingly international and emphasises 
international knowledge and languages. For this reason, many studies highlight 
the role of elite education for preparing for a globalised world with a globalised 
economy. Some studies have followed a bourdieusian approach, contributing to 
the field with their own interpretations of the concept of capital. Weenink coined 
the term cosmopolitan capital, which is a form of capital attributed to the new 
transnational professional class. His research identified two types of 
cosmopolitan parents: the dedicated and the pragmatic ones.40 While the former 
is someone who lives a cosmopolitan lifestyle, a so-called ‘citizen of the world’, 
the latter is aware of globalisation processes and the advantages they offer in 
terms of a career, and hence acts accordingly with regard to the child’s education. 
This duality in cosmopolitan strategizing may be applied to the case of the 
families in Recife, as many of them recognise the importance of an international 
outlook in their children’s education, while the parents’ personal cosmopolitan 
experience differs. 

Other studies are concerned with the form of education which a globalised 
world demand and the advantage certain social groups have. In this regard, van 
Zanten explains how elites and the upper-classes possess a significant advantage 
over other social classes, as, for example, economic elites benefit from their early 
integration in the globalisation of capital, while members of the bourgeois 
cultural elite are familiar with the international sphere through their custom of 
reading international literature, travelling and studying abroad, and the 
proficiency in several languages.41 The change from rather national to more global 
career prospects means that traditional forms of education, oriented around 
content and humanistic studies, are attributed lesser importance among upper 
and middle-class parents, who instead increasingly value skills that their children 
must acquire.42 

Windle and Nogueira examine the rise of the internationalisation of 
education within the Brazilian context, focusing on its effect on elite families’ 
internationalisation strategies and social class differences. In this respect, the 
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researchers discuss the role of the institutionalisation of cosmopolitan capital in 
form of elite schooling, whereby they argue that class differences are enforced and 
legitimised, through the social selectivity of educational institutions on the basis 
of cosmopolitan attributes.43 An interesting finding in their study is that, in 
Brazil, children of economic elites tend to enter academically less demanding, 
more traditional and more socially selective schools then children of cultural 
elites, which enter private schools known for their high academic standards.44 
The researchers furthermore illustrate that economic elites demonstrate a 
tendency to pursue American oriented education, which enables them to enhance 
their social capital with peers in the United States and the business world, while 
cultural elites tend to seek European oriented education, which is grounded on 
humanistic culture.45 Moreover, the authors found that the children of business 
owners are less likely to gain an international education experience, often due to 
the firm opposition of their mothers to the idea, who do not see any benefit in 
such experience. On the contrary, mothers in the business elite are worried that 
a stay abroad may mess with the minds of their children, distancing them from 
their role in the succession of the business.46 Hence, they prefer to keep them 
close. In a study on the effects of globalization on emerging economies, Gledhill 
et. al. go so far as to argue that old class divisions are not relevant any longer, and 
that today’s divisions are set along the lines of ‘cosmopolitans’, who embrace the 
new world order, and ‘communitarians’, who do not feel comfortable with the 
changes; this phenomenon is primarily observed in emerging economies, such as 
Brazil, and the two groups are considered winners and losers of globalization, 
respectively.47 

A different picture is painted in a study on globalizing economic elites in 
national fields of power, conducted by Schneickert. This author found that 
contrary to what one would expect from a semi-peripheral country such as Brazil, 
Brazilian economic elites tend to be less integrated in a globalized or 
transnational field of power than economic elites in countries of the global north, 
such as the USA or Germany. The author applied multiple correspondence 
analysis, to locate the Brazilian economic and political elite and elite institutions 
in Brazil on the global field of power, while at the same time illustrating how 
globalization affects differentiations in academic credentials between economic 
and political elites. The findings suggest that globalization does not have a 
significant effect in this regard, and that the political and economic elite in Brazil 
can only slightly be separated in terms of academic qualifications and the 
autonomy of field careers.48 
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3.4 Socialization of Children in Elite Families 

Related to Windle and Nogueira’s findings on the tight control of mothers in 
families pertaining to the business elite, an aspect of research on educational 
strategies within the family is the design of leisure time and the socialisation of 
children at home. Lareau illustrates how middle-class families engage in what the 
author calls ‘concerted cultivation’, which is how parents organise their children’s 
leisure activities, with the objective of developing certain skills in the children 
that will be useful in academic and professional spaces under competitive 
circumstances.49 ‘Good parenting’, in this sense, guarantees that children are 
given the practical and intellectual basis for ascension into higher social ranks. 
Van Zanten supports the argumentation for concerted cultivation, as she explores 
how not only financial resources but also cultural knowledge – provided and 
transmitted through the active engagement of the parents – facilitate entry and 
adaptability (through socialisation) of children to elite educational tracks.50 
Bodovski and Farkas’ take a quantitative approach to the idea of concerted 
cultivation, finding positive relations between variables such as perceptions of 
parental responsibilities towards their child, leisure time activities scheduled for 
the child, parental relationships with the child’s school, and the number of 
children’s books at home.51 Other studies, such as one by Reeves, emphasize the 
role of musical education as a distinct characteristic of a higher class socialization 
in the realization of concerted cultivation as a means for parents to transfer 
cultural knowledge.52 Moreover, research on the socialization of children 
pertaining to the economic elite often focus on the importance of social capital 
and sociability. Petev found that individuals of the upper classes have a much 
greater propensity to participate in formal organizations, due to opportunity 
structures “that result from the mutual effect of, on the one hand, individual-level 
processes of family socialization and status transmission, and, on the other hand, 
organizational-level dynamics of recruitment”.53 Because of these dynamics of 
recruitment, investment in the children’s social capital is a major factor in their 
education and socialization. Further along these lines, Hill shows how parents of 
the economic elite have no limits in how much money they invest in their 
children’s socialization, making sure that their children go to school with their 
equals, that they live in neighbourhoods with their equals, that they play with 
their equals. Nevertheless, it is important to the parents that their children grow 
up with a sense of ‘noblesse oblige’, the perceived responsibility to help others 
that are less fortunate.54 This awareness of one’s own social condition and that of 
others is relevant to the families in Recife, who live among poverty that is visible 
across the city. This sense of social justice is echoed by Brooks and Waters, who 
discuss the proximity that elites have to the communities around them, and the 
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sense of social responsibility these elites may feel because of their advantaged 
social position. Helping the community then also functions as a way to seek social 
legitimization of their elite status.55 
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4. Social Reproduction of Elites: A Theoretical 
Outlook 

For an investigation of families in the upper classes in Recife, there are certain 
concepts and theories that have been elaborated by different researchers and 
which deserve further attention in this section on the theoretical framework of 
the thesis. Bourdieu’s concepts of the capitals (economic, cultural, and social 
capital) are necessary elements in understanding how parents invest in the 
education of their children and with what means. As the families interviewed in 
the research process of this study pertain both to the established elite and to 
newcomers, Bourdieu’s familial and school-mediated modes of reproduction are 
discussed here in further depth. Furthermore, the theoretical framework includes 
Sharon Hays’ conceptualization of ‘intensive mothering’, which is a characteristic 
practice of upper-class and upper middle-class families in Brazil, and which helps 
to explain the effort that Brazilian mothers put into the education of their 
children, inside and outside of the home. 

4.1 Capital Composition and Distribution among Elite 
Families 

The study concerns itself with the families’ profiles, whereby focus is placed on 
the volume and composition of the economic, cultural and social resources which 
families in the Recife elite possessed and could activate. Bourdieusian theory can 
aid in the elaboration of such family profiles by lending Bourdieu’s 
conceptualisation of economic, cultural, and social capital. An interesting aspect 
here is the distribution of cultural capital among upper class families in Recife, 
which Bourdieu generally perceives as unequal in his depiction of the elite. Often 
neglected by the monetarily-focused economists, Bourdieu realised that cultural 
capital presents a better theoretical hypothesis to understand the divergences in 
academic achievement of children from different social class situations, by 
looking at how academic success is related to the distribution of cultural capital 
between and within class fractions.56 Bourdieu further calls the transmission of 
cultural capital within the family the “best hidden and socially most determinant” 
educational investment. In that, he emphasises that ‘talent’ is not a natural 
aptitude and should not be the starting point in the measure of academic success, 
but that it is the product of an investment of time and great sums of cultural 
capital.57 This fits well with the research of this study, which is interested in 
identifying how social reproduction through a choice of particular educational 
strategies is based on the cultural investments and transferences that parents are 
able to allocate to their children. 

The composition of the family’s cultural capital may be perceived in three 
states: the embodied state, the objectified state, and the institutionalised state. 
All three states undergo closer scrutiny in this investigation. Established elites are 
usually rich in the embodied state of cultural capital, which suggests a lengthy 
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process of acquisition of cultural qualities and aptitudes that may have occurred 
consciously, through active training, and unconsciously, through inheritance.58 
The sampling of the families (established elites and newcomers) in this study 
allows for research on both, the active acquisition and the inheritance of 
embodied cultural capital. The objectified state of cultural capital shows itself in 
material possessions, yet, as such alone, it would only be regarded as economic 
capital; what forms it into cultural capital is the embodied appropriation of 
knowledge and taste around the material object – instruments, paintings, 
furniture, cars, etc. Thus, the combination of economic capital, in form of the 
possession of cultural goods, and embodied cultural capital is what forms 
objectified cultural capital. With regard to the study of Recife upper class families, 
the objectified state of cultural capital may often be reflected in the literary and 
musical culture parents enjoy and transmit to their children, or places that the 
family chooses to visit during vacations. Therefore, it makes for an adequate point 
of interest in the further conduct of the investigation. 

As the thesis revolves around the educational practices of elite families, great 
emphasis is placed on the varying family strategies to pursue educational 
qualifications for their children. This is a pursuit of what Bourdieu calls the 
institutionalised state of cultural capital, which shows itself in academic 
credentials and titles, and it of utmost importance for entrance to elite spaces, at 
least for the pretenders to elite status. A factor that makes this state of cultural 
capital so valuable to upper class families is, that the scarcity of top educational 
qualifications enable their bearer to convert this cultural capital into economic 
capital.59 Hence, families in Recife enter into competition over academic 
qualifications, and will naturally try to offer their children with the most élite 
educational tracks accessible, providing their children with as many formally 
documented academic qualifications, skills and experiences. In doing so, parents 
most likely demonstrate their embodied cultural capital, when searching for the 
right schools and programmes, which, according to their knowledge, function as 
the best aid to a prosperous social, academic, and professional future. 

The social relationships that individuals and collectives in the elite class 
acquire and activate, make for the social capital possessed by these individuals 
and collectives. Bourdieu sums up what he defines as social capital as the 
“aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a 
durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual 
acquaintance and recognition, which provides each of its members with the 
backing of the collectively owned capital”.60 One way for elite families to 
accumulate social capital and secure social reproduction is through marriage 
within the homogeneity of their social class. Yet, it may occur that outsiders, who 
do not fit the profile, find entry to a group – the family in this regard –, which 
may significantly shift the boundaries and legitimation of that group, and 
threaten to weaken it. Marriage into a family of higher social class may have 
consequences for the continuation of this family in its class situation. 
Traditionally, as Bourdieu explains, marriage should be the concern of the whole 
group (the family), and thus, as in the case of particular families interviewed in 
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the process of research, families may react to this situation in different ways, in 
order to maintain their exclusivity and maintenance to their social class.61  

Social networks do not appear out of nowhere, and although they may 
develop unconsciously, the establishment of networks demands a significant 
investment of time and effort. Hence, creating social networks that may be of use 
in future endeavours suggests that the process is grounded in a strategy to 
reproduce social relationships. The obligations that are implied in respect to one’s 
social network – e.g. the family, the workplace, the neighbourhood – may be 
subjectively felt or institutionally guaranteed and are a sign of the mutual 
recognition within the network that must be maintained through constant 
repetition.62 This makes for an interesting investigation of the families (here 
studied) social relationships and efforts invested into maintaining and expanding 
these relationships, which they may do on the parental level, with other parents, 
or by introducing their children to new networks, classes, clubs, and friendships. 
The importance that parents attribute to the creation of such networks is 
discussed during the interviews and analysed at a later point in this thesis. 

4.2 Pierre Bourdieu’s Modes of Reproduction 

An aspect of educational strategies of elite families concerns itself with the 
importance and values that these families attribute to formal education, and how 
they try to complement it with education undertaken in the family. In the 
literature review, I have touched upon Bourdieu’s thoughts on the familial and 
the school-mediated modes of reproduction, where I illustrated how the former 
is rather ascribed to those established families within the elite, who will seek their 
social reproduction through the family’s capitals and habitus, whereas the latter 
is to the newcomers, seeking their place among the elite and in a way move within 
and break with their own habitus. This becomes of interest to the research process 
as the research objects – the families – consist of both groups. Through their 
‘habitus’, individuals or a collective of individuals are consciously or 
unconsciously subject to the conditions and circumstances that their social 
environment determines, and act accordingly.63 It is their way of life, which is the 
very nature of their being and thinking, and which, viewed from an outside 
perspective, makes it possible to relate an individual to a collective, and that 
collective to a social class. 

If this collective is an established elite family and in control of a family 
business, then it is most likely that this family follows the pattern of the familial 
mode of reproduction. In this sense, Bourdieu closely relates the economic 
success of the family business to the its integration with the family and the success 
of family reproduction. The most important driving factor in this relationship 
between business and family is the expansion of economic capital, to which family 
reproduction strategies are subordinated and taken advantage of. Concerted 
marriages are organized to ensure homogamy, whereby a fear of mismarriage 
prevails, the education of children follows strict rules and abides the “family 
spirit”, and fertility strategies are formulated, as an increase in the size of the 
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family ensures a continuation of the most important posts in the business being 
allocated to family members.64 In addition, a growth in family increases the 
family’s social capital and enables it to tap into and establish itself in other 
branches of the economy, which is vital in understanding how the families in 
Recife transmit economic capital to the next generation. Educational strategies 
within established families are characterised by, on the one hand, a pursuit of 
religious or English style education, and, on the other hand, a preference for 
private over public education. In Recife, the upper classes tend to frequent private 
schools, more so the few elite schools that are characterised either by traditional 
or internationally oriented schooling. To Bourdieu, the relationship these 
families have with the educational system reflects very well their world view, 
which confines every aspect of society to the private sphere. Hence, he argues that 
private education, next to representing an exclusive “shelter of cardinal virtues of 
conservative moralities”, has the function of bringing the public (social, political, 
and the economic) into the private, through its often religious and personalist 
character.65 Academic qualifications and credentials are pursued, as a way of 
legitimising one’s social status and power; however, it is not given priority when 
strategizing about social reproduction. The knowledge and practices that are 
passed down within the family and learned through experience in the family 
business are regarded as much more essential in the successful continuation of 
business, which is ultimately connected to the accomplishment of the 
reproduction of the family’s social class. As Bourdieu puts it, “when the 
imperatives of social rank require it, they demand of the educational system only 
those certificates of good moral education and social distinction that private 
education is prepared to provide”.66 

In contrast to the familial mode of reproduction stands the school-mediated 
mode of reproduction, which is a set of strategies pursued by newcomers to the 
bourgeoisie – the professionals, managers, engineers, etc. –, who cannot refer to 
family tradition in the élite class. These newcomers are, according to Bourdieu, 
found in the professional environment of large bureaucratic corporations, to 
which academic qualifications become the “entry-pass”. In this regard, the school 
and the school body (faculty and students) become the social capital that replaces 
the family, and which has the function of securing the transfer of privileges 
through forming a sense of solidarity.67 This means that if a member of the social 
group formed in the school attains a high position, expanding his or her capital 
assets significantly, all the other members of the group will profit, through an 
increase in their social and symbolic capital. Those families in Recife that are 
‘newcomers’ usually seek a different educational trajectory for their children 
because they are aware of the differences that exist between them and the 
established families. Furthermore, does cosmopolitan capital play a significant 
role in how ‘newcomer’ children are educated. The school-mediated mode of 
reproduction hence helps in understanding school choice, as well as the pursuit 
of extracurricular activities, as a strategy to enter and remain in the elite. 
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4.3 Intensive Mothering 

Mothers in Brazil are highly protective of their children in terms of selecting their 
children’s friends and planning their future. This means that mothers tend to 
actively engage in these two areas and guide, if not stir, their children in a certain 
direction. Moreover, it is a characteristic of the mother in the Brazilian upper 
classes to micromanage their children’s weekly lives. For this reason, Sharon 
Hays’ ideas behind the ideology of ‘intensive mothering’ is of interest in setting 
up a theoretical framework to guide the research.  

Hays, through her own research, found that women tend to mainly be 
responsible for the education that children receive at home, in addition to taking 
responsibility over the household.68 She identifies this as an obligation, whereby 
women are less involved in professional employment than their husbands. This 
situation is similar to that in Brazil’s Northeast, which is a highly patriarchal 
society, in which women are on the side-lines and are meant to manage the 
family, while their husbands take care of the family’s financial situation. Hays 
further elaborates on the role of maids and nannies in the education of the 
children, as these tend to spend as much time with the children as the mothers. 
Nevertheless, according to Hays, mothers do not see maids and nannies as 
“wholly suitable substitutes” for them.69 The most common profession in Brazil 
is that of a domestic worker. It is very cheap labour, which means that having 
maids and nannies is common even among the middle-classes. Since upper-class 
families in Brazil tend to be highly scheduled throughout the week, nannies 
become an important factor in making sure that children are taken care of. Thus, 
evaluating the role of maids and nannies in upper-class home is a focus of 
investigation in this study. 

Moreover, Hays elaborates on how mothers feel themselves directly 
responsible for their children’s future, and hence do everything they can to 
provide the right base for the child’s development. They do not want their 
children to become social outsiders.70 One of the focus areas in this thesis, then, 
is to analyse how and to what extent mothers in the Recife upper-class engage in 
setting the stage for their children’s future educational, professional, and social 
trajectories. 

Another aspect of intensive mothering is building a relationship with one’s 
child, in which the mother is fully aware of what the child likes, how it feels and 
what it wants. This is not always easy for mothers who need to learn to shift the 
attention they formerly gave themselves to the needs of their children. The 
difficulty herein is that mothers should not try to recreate their own childhoods, 
or make them better, but to provide a childhood in accordance with the interests 
and feelings of their children.71 In the highly traditional north-eastern society of 
Brazil, it may be the case that children are raised to become like their parents, for 
the purpose of continuing family tradition or take over a family business. 
Therefore, it is interesting to see whether mothers of the economic elite drill their 
children accordingly, or if they value their children’s relative independence when 
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growing up, by listening to their children and respecting and supporting what 
they want to do and be. 

