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ABSTRACT: The nineteenth-century Brazilian Amazon was characterized by a wide
variety of unfree labor performed by Indians, mestiços, free blacks, freedpersons, and
slaves. Since the mid-eighteenth century, the Portuguese Crown’s failure to promote the
mass influx of enslaved Africans resulted in legislation that successively institutionalized
and regularized coerced labor, limiting the mobility of individuals in the lower classes
and obligating them towork against their will. Initially, this was restricted to Indians, but
the measures were eventually applied to the entire free population of color. This article
discusses the conditions under which these laws emerged and their impact on the living
conditions of the population subject to them, placing the nineteenth-centuryAmazonian
experience within wider historiographical debates about free and unfree labor.

Just as in other colonial societies, the authorities in theAmazonwere constantly
concerned with finding viable methods of economic exploitation, combined
withmaximum possible control over those they saw as their labor source.1 The
abundance of land and confidence in the soil’s fertility sustained the idea that, at
some point, the plantation system based onAfrican slave labor, which had long
dominated several coastal regions of Brazil, would also succeed in this region.
As long as this was not the case, however, the focus remained on indigenous
labor and the extraction of natural resources from the forests and rivers.
Circumstances, however, repeatedly frustrated official dreams of an

Amazon that specialized in export agriculture. Meanwhile, other goals and
struggles surrounding the defense of this vast territory and the tensions

1. From the seventeenth century, the region today known as “Amazônia” has been given a variety
of administrative names. After Brazilian independence in 1822, the province of Grão-Pará was
created. It was divided into the provinces of Pará and Amazonas in 1850. After the fall of the
Empire and proclamation of the Republic in 1889, these became the states of Pará and Amazonas
and, in turn, were later subdivided into still more territories and eventually states. While the term
“Amazônia” has only been disseminated since the nineteenth century, various studies have used it
for earlier periods, including the colonial era.
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between state planning and the actions of public and private actors on the
ground also shaped the local reality. Similarly, over the course of the
centuries, this society became more demographically diverse, composed
primarily of Indians,2 blacks, and mestiços (people of mixed ethno-racial
descent) who often refused to submit to the will of their governors, owners,
lords, and bosses.
Labor, approached from a variety of angles, has often held a privileged

place among studies of the Amazon. For those who emphasized the role of
the Portuguese – usually reaffirming the discourses of the colonizers –work
and labor relations were “a problem to be solved”, in which nothing that
was tried appeared to fit the civilizing project. In these analyses, the state
and its administrators occupied a central position, and everything and
everyone else, including other social actors and their material and symbolic
ways of life, were seen in the light of government decisions.

Figure 1. Amazônia in the nineteenth century.
Cartography by Luís Augusto Pereira Lima based upon Karte vom Amazonen-Strome 1831
and Carte de la Guayana as well as maps by the Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística
(2016) and the Agência Nacional de Águas (2015).

2. Contrary to North America and most countries in Spanish-speaking Latin America, in Brazil,
the use of the notion “índios” to denominate “indigenous peoples” is still common, including in
historical studies. Despite this apparent lack of terminological considerateness, Brazil has
experienced the same debates as other countries about the constructedness of ethno-racial attri-
butions as well as a critique of their problematic connotations.
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Over the last three decades, however, the analytic scope of studies
about the Amazon has broadened significantly by accessing individual and
collective experiences that earlier studies, focused on macroeconomic and
political structures, had not examined. Methodologies from social history,
in dialogue with anthropology and other disciplines, have not only offered
important revisions to conventional views, but also expanded the range of
subjects and sources and offered new interpretations.
This shift in the historiography has sparked interest in Amazonianworkers

themselves, an interest that extends beyond the study of the type of worker
considered “typical” for each period. Initially, in the case of Indians, scholars
focused on the long history of legal devices employed by the state to justify
and regulate access to the indigenous labor force. Regarding Africans,
scholars sought to determine the importance of enslaved labor in an economy
that was primarily centered on extraction.3 In recent years, they have
emphasized resistance to black slavery through flight and the establishment
of maroon communities (mocambos and quilombos), while still accounting
for the various compromises that might be reached between slaves, masters,
and the wider Brazilian society that was fundamentally built on slavery.4