4.4 Concerted Cultivation 

When parents actively assess their children’s talents and skills and act 
accordingly, by organizing a range of daily activities around them to extend these 
talents and skills and put them to use, parents and children engage in a process 
of ‘concerted cultivation’.72 This concept has been developed by Annette Lareau, 
who sees this process evident especially in parents from the middle and upper 
classes. As a theory, it stands in proximity to Sharon Hays’ ‘intensive mothering’. 
The two theories complement each other, whereby the former may be interpreted 
as an extension of the latter. This interpretation works especially in a society like 
the one in Brazil, in which mothers take the lead in the education of their children. 
Furthermore, ‘concerted cultivation’ may be related to Bourdieu’s concept of 
cultural capital, as it is a process of trying to actively build this kind of capital 
asset. 

Private schools in Recife offer a broad range of extracurricular activities to 
their students, as has been described before. Parents make use of this offer, often 
strategizing about which extracurricular activities their children should follow. 
This may include sports practice, musical lessons, and language courses. Recife 
parents see different purposes in these activities, whereby they are all meant to 
build strengths in the children that are vital for their future development, and 
sometimes meant to highlight the children’s distinctiveness. Often, the activities 
offered by the schools do not suffice, so that parents will looks for additional 
activities outside of the school. The children end up with a filled weekly schedule, 
that can have different positive and negative effects on the children’s lives. For 
this reason, the thesis analyses these extracurricular activities, and what purpose 
and values parents attribute to these. 
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5. The Research Questions 

The preceding sections on background, previous research, and the theoretical 
framework have established the premise of this thesis and allow for research 
questions to be formulated, which guide the methodological choices and the 
analysis of the study. The general research question, as stated below, is supported 
by a set of sub-questions. Together these questions form the basis for an 
investigation of certain aspects of the educational strategies of the economic elite 
in Recife. The research object of this study is the educational strategies of families 
belonging to the economic elite in Recife, which these formulate as part of a 
greater scheme of social class reproduction. Sharon Hays elaborates that part of 
an upper-class upbringing involves ‘intensive mothering’, whereby mothers take 
child-rearing to an extreme, to ensure that their children grow up fully prepared 
for the life trajectory ahead of them. As Brazil is a country in which responsibility 
for child-rearing is delegated to the mothers, a crucial aspect of children’s 
education in their families is how much time and effort mothers invest in running 
the household and accompanying their children’s lives, all while following their 
professions. These social and cultural family values relate to the respective 
capitals which the families possess. Social and cultural capital can be applied in 
the choice of schooling or in the choice of social relationships, whereby the capital 
composition of others may weigh in the decision to establish interpersonal 
relationships outside of the family. Furthermore, economic elites possess great 
amounts of economic capital, which can be invested to accumulate more social 
and cultural capital, for example through cultural travels to Europe, or 
international study experiences. The rising significance of the aspect of 
internationalization has been observed by several researchers focusing on elite 
education. As Brazil is a highly unequal society, elites, especially in Recife, tend 
to live surrounded by poverty and social misery. This impacts how upper-class 
children grow up and the perceptions they acquire of themselves and society. The 
social inequality in Brazil may present a challenge to parents, when teaching their 
children to be socially responsible and raising their awareness of their own class 
status. In addition, next to the education which children receive at home, a vital 
part of educational strategies of economic elite families is the formal education 
which their children receive at school. In Recife there are a range of elite schools 
with different teaching philosophies, which appear to cater different social groups 
and different upper-class backgrounds. One aspect of this is the relation that 
families have to these schools, and how they make use of the school’s offers. 
Thereby patterns may be identified in the choice of school between established 
elite families and ‘newcomers’, patterns which may be related to Bourdieu’s 
modes of reproduction. 

Considering these aspects of the education of children from economic elite 
families in Recife, the central research question of this thesis is:  
 

• How do families pertaining to the economic elite in Recife use education 
as reproduction strategy?  

 
The main sub-questions are: 
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• In what ways and to what extent do mothers in economic elite families in 
Recife contribute to the transmission of social and cultural family values 
at home? 

• How are cultural, economic, and social capital engaged in the educational 
strategies? 

• How do families in the economic elite in Recife relate to the school 
education of their children, and to what extent are practices and values as 
regards formal schooling different between established families and 
newcomers in the Recife economic elite? 

• In what ways do social differences in Brazil affect how parents educate 
their children among the Recife economic elites? 
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6. Building the Study on Qualitative Interviews 

The purpose of this study is to explore family educational strategies in the 
economic elite in Recife, Brazil. To perform such a study, this research is based 
on an exploratory qualitative research approach conducted in the form of 
interviewing. This approach allows the researcher to obtain information of the 
respondents in a face-to-face setting, in which he or she may learn about how 
respondents experience the world, how they think, act, feel, and develop as 
individuals and within a group and, in accordance with this, formulate 
educational strategies.73  

6.1 The interviewed families 

Entering elite circles in Brazil as an outsider, especially in regard to the private 
life of elite families, is a task that requires strategic assistance. Elites tend to be 
highly discrete in their lives and businesses, perhaps because what is at stake is a 
certain social reputation, which has been carefully crafted over a long period of 
time, and which may be easily lost if a bad word is spread.74 In this sense, they 
are highly suspicious of anyone trying to enter their private lives;75 even more so 
in Brazil, with its great social class disparities and political polarization (with elite 
families often being invested in local politics). Shenton and Hayter emphasise 
that success in gaining access is imperative for the quality of the data collected. 
The authors refer to what they call the “known sponsor approach”, an individual 
of authority that can vouch for the researcher.76 What is needed to enter these 
circles is a local contact person, who can make an introduction. Hence, the initial 
point of reference was a family acquaintance who herself belonged to the elites of 
Recife, while also knowing many families of her own class. I attained a list of 
thirty names to contact for my interviews, and as I worked myself through the list, 
some of these contacts would suggest to me other friends of theirs. 
Communication with potential interviewees was established via a call or a 
message through WhatsApp. In a voice message, I explained in a few words who 
I was, that my contact person referred me to them, what my project was about, 
and whether they would agree to be interviewed. The feedback was not as positive 
as I had hoped, as many would not reply to my messages, and if they replied, 
further communication would often be delayed or, as was my impression, be 
forgotten or ignored. I then changed my approach and began calling the contacts 
and have them speak to me directly. This strategy proved to be more effective, as 
I could explain my cause in detail and schedule appointments right on the phone. 
Overall, the contacts seemed positive about my request to make an interview and 
quickly agreed to it. I believe that my background – a German researcher from a 
Swedish university – was a benefit regarding the contacts’ willingness to be 
interviewed. It is my suspicion that, had I been Brazilian and from one of the local 
universities, I would not have been greeted with as much enthusiasm. The 
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families might not have been so open about their private lives, partly because of 
certain prejudice against left-leaning sociology students in Brazil. There appears 
to be much less prejudice against researchers from Europe, as the general 
perception of Europeans, especially in the upper classes is quite positive; they are 
highly regarded. My impression was that the interviewed families felt honoured 
to be the focus of interest for the study of a European researcher. 

The families analysed in this investigation had an occupational background 
in which both parents or at least the heads of family had professional positions 
such as corporate executives or entrepreneurs, managers, engineers, lawyers, or 
physicians. While some of the families pertained to established elites, who could 
refer to large economic capital assets and a relation to family business that had 
been transmitted through generations, some of the professional positions rather 
corresponded to Gaetano Mosca’s conceptualization of the sub-elite (see 
literature review) that consists of newcomers to the elite. The following table 
illustrates more specifically the parents’ professions and the family’s status as 
established elites or pretenders: 
 

 Father’s Occupation Mother’s 
Occupation 

Established 
Elites/ 

Pretenders 
Family 1 Engineer Housewife Pretenders 
Family 2 Entrepreneur Entrepreneur Established 
Family 3 Lawyer CEO/Psychologist Established 
Family 4 Entrepreneur Housewife/part-

time shop keeper 
Pretenders 

Family 5 Corporate 
Representative 

Entrepreneur Pretenders 

Family 6 CEO CEO Established 
Family 7 Entrepreneur Entrepreneur (*also 

father) 
Pretenders 

Family 8 CEO Freelance Graphics 
Designer 

Established 

Family 9 Entrepreneur Entrepreneur Established 
Family 10 Entrepreneur Entrepreneur Established 
Family 11 Entrepreneur CEO Established 
Family 12 Physician Physician Established 
Family 13 Engineer / CEO Entrepreneur Established 
Family 14 Corporate Manager Entrepreneur Established 
Family 15 CEO Corporate Manager Established 
Family 16 CEO Corporate Manager Established 

Departing from the various professional positions held by the parents, the sample 
of families under investigation in this study suits a representation of the economic 
elite in Recife. The named professions do not only correspond to the classical 
conceptualizations of economic elite positions by Mosca and Bourdieu, but also 
match Hutchinson’s social grading of occupations in Brazil, which rank the most 
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popular economic professions.77 Moreover, statistical data found that named 
professions belong to the highest paid ones in Recife.78 These are indications for 
an attraction and generation of large economic capital, attributed to the social 
situation and status of economic elites in Recife. A similar study on the target 
population of economic elites in Recife could be conducted with a different 
sample, making visible similarities in professional choices. 

6.2 Semi-structured Interviews 

I opted for a semi-structured interview method, after which I prepared a set of 
open-ended questions. These questions represented topics that allowed for a 
broader discussion of the prepared themes, while making it, at the same time, 
possible to be prepared to formulate new questions and discuss themes which had 
not been identified beforehand. This enables the researcher to be more flexible 
and attain deeper and more personal insights into how the respondent thinks of 
and experiences matters of interest. Furthermore, open-ended questions are 
highly useful when entering a research area, such as educational strategies of elite 
families in Brazil, that has not received great attention in the sociology of 
education.79 This investigation leans more on the responses of the interviewees 
from their own perception of reality, rather than clearly established knowledge of 
elite practices in Brazil. A further strategic reason for opting for open-ended 
questions is the notion that elites are less eager on being placed in a 
“straightjacket” of close-ended questions, which may lead to them being 
categorized and put into boxes. Rather, as a study on elites by Aberbach and 
Rockman illustrates, they prefer elaborating on certain themes and give their 
views as to how and why something is the way it is.80 

The interviews were structured based along four thematic areas, namely: (1) 
family habits, (2) family history, (3) schooling, and (4) views on political and 
social aspects of education. The first theme, the family habits, was elaborated and 
placed first, as a way to start off the interview with “light” topics concerning the 
everyday life of the family during an ordinary week. This way, the respondents 
got a chance to contemplate the chronogram of the children’s week, mentioning 
aspects of their children’s education, from the time the children were brought to 
school to the hour that they get ready for bed. This would include extracurricular 
and leisure activities, time spent inside and outside the home with the family, 
social relationships, and values and rules sought in the education of the children 
at home. It allowed me, as researcher, to take up particular subjects which I found 
of interest to the study and delve deeper into these topics as the interview 
proceeded. The second theme, family history, was elaborated to obtain an 
understanding of how educational practices of today were influenced by prior 
generations, and how the history of the family was linked to professional choices. 
Furthermore, this theme was meant to reveal information on the social position 
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of the family throughout the generations, based on profession and income of the 
parents and grandparents. The third theme, schooling, was meant to investigate 
the families perceived importance of education for their children, the choice of 
school, as well as parental involvement in the school. Moreover, it also included 
questions aimed at identifying aspects of cultural and social capital assets, costs 
of schooling, and the time invested in the education of children, among other 
aspects. Lastly, the fourth theme, the political and social views on education, 
presented the respondents with a current political debate around education and 
the function of the teacher, to attain more information on family, social, and 
cultural values. 

6.3 Making the Interviews 

The research object is investigated on the basis of families with children in 
primary and secondary education. There were families which, in addition to 
children in primary and secondary education, had children that had not entered 
formal school education or had left it already. However, I explicitly asked the 
respondents not to focus too much on these other children throughout our 
conversations, since I was more interested, given the time accorded for the 
interviews, in the strategies underlying the family’s use of formal education. 
Except for one gay father, the interviewees were always the mothers of the family. 
This may be justified with the notion of roles between the genders in Brazilian 
society, which is still highly patriarchal.81 This implies that issues around the 
education of children (and that concerns responding to a researcher on this topic) 
are delegated to the responsibility of the mother. 

When conducting social research in Recife, in the form of qualitative 
interviewing, it is of utmost necessity to not only be able to speak the Portuguese 
language (as very few people in the generation of the interviewees have sufficient 
language proficiency to carry out an interview of this type in English), but to be 
familiar with the ‘dialeto pernambucano’, the form of speaking Portuguese in the 
federal state of Pernambuco, and the ‘cultura pernambucana’, as well as of its 
culture. Likewise, it would be a waste to conduct such interviews in English, as a 
lot of cultural meaning and context would be lost between the languages. Culture 
can hardly be understood without language and vice versa, as one gives the other 
its meaning. These prerequisites greatly facilitate the researcher’s movement 
within, and encounters with, the society of Pernambuco, throughout the process 
of data collection for this thesis. 

During the interviews, I placed a tape recorder between myself and the 
interviewees. The recorder aided me in capturing the entirety of the interview, 
without the risk of losing or forgetting information, facilitating the later analysis 
of the data, as I could always go back to what was said and how it was said. In 
most cases I did not tell the interviewees beforehand that I would record them, 
and they did not show any hesitance when I placed the recorder in front of them. 
Sometimes though, I would mention to them on the phone that I intended to 
record our conversation. Some of them asked whether they would be filmed, and 
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I could sense from their tone that they were not keen on being filmed. When I 
told them that it would only be an audio-recording, they were fine with it. 

The interviews were mostly conducted in the home environments of the 
interviewees. Some of the interviews were scheduled on the same days, which 
however was not a problem for time management, as most of the interviewed 
families lived in the same neighbourhood in Recife. Some of the interviews were 
held in office environments, while yet others were undertaken in coffee shops 
(one interview was partly done in the car, while driving to a coffee shop). While 
the homes I visited gave me a good indication of the material wealth elite families 
in Recife possessed, the office visits reflected how busy the interviewees were. It 
also enabled me to take a glimpse at their jobs, which combined with what was 
partly discussed during the interviews. The coffee shops were my least favourite 
interviewing environments, as they were often very noisy, and I feared that 
interviewees would not like to go into too much detail on private questions, with 
strangers sitting all around them. Generally, it surprised me that I was often 
invited to the families’ homes, where in many cases I had the pleasure of meeting 
the children, too, and was given snacks and drinks (sometimes even invited to 
stay for dinner, which I politely declined). I only felt an interpersonal distance in 
one home visit, where I was not invited into the apartment, but held the interview 
at the poolside terrace of the building. It is my assumption that all interviewees 
were speaking truthfully and without any inhibitions (even when conducting the 
interview amidst the presence of strangers). Furthermore, interviews would last 
from 45 to 60 minutes. This timeframe proved to be enough for a profound 
investigation of the themes drafted up in the interview guide, including “off-
script” questions and topics which appeared throughout the conversations. Often, 
I was informed that my interview partners would only have around an hour 
available for the interview. One outlier was a 28-minute interview, since the 
respondents were not as informative as I had hoped, and the interview session 
passed quick as not much information was given out on the part of the 
respondents. 

6.4 Analysing the Interviews 

Working with the qualitative interview data obtained in this study, ‘content 
analysis’ was applied. Through an inductive research approach, the data collected 
in the interviews is examined and interpreted with the help of the theoretical 
framework for the study. As the research interest lays in what the respondents 
say and how they make sense of the education of their children and the 
background of their family, the analysis of the interview data follows a ‘manifest’ 
approach.82 The analysis of the data follows Bengtsson’s method of the four stages 
of content analysis, namely: (1) the decontextualization of the data, whereby 
relevant text passages (meaning units) are identified and coded; (2) the 
recontextualization of the data, whereby the meaning units and codes are related 
back to the research aim; (3) the categorization, which binds different codes 
together under overarching categories and relate directly to the research 
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questions; and (4) the compilation of the categories which are interpreted in the 
discussion section.83 

LeCompte and Goetz measured the validity of research along external and 
internal factors. On the one hand, external validity concerns the question of 
representativity of the chosen sample and if it would show the same outcome in 
a similar study focusing the same target group. According to the authors, issues 
with gaining access may impede the use of random samples.84 Regarding this 
study on elites in Recife, the random selection of the sample may be questioned, 
as access was gained through a contact person who referred to her circle of friends 
for potential interviewees. Nevertheless, as has been discussed, this contact 
person belonged to the economic elite of Recife herself, and was hence a reliable 
source for gaining access into this social class. Moreover, not all interviewed 
families were referred to me by this contact person. Rather was it the norm that 
after every interview, each respondent opened up to me the possibility of referral 
to one of their friends, which I accepted. This means that the selection of the 
sample did become randomized with each new interview, as the next respondents’ 
connection to my initial contact person became less and less, or none-existent at 
all. On the other hand, internal validity concerns the accuracy of interview data 
in relation to the events and phenomena that they are supposed to shine a light 
on. It questions the truthfulness of the interviewees’ responses. This is a 
somewhat difficult issue to validate, as a researcher only knows so much about 
his respondents. How do I know that this person is telling the truth? To that, 
Kvale and Brinkmann say that researchers should ask themselves what questions 
the respondents might be answering: “concerning interview answers, an 
interviewee may not be ‘telling the truth’ about factual states of affair, but the 
statements may still express the truth of the person’s view of him- or herself”.85 
This means that even if the data collected from the interviews may not be factual, 
what the respondents say, and how they say it, may be quite revealing of them 
and their social reality, nevertheless providing the study with valuable “between 
the lines” information. 

6.5 Ethical Considerations 

An ethical issue taken into consideration in this study is the standard of privacy 
which needs to be granted to the families of the economic elite in Recife, 
interviewed in the research process. These families willingly disclosed a great deal 
of information on their lives at home, their past experiences, and their personal 
opinions, making it possible to create family portraits and, with help of the 
theoretical framework, draw certain conclusions about their lifestyles. Recife is a 
large metropolis, yet the concentration of elites finds itself mostly limited to the 
city district of Boa Viagem and, more specifically, the Avenida Boa Viagem. 
Furthermore, many of the children from these families frequented the same 
schools. It may therefore be likely that some of the families are acquainted with 
one another to some extent. For this reason, the study refrains from the mention 
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of family names and from relating the family profiles in the next section to direct 
quotations from the interviews, integrated in the analysis of educational 
strategies and elite lifestyles. 
Furthermore, as research led to the interviews of 15 mothers out of 16 
respondents, for practical reasons the analysis most often refers to “mothers”, 
when speaking in general terms. This is not meant to discriminate the gay father, 
who was highly informative and contributed to the research with rich content. On 
the other side, generally referring to “mothers” may be quite beneficial for the 
privacy of this respondent. 
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7. Overview of the Family Profiles 

In this section of the thesis the interviews are summarized. offers an introduction 
of the interviewed families. A brief presentation of each family’s social profiles is 
followed by a short account of the interview. Following a generally descriptive 
approach, this presentation of the families lays the basis for the analysis of their 
educational strategies in the next section. 

7.1 Family 1 

Living in the fashionable neighbourhood of Boa Viagem, this family has three 
children at the ages of six, ten, and ten, two of which stay with the family in Recife. 
While one child goes to school at the Colegio Santa Maria, the other one frequents 
the American School. The ten-year-old who lives with the parents has classes all 
day, after which the child is given extracurricular tutoring at home in all subjects 
by a private tutor. The six-year-old attends school only half the day, using the free 
mornings to do homework and readings. At school, the children practice sports, 
such as football, tennis, and volleyball, and further learn two foreign languages, 
English and Spanish. From Monday to Friday their leisure time mainly revolves 
around videogaming, whereas they go down to play (within the walls of the 
building) with the other children from the building on the weekends. The family 
has a maid working in the apartment, who besides being responsible for the 
household, also takes part in educating the children as regards manners and 
learning responsibility. This education can occasionally include punishments for 
bad behaviour. 

Both parents have studied at university education level but only the father 
has finished his studies and obtained a degree in engineering, following in his 
father’s footsteps in becoming an engineer. Among his siblings, one became a 
university teacher and another a school coordinator, while a third migrated to the 
United States. The mother’s parents were “hard working” people from the country 
side rather than highly educated and had moved to Recife in search of better work 
opportunities. Although the mother felt pressured by her parents to study and go 
to university, she decided to drop out of her studies and start working instead. 
Initially, the parents wanted both their children who live with them to attend the 
American School, to be proficient in English and seek a life abroad as young 
adults. However, the six-year-old struggled with his speaking abilities, and 
therefore remained at Colegio Santa Maria, which he feels more comfortable with. 
Information about the school has been sought through friends who have children 
there and recommended it, as well as through the internet. The parents are used 
to be present at school quite frequently, whereby they make use of parental 
WhatsApp chat groups and frequently converse with teachers. When at home, 
they often seek talks with their children about the importance of education for 
their future and try to help where they can with the homework. The costs of 
education that parents have for both children exceeded R$6.000 (over 1.360€) 
per month. 
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7.2 Family 2 

The second family also lives in Boa Viagem and has two children by the ages of 
twelve and eight. Both attend Colegio Santa Maria. Since this school only operates 
half the day, the family needs to search for extracurricular activities for the 
children outside of the school. Both parents are entrepreneurs, and due to the 
reason that they work all day, they hired a maid and a chauffeur, to help in the 
household and with the logistics of bringing the children to their different 
activities during the week. These include English lessons, football practice, 
robotics classes, and seeing a psychologist. Moreover, at home the children do 
‘Murakami’, a Japanese method of practicing mathematics. The mother had this 
idea, as she feels highly passionate about mathematics. At the time of the 
interview, the older child was away on a trip, organized by the school, to Houston, 
Texas, where it attended a sort of internship programme at NASA. The school, 
the extracurricular activities and school trips, such as the one to NASA, add up to 
a monthly cost of education of around 12.000R$ (around 2.720€). 

The mother is highly supportive in any aspect of education and the expansion 
of one’s horizon, as she herself has done an exchange to the United States in her 
youth, which significantly changed her personality, as she claimed. The mother 
explained that she tends to be quite reluctant in helping her children with their 
schoolwork, not involving herself much in the school either, in terms of contact 
with teachers. She has always had a very studious upbringing and learned to take 
responsibility at an early age, which is why she wants her children to look after 
themselves when it comes to being prepared for class or exams, or other problems 
faced in school. She grew up in a traditional and religious family, with her father 
being a politician. Nevertheless, she pursued a university degree in the faculty of 
architecture, which, as she explained, is “one of the most left-wing things one can 
do”. Her husband was not as studious in his youth as she was, which he came to 
regret as an adult, especially the fact that he does not speak English very well. 

7.3 Family 3 

The third family also lives in Boa Viagem and has three children by the age of five, 
six, and eight, all of which frequent the Colegio Santa Maria. In school, the 
children learn English as an extracurricular, and more practical, activity. Outside 
of school, they follow different activities, such as swimming, tennis, ballet, judo, 
football, and stepdance. Most of these activities take place in the premises of the 
building the family lives in, which for example houses a gym, a pool, and a tennis 
court. Two of the days are left free of activities, so that the children can rest or 
meet up with friends for birthday celebrations that occur quite frequently. The 
mother has stopped working since the children switched schools from the Colegio 
Conviver to the Colegio Santa Maria a year ago. That way, she can better 
accompany the life of her children and their adjustment to the new school, which 
demands a lot of time, as she explained. Nevertheless, she still tries to manage 
her business whenever she can and has two nannies at home that take care of the 
children if the mother spends a day at the company. 

The self-perceived parental involvement of the mother in and around her 
children’s education is very high. She regularly seeks contact with teachers, other 
parents, attends events and festivities, makes use of social media platforms such 
as WhatsApp to stay informed, etc. The cost to cover all of the educational 
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expenses for the three of her children amount to more than 10.000R$ (around 
2.270€) per month. 

As the mother explained, her family always belonged to the upper-class. Her 
grandfather was the owner and director of a sugar and ethanol processing plant 
that has been in the possession of the family for seven generations. Her children 
will be the tenth generation. The grandfather had eight children and 24 
grandchildren, all of which were raised to work in the family business. Later, her 
grandfather bought a second processing plant and divided both plants between 
his children. However, among the grandfather’s children, only the respondent’s 
father (who bought his siblings’ share) and an aunt continued in the business. 
Today the respondent’s siblings work in the business as lawyers. Her father did 
not finish his university education and went directly to work in the family 
business, similar to the grandfather, who has not even finished his formal school 
education. Her other grandfather was also a well-known and well-respected 
industrialist in the region, who is listed in rankings of the wealthiest Brazilians. 
Her husband’s father, as she recalled, was also a businessman, who owned a few 
sales stores for heavy machinery. However, he had not undergone university level 
education. According to the respondent, this however did not have a great effect 
on her husband’s professional choice, since he became a lawyer. His mother 
owned degrees in business administration and law. 

7.4 Family 4 

The fourth family also lives in Boa Viagem, with the two 13 and 15-year-old 
children attending Colegio Santa Maria. Generally, the mother does not help 
much with the schoolwork of her children, as she wants them to learn to work 
independently and take responsibility for their work. Nevertheless, if the children 
are truly struggling with their school, the mother would in the past have 
contracted a private tutor. The mother often talks with her children about the 
importance of an education, and emphasises this by telling stories of family 
members, or the parents themselves, and how they have struggled with their 
education, and where this has led them. Talking with her children about these 
things was important to the mother, as her own youth consisted of a very 
distanced relationship to her parents. 

The mother and her husband have been in an unstable marriage, having 
separated and gotten back together a few times, yet she emphasized that both her 
and her husband are always there for the children and have a very intimate 
relationship with them. She does not work frequently anymore due to an illness, 
only sometimes supervising the shopping stores of a friend. Therefore, she 
usually has a lot of time to care for her children at home. She is supported in this 
by a domestic maid. Her husband, a business man, engages in a charity 
programme in cooperation with the government to build social housing for the 
less fortunate. 

The mother grew up in an upper-class family with four siblings. Her father 
was a representative of two companies and received a high income. However, 
when her father passed away before she entered university, her family’s social 
class situation changed, as the pension did not satisfy their previous standard of 
living and her mother was unemployed. As no investments were made that could 
generate enough returns, her mother had to sell the families apartments, the 
beach house, and the cars. Soon after, the respondent met her husband, who 
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managed to support her financially, especially regarding the completion of her 
university degree in economics. The family has big hopes for the children’s 
careers, as one child has the dream of becoming a diplomate, while the other 
wants to be a physician. The family had relatives living abroad in the United 
States, which they often visited, and which provided the children with the 
opportunity to get to know a different culture and practice English. 

The choice for the Colegio Santa Maria was made for reasons of social ties to 
the school. The children’s grandmother has studied in this school together with 
the school’s current director, who is also a family acquaintance. The mother’s 
husband and his siblings have also studied at Santa Maria. The mother herself 
has not studied at this school but went to another religious school in Recife. The 
choice of school was a highly important matter for the father, who had the wish 
to continue his family’s tradition. The cost of schooling (only schooling, as none 
of the children follow extracurricular activities) for both children amounts to 
more than 7.000R$ (more than 1.590€). 

7.5 Family 5 

The fifth family lives in the neighbourhood of Candeias, with two children at the 
ages of 17 and 14 who go to school at the Academia Cristã de Boa Viagem. To the 
mother, it is important that her children enter one of the prestigious and tuition 
free federal universities. These public higher education institutions are 
considered the best in the country. For this reason, the family pays for extra 
courses outside of the school for their children to improve in various subjects, 
such as English and Portuguese. These ‘cursinhos’, as they are called in Brazil, are 
meant to better prepare students for the highly competitive vestibular, which is 
an entrance examination to the federal universities. In addition, the children 
practice swimming, judo, athletics, and CrossFit. Sports and physical activity are 
important to the mother, who is a certified teacher in physical education and still 
works related to fitness. As both parents work from very early to very late, they 
hired two domestic maids who manage the household during the week, one of 
which has been with the family for 14 years. The maids, however, have no part in 
the education of the children, which is strictly the mother’s responsibility. She 
greatly cares about a religious upbringing for her children, as the family is of 
evangelic confession, and values to shape a sense of independence in them. 

The younger child has the dream of becoming a writer, of which the family is 
supportive. Noticing his talent, the mother registered her child in different 
writing contests, some of which it finished in first place. The other child has the 
idea of studying international relations, as it is very interested in getting to know 
different countries. This is also a reason why the mother said that her family 
travels frequently, as she named different places in the world that the family had 
travelled to. The family is open to the idea of their children studying at university 
abroad. Especially in case of a failure in the vestibular, the mother said that “plan 
b” is to send the older child to university in the United States, where they also 
have family living. 

The mother grew up with eleven siblings in a three-room apartment. Her 
father was a pastor and her mother a street vendor. She went to public school 
throughout all her formal school education, and her strict and controlling mother 
always pushed her to study hard. She and her siblings were raised under very low 
financial conditions, which worsened when her father passed away when she was 
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only 14. These circumstances united the family and made the respondent value 
family and religion even more so today, transmitting these values to her children. 
The mother initially studied pedagogy, although physical education was her 
passion. The latter, however, was not deemed financially stable enough by her 
mother who denied her this wish. Nevertheless, after a few years she did manage 
to study and obtain a degree in physical education.  

After marrying and starting a family, her family’s life fluctuated heavily as 
they went through financial crises but always managed to turn their situation 
around for the better. The mother used to work for a multinational company, 
while her husband used to work for a chemical company. When her husband was 
let go by the company, they invested the severance pay in a business in the fitness 
sector, administered by the mother. Working extremely hard to uplift her 
business, and together with the income that the father generates today, as a 
representative of three chemical companies, and income through investments in 
land, the family managed to rise in social class. The financial situation allows the 
family to cover the cost of their children’s education, which amounts to R$5.000 
per month (around 1.130€). 

7.6 Family 6 

The sixth family lives in the neighbourhood of Piedade with a child at the age of 
eleven, who frequents the Colegio Conviver – a small but highly elitist primary 
school. Both parents are entrepreneurs in the logistics sector and work a lot, often 
going on business trips around the country. Nevertheless, or because of that, they 
greatly value the time that they can spend as a family and the ties that they have 
with their relatives. The mother emphasized that her husband is very attentive 
with his children. Moreover, both parents try to be present around school 
matters, taking part in parental WhatsApp chat groups and always seeking 
contact with teachers. When the parents are gone on travels, the maid usually 
takes care of the child, and the family’s chauffeur brings the child to school. The 
Colegio Conviver was chosen because of its traditional and constructivist 
schooling, which is what the mother underwent in her youth, too. However, 
Colegio Conviver finishes after the fifth year, which means that the family is 
preparing their child to switch to the Colegio Santa Maria. The family spends 
R$4.000 (around 900€) per month for the education of their child. 

The mother has two university degrees, one in management and one in 
physical education, however, she never followed the latter professionally. Her 
father was the CEO of a transport and logistics company, but due to the chauvinist 
culture at the time in Brazil, the respondent was never raised to work in the family 
business. After some years of living in different cities and working in the 
management of different companies, her brother – the new CEO of the company 
after their father – asked her to help him in the company’s headquarter in 
Salvador. When her brother entered politics in the year 2000, he consulted with 
his associates in the company and made her the CEO and head of the family 
business. 

7.7 Family 7 

The seventh family has two children at the ages of five and six. In Boa Viagem, 
the family used to live with four domestic employees and two nannies for the 
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children. However, the parents’ social views changed, and they let most of the 
employees go, keeping only one maid. The parents are in a gay marriage and send 
their children to the American School because it is more openly and globally 
minded than the traditional and Catholic Colegio Santa Maria. Furthermore, 
because of the tense social, political and economic situation in Brazil, the family 
is planning to move to the United States soon. The American-oriented and 
bilingual education of the American school facilitates the children’s transition to 
a school in the U.S. The parents already bought a house in Florida and at the time 
of the interview were on their way of finishing up the family’s immigration 
process. 

The parents are both entrepreneurs. The interviewed father is a learned 
epidemiologist and university teacher, who has made a fortune in his twenties, 
starting a business that sells medical equipment and turning his company into a 
R$34 million business within 10 years. Yet his road to success was not as easy. 
His grandfather was a wealthy man, but this wealth was not passed down to the 
mother, as she married the housekeeper, and was disinherited as a consequence. 
His mother, a university educated woman, had ten children, and due to their 
humble economic situation always emphasized the importance of education in 
turning out something in life.  

The parents are very much involved in their children’s education, 
accompanying their readings and other pedagogical activities at home. In 
addition, next to learning a third language, the children follow extracurricular 
activities such as dancing and football. Furthermore, the parents are very 
outwardly thinking in terms of getting to know the world and introducing their 
children to different cultures and people. The cost of education for both children 
exceeds R$12.000 (more than 2.700€). 

7.8 Family 8 

The eighth family lives in Boa Viagem with four children at the ages of eleven, ten, 
seven, and a baby of three months. The mother is a learned graphics designer, 
who owned a design agency but stopped working to take better care of the 
children. Because the children demand a lot of attention, the family contracted 
two maids who help in the household and a nanny for the baby. The mother was 
divorced and remarried the father of two of the children – a CEO of a regional 
company. 

The mother’s family on her father’s side had great financial resources and 
access to quality education. Her father went to university and finished his degree 
“just for the sake of finishing it”. The family on her mother’s side was of more 
humble origin, yet never shied away from investing in education, which is why 
her mother enjoyed a good education, attained a university degree, and went on 
an exchange abroad at a time when nobody went. The interviewed mother, as a 
young woman, was educated all day long, taking extracurricular classes in 
languages and art at a time when nobody took extracurricular classes. Her 
husband was born into a wealthy family that could also afford to send their 
children to Colegio Santa Maria and abroad, to study in Spain and England. 

The family travels frequently, and the children have gathered plenty 
international experience, for example by participating in summer camps in 
England or Switzerland. The mother herself enjoyed similar experiences, as she 
spent time on an exchange in England when she was 15 years old and later went 
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to an art school in Florence, Italy. In her youth, the mother frequented the Colegio 
Santa Maria like her husband, however, for her children she decided that the 
better education would be offered at the American School, which is where they 
switched to when leaving the Colegio Conviver after the fifth and final year. In the 
mother’s opinion, the American School offers a broader variety of skills and 
subjects to learn, that better prepare the children for the world that they grow up 
in. Another factor weighing in on the choice for the American School is that the 
school offers a range of extracurricular activities, which means that the mother 
does not need to search for these activities outside of the school. At home, the 
children are given lessons in Portuguese and English by a private tutor. In 
addition, the mother regularly reads books or watches films with her children. 
This was important to the mother, who grew up with parents that did not have 
much value for culture. In contrast, her husband is used to reading one book every 
weekend. The costs of the children’s education add up to more than R$18.000 
(more than 4.000€) every month. 

7.9 Family 9 

The ninth family lives in Boa Viagem with two children at the ages of four and 
five. The younger child attends the American School, while the older child 
frequents Vila Aprendiz. At the time of the interview, the family entered a process 
to secure a placement at the American School for the older child, too. The weekly 
extracurricular activities of the children include ballet, swimming, dancing, 
capoeira. In addition, the older child follows private English lessons in 
preparations for entering the American School. The mother usually takes care of 
the logistics around these activities but can also rely on the grandmother’s 
chauffeur and a nanny if need be, who work for the family in addition to a maid. 
On the weekends the family escapes the city, either spending time at their beach 
house or their ranch in the country side. The mother said that she tries to take her 
children to the theatre to see plays for children whenever possible but lamented 
the fact that Recife does not offer much culture in this sense. 

As a youth, the mother herself frequented the American School in Recife, 
which is why she opted for the school for her children. Following through with 
the choice was not easy because her husband did not like the idea, and rather 
wanted to see the children in a more traditional Brazilian school, such as the 
Colegio Santa Maria, that he attended. He does not like the idea of his children 
becoming “Americanized”. The mother, however, is more globally minded, and 
admitted that she and many others became somewhat disenchanted with Brazil 
and its political situation. The mother’s parents were also globally minded, 
supporting their children to go on exchange abroad to Switzerland, for example. 

The mother and the father both have a wealthy family background. The 
mother’s grandfather had created his own company, which later her father and 
uncle took over and still run the family business today. The mother and her 
husband are both entrepreneurs and partners, who have created a business 
together and hope to achieve the same economic success as their parents did. 

The mother tries to be participative in the American School, in terms of 
attending events and being in contact with the teachers. One of her objectives, as 
soon as she has more time, is to join the school’s ‘parent-teacher association’ 
(PTA), like her mother did before her. The family spends around R$8.000 
(around 1.800€) on the education of their children per month. 
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7.10 Family 10 

The tenth family lives in the neighbourhood of Tamarineira with three children 
at the ages of fourteen, nine, and nine, who frequent the Colegio Marista Sao Luis, 
a Catholic school. Outside of school, the children’s activities include taking 
private English lessons, guitar lessons, church seminars, volleyball, ballet, 
boxing, football, swimming, and seeing a psychologist. In addition, the mother 
spends a lot of time studying and reading with her children, in preparation for 
exams or homework. The family is assisted by a chauffeur and two maids. The 
mother’s husband, an entrepreneur just as herself, tends to be busy working all 
week, but spends the rest of the time that he was not occupied on the weekends 
being there for the children. 

The mother has a European family background, as the descendent of Dutch 
and Spanish migrants. She grew up on the country side in a political family; her 
father is a regional politician. Coming from such a background, the mother 
recalled her private-school education and the fact that she never had to take 
public transport as her family had a chauffeur, too. Her husband grew up in a very 
traditional family, such that his views today tend to be more traditional today 
than those of the mother. This is reflected in an argument the parents had in 
allowing the eldest child to go on exchange abroad. The mother has no problems 
with that as she herself went on an exchange; the father, however, is more 
cautious in letting his child part from the family for a longer period. Despite the 
father’s hesitance, the child went on exchange to the United States and England. 
The choice of school was made because the father also studied at the Colegio 
Marista Sao Luis, undergoing traditional and religious education. The mother 
had no problem with this choice, as she, too, underwent traditional and religious 
education at the Colegio Santa Maria. The mother claimed to always be involved 
in the school through events, contact with the teachers, and participation in 
parental WhatsApp chat groups. The family’s expenditure on their children’s 
education amounts to around R$6.000 (around 1.360€) per month. 