Still, notwithstanding the important contributions made by studies of
indigenous and African workers and the peculiarities of black slavery in the
Amazon, much less attention has been paid to the forms, meanings, and
conditions of freedom for the free and freed population in general. As most
analyses point out, starting in the eighteenth century, the Portuguese Crown
assigned distinct roles to Indians and blacks in that society. They granted the
former a fragile and conditional freedom,while expecting that the latter would
become the “hands and feet” of the region’s elite – something that may have

3. “Extraction” here is defined as economic activities different from plantation agriculture (such
as sugar or coffee) or animal husbandry and denotes the direct, non-cultivating exploitation of the
natural resources of the forests and rivers.
4. The first great work about black slavery in the Amazon was published in the early 1970s. See
Vicente Salles,ONegro no Pará sob o regime da escravidão (Rio de Janeiro, 1971). Since the 1990s,
some of the most important works have included the analysis of documents published in the
collection of sources edited by Anaíza Vergolino-Henry and Arthur Napoleão Figueiredo, A
presença africana na Amazônia Colonial. Uma notícia histórica (Belém, 1990), and works influ-
enced by the theoretical approaches of the social history of slavery. See Eurípedes Funes, “Nasci
nas matas, nunca tive senhor. História e memória dos mocambos do Baixo Amazonas” (Ph.D.,
Universidade de São Paulo, 1995); Flávio dos Santos Gomes, A hidra e os pântanos. Mocambos,
quilombos e comunidades de fugitivos no Brasil (séculos XVII–XIX) (São Paulo, 2005); and José
Maia Bezerra Neto, “Fugindo, sempre fugindo. Escravidão, fugas escravas e fugitivos no Grão
Pará (1840–1888)” (Ph.D., Universidade Estadual de Campinas, 2000). These studies, for the most
part, focus on Pará. For studies of Africans in the Amazon that focus on flight from slavery, see
Patrícia Melo Sampaio (ed.), O fim do silêncio. Presença negra na Amazônia (Belém, 2011), and
YgorOlinto Rocha Cavalcante, “‘Uma viva e permanente ameaça’. Resistência, rebeldia e fugas de
escravos no Amazonas Provincial (c.1850–c.1880)” (M.Sc., Universidade Federal do
Amazonas, 2013).
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become true in certain locales, but never materialized in the Brazilian Amazon
as a whole.5

This article analyzes how the actions, conflicts, and setbacks in the process
of political, economic, and socio-cultural domination of the late eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century Amazon resulted in the subjugation of most of the
region’s inhabitants to coerced forms of labor. A central argument is that,
despite the use of enslaved African labor and the official prohibition of
capturing and enslaving indigenous people, successive laws and the
authorities’ interference with daily life deliberately muddled the boundaries
between so-called free and unfree labor. Once instituted, such practices
opened the way for establishing the legal foundations for coerced labor in the
Amazon, which officially lasted into the mid-nineteenth century.

UNFREE INDIAN LABOR AND AFRICAN SLAVERY
IN THE AMAZON

With the rise to power in 1750 of Sebastião José de Carvalho e Melo, Marquis
of Pombal, as the leading minister to the king, indigenous freedom, African
slavery, and export-oriented monoculture came to constitute the core of
Portuguese planning for the Amazon.6 In light of these new priorities, the
Portuguese Crown took three closely connected measures. On 6 June 1755, all
forms of indigenous slavery were abolished, and the next day orders were
decreed revoking the temporal power of religious orders over the natives and
creating the Grão-Pará And Maranhão General Trading Company (Compan-
hiaGeral deComércio doGrão-Pará eMaranhão), whose goals were, amongst
others, to promote the importation of enslaved Africans to the Amazon.7

Hoping to diminish the economic impact generated by the end of
indigenous slavery and, at the same time, to increase colonists’ access to this

5. The notion of “hands and feet” (as mãos e os pés) was coined by a Jesuit priest in the early
eighteenth century and referred to the importance of enslaved labor in colonial Brazil as a whole.
See André João Antonil, Cultura e opulência do Brasil (Rio de Janeiro, 1837), p. 31.
6. On Portuguese colonial policies during the period dominated by the Marquis of Pombal, see
Marcos Carneiro de Mendonça, A Amazônia na era pombalina, 3 vols (Rio de Janeiro, 1963);
Francisco José Calazans Falcon, A época pombalina (São Paulo, 1982).
7. On the Pombaline period and Indians in the Amazon, see Maria Regina Celestino de Almeida,
“Os vassalos d’El Rey nos confins da Amazônia