7.11 Family 11 

The eleventh family lives in Boa Viagem with four children at the ages of eighteen, 
thirteen, twelve, and six, who attend the Colegio Santa Maria. Both parents are 
entrepreneurs; the mother is the CEO of a textile company. The children’s 
extracurricular activities include English lessons, culinary lessons, basketball, 
and ballet. In the management of the household, the family is assisted by one 
maid.  

The mother thinks it is crucial to be strict with her children and raising them 
to be independent, which for example means going to school and extracurricular 
activities on their own. This is the way that she was raised by her parents, which 
stands in contrast with her husband, who was raised more liberal. The mother 
grew up on a ranch with many domestic servants around and a strict hierarchy 
within the family and with the servants. Her family belonged has a history of 
being part of the regional political class. She still owns this ranch and only moved 
to Recife four years ago. The mother felt the need to move to the city for the sake 
of her children, who were growing up in a world that was too small and monotone 
for them – even though living in an apartment felt like a prison to the children at 
first, the mother recalled. Nevertheless, on the ranch, the children grew up as by 
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far the wealthiest family around, attending the local school often with the children 
of their domestic servants. Because of the social hierarchy, they had difficulties in 
making friends with anyone and were rather perceived as little Lords. The mother 
did not want her children to grow up feeling this entitled. The situation changed 
in Recife, where the children are a number in the middle of many. 

The choice for the Colegio Santa Maria was made because both parents went 
to that school in their youth. Furthermore, it is a traditional school, which reflects 
the parent’s social and cultural values. For the school and extracurricular 
activities, the mother calculated the costs involved to amount to more than 
R$10.000 (more than 2.260€) per month. 

7.12 Family 12 

The twelfth family lives in Boa Viagem with two children at the ages of nine and 
seven, who both attend the American School. Both parents work as physicians in 
a private clinic. The family is assisted by two maids at home, and a chauffeur who 
works part-time for the family. The children’s extracurricular activities include 
piano lessons and Kumon mathematics classes. When at home, the children can 
choose between reading and watching Netflix (only Netflix because the mother 
does not like what Brazilian television offers for children). The parents are both 
atheists, yet they do not want their children to be raised atheist because the 
children need moral guidance growing up, which faith in god can provide. The 
mother has a passion for music, and theatrical plays, which she tries to transmit 
to her children, accompanying them to pieces such as The Phantom of the Opera, 
Annie, or Mary Poppins, in Sao Paulo. 

The father and his sibling grew up under very good economic conditions. 
However, his parents did not care much for academic or cultural education. 
Nevertheless, he managed to turn out a “respectful” and educated citizen, to “be 
someone in life”. The mother’s parents divorced when she – an only child – was 
young, after which she went to live with her mother and grandparents in the state 
of Paraíba. Her mother was a lawyer and a writer, educating her daughter in 
literature and other aspects of culture. Even though her parents were divorced, 
her father was always very present in her life. Her father was a lawyer who made 
a fortune as the heir to a cotton-processing factory run by his family. Hence, she 
grew up under very good economic conditions, as she remembered. However, 
when she was an adolescent, a mosquito plague ruined her father’s business, 
which in turn broke her father’s spirit. She explained that a year before, she would 
visit her father travelling with a private airplane that he had sent, the next year, 
her father needed to save up money for her to see him by bus. After these events, 
she learned that nothing in life matters as much as hard work and knowledge, 
which are two things that nobody can take from you. Her father wanted her to 
become a lawyer, as was tradition in the family, and he was devasted when she 
followed her dream and earned a PhD in radiology instead. 

The choice for the American School the children attended was made because 
the parents think that it is the best school to prepare their children for the future 
that awaits them, one in which people need to think globally and in which it is not 
certain which professions will survive and which appear. The school is also more 
open to different cultures, faiths, ethnicities and sexual orientations than 
traditional schools such as the Colegio Santa Maria. The mother is very much 
involved in the school, due to the school’s culture of being very close with the 
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parents. In total, the family spends around R$6.000 (around 1.360€) per month 
on their children’s education.  

7.13 Family 13 

The thirteenth family lives in Boa Viagem with a child at the age of eleven, who 
frequents the Colegio Santa Maria. The child’s extracurricular activities include 
English lessons, tennis, football, volleyball, in addition to a private tutor who 
studies with the child daily. The child’s newest hobby is computer gaming, which, 
the mother is afraid, is slowly consuming her child, as it does not miss an 
opportunity, not even on holidays in New York, to connect online with its friends. 
The mother relates this to the fact that her son is an only child, and through 
gaming he found a way to be in contact with other boys in his age. Furthermore, 
her son attends therapy regularly due to a hyperactivity disorder. For this reason, 
the mother finds it hard to excite her son for reading or watching films, to name 
two cultural activities. Nevertheless, she tends to take her son to the theatre, to 
see plays such as The Phantom of the Opera, which he enjoys because he can 
relate it to something that he learned in class. The family enjoys travelling 
together, whereby the mother emphasized the importance of cultural education 
on these trips. On these trips, the child’s father, an engineer and CEO of a 
construction company, tries to teach his son about how different buildings that 
they encounter are engineered and constructed. The mother recognized that her 
child is spoiled because of their lifestyle and the fact that the family has two maids 
and a chauffeur working for them. 

At home, the mother takes responsibility for raising the child. The father is 
not involved as much, as he grew up in a culture in which women were delegated 
responsibility for raising the children. The respondent said that her husband was 
clear about only being responsible for ensuring that everything is paid for. The 
father has a clear vision for his son’s future, as he wants him to become an 
engineer, too, so that the son can one day take over the family’s business. The 
mother, on the other hand, is more liberal in this regard, and wants to give her 
child more time to develop and follow his own dreams. According to her, the most 
important is for her son to be able to be a child. 

The choice for the Colegio Santa Maria was made because the school is 
traditional with strict teaching methods, which appeals to the father who has sent 
his four daughters from his first marriage there. Furthermore, graduates of this 
school have a higher chance of attending a good university. The father himself, 
however, did not attend the Colegio Santa Maria as he came from a very humble 
family, turning into a successful business man by himself. The mother also grew 
up under more humble conditions in the country side but has frequented the 
Colegio Santa Maria for some parts of her formal school education. She was a very 
studious person and went on to obtain a degree in business administration. The 
mother’s and father’s siblings went on to become a dentist, a diplomate, a CEO, a 
lawyer, and another one an agriculturalist. The monthly costs for the school and 
extracurricular activities amount to around R$4.000 (around 900€). 

7.14 Family 14 

The fourteenth family lives in Boa Viagem with a child at the age of six, who 
frequents the American School. Another child, who went to university in 
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Coimbra, Portugal, has frequented first the Colegio Santa Maria and then the 
American School. A third and eldest child has already finished higher education, 
obtaining a degree from Boston University, in the United States. The mother has 
three brothers, one of which underwent higher education at Boston University 
and the other at Harvard. The mother herself studied at the University of 
Pernambuco but did not follow a master’s degree abroad like her brothers 
because she married young. Nevertheless, next to her position as the CEO of a 
company, the mother tries to follow four university courses every year, to recycle 
her knowledge. 

The mother’s maternal and paternal grandparents were wealthy business 
people from the country side, yet her father, always having felt very independent, 
did not want this life for himself. With the financial help of his father, he went to 
study at university in Rio de Janeiro, returning after five years, after having set 
up his own business. Her father married, had children, and settled in Recife. His 
business did very well, and the family could afford the best education for their 
children. In fact, education was so important to the family, that her father already 
made investments into education years in advance, to have all costs covered in 
any circumstance. The mother and her siblings followed in their father’s footsteps 
and worked with him in the family’s business. 

The six-year-old child follows extracurricular activities such as football, judo, 
private music classes, language therapy, and seeing a psychologist. The choice for 
the American School was made for the school’s international outlook and cultural 
diversity. The family’s two older children did exchanges in the United States, at 
the University of Columbia, in Switzerland, at the University of St. Gallen, and an 
exchange in China. 

The mother is not greatly involved around her child’s school, except for 
taking part in a parental WhatsApp chat group, and having conversations with 
her child about its schooling. At home, responsibility for raising the child is 
delegated to the mother by the father, which the respondent described as a typical 
characteristic of the ‘nordestino’ (north-eastern) father. In the household, the 
family is assisted by a maid and a nanny. The family spends more than R$6.000 
(more than 1.350€) per month on the education of their child. 

7.15 Family 15 

The fifteenth family lives in Boa Viagem with three children at the ages of six, five, 
and two, the two older of which attend the American School. The mother is a 
manager in the Brazilian headquarters of a Swiss multinational company, and her 
husband is the CEO of a network of Brazilian pharmacies. The family has recently 
moved to Recife from Sao Paulo because the father took a job offer. The family is 
still adjusting to the culture and lifestyle of the north-eastern upper-class, which 
the mother finds to be highly different to that in Sao Paulo. At home, the family 
is assisted by two maids. 

After a long day at school, the children follow different extracurricular 
activities, such as swimming, ballet, dancing and music classes. During the week, 
it is mostly the mother who spends time with the children, because the father 
works long hours. On the weekends, however, he finds time to play with the 
children and do different activities with them, such as reading. The mother said 
that the father’s responsibility rather lays in passing down values to the children. 
The mother spends much time in and around her children’s school, being in 
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contact with teachers and parents, and as a member of the parent-teacher 
association. In this form, she often takes part in the organization of school events. 
The family spends around R$9.000 (around 2.000€) per month on their 
children’s education. 

Growing up, the mother’s and father’s families belonged to the upper-class, 
while they attended private schooling, too. As the mother recalled, her family was 
always careful with how it presented itself outward, as her family appeared in the 
‘Who’s Who’ of the city of Curitiba. This was because the mother’s grandfather 
was a politician and minister in the national government at the time. The 
mother’s family had Italian, Polish, Dutch, and Spanish roots. She could trace 
down the lineage on her mother’s side back to the year 1600. When her ancestors 
migrated to Brazil, they had only little economic conditions, yet her other 
grandfather became wealthy with an aluminium business. Her husband’s mother 
was a university professor in physics and his father an engineer, who owned a 
construction company. His father came from a traditional and established family 
from the city of Limeira. 

The mother’s husband underwent a master’s programme in the United 
States, while the mother studied economics and international relations in Brazil. 
However, before that, she had studied engineering at the University of Sao Paulo 
(one of the most prestigious universities in the country) without completing the 
programme. In her family, everyone was an engineer, and this should have been 
her destiny, too. She eventually did follow a family tradition professionally, as her 
father and uncles worked for multinational corporations, too. Like her father, 
who spoke seven languages, the respondent is highly language proficient, 
speaking four languages. 

7.16 Family 16 

The sixteenth family lives in Boa Viagem with two children who frequented the 
Colegio Conviver before switching to the American School. The mother cares a lot 
about her children receiving an internationally minded education. She does not 
follow most of the other families in the Colegio Coviver, who afterwards send their 
children to Colegio Santa Maria, where they continue to receive a traditional form 
of education. For this reason, the mother saw herself as an outsider. In addition, 
the family supports their children financially in their academic endeavours, 
whereby they have attended summer camps in the United States and Switzerland, 
gathering experience of living abroad and practicing the English language. 
Furthermore, the family regularly goes on vacations to get to know different 
cultures. These vacations include a trip to Switzerland, where they have relatives 
(the mother’s brother-in-law is the CEO of a company in Switzerland), and a trip 
to Cape Verde. 

At home, it is the mother’s responsibility to raise the children, which she does 
with the help of a maid that takes care of the household. As extracurricular 
activities, the children are given private music lessons at home and play tennis. 
The total monthly expenditure on education amounts to around R$11.000 
(around 2.500€). 
The mother has worked in her husband’s company before but changed to a 
position in the administration of an English-language school. She studied at 
Harvard and at the Federal University of Pernambuco. Her father gained wealth 
as the heir and owner of a processing plant of raw materials. He could afford to 
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pay for the best possible education for his children, which her mother – of more 
simple origins – “demanded” of him. The mother’s parents were always 
supportive of the idea of an international career, which made her sister choose to 
study and work in France. Her husband’s family had a humble background, and 
he had to “fight his way up”. His mother was a studious woman and transmitted 
to him the value of literature. This incentivized him to seek and complete 
university education. It was difficult for the mother’s family to accept her 
marriage at first, due to her husband’s background but they did value his qualities 
as a hard-working man. 
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8. The Socialization and Cultivation of Children 
in Economic Elite Families in Recife 

This chapter presents and analyses the interview data, based on the responses 
and opinions of the 16 families that were sampled and interviewed in the 
investigation. The chapter is divided into 5 sections around themes which deal 
with aspects of family education, future planning, concerted cultivation, class 
perceptions, and elite families’ relation to schooling. 

8.1 Managing Family Education: The Role of the Mother 

According to the interviewees, it is characteristic of the Brazilian man, especially 
in the socially more traditional Northeast, that he sees the responsibility for the 
children to belong to the sphere of the mother. As one mother explained about 
her husband, 

it's because his father comes from a generation that was used to the mother taking 

care of these areas. Then he accommodates himself a bit in that sense of "No, you 

will solve his life. I pay the bills, most of them, but you take care of these areas and 

decide the path that he will take" ... So, it is the mother. In my house it's me. 

The picture that arises from the interviews is that the reason why fathers were 
often absent in most aspects of their children’s education was either social norms 
or that they worked professionally a lot more than the mothers. However, the 
latter did not always exclude the former. Mothers tended to accept the different 
gender roles between women and men, as it was “just the society we live in”, or 
because the father simply “comes from a different generation”. These are 
examples of what Sharon Hays calls “strategies of downplaying gender 
inequalities”, as mothers legitimize their role in the family.86 Although there was 
a tendency, according to the interviews, that fathers in upper-class families in 
Recife transferred most of the responsibility over their children to the mother, 
this was not absolute. There were cases of families, in which fathers seemed to 
compensate for their absence by spending a great deal of time with their children: 

He travels a lot, but it's amazing... […] I've always realized that. He calls when it's 

time to wake up, he calls at lunchtime, he calls before bed. So, although he is always 

traveling, he is a very present father. It's beautiful, his relationship with the girls, you 

know. And when he arrives, he does everything Luana wants ... he is her companion. 

He takes her to the park, and Luana says "ah Daddy, I want to go I don’t know where, 

will you come with me?", and he goes, and he always plays, and he is always very 

participatory in the lives of the girls. 

As the country with the world’s biggest Catholic population, Brazilian society 
today is still deeply vested in tradition and patriarchy. Men in Brazil are the 
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bedrock of the family, while women are taught to be submissive, focus on family 
duties, and stay out of politics and economics.87 

My father was director of bus companies, but I was never raised …him and his 

brothers… but I was never raised to work in the family business. Even more so as 

they were super machos. […]  

So, of the women in the family, no one was raised to work in the company. Therefore, 

my path has always been to look for other things. 

This quote illustrates that even in the upper-class, women struggled with society’s 
gender roles and Brazilian ‘macho’ culture. However, the situation for women in 
terms of professional opportunities seemed to be better in the predominantly 
white upper-class than in the mainly coloured lower-classes.88 This aligns with 
the fact that nearly all interviewed mothers had professional careers, most of 
them working in the position of company executives in smaller businesses. 
Nevertheless, the interviews showed that the absence of the father in Brazilian 
culture takes a toll on women. As mothers were most often solely in charge over 
the children, they struggled with keeping up with all the responsibilities. This 
often impeded them in following and building their own careers: 

I’m not working. I had a design agency, I am an autonomous graphics designer. 

However, since last year I stopped because I did not manage to administer all the 

things that I have to administer. My work was suffering a lot, and in order not to lose 

clientele, I preferred to give my work a break, to be able to dedicate myself to the 

management of the family, which today is very complex. 

I worked until last year, today I am no longer working. When they left school [the 

former school, switching to the next school] I stopped working, to be able to follow 

exactly this thing of the homework, to feel this adaptation to the new school […] So I 

was scared and left my job, and now I can give them more support. But I still do some 

work in the companies that I'm an associate in, which means that I don’t even have 

that full availability [at home]. But then I have people who help. 

In the next section, the role of the mother with regards to raising the children and 
organizing life at home is scrutinized. 

8.1.1 Organizing Life at Home 

In Recife, the sun rises between 4am and 5:30am, depending on the time of the 
year. In a typical school week, the families’ days started around the same time. 

The children study in the morning, very early. And I also work in the morning very 

early, starting at 5:30am in the morning. What happens ... I wake up every day at 

4:30am, I leave breakfast table ready for them. I pack their bags, I leave them well 

organized and before I leave at 5:15am in the morning, I go wake them up. So, they 

wake up and are ready. My secretary [maid] arrives at 5:30am and I leave to work at 

                                                   
 
87 Armand de Bonneval, P. 2016. Brazil’s stubborn machismo. Council on Hemispheric Affairs. 
http://www.coha.org/brazils-stubborn-machismo/ (Accessed 2019-05-14). 
88 The World Bank. What Does It Mean to Be a Woman in Brazil? 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2017/03/08/ser-mujer-brasil (Accessed 2019-05-14). 
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5:15am. Then they'll wake up, have breakfast, and the school bus arrives by 6:00am 

in the morning because classes begin at 7:00am. If by 7:15am they do not arrive, they 

will not be allowed to enter the school. 

The families ran a tight schedule in the morning, due to school often beginning 
very early. It was the mother who prepared the breakfast, often with the help of a 
maid, or as in the interview excerpt above, alone. It was a bit easier for other 
families, especially those with children at the Colegio Santa Maria, which is a 
semi-integral school. This meant that the children, depending on their age, either 
attended classes in the morning or in the afternoon. 

My daughter studies in the morning, the oldest. And my two sons study in the 
afternoon. It's bad because I must organize these two schedules, but on the other 
hand it's good, because I have three children and it allows me to pay attention to the 
different ages. 

Because the parents tended to work all day, and often long hours, it was important 
for them to find at least one time per day that they could sit down and eat 
together. This was usually the breakfast or lunchtime. 

I always had the option …it was my choice… to always have lunch at home. And 

because I'm a professional, I've always had that possibility. So, I always have lunch 

at home. And because Recife is a very big city, it's very difficult for people to come 

home for lunch. So, I always have lunch with her ...I will not say dinner because I 

arrive a little later than her dinner time. But, since always and up to now – she's 11 

years old –, it's us who put her to sleep. And I tell you, even with that little time we 

have for lunch, I see how important it is to her. On the very rare occasion that I 

cannot have lunch at home, my stepdaughters tell me: "Do you realize that she says 

'Mom, are you not coming today?'?" So, we have that habit of having lunch with her 

and putting her to sleep, always. 

Throughout a busy school week, areas that mothers had to administer in relation 
to their children included following doctors’ appointments and seeing 
psychologists, the supervision of, and help with, homework and exam 
preparation, and organizing extracurricular activities (the organization of the 
extracurricular activities is given more in-depth attention in a later section). 

This week, which is an exam week, I needed to study with both of them very closely. 

So, I study with them a lot, very intensely in the exam week. During exam week, just 

yesterday, they went to bed later, at 10 a.m., because we read the book. I continued 

the review of the material after they went to sleep, for them to wake up in the 

morning and continue their revision. 

To take some weight off their shoulders, some mothers chose to contract private 
tutors, who worked with the children in various subjects at home.  

He has a private teacher every day, who studies with him on an average of one hour 

a day, who does the homework with him, this private teacher. It's a support. I work 

all day and at night I come home tired. Usually this person takes over my duties as a 

mother in educating him, because she has that patience. As I have had him when I 

was already a bit older, I do not have the patience to be administering. He is better 

off studying with her than with me. She can even keep him disciplined better than 

me. He gets up and gets distracted often when studying with me. With her, with her 
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being a teacher, right, she can keep him studying. At least this hour, an hour and a 

half, a day that he needs to study. 

This interview illustrates that when mothers did not want to give up, or could not 
give up, on their work, the family had the economic capital to seek solutions such 
as taking up the services of private teachers. These educated their children in the 
school’s subjects, and sometimes even more than that. The aid of such 
professionals was useful when the children prepared for the demanding 
‘vestibular’, the entrance examination for the popular federal universities. 
Another way to seek help in preparation for the vestibular were the popular 
preparatory courses, the so-called ‘cursinhos’. 

When the mother could not be at home to take care of her children, it was 
either another relative, such as the grandmother, or, as was most often the case, 
the nanny that supervised the child’s activities at home and outside. However, 
mother’s hardly felt comfortable leaving their children in the care of their 
grandmothers, as these often “de-educated” them. This underpins Sharon Hays’ 
analysis that mothers “do not always consider relatives competent caregivers”.89 
Furthermore, often families had chauffeurs that helped with the logistics of 
bringing the children to school or extracurricular activities. Nannies were always 
recruited from the lower-classes and most often were illiterate. They only served 
the purpose of supervising and accompanying the child, but almost never had a 
proactive part in the education that the child received at home. 

8.1.2 Nannies and the Protection from Bad Cultural Influences 

Keeping maids or nannies around was a great help to the mothers, but it could 
also be a burden in the education of their children, for two reasons. First, nannies 
and maids, who formed part of the lowest social classes in Brazil, had their own 
culture, which they brought into the house of the upper-class family. Hence, 
children were constantly confronted with the “lower” culture of their nannies and 
maids. This transmission of lower culture could happen through music that a 
maid chose to play as she tidied up the apartment. However, this was often not a 
problem for the mother as she could tell her employees not to listen to music 
while they were in the family’s home. Where it became more difficult was when 
the children spent the whole day with the nanny, listening to the way the nanny 
talks, which was highly distinct from the elite habitus way of speaking and 
articulating. This was indeed a worry for some parents, although as one 
explained, her daughter tended to correct the nanny’s grammar and 
pronunciation errors. Moreover, upper-class parents in Recife usually did not 
cook at home. Therefore, the children were also confronted with the maid’s 
culture through the food they ate at home every day, which was prepared by the 
maid, usually after her own recipe. This was not a negative cultural influence as 
such, except that the children most likely tended to eat the same set of dishes 
every week and did therefore not expand their culinary cultural capital. 

Here [in Brazil], as we have nannies, it is sometimes difficult because they are 

socially disadvantaged people, right. So, we end up spending a lot of time at work, 

and they [the children] spend a lot of time being educated by these people. 
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A second reason related to the interviewed mothers’ wish to educate their 
children to be independent and responsible. Some of them expressed this wish in 
the form of letting their children do chores at home, or studying by themselves, 
while yet others let their children go to school on their own, in the case that the 
family lived close to school.  

As they are growing, they are starting to do things themselves; then I ask the nanny 

"Look, do not do things for them, do them with them or help them when they do 

something… ‘Would you like to prepare a snack?’ Do not leave her sitting on the 

television, waiting for you to do and bring everything. Let her go to the kitchen and 

get some fruit or something." I really like to see her try to make them [the children] 

independent. 

One mother expressed a concern with the nanny culture in the North-East of 
Brazil. Having only moved to Recife from Sao Paulo a few years ago, this mother 
had an outside perspective on how children were raised in Recife. According to 
her, children in Recife grew up around a culture of servitude, which could have 
negative effects for their future development. Therefore, she felt the need to be 
very strict with the way she raised her children: 

I remember, when I came here, noticing a big difference in the way that people treat 

domestic employees. Here, it is a matter of status to have nanny. When in the 

restaurant, people find it strange that I go to the restaurant with three children and 

I do not bring a nanny. I have three children, and when I take them to the playground 

in the park, I see only nannies taking care of the children. There are three siblings, 

with three different nannies. You do not need all of this ‘assistentialism’, and it's very 

different a nanny spending all day with a child, to a mother. I see at the playground 

for example, that a child takes all its toys in a box of this size for all the toys… and 

who cleans it all up after? The nanny. When my kids go downstairs: “okay, you want 

to take a box of toys, you can take as many toys as you want, you mess up, you'll clean 

up, and bring it home. I will not be carrying your toys, I will not be cleaning up your 

mess”. That’s how I say it. It is not out of spite, but children are accustomed to having 

someone serving the whole time. Made it dirty? It's the nanny who's going to clean. 

Made a mess? It's the nanny who’s going to clean. Not at my home, I do not care. Are 

there people working in my house? There are, there are people 24 hours a day. But I 

do not care. It was she who messed up, she is going to clean up. She's the one who 

messed up, she's the one who's going to clean up. 

Like in the quote above, more mothers tended to be strict with their children, 
which they saw as a way to educate them and form their character. In many cases, 
mothers established a set of rules at home which the children needed to follow. 
These rules were meant to guide the child and protect it from negative influences. 
One of the mothers’ greatest concern was their children’s use of technology, such 
as tablets, smartphones, computers, videogames and television. Their worry was 
that these technologies may influence their children in a way that went contrary 
to how they educated them. To the mothers, children were at a great risk of being 
influenced by lower forms of culture, which included music, movies, and 
language. 

One of the most difficult aspects of education I find today, is the issue of electronics. 

It includes TV, YouTube, videogames, iPhone, everything ... anyway. At first, I had a 

lot of trouble with that. As I worked long hours, the kids always wanted to play 
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videogames or watch TV, to watch a cartoon. At first, I would leave them be, but then 

it got too much. I told them “no”, and agreed with my secretary: “now, only when it's 

dark”. 

8.1.3 Orchestrating the Children’s Social Relationships 

Maids and nannies were not the only cultural influences on the lives of the 
children, outside of the family, as their friends could also exert influence. Mothers 
knew this, and they tried to act on it. On the one side, they may have seen it as 
their responsibility to prevent their children from being too close to children that 
projected negative cultural and social attitudes. On the other side, they were very 
much involved in orchestrating beneficial social relationships, in an act of using 
their own, while at the same time building their children’s social capital. One 
example of which was illustrated by this mother, who enjoyed organizing social 
events in and outside of the school: 

Yes, I try. These are the friends of the school, so I always try to invite them. Just 

yesterday… about a friend from school who lives nearby, I said: "ask him to come 

home, to stay a little", and he brought him home. I try to encourage this, but there 

are people who do more than I do. I think in that part maybe I could do better. There 

are people who pick up the children, bring them back home, organize a lot of 

programming with the friends. I do, but I do not do as much as most mothers. 

One aspect of the orchestration of their children’s friendships, which was given 
particular emphasis by the interviewed mothers, was that they did not care so 
much for the social class origin of the friends. It was not a determinant for a 
potentially good or bad relationship. What rather seemed to be crucial in the 
choice of friendships was whether the friend one’s child interacted with came 
from a family that raised their child well. In this regard, it was valued that the 
friend had been taught manners and to be respectful of other children and its own 
parents. Knowing a friend’s parents significantly weighed in the decision to let 
this friend be around one’s child, as the interviews revealed. 

Of course, I influence it a lot. […] I look for people who have more or less the same 

culture that I have, […] that treats people well, respects people, has no prejudice 

towards other people. If a person is a chauffeur, they have to say good morning to 

the chauffeur. When I see a child treating its nanny badly, I already don’t want it to 

come here, at home. Think about it… if you do not respect the nanny, do you think 

you will respect me when I say you have to pack the toys? Because here at home it 

does not matter if it's my daughters, or if it's my daughter's friends. You made a mess, 

you must clean it up. But there are children that are very reactive when it comes to 

tidying up. And children who do a lot of drama when it comes to tidying up, I’m sorry, 

I do not want them back at my house. This way, I can differentiate a little the children 

who are well educated, who respect the rules, and those that do not respect. So, I do 

influence. 

Nevertheless, there appeared to be a difference in how mothers engaged in the 
selection of friendships for their children. On the one hand, some mothers 
demonstrated rather active engagement, telling their children that certain 
“friends” are not welcome at home, or that they do not like that their children 
were around these people. On the other hand, other mothers were more passive 
and took a rather advisory stance on their children’s social relationships.  
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Look ... I will tell you something. I try not to limit my children's friendships. Because 

I think it's important that people get inserted in various contexts. So, there are 

children who do not have the same values... but as I say to my children: “I will give 

an example: Joaozinho has three videogame consoles, travels I don’t know how many 

times a year, right. This is his reality, but it is not ours. But I think we need to learn 

to live with everyone. I think it's important to have our values, our core, but I really 

try not to limit friendships. 

Yet other mothers left it completely to the discretion of their children to choose 
their friends, as they either viewed it as part of a process of learning to make 
independent choices, thereby growing in character, or believed that friendships 
with the right people grew naturally. Hereby, emphasis was placed on the affinity, 
which children would or would not develop for other children. “Affinity will select 
your friends”, thus it was seen as the determinant factor in the development of 
social relationships, and could not be orchestrated: 

When I invite people to my house, I invite everyone. But not everyone will keep on 

coming to my house. Not because I do not want them to, but because they themselves 

will see that they are different. So, it's no use wanting to be everyone's friend. What 

we taught them, they will find in other people, and this is going to be a natural 

selection. 

8.1.4 Maintaining Close Family Ties 

The interviews revealed that while social relationships outside of the families 
were important, building strategic social networks with outsiders was not a 
priority. This was the case for established and newcomer families. These families 
rather tended to prioritize their family networks. 

I have my social networks, that were built way back, as I have a very large family. So, 

we always have had this conviviality. Every week I'm having lunch at my 

grandfather's house, with my cousins, and everybody. We even live in the same 

building, as almost all of them. When I travel, all the children stay in the same 

apartment. My cousin is there if anything happens. So, we have this very close 

relationship. 

Mothers placed great value in that their children spent enough time with their 
relatives, such as their grandparents and their cousins. This behaviour of keeping 
the family close, although evident in both elite groups, used to play an important 
part in the reproduction strategies of established families in the generation of the 
parents. They relied on their often-large families to maintain their businesses in 
the hands of the family, hence continuing the family legacy. When asked whether 
social networking has helped in her career, one mother said: 

No, not for me because my business is a family business. My mother has had this 

garment business for 30 years. So, have social contacts helped? Not in our business. 

This attitude mirrored what Pierre Bourdieu called the familial mode of 
reproduction. This means that established elite families seek to ensure their social 
reproduction by placing important in maintaining close family relations within 
their often-large families. Moreover, the next generation is often raised to take 
certain responsibilities in a family business, while at the same time being 
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educated according to family tradition and values that are meant to be passed on 
through the generations. These family bonds need to be constantly reaffirmed 
through social family events or spending time with relatives, such as the 
interviews above illustrate. 

8.2 Preparing for the Future 

8.2.1 Emphasizing Moral Support and the Importance of Education 

The importance attributed to family bonds as a way of securing future 
reproduction, further had, as the interviews showed, to integrate the difficulties 
of controlling this kind of reproduction in a modern society where the individual 
family members may have different abilities to fulfil their expected roles. 
Negotiating with children’s “interests” is one challenge parents were faced with, 
while adapting to a lack of aptitude for studies or work of a specific kind (whether 
because of ADHD or something else) is another. This was illustrated by one 
mother, who showed concern for her son’s development and needs, while at the 
same time acknowledging the expectations that her husband had for the son’s 
future: 

The father, who is an engineer, often says that he [the son] will become an engineer, 

too, to continue the family’s construction company. So, he talks a lot about this 

question of continuing what he does, it should be according to his will. But we do not 

know what direction he's going, so I leave it at ease, I do not pressure him. Even more 

so because he is a child who has his issues [ADHD]. I do not try not to lead him on a 

particular path, I try to give him the greatest freedom possible because he is still very 

young. He still has much to develop, and yet has to show, which way he will go. I 

want him to be a child. My son is a child that values playing a lot. He loves to play. 

This quote shows that it was more important to the mother that her child 
developed in accordance with his own pace and preferences, than to drill him to 
follow in his fathers’ footsteps. The family’s professional background, according 
to her, was not supposed to be the decisive factor in the child’s development and 
educational and professional choices. Preparing one’s child for the future seemed 
to be an important issue to mothers. What this and further interviews on this 
issue revealed, was that there may be a change in the way economic elite families 
strategize about their children’s future. Instead of calculating exactly what 
professional route the children should take in the future, the interviewed families 
appeared to place their emphasis on what is “good” for the children’s 
development towards the future. Moreover, the interview illustrated the relatively 
strong position which mothers could take regarding their children’s development, 
as this mother showed determination in opposing her husband’s vision. 

Conceptualizing the future, and the possibilities it held, played into how 
parents educated their children at home. Moreover, was it important to assure 
the children that they had the support of their parents. According to Hays, 
mothers in the upper classes are more likely to seek encouragement and the 
promotion of their children’s self-esteem. In contrast, in the lower classes, 
families tend to stress the importance of education as the determinant for the 
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future success of the children.90 Perhaps the most important aspect 
differentiating these attitudes between parents from the upper and lower classes, 
was that upper-class parents had the economic capital to support their children, 
even if their first steps into the professional or academic world turned out to be 
difficult. The quote below illustrates the power of economic capital as an escape 
from the pressure of necessarily being successful in the education system: 

I don’t have the intention of pressuring her on the choice of profession. I think that 

here in Brazil we choose this so prematurely. I think that if today I could re-do my 

professional choice, I would have become a lawyer because I would have studied law. 

But I did administration, and I like what I do. But maybe if I went back, I would have 

chosen different. Because we choose very early. So, I always tell her that if she does 

not want to do the vestibular, or if she does and does not pass, that's okay. That she 

can travel and get to know other places and meet other people. So, I always stay close 

to them, showing that they have no obligation to make the choices today ...as society 

demands. Everyone asks, "Does she know what she's going to do?" No, not her, not 

me ... I never ask. 

In Recife, the situation seemed a little different from how Sharon Hays describes 
it, as the lines were often blurred. The interviews support Hays’ analysis, showing 
that the upper-class families were indeed highly supportive of their children’s 
future trajectories. Parents would provide moral guidance and seek to encourage 
and build their children’s self-esteem. In response to a question whether a mother 
would support her child’s plan to become a professional tennis player, the mother 
said: 

I’d support. I think this is going to be impossible, but I’d support. I want him to study, 

too. He is sometimes like "no, I just want to practice tennis, I'm going to be a tennis 

player. I do not need to study". I tell him "you do have to study". […] For me, the 

effort is important in everything. No matter your grade, a C ... but if he puts in a lot 

of effort, I will not be upset. “I want you to be studying. That way I'll know you're 

trying, even if you have some difficulty and do not get a good grade”. My husband 

and I at home value the effort. Not so much the result, that comes after. 

Once more, the interviews express the ease that comes with wealth, as parents 
seemed to be able to accommodate their children’s educational adventures 
financially. Moreover, the emphasis placed here on “effort” may also be 
characteristic of the economic elite and the competitive nature of its capital 
accumulation. What this quote further shows, is that – different than Hays 
emphasized – the interviewed parents did seem to highly value education. 
Education for these families, established and newcomers, enjoyed highest 
priority, as it was seen as the only way to live a decent life in Brazil: 

You see, you do not have to be rich, but you're going to have to pay your bills and live 

with dignity, you know. What is a life with dignity? It is you having a health problem, 

and being able to go to the hospital, that you are well taken care of. It's being able to 

put your child in a school where he actually learns. Unfortunately, here in Brazil, you 

only have this dignity if you earn some money, because otherwise, you go to public 

hospitals [known for their poor quality] and you will suffer. Your son is going to study 
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in a school like the one that the son of my nanny studies in… that boy is eight years 

of age and cannot read. […] He cannot read because the teacher does not teach in 

class. He entered a private school (that the mother’s family paid for), and after one 

month the boy was already reading. So, in Brazil, you need money. Not for the sake 

of being rich, no… it's for you to have the right to the things that give you dignity as 

a person, as a human being. Because without, it is almost a treatment as if you were 

not human. I do not say "I do not want her to be a plastic artist" [her daughters 

dream], no, I want her to have a health plan, I want her to have her own home, I want 

her to be able to afford a good school for her daughters, and for that I do not know if 

as a plastic artist she will succeed. 

According to this mother, excessive wealth was not what she necessarily 
envisioned for her children. Rather, she deemed it important to find jobs that 
enabled her children to live a decent life, with access to basic human needs. In 
her opinion, these basic needs were not guaranteed in Brazil, unless one could 
earn a decent living. For this reason, she emphasized a focus on education 
through which her children could gain access to sustainable professions. 
Education, more than anything, was the prerequisite for a life in comfort, as the 
interviewee believed. For her daughter, who wanted to become a plastic artist, 
this mother could only think of one sustainable way to follow this dream: she 
would need to seek quality education and a career in this field abroad.  

8.2.2 Using Economic Capital: Financial Preparations and Investments 

Such prospects of seeking education outside of the country involved a significant 
investment of economic capital. Nevertheless, it seemed that parents began to 
consider this option for their children. For the case that a child went on to pursue 
education outside of Brazil, families had sometimes already made financial 
arrangements: 

He really wants to study abroad. […] We prepared for this. When they were little, we 

opened a savings account for them... and if they want to, they will go. He [her older 

son] will certainly. He has just finished his vestibular. If he does not get into any 

federal university, I have a brother who lives in the United States, where he can stay 

as an experience abroad. And if he gets a chance to study abroad, that's for sure. I'd 

be very happy. 

As the quote shows, financial investments in the children’s education demanded 
planning and preparation from some families. The economic capital that these 
families possessed and which they were ready to invest in their children’s 
education, did not only flow into tuition expenditures. In addition, an investment 
of their economic capital made by parents concerned the choice of residential 
area, which in turn could have a significant benefit in the further academic 
trajectory of their children. One example of this is this family, which, before 
moving to the United States, invested in a property in a wealthy neighbourhood, 
which provided it with direct access to quality educational institutions: 

The investments I make, are so that we can guarantee their university. Because we 

have a differentiated economic position, they obligatorily will inherit. But I think the 

most important inheritance for them is to study now. It is their education. The money 

is very expensive. For the two, we opened an investment fund, because they can 

either enter a public university there [in the USA] and I will not have to pay, or they 
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can go to a private university. Or they will exhaust this fund in another way. The two 

have a fund with financial reserves. The money is either to fund their university, […] 

or when they finish university and I say: "here's the money, what are you going to 

invest it in?" Then they may take that money and do a post-doc. So, it’s that initial 

push as soon as they finish university. They will have our support. What I also 

understand, in the United States if they study in good schools, they will have access 

to the best universities. Therefore, we bought a house in the neighbourhood in 

Florida where my children go to school. It is the fourth best school in Florida and has 

the best access to the universities there. The United States is a country that is said to 

be very meritocratic, but of course, the merit was pre-paid, in the form of the house 

bought in the neighbourhood that has the best school, so ... what merit? 

This quote clearly illustrates that, more than anything, economic capital and 
smart financial investments seemed to be among the most important factors 
playing into elite families’ educational strategies. Such investments could secure 
the best school and university education for the children. In other words, it is a 
transformation of economic capital into educational capital. This passage further 
demonstrates that the belief in meritocracy was most likely an illusion, as merit 
could be bought. This also reflected the Brazilian education system, in which 
private-school students had a significant advantage over public-school students 
in entering one of the prestigious federal universities. 

8.3 Seeking Cultivation at Home and Abroad 

The interviews showed that an advantage that private-school students in Brazil 
appeared to have over public-school students was that of their families’ economic 
capital. It gave them access not only to the best schools but allowed them to follow 
paid extracurricular activities and undergo international study trips, which 
equipped them with relevant academic, social and cultural skills and competence. 
This section, therefore, looks at the importance parents gave to the orchestration 
of cultivation for their children at home and abroad, specifically looking at 
extracurricular activities and international travel experiences. 

8.3.1 Filling up the Schedule with Extracurricular Activities 

Brazilian private-schools offered a range of extracurricular activities, which met 
many of the families’ demands and the students’ needs. Additionally, parents 
sought extracurricular activities for their children outside of the school. What this 
means, is that the children’s weekly schedules were filled with activities. On the 
one hand, these activities were meant to add valuable social and cultural skills, 
while on the other hand, they had the practical function of keeping the children 
occupied, while the parents were at work, as some interviewees admitted. 

Popular extracurricular activities among children from the economic elite in 
Recife included musical and dance-related lessons and practices.  

I asked them what instrument they wanted to play at home, and the older one said 

she wanted to play the piano. We bought a keyboard first, and she started to like it 

and then we bought a piano and it became a piano lesson. I like music a lot, my 

husband really likes music, I like classical music. It has this mixture of musical 

intelligence and mathematics. 
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Often, parents themselves had no musical background but nevertheless 
recognized the importance and quality of musical education in what constitutes 
access to cultural capital and social skills. 

Musically, I am very weak. That is why I provided them with a teacher. They used to 

have a keyboard teacher, which they did not like. It was in a music school and the 

teacher was the type to speak really slow. That’s why I kept trying to find another 

teacher and I found a very good teacher, but he never had time, and his students 

never left. Then finally, I got him last year. He started teaching the boys in keyboard 

lessons once a week, stimulating them like: "let's create a playlist, come on ...". So, 

this teacher helps me in developing in them a bit of that musical taste that I do not 

understand much about. I like it, because I think that music gives the person a great 

joy. 

As the example of this mother shows, parents in Recife could feel the need to 
make up for a personal lack of culture. Musical aptitude – the embodied cultural 
capital of being able to play musical instruments – needed to be harvested in the 
next generation. Sparing no economic means, these mothers did everything in 
their power to offer their children a variety of musical experience and equip them 
with the appropriate knowledge and skills. Moreover, behind each activity stood 
a purpose that surpassed the pure practice of the activity itself. In the example 
below, it was the aim of shaping ambition within the children: 

Then there’s that thing of developing ambition through the "Afterschool" 

[extracurricular activity]. It is the best way for a child to develop ambition, because 

it is pleasurable and demanding. They say that school is merely demanding, it is not 

very pleasurable. So, the child will hardly have a very strong desire to excel in that 

class in school. Playing with friends is merely pleasurable, but it is zero demanding. 

Not so the extracurricular activity. It is demanding because you have a teacher, you 

have a coach, you have someone demanding your improvement, and at the same time 

it is pleasurable, because it is a game. So, there's also this thing about extracurricular 

activity, of finding something for you... there are several factors involved with the 

piano lesson. But the piano lesson is not a... I do not oblige them to practice. It's not 

a lesson for them to become pianists, you know. Now they're on holidays, I'm not 

going to tell them to stay home, because there's already too much on their plates. I 

try to create this piano lesson as pleasantly as possible. If they realize that it's 

something that they really want to invest in, okay ...but right now, at this age, it's a 

very light activity. 

Sports was a further activity which, in the eyes of the interviewees, could 
contribute to a positive development of the children. As in the example below, 
mothers made the choice of a certain activity because they saw a benefit in it. The 
child’s activity was thus concerted by the mother and it had to follow it without 
question: 

After football practice, he goes home, takes a shower, eats a snack, and goes to judo. 

Judo is me who put him there, it was not what he wanted. Today he likes it, but I put 

my three children in judo. I think it's an activity that disciplines a lot. For you to be 

a judoka, you must be self-disciplined. It made a lot of difference in the lives of my 

other two children. 
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Caring this much for one’s child and recognizing it’s needs seemed to be very 
labour intensive. According to Sharon Hays, upper-class mothers take this labour 
intensity to the extreme, “negotiating with the child, explaining to the child, 
reasoning with the child, apologizing to the child, and using methods to ensure 
internalized self-discipline”.91 

Another key aspect of equipping one’s child with skill sets was language. For 
the mothers, in established and newcomer families, it was eminent that their 
children learned to speak English. While some of the children were fully educated 
in the English language at school – in case that they attended the American 
School –, other children took extracurricular English lessons to complement the 
English lessons at school. The parents knew that English would be important in 
the children’s professional life, were that at jobs around the world or in Brazil 
itself. 

My kids went to the American School because I think that the most important for 

them, for their lives, is that they have a globalized world view. I want them to know 

English really well, and I have always invested in that they learned English since they 

were little. 

Yet, there appeared to be a concern that some mothers had with their children being 

taught in English at the American School. Because of the strong focus on English, 

they feared that their children’s Portuguese might lag behind. 

I have a Portuguese teacher because I’m afraid of the alphabetization, that they lose 

their Portuguese in the American School. My younger daughter was alphabetized 

there and reads perfectly in both languages, simultaneously. But still I have a 

Portuguese tutor at home for the two. And there's an English teacher for my older 

daughter who helps her with her school work. My older daughter entered school a 

year ago, and she had a lot of difficulty with the adjustment to the school because she 

left the Brazilian school for the American School with nine. It was very difficult for 

her. 

Sometimes, the intensity in trying to cultivate the children could take the best of 
the mothers, as they either overloaded their children or made them follow 
activities that they did not enjoy. This could have had a counterproductive effect 
on their development. 

My 14-year-old daughter, when she was younger, I really wanted her to do ballet, and 

I got her to do four years of ballet. But she did not love ballet because what she really 

enjoyed was playing football. Football is a passion here, and nowadays girls play a 

lot, too. I couldn’t excite her for ballet, which is why she left it when she was nine, 

ten years old. I could not keep her there. It was very important for her to do 

something she really identified with. So, I guess until nine, ten, I did something that 

I thought was good for her, but then I could not keep her there anymore. She then 

chose to play volley ball instead as she's into sports. 

In such cases, the mother’s impulse for her child to follow a certain activity was 
wrong, and the child became bored or unhappy with what it was doing. 
Nevertheless, it was a quality of the Brazilian mother to be understanding and, as 
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in this case, able to realize that their children were more comfortable with other 
activities. 

I give them options, and they can choose. In my opinion, they may not yet be their 

own bosses because I think that they are still too young. But I also believe that if you 

run against your child’s will, you can frustrate it in a thing that maybe it was good at. 

So, I like to listen and let them take part in the decision making. 

Nevertheless, the interviews showed that choices around extracurricular 
activities could also have had more pragmatic reasons. First, as parents worked 
all day, the extracurricular activities which the schools offered kept the children 
occupied. Children could develop different skills through these extracurricular 
activities at school, without the parents having to actively engage in establishing 
these skills. It further helped with the logistics, as the children did not have to be 
driven around town. This saved time and money. Second, having all the 
extracurricular activities placed in the school, meant that the parents knew that 
the children were in a safe zone. 

The risk of them being on the street, walking, and the dynamics of having three 

children doing English, ballet, and another swimming, I can’t ... the more things I 

can offer them at school, the better, because they are in a safe environment. Then the 

other activities they have, are in my house. 

Organizing extracurricular activities in the house also seemed to be a popular 
option among the economic elite in Recife. This was because most of these 
families lived at the Avenida Boa Viagem, in the big building complexes that 
included swimming pools, tennis courts, gyms, and often smaller football fields. 
These families had everything they needed in their highly secured home, which 
was very practical and luxurious, but also shows to what extent economic elites 
in Recife lived segregated from the rest of society. 

We live in a building that offers a lot of sports. Our building has a tennis court, a 

squash court, a swimming pool, a gym, and a dance hall, so I always work out in the 

building, I do my gym in the building. And today with this whole thing about unsafety 

and also transit, that we have a lot here, I try to make them follow activities that they 

could do inside the building. So, the dance class, the tap-dance, is in the building. 

[…] The tennis of José is in the building, and the swimming is in the building. And 

they are not alone, tap-dance is a group of five girls. We said that we would open a 

class there and the people went to join. So, she can be around children. Not 

everything, but most takes place in the building. It makes it easier, you know, much 

easier. 

These buildings on the Avenida functioned as their own social spaces for elite 
communities. Their sports were there; their neighbours were there. Sometimes 
their whole family lived there. Allowing for a little exaggeration with some truth 
to it, it seemed that the only time that they really needed to leave their building 
was to go to work and school, or to go shopping. 

8.3.2 A Cultural Openness for the International Experience 

Cultivation was not only concerted by parents through extracurricular activities 
in and around the school or the home. Some of the interviewed parents expressed 
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a rather open mindset, which drove them to seek cultural and academic education 
outside of the country. People in the upper classes in Recife, who could afford to 
travel around the world and meet different cultures, were likely to gain cultural 
and social capital that was different to that accessible in Brazil. As was described 
in the interviews, some of the parents’ views had changed significantly while 
travelling, one aspect of which may was an openness towards people with 
different backgrounds than their own. This openness could be passed on to the 
children, causing them to develop cultural character traits which made them 
more outwardly thinking. 

What I realize, is that this new generation, which is the generation of my children, is 

a generation of a person who has had contact with this evolution of couples of 

different family configurations. Families with separated parents... in the time of my 

parents it was very bad if you were friends with someone who had separated parents. 

This generation is a generation that does not care about it. I don’t perceive it. I think 

that the higher the standard of living of people, the more they also evolve culturally, 

because they travel more, they know other countries, they do exchanges. This makes 

it easier for them to come to understand how these families live. Realizing that the 

other's life belongs to the other, and that you need to respect that, you will live better. 

That's what I realize in the most developed countries. At the time of my master's 

degree, I did an exchange in Toronto, and when I got home, I said “we still need 

maaaaany more years to develop”. Because what happens? The people there are 

already born without prejudice. They do not care that the neighbour is… They are 

raised not to have prejudice. 

The interviews further illustrated patters that made it evident that established 
and newcomer families sought to equip their children with experiences that made 
them stand out from the rest. This pursuit of differentiation was often 
orchestrated by both groups through similar international educational 
experiences. Educational summer camps or international study programs in the 
USA, the UK and Switzerland seemed to be a popular method to make a 
difference. They provided the children with social capital and embodied cultural 
capital, through familiarity with particular cultures, ways of life, and languages, 
which were different to those in Brazil. Furthermore, they added to their 
institutionalized cultural capital through certifications. Such qualifications and 
certifications could be the difference that supported the further academic or 
professional trajectories of the children. 

My sister went to study in France, so she learned French, too. When she married and 

went to live in São Paulo, she said that it was a very important thing for her to have 

learned French because most of the people in São Paulo only knew how to speak 

English, so French was a differential for her. She managed to work in a French 

company, for many years she worked for Chanel. [...] She said that her differential 

was French. So, the sooner you get your child to learn things, the better. 

However, letting their children go abroad by themselves to take part in such 
summer camps seemed to be a difficult step for some parents. 

We know, of course, what culture we Latinos have. We tend to be very protective of 

our children, overprotective, different from the United States for example, which I 

also lived in. We suffer when we separate from our children. 
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What this indicates is the importance of close family bonds and an importance 
attributed to physical proximity which may be typical for economic fractions of 
the elite. A hypothesis that this study cannot explore is that cultural fractions 
more easily may accept that their children need to create their own trajectory and 
destiny, and hence find it easier to invest in their personality through 
unaccompanied international travels. The quote below further emphasizes the 
control that parents tried to exert on their children’s life and development. When 
asked about whether her children have already had contact with foreign 
countries, one mother said: 

No, they have not, but I will tell you why… because of my husband. I have a very open 

mind and very calm about it, and I think today, English is something that has to be 

spoken. […] And I say it a lot to my husband, that if I can, I'll send my three children 

to live outside, and I really want them to live what I have lived. But he says: "You're 

crazy, they will return as crazy people, some junkies". I tell him: "Paulo, I never came 

back like that from my international experience." 

This family and others in the investigation showed that there seemed to exist 
gender differences around the openness towards international experiences of 
their children, whereby mothers tended to be more comfortable with the idea. 
This may be linked to the tradition of keeping men close to the family business, 
while women were often engaged in educational experiences abroad, as the 
interviews revealed.  

8.3.3 The pursuit of Legitimate Culture Abroad and its Limitations in Brazil 

Almost all families in this study had at one point made a trip outside of the 
country together with the children; the most common destination was Disney 
World in Orlando, Florida. It seemed like a must to go to Disney World, in order 
to fulfil one’s child’s dreams. Nevertheless, some mothers saw this phenomenon 
rather critically. According to one mother, the opportunity for international travel 
had extended beyond the upper classes, but she criticised that to the other social 
classes, international travel meant “to go to Disney and back, Disney and back”. 
For the interviewed upper-class families, a trip to Disney was only a part of their 
international experience. 

The other part related to travels in which they engaged in broadening their 
horizons, learning about cultures and societies.  

And when we travel abroad, I always try to take them to museums and galleries, 

which is something they have little access to here. The last trip we went on, was in 

2017, when we went to Europe. We spent 15 days in Portugal. At the end, the boy 

from ‘migrations’ asked my five-year-old: "What did you like the most here?" She 

said: "The museums… where I live, we do not have museums". There are, right, but 

they think it’s very different there, they like it [in Europe]. And as I had a little 

education in that but only had access to such travels at the age of 17, I think it's 

important to show this to them earlier. So that they are children who know that such 

and such [art] collection exists, that such and such city exists, that vacations are not 

only Disney. 

In other words, they actively sought travels which could add to the families’ 
cultural capital. On these travels, it was important to the families to feel culture 
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and history surrounding them. For this reason, families most often tried to go 
with their children on holiday to Europe, to try to actively educate their children 
on culture. 

I know that Europeans like the study of books, of things like history, and so on. but 

look, our lifestyle is more about experiencing and experimenting. We Brazilians, we 

like to visualize things, not so much read about them. We went to Paris, and I showed 

him the tower. His father is an engineer, so he explained to him the heights of the 

tower and I don’t know what. He is a child that enjoys more to be in the field, to see 

how things happen, than to pick up a book and study it. He does not like that. 

The interview data was not sufficient to tell whether this attitude of not preferring 
the study of literature was representative of other elite groups in Recife, such as 
cultural elites, and such an investigation would exceed the scope of this study. 
Nevertheless, the interviews hinted to a tendency, among the economic elite, of a 
preference for “visualization”, as it was called, over the study of literature. Only 
in one case did a mother explain that she prefers acquiring cultural knowledge 
through literature, before going on a trip: 

I greatly encourage them to study before going, to be able to know what this place 

has to offer. We have no habit of traveling to go shopping. I really like to travel to 

learn, and I try to stimulate it in them as well. 

Trips to Europe gave the families, and above all the children, the opportunity to 
walk and talk in diverse cultures. Due to the geographical proximity of the 
countries and the ease of travel within the European Union, it would be possible 
to spend one day in Spain, the next day in France, and the day after in England.92 
Hence, in a short span of time, it would be possible to meet people from various 
cultural backgrounds. This experience is not as attainable so easily anywhere else 
in the world, much less in Brazil, a country that spans over an entire continent. 
As one mother pointed out: 

In Brazil, we are limited to the Portuguese language. I say that because when I went 

abroad, all my friends were from Europe, we were nine in that school. They all spoke 

two or more languages because in Europe, they are all very close. First of all, 

Germans speak very good English, right… I think it's because of the roots of their 

language. My Polish friend spoke super good German, spoke Russian and so on 

because they are very close. The cultural exchange is very great. Not here, we are 

isolated here. 

What needs to be discussed, in order to understand why families valued 
international travel as they did, is that although the Northeast of Brazil was rich 
in popular musical culture, it lacked traditions and institutions that promoted so-
called ‘legitimate culture’, such as classical music, opera, or theatre. 

It's very difficult here in Recife. There are very few pieces, but I'm always looking for 

it. […] The last time I went to the theatre was in October. We went to see “The Beauty 

and the Beast” – an orchestra. But here in Recife we do not have many opportunities. 

                                                   
 
92 European Commission. Schengen Agreement and Convention. https://ec.europa.eu/home-
affairs/content/schengen-agreement-convention_en (Accessed 2019-05-21). 
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The Northeast of Brazil was the economically least developed region of the 
country.93 In addition, or because of this, the region lacked important social 
structures. The majority of the North-Eastern people lived in or near poverty, and 
the urban upper-classes only constituted a small proportion of the total 
population. Therefore, there were no real incentives for investments in, and 
developments of, a thriving cultural sector promoting legitimate culture. Those 
who could afford it and who did show an interest in this kind of culture, would 
therefore not shy away from considerable expenditures and look for such cultural 
entertainment elsewhere, abroad or in more cultured Brazilian cities. 

Whenever I can, I'll take them to watch a play. We do not have much here (in Recife), 

but for example, this past week, we were in São Paulo, so they went to see “The 

Phantom of the Opera”, and they went to see “Annie” with me. In the end, we stayed 

a week and still saw “Mary Poppins”. Afterwards, they kept singing like this: 

"mamaeeee, pleeeeeaaase, give me the tooth paaaaaste", you know. So, wherever I 

can take them to these kinds of things, I'll take them. Unfortunately, we do not have 

that many options here. 

This incentive to educate her children musically, and her awareness of where to 
find such cultural education, then derived from the mother’s own passion for, and 
knowledge of, legitimate culture. 

8.4 Being Upper-Class amidst Poverty in Recife: Educating 
Children on Social Differences 

The interviews revealed that the cultural and social differences, which children 
perceived on these travels to Europe, influenced how the children made sense of 
the world. As some of the mothers explained, such travels took their children out 
of the ordinary and into a reality that was highly different from their own. These 
travel experiences functioned as way for mothers to raise awareness of the 
existence of more than just one lifestyle. 

I want them to understand that the world is not just here, that bubble they live in. 

Living in Recife is a very limited experience. We go to very few places, and only by 

car. I remember that my youngest… the first time she went to Europe, when she was 

four, I woke her up one morning and said: "What would you like to do? Look, we can 

go to the aquarium, we can go to...", and she replied: "Mom, you know what I would 

really like to do here? Walk on the street." And we walked in the streets. “I want to 

walk on the street, I want to go to the square...” We walked on the street, which for 

her was something totally out of her routine. There is no such thing here as walking 

in the streets, there isn’t. 

According to the interviewees, elite families in Recife tended to avoid public 
spaces in the city as much as possible. In addition, most of the interviewed 
families lived in highly secured building complexes, isolated from other social 
groups. Security was a great concern, not just for the wealthy but for all Brazilians. 
Especially Recife was considered one of the most dangerous cities in the country, 
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whereby assault robberies and murders happened every day.94 It was no place for 
children to grow up freely. The reality was that the children of the interviewed 
families were driven to their highly guarded schools, either by their parents or a 
chauffeur, in bulletproof cars. The threat of kidnappings was only too real, and 
the fear was always present as soon as people left their homes. 

A shock of reality that I had when I came to Recife: poverty is very close. You go 

outside, and walk along the Avenida, and you do not see poverty. But just a block 

away, there are already children, during school hours, walking on the streets with 

torn clothing, sitting next to the trash, next to chicken and a tied-up donkey. No 

exaggeration, I saw that. The people in São Paulo say, "come on... you are 

exaggerating". I am not exaggerating, it is true. In São Paulo, at least in the 

neighbourhoods where I used to walk, it is different. There, if you do not want to see 

poverty, you will not see poverty. You might see a boy asking for money at the traffic 

light, from time to time, but you do not see those differences that you see here. 

Everyone [in Sao Paulo] looks more or less alike. 

Parents had chosen to deal with living among poverty in Brazil in different ways. 
One option could be to isolate their families from society, while another could be 
to try to educate their children on Brazil’s social disparities and on living together 
with the less fortunate. Most families in this study did the latter. One way to do 
so, was to slowly raise awareness by teaching children to donate old or surplus 
possessions, such as toys and clothes, to children who may need them more then 
oneself. One mother, for example, explained that for every new item her daughter 
was given as a present, one old item needed to be donated. The school usually 
helped with distributing these donations in disadvantaged communities. Another 
way – and this was more popular around Christmas –, was that upper-class 
families got together, often in cooperation with nongovernmental organizations, 
and went into these communities or to the structurally weak rural areas to 
distribute donations of food, water, gas, clothes, and toys. This usually became a 
whole event, often appearing in the local news. During these events, families liked 
to seek contact with the needy, getting to know how they lived and saw the world. 
A more immediate contact that children had with the lowest social classes was 
through their daily contact with the maids at home. 

First, as there is an employee at home, a nanny, they already went to the nanny's 

house, you know... they know where she lives, how she lives. So, they know that there 

are people who do not really have much economic condition, who live in small 

houses, and who does not have everything that they have. And at the same time that 

there are people who have much more than they have. I try to teach them this idea 

of "it does not matter if the person has little or much, what matters is what it has in 

its heart". At the end of last year, we went to Arco Verde, which is here in the 

countryside, where there is a priest who does this job, the “Fundação Terra”, and last 

Christmas was the first time I took them. They always make Christmas dinner for 

various families. It was beautiful. My children helped serve dinner, and my eldest 

kept serving drinks. Then I say, "we have to thank God that we have to eat at home". 

So, religion helps a lot in education and in showing it all. 

                                                   
 
94 US Dept. of State – Bureau of Diplomatic Security (OSAC). 2017. Brazil 2017 Crime & Safety Report: 
Recife. https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=21675 (Accessed 2019-05-16). 

https://www.osac.gov/pages/ContentReportDetails.aspx?cid=21675


Henry L. Peters: The Socialization and Cultivation of Children in Economic Elite Families in Recife 

 

 

74 

 

A third option for how to deal with Brazil’s social inequalities, was to leave the 
society entirely, as this family: 

In June we will move to the United States. I think you can see that how families raise 

their children here is totally different to where you come from. We're running away 

from this. We want to offer them an education that is different. We’re trying to get 

away from this culture of colonialism that Brazil has. In this kind of standard of 

living, children are raised in a bubble. 

The “culture of colonialism” referred to what some interviewees regarded as a 
Brazilian upper-class habit of having domestic servants around everywhere, a 
special characteristic of society in the Northeast. Moreover, it was meant to 
describe a culture in which old families reproduced their social status merely by 
having the right name. This view was also expressed by this mother who was new 
to Recife, and who saw great differences in elite lifestyles between Recife and her 
former hometown, São Paulo: 

The elite that I know of here, is more ... two types of them: these several families, 

that have inheritance of the plantation owners, etc., that nobody messes with, and 

the new ones ... those who have no surname, the new families. In São Paulo, it does 

not make so much difference what one’s last name is, or of whom you are son. In São 

Paulo, I feel that education is much more important in determining what you 

become. Sacrifice and dedication matter more than here. 

The “several families” that this mother mentioned in this quote were established 
elite families that formed part of the local rural elite for generations. They were 
often direct heirs of the colonial landowners, and still dominated much of the 
local economy and politics today.95 One mother, who belonged to this local elite 
on the countryside, described the sensation of their children of growing up under 
their social status: 

Everybody knew us… it's a city in the deep countryside. My family had a political 

background and was well-known, and we had a purchasing power much greater than 

99% of those who lived there. Many that went to school with my children were the 

children of our employees. And this was not very good because they treated my son 

as if he were… "look, it's Dona Marisa's son". So, everyone was very careful, no one 

could do this and that, and I could not even break this much. The little friends of my 

son did not call me Tia [auntie] Marisa, because usually here the little ones have the 

habit of calling everyone auntie and uncle... they called me Dona Marisa. And I would 

say: "No, Dona no... come here, come to Tia", and they would say: "No Dona Marisa, 

I will not go". So, they were educated that way by their parents. My children did not 

understand what was going on, but they felt dominant. 

The children in these and similar circumstances grew up feeling entitled and 
better than the rest of society. This mother felt the need to change this situation 
as she recognized that her son was not developing right. She decided to move to 
Recife, where her son would encounter a relatively large pool of other children 
that were more like him. In this sense, the mother was concerned for her sons 
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social and cultural well-being and thought to change this by providing her son 
with the opportunity to acquire social capital through contact with his peers. 

In the city however, children and families of this social background found 
themselves confronted with another social class difference. Parents in established 
families, such as the mother in the quote below, seemed to have felt threatened 
by the cultural and social influences that their children were exposed to because 
of the lifestyles of newcomer families. 

I transition through various social classes. I like people. I do not like dolls, people 

who are... full of rules. I was raised in the countryside, and in the countryside, we 

played with the son of the housekeeper, with the daughter of the maid, with all kinds 

of people. I feel a difference today in the middle of the people around us. Antonio 

studies in a very elitist school. Why did I choose it? For what the school offers. But 

the people who frequent that school, do not always seem to be very much like us. Not 

everyone is like us, the ones from the countryside yes, but the new-rich are very 

different. I do not mean to say that they are all new-rich, because we often label 

people. I do not like to label… but they are people who today give much importance 

to material things. Some are more superficial, but we also find a lot of people like us. 

In this quote, it becomes evident that there was some opposition within the 
economic elite in Recife between established families and newcomers, also called 
the nouveau riche. It further shows how the established families viewed these 
newcomers, as the former seemed to lack empathy for the latter because of certain 
behaviouristic attitudes, such as being overly materialistic. It appeared that 
especially the established elites highly valued people’s character and honesty. 
These character traits could transcend social class, and so, as the excerpt shows, 
some established elites appeared to prefer the company of lower economic classes 
over what could be seen as their own economic class. In addition, the quote shows 
that established families had to accommodate themselves with the presence of 
newcomer families in elite social spaces, such as schools. The choice of school was 
carefully planned out by the families, whereby the quality of the school and the 
type of education it offered seemed to have had greater weight than the school’s 
social composition. The next section illustrates how economic elites in Recife 
related to the formal school education of their children. 

8.5 Economic Elite Families’ Relationship to Schooling 

Quality Schooling was an important part of elite strategies of social reproduction. 
The choice of school could be decisive in future educational and professional 
trajectories, and at the same time reflected on the families social and cultural 
profile. This section illustrates the choices that families made regarding the 
schooling of their children, and what values and factors these choices were often 
based on. Moreover, it lays out where economic elites saw the role of the school 
in the overall education of their children. In addition, emphasis was placed on the 
values that families connected to education and their feeling that these values 
were increasingly being undermined today by social and political developments 
in the country today. 
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8.5.1 School Choice: The Significance of Tradition and Social Ties 

When making the decision on which school one’s children should attend, two of 
the most important factors for families of the economic elite in Recife seemed to 
have been the type of education and the social ties that a family had to a particular 
school, either through the family, or through friends that recommended a school. 
Thereby, the preference for a certain type of education was often related to 
familial tradition in the school or with particular teaching philosophies of the 
school, especially for established elite families. As the number of elite schools in 
Recife was limited, children often attended the same schools that their parents 
had attended. Parents felt more comfortable this way because they had a general 
idea of the teaching in that school and the cultural and social environment which 
their children encountered there. Moreover, these schools sometimes still had the 
same staff working there as in the generation of the parents. 

We studied there, my husband and I, and it's the same people who are there. The 

director is the same, the security guard at the gate is the same, Maria's coordinator 

was my teacher, the English teacher was mine and my husband’s teacher. We know 

the potential of the school, and today it is adapting to modern times. […] Maria broke 

her arm, and they called me from school "Oh, she fell, come here to get her, she fell 

while playing." The staff is attentive with us, with my children, and with education, 

with the traditional teaching. The values of the school are the family and religion – 

it's a catholic school. The children go to school, they sing the national anthem, they 

pray, and they salute the flag. So, I think it's cool, I think that many schools today 

end up excluding this cultural part that was so hard fought for. 

The interviews revealed that tradition was a decisive factor in the choice of 
schooling for many families pertaining to the established elite in Recife. One sign 
of this was that Brazilian elite schools were often occupied by the same families 
for generations. This may hint to a relative immobility within certain elite social 
spaces in Recife. It may further be interpreted as a sort of social capital that was 
passed on along the generations. Maintaining social ties to the school could 
function as a way of securing preferential treatment in the schools’ selection 
process.96 

Nevertheless, there could be disagreement, and even conflict, within the 
families when it came to the choice of school. In the sample of families in this 
study, this was the case when the parents frequented different, and educationally 
distinct, schools in their youth. 

I studied at the American School, so I chose to put them there. My husband did not 

want that, he wanted a more traditional Brazilian school, which was where he 

studied. But I really wanted them to study there because I think culture today is 

worldlier. Everything is globalized. I think the American School, with its English 

teaching... today everything is easier; we can study abroad. 

However, the balance between traditional and progressive education in Recife 
was shifting. As one mother explained, matriculating one’s children at the 
American School had “turned into something fashionable”. According to her, 
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many families in Recife did not attach this stigma of “Americanisation” to this 
type of education anymore, as they began to comprehend the role that 
internationally oriented education played in their children’s future. 

8.5.2 The Complementary Role of the School and the Importance of Education at 

Home 

Both, established and newcomer families, were conscious about formal school 
education only functioning as a complement to the education that children 
received at home. Neither the former, nor the latter worked on its own. However, 
the education that parents gave their children was regarded by the interviewed 
families as more important than school education. As such, they saw it as the 
cornerstone to successful academic performance at school. Furthermore, parents 
tended to see in the education at home the prerequisite for becoming a respected 
and independent member of society. 

I do not think school is the most relevant of all. More relevant is the will to learn. 

How much do you want to grow, how much are you ready to invest? If you have had 

good parental orientation, being shown the need for you to evolve as a person, 

pedagogically, no matter what school you are in, you will strive hard enough to get 

where you want to be. School is important, logically, but it's no use if you're in a good 

school and you do not have the drive to learn. So, first thing is making your child 

understand the need to learn and to value what it has, so that it doesn’t waste its 

opportunities. 

If families invested in creating a nurturing home environment for their children, 
in which they helped with the homework, organised tutoring sessions, and 
ensured a balance between leisure and study, the child would do well in any 
school.97 This nurturing home environment meant that parents needed to invest 
in their children’s education, not only with their economic capital, but more 
importantly with an emphasis on moral and social values. 

One of the reasons why education at home was prioritized, was that parents 
were concerned that schools in Brazil did not prepare children well enough for 
what was waiting for them in life. According to this view, Brazilian schools today 
were overly focused on preparing their students for the vestibular exams. The 
vestibular included all subjects and materials, and many parents did not agree 
with this method. They would rather that their children were prepared for and 
guided towards professional choices, and equipped with a socio-economic 
understanding of the country they live in. This, however, appeared to fall short. 
Nevertheless, parents understood that the most important role of schooling in the 
lives of their children, was to give them knowledge that no one could take away; 
“it stays”. 

In order to keep track of what and how their children did in school, the 
interviewed mothers showed great involvement and participation in their 
children’s life at school. In this way, parents could connect the education which 
they gave their children at home, with the one that they received in school. They 
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did this in several ways, which included the participation in parental WhatsApp 
chat groups, seeking conversations with teachers and other parents at the school, 
being members of parental committees and associations in the schools, and 
organizing and taking part in school events. Being very present at school and 
socializing with the school community seemed to be a characteristic of parents in 
the economic elite in Recife. It reflected the Brazilian spirit of getting together 
and organizing social events, while also showing the close bond economic elite 
parents kept with their children. 

I am always involved. My second name is “event”. I do not know why I am like this. 

I have this entrepreneurial drive, right, so I do a lot of events. I do lots of events 

together with the school. Just yesterday at my son's high school party, practically I 

took leadership in organizing the whole party. On school trips, I am always close, at 

the sporting events I am always close to the school. But I’m not monitoring the boys, 

it's because I really like being there, present, and getting involved with what's 

happening. I like it, it's not because it is my obligation as a parent... it's because I 

really like it. 

To this mother and others, it was highly important to be present at events and 
engage in social relationships with the community in school and outside of it. But 
it was not always only the mothers who were active in and around the school. In 
some cases, the fathers did in fact participate in school activities and liked to be 
kept up to date with school news. 

I am the representative of Luiza's classroom for the PTA [parent-teacher-

association]. I try to do my best, but at the moment I lack time because of the baby. 

As it [the American School] is a school that has no owner, unlike Santa Maria, it is a 

school in which parents must be active 100% …keeping an eye open, participating, 

brainstorming. So far as I can help, I participate. At meetings, assisting at events. I 

think that here in Recife, it is a very different school. You see male parents being 

much more active than in other schools. In the other school that my stepdaughter 

studied in, that was the Colegio Conviver, there was a WhatsApp chat group of 

mothers, which had no father participating. My husband was the only one. At the 

American School, all parents participate in all groups. So, I guess those who choose 

this school, are usually parents with a different mindset. They know that they must 

get involved a bit more. It's a school that pulls you in harder than the others. 

This interview illustrates very well what kind of social space the American School 
was, or rather, who occupied this social space. The families with children in the 
American School demonstrated clear tendencies of modern attitudes, while those 
families with children in the Colegio Santa Maria had more traditional views and 
values. 

8.5.3 Fear of the Loss of Traditional Values and the Leftist Threat 

In politically highly polarized Brazil, a movement formed in recent years, called 
“Escola sem Partido” (transl. “School without Party”). This movement was started 
by concerned parents, who feared that students suffer from indoctrination of 
leftist ideology by their teachers and professors. Indeed, academics – due to the 
nature of their profession – tended to be affiliated with the socialist worker’s 
party, PT. The issue of leftist indoctrination was a highly debated topic in Brazil 
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at the time of this investigation.98 Many in Brazil, including academics 
themselves, said that indoctrination of students does not occur. On the other side, 
voices of the right-wing, using internet platforms, spread rumours and videos of 
academics indoctrinating their students with leftist ideology. The polarization in 
Brazilian politics and social life between the Left and the Right, made it easy to 
be influenced by populist opinion making. This was where the movement 
contradicted itself. It demanded education that was politically neutral, yet the 
movement was powered by the right-wing, which had the intention of expelling 
the left-wing from the public sphere.99 In the words of the Brazilian educator 
Paulo Freire, “all education is political”, and expelling left-leaning academics 
from educational institutions, or at least silencing them, would only lead to a 
replacement of these with right-leaning faculty in the institutions.100 

Although some of the parents in this study had never heard of this movement 
before, the tendency was that most of them agreed with the concern that started 
the movement.  

I'm totally in favour. I think school is there to teach the part of the subjects. 

Education, and discipline, schedules, and rules. But it’s not there to teach "I am left, 

I am right, you will be for this party, and you for that…". 

In the eyes of the parents, everyone could be entitled to his or her own opinion 
and views. However, many believed that the school was not the right place to 
discuss political views, especially because children and adolescents were so easily 
manipulated. It should not be discussed in schools, especially in a country as 
politically radical as Brazil. Economic elite parents in Recife further connected 
this leftist indoctrination, and general developments in Brazilian education 
today, with a loss of traditional values. This loss of values included a general lack 
of respect for others’ opinions, for social hierarchies, and for public discretion and 
privacy, as many parents lamented that in today’s schools they saw adolescents 
kissing each other, even homosexuals. 

I do not agree with what the Left did to our country. I am totally against it. And I am 

against this gender ideology as well. I think it's absurd. We must respect every 

citizen, but we must not influence one another like this. 

Nevertheless, there were parents, even in the right-leaning economic elite, who 
did not agree with the “Escola sem Partido” movement. These parents defended 
the position of the teacher or the professor, crediting the academic with the 
autonomy and maturity to express his social and political views in a respectful 
and way. Doing so, he should always show the students that there were two sides 
of a coin. Moreover, some parents discarded the school’s responsibility of 
teaching social values entirely. 
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I come from a traditional family, yet I have frequented what is the most leftist faculty 

in Brazil, the faculty of architecture at the Federal University of Pernambuco. For 

me, it was not easy because my father was a right-wing politician at the time. The 

teachers at school, mostly in history, had a leftist mind, and that influenced me. We 

discussed Marx and the revolution of ’68. But I did not feel much the desire to be a 

leftist because my father was right-wing. So even if I had left-wing ideas, it would not 

do well with how things were at home. I think everyone has the right to their own 

opinion, and I do not think this does away with the values. I believe that who has to 

pass values is the family, not the school. 

These parents saw a benefit in having a teacher who was not afraid to express his 
opinion in the classroom. One mother believed that it was healthy for her children 
to be educated in an environment that allowed for criticism and discussion: 

I studied in a Catholic school. It was the very traditional Santa Maria. My father was 

a politician, and at the time… he even turned left afterwards… but at the time he was 

quite right-wing. His education had been right-wing. Yet I had this history teacher 

who was very left-wing, and we had so many positive discussions, without any 

disrespect. He was arguing, we were arguing…  These were heated discussions, but I 

think it was positive because he was teaching me his point of view, and I was passing 

on that what I saw at home. 

The conflict that parents had with the left, and the support that other parents 
showed to the autonomy of the teacher, were another expression of the divisions 
within the economic elite between traditional and more modern mindsets. These 
different mindsets were evident in most aspects of the families’ educational 
strategies, and it seemed to be along these lines that families shaped their social 
reproduction.
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9. Similarities and Differences within the 
Economic Elite of Recife 

This chapter discusses some of the aspects of economic elite families’ educational 
strategies, in light of the thesis’ research questions. Furthermore, it uses this 
opportunity to evaluate some of the perspectives on economic elites and their 
educational strategies elaborated in the review of previous research. The objective 
is to identify congruencies and differences to the case of economic elite families 
in Recife, analysed in this study. 

9.1 Family Education Involves Intensive Labour by Mothers 

The analysis of the mother’s role in the children’s education at home showed that 
organizing the household, managing the weekly schedules, and taking care of the 
transmission of social and cultural family values is highly labour intensive. So 
intensive in fact, that mothers sometimes felt impeded in continuing with their 
professional work. This intensity had to do with the responsibility that mothers 
most assumed alone – and with their house servants – for most aspects of their 
children’s education. Delegating this responsibility to mothers is a characteristic 
of Brazilian society but appears to be evident in more advanced societies as well, 
as Sharon Hays testifies. In the case of the United States, Hays explains that the 
reason why fathers leave the education of the children to the mothers is that 
fathers are less competent than mothers in raising the children; fathers tend to 
be less structured and less trained in child rearing than women.101 While of course 
this might well be valid for the fathers of the economic elite families in Recife, in 
Brazil general cultural reasons should be added as an important factor. According 
to the interview data, social norms among the economic elite in Brazil have 
traditionally been, and still are, that men earn the family income, while women 
take care of the children. Mothers make sure that the children arrive at their 
schools or extracurricular activities on time, that they do their homework, and 
that family values are transmitted to the children. 

The transmission of family values was an important task for the mothers, and 
they tended to be very careful in preventing their children to from coming in 
contact with any “negative” social or cultural influences. These negative 
influences, as they were perceived, were most likely hidden behind people outside 
of the family who did not fit the family’ social or cultural profile. Therefore, most 
mothers were very much involved in the selection of their children’s friends. The 
friends’ families were evaluated; knowing the other children’s parents and 
evaluating them was a way of separating “good” friends from “bad” ones. 
Additionally, mothers took measures of monitoring the behaviour of their maids 
and nannies at home. Given the fact that these domestic workers were recruited 
from the lower classes, it was imperative for the mothers to ensure that lower-
class culture would not be projected onto their children. 

On the other side, mothers were dedicated to keeping intact family bonds and 
did so by organizing family events or letting their children stay with their 
relatives. Furthermore, it was important to some mothers that the family spent 
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enough time together at home, either in their leisure time or when coming to the 
table, to eat together. This way, the family community were emphasized, and its 
unity kept sacred. The emphasis on the family can be seen as an expression of 
what Pierre Bourdieu named the familial mode of reproduction. The established 
economic elites who had occupied their social positions, normally guaranteed by 
the private companies they owned, relied on their large family networks to ensure 
the reproduction of tradition, values, and the continuation of their business. 
However, not only established elites prioritized the family. Newcomer families 
also attributed great importance to family bonds. One dimension of both groups’ 
high regard for the family as an institution, could be that religion played an 
important role in their lives; through religion, they were taught to hold the family 
in high esteem. Along with their reliance on a family mode of reproduction, a 
tentative explanation may also be found in the weak institutional social structures 
that characterize Brazilian society, making the family represent the main point of 
identification and security.102 

In relation to the importance of family bonds, Windle’s and Nogueira’s 
finding that mothers in economic elite families were opposed to the idea of their 
children gaining international educational experience. This was because they did 
not see any benefit in going abroad. Rather, their belief was that such 
international experience would mess up the children’s minds and distance them 
from the idea of taking over the family business.103 However, in Recife, as the 
interviews illustrate, the situation was quite the contrary. It was some of the 
fathers who were hesitant to letting their children go abroad, fearing that they 
would come back “crazy”, as “drug addicts”. Most of the mothers, on the other 
side, took a more relaxed stance and actually encouraged their children to go 
abroad. 

What the analysis of family education and the effort put into the transmission 
of family values showed, was that child rearing in families of the economic elite 
in Recife demanded intensive mothering. It was intensive because mothers took 
responsibility for daily family obligations, accompanied their children’s school 
and extracurricular activities, and ensured that their children were raised in 
accordance with the family’s values. It was almost like running a small company 
with nannies, drivers, and other servants, that must be monitored and trained. 
These values could be seen as the cornerstone of the family and the basis for 
reproduction, which is why their transmission was a priority. 

9.2 Parents’ Concerted Cultivation and Investment in 
Extracurricular Activities and International Experiences 

Even though Lareau in her discourse on concerted cultivation describes 
behavioural patterns of middle-class families, it was also apparent in the 
behaviour of upper-class parents in Recife. These understood that their family’s 
upper-class status demanded certain cultural differentiation, not only as regards 
their position above other social classes, but moreover their position within their 
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own social class. Concerted cultivation was specifically required to facilitate the 
transition of the children to a new school (for example extracurricular English 
lessons before entry to the American School) or in preparation for the selection 
process to one of the federal universities. This pattern is in line with research by 
Agnes van Zanten, who elaborates on the importance of cultural aptitude as a 
prerequisite for entrance and adaptability in elite educational tracks.104 For this 
reason, parents engaged their children in a number of extracurricular activities, 
which were meant to foster skills and competence, and build on the knowledge 
that children acquired at school. Especially music, was highly valued by most of 
the families, as from an early age on, they introduced their children to different 
instruments. This was often done with the help of a professional, as the parents 
themselves lacked the cultural capital, involved in the knowledge of such 
legitimate culture. This emphasis on musical education is echoed in several 
studies, such as the one by Reeves, who analyses musical education as a distinct 
feature of upper-class socialization.105 

In addition, parents sought the cultivation of their children in travels to other 
countries, either with the family or by the children by themselves. Often, parents 
took an interest in European culture and history, and tried to educate their 
children accordingly on their travels to Europe. Many parents were to a certain 
extent familiar with Europe, as they had already spent time there, either on 
college exchange or in order to undergo full degree programmes. However, it 
appeared that mainly the mothers acquired such experiences in their youth, as 
men were often bound to the family business, and were hence kept close to the 
family. This was a characteristic of established families in Recife. These mothers 
showed traits of that Weenink calls ‘dedicated cosmopolitanism’, as they had 
gathered international experience and showed a great interest in promoting the 
international symbolic capital of their children. Although the husbands had for 
the most part not enjoyed the privilege of living abroad, they nevertheless tended 
to agree to letting the children go abroad for some time. They recognized the 
benefit, if not the necessity, of such international experience, what Weenink calls 
‘pragmatic cosmopolitanism’.106 

The analysis shows that careful financial planning was involved in the 
international strategies of economic elite families in Recife. For this reason, many 
parents began making financial arrangements early, which would cover the cost 
of any such expenditures related to international study opportunities. Providing 
their children with “quality” education was perceived by the parents as a 
necessary investment in their future, and the parents showed a willingness to use 
their economic capital. This tendency aligns with Hill’s conclusion that economic 
elites tend to provide the financial basis to ensure that their children go to school 
with their equals, that they live in neighbourhoods with their equals, that they 
play with their equals.107 The analysis of the interviews further revealed that the 
families’ economic capacities greatly facilitated their access to culture, and gave 
them a clear advantage over less privileged social classes. It also did so, because 
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it allowed these families to engage in cultural activities outside of Recife. In this 
regard, it is important to recall that Recife’s cultural landscape did not satisfy the 
upper-class interest in “legitimate culture”. 

The analysis of patterns attesting to the concerted cultivation of the economic 
elite children by their parents thus revealed, that parents placed great importance 
on the accumulation of their children’s cultural capital as a factor of social 
differentiation. Thereby, they did not mind the costs involved in concerting a 
range of extracurricular activities and travel experiences. 

9.3 Practices and Values as Regards Formal Schooling 

How do economic elite families relate to the formal schooling of their children? 
Departing from Bourdieu’s idea of modes of reproduction, the interviews could 
have revealed differences in the relation to formal schooling of established 
economic elite as opposed to newcomer families, corresponding to a family and a 
school-mediated mode of reproduction respectively. To a certain extent, these 
differences, as Bourdieu conceived them, were at place. In most cases, established 
elite families based their school choice on their families’ ties to a school. 
Moreover, school choice for most of the established families was based on 
traditional education of a type that traditional elite schools provided. These 
families gave importance to seeing that their children were educated in 
accordance with values of family and religion. This conforms to Bourdieu’s 
observation that established elites “demand of the educational system only those 
certificates of good moral education and social distinctions that private education 
is prepared to provide”.108  

In contrast to traditional schooling – mostly sought by families in the Colegio 
Santa Maria – stood a more modern style of education, provided mainly by the 
American School. This school had a more internationally oriented character, 
building on skills, less than on traditional values for guiding its students into a 
globalized future. The picture that arose from the interviews was that this school 
was mainly composed of children whose parents belonged to the professional 
class, high-wage earners who could be identified as “newcomers” to elite status. 
However, this picture may reflect a bias in the sample of interviewees in favour of 
the established families. ‘Newcomers’, in Bourdieusian perspective, may however 
find an appeal in this education that equipped them with technical competence 
through which they could rise through the ranks professionally, and establish 
themselves in elite circles through their institutionalized, “international” 
educational capital. In other words, the slightly more positive view of the 
American School testified to by mothers in newcoming families many reflect a 
higher dependency on what Bourdieu called the school-mediated mode of 
reproduction.109 Windle and Nogueira concur with Bourdieu, as they argue that 
in contrast to cultural elites, Brazilian economic elite children frequent schools 
which are academically less demanding, more traditional and more selective.110 
However, the authors do not specify whether this is valid for both, established 
elites and newcomers. 
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Nevertheless, the interviews showed that the lines were rather blurred. Some 
newcomer families sent their children to the traditional Colegio Santa Maria, 
while some of the established families sent theirs to the American School. 
Possibly, the appeal of the American School reflected changes in how families 
made sense of their children’s future in a society in transformation. Instead of 
emphasizing that the children would follow in their fathers’ footsteps and be 
introduced to the family business, some mothers admitted to difficulties in 
exciting their children for this path, due to their children’s lack of interest or their 
differing abilities, which made them inapt for continuing the family tradition. 
These families thus sought an education which could activate their children’s 
potential, by working on their interests and skills. This aspect is emphasized by 
Agnes van Zanten, who concludes that current changes from national to global 
career prospects imply that traditional styles of education receive less appeal, as 
upper and middle-class families tend to increasingly value skills-based 
education.111 Furthermore, the interviews revealed that most of the upper-class 
families placed great importance on their children’s formal education. It was 
perceived as the safest way to ensure their children a good living in adulthood, 
giving them access to professions which could provide an economically stable 
lifestyle. For these reasons, most of the mothers were highly supportive of their 
children’s interests and ambitions – a general characteristic of upper-class 
mothers, according to Sharon Hays. 

It should be added that in an analysis of the educational strategies of 
economic elite families, it may not suffice to differentiate solely along the lines of 
established and newcomer families. Gledhill et. al. propose that in times of 
globalization divisions related to traditional and modern ‘mindsets’ account for 
how families’ educational and social strategies unfold, and argue that today’s 
class divisions oppose ‘cosmopolitans’, who embrace the new world order, and 
‘communitarians’, who do not feel comfortable with the changes; they are 
considered winners and losers of globalization, respectively, and, according to the 
authors, especially so in emerging economies, such as Brazil.112 However, in a 
sociological perspective, such as the one offered by Bourdieusian sociology, it is 
not satisfactory to give explanatory power to ‘mindsets’ without a prior analysis 
of the particular capital assets that the bearers of these mindsets possess and of 
how these assets have been accumulated, the educational trajectories included. 
However, the perspective offered by Gledhill et al reminds us of the fact that part 
of what was at stake in the education of the economic elites in Recife, and visible 
in the interviews, was also the ideas about the future and of the desired skills and 
values connected to school, in short, the ‘mindsets’. 

9.4 Developing a Sense for Social Responsibility Whilst 
Living Among Poverty 

Parents knew that part of living an upper-class lifestyle in Recife meant arranging 
oneself with the poverty that was constantly present in the surrounding society. 
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The interviews revealed that the families’ status did not allow for great freedom 
of movement. They made this evident by explaining how their homes and schools 
were highly guarded and secured. Moreover, most families only left their homes 
in their bulletproof cars. Going down to the beach, which lay literally at their 
doorsteps, seemed not to be an option for most families, who rather escaped the 
city and all its troubles to their protected beach houses on weekends. 

Nevertheless, the families could not hide in the complete isolation of their 
‘ivory towers’. At some point they had had to show their children that social class 
differences existed around them, and that these social class differences could be 
quite extreme. The task was to slowly introduce their children to the notion of 
their own privilege. This was done in a few ways: first, through donations of toys 
and clothes; children learned that other children did not have as many material 
possessions as they had. It also taught them to value their belongings, as the 
supply was not infinite. The children’s schools also had donation programmes, 
where the children could also learn about where the donations went. Second, as 
the maids and nannies at home came from underprivileged backgrounds, 
children were in contact with the lower classes every day. Sometimes, mothers 
had taken their children to the homes of the nannies, to show them where and 
how they lived. Third, some of the families participated in big charity events in 
the poor rural areas, where children would help with the organization and could 
take some time to play among local children. 

This sense for one’s social class, which the families converted into action by 
trying to “help” the less privileged and their communities, is a phenomenon which 
many researchers attribute to the upper-class. Hill finds that upper-class children 
grow up with a perceived responsibility to help those who do not enjoy the same 
social and economic privileges.113 Furthermore, Brooks and Waters connect this 
sense for social justice and responsibility to a strategy whereby elites seek social 
legitimization through their “good actions”. These actions are meant to prove that 
elites can do good with the power that they possess.114 These findings could be an 
explanation for why it was important to the families to “give back to the 
community” instead of dwelling in the isolation of their towers. 
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10. Prospects of Internationalization due to 
Social and Political Transformations in Brazil  

The analysis of the educational strategies of economic elite families in Recife has 
uncovered some more and some less expected patterns, considering the 
theoretical points of departure for the study. Concerning family education, the 
analysis of the interviews made it evident that mothers take most responsibility, 
while engaging in a highly labour-intensive process of raising their children. This 
finding conforms with Sharon Hays’ views on intensive mothering, attributed to 
middle and upper-class mothers. Moreover, the picture that arose from the 
interviews was that family bonds played an important part in how mothers 
educated their children at home. This can be interpreted as an emphasis on the 
transmission of social capital. Mothers in established and ‘newcomer’ families 
were involved in a ‘concerted cultivation’ of their children, as they sought to equip 
them with relevant skills and competence through a range of extracurricular 
activities and international experiences. This was meant to promote an 
accumulation of cultural capital. Thereby, the families’ economic capacities aided 
in allowing them to make strategic financial investments in their children’s 
education.  

Furthermore, the analysis revealed that certain practices and values around 
formal school education resembled what Bourdieu named a family mode of 
reproduction found in both, established economic elite families and newcomer 
families. However, often the lines appeared to be blurred to a mode of 
reproduction more dependent of formal education, which may be related to 
current social transformations in Brazil. A more skills-based and internationally-
oriented education seemed to have received more relevance among economic 
elite families. They recognized that developments in the national and global 
labour market demanded a reformulation of social reproduction strategies. In 
addition, children did not seem easily convinced to follow in their fathers’ 
footsteps and work in the family business, creating a challenge for the traditional 
way of families’ social reproduction. However, the economic capital that 
economic fractions of the elite possess can be used for accessing education and 
diplomas on an international educational arena. This may be a sign of how the 
family mode of reproduction can sustain itself by including more educational 
investments on the family’s portfolio. This may be a characteristic of economic 
elites in general, in times of globalization. Generally, the clear distinction which 
previous research seems to have encountered between established elites and 
newcomers, could not be confirmed as clearly in the case of the economic elite in 
Recife. Perhaps this is due to the nature of upper-class society in Brazil’s 
Northeast, which may go contrary to notions of elitism in socio-economically 
more developed areas in Brazil and the world. 

Aspects of Brazilian society were also a factor in the education of upper-class 
children, as they were taught to live with the poverty in society around them. The 
interviews point to a tendency to emphasize values related to social responsibility, 
which is inherent to social elites, according to Hill. This was evident in the 
parents’ emphasis on teaching their children to be charitable with the 
underprivileged. Interaction with the economically least-advantaged social 
classes was sought through organized charity events or contact with the families’ 
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domestic servants, as a method to slowly introduce the children to the notion of 
poverty. 

The tendency towards openness among the economic elite families in Recife 
to international educational investments should be seen in relation to the recent 
political developments following the national elections in 2018, which could bring 
Brazil to a turning point in its history, and impact elite education and the 
educational strategies of economic elites. In its first year in government, the 
administration of far-right President Jair Bolsonaro has effectively cut funding of 
public services, such as education. This is a policy to relocate funding to other 
sectors, in order to boost the struggling Brazilian economy. Others, however, call 
this policy an “ideological attack against education”.115 The funding cuts directly 
affect Brazil’s federal universities, the country’s most prestigious and elite higher 
education institutions, as they can no longer guarantee the funding of research or 
certain university programmes, up to a point that some may fear lead to the 
complete halt of the universities’ operations.116 In effect, cuts in education 
funding by the government may lead to a ‘brain drain’, as those students who can 
afford it – mostly students with upper-middle-class and upper-class backgrounds 
– may increasingly seek educational opportunities abroad. An investigation 
shows that, Brazilian students, after completion of a foreign study programme, 
tended to remain and seek professional opportunities in foreign countries.117 This 
outlook could affect the educational strategies of families from the economic elite 
in Brazil, who may be inclined to place greater importance on the accumulation 
of international educational and cultural capital to guarantee their social 
reproduction. This is an interesting aspect for further research on the topic of 
educational strategies of Brazilian upper-class families. 
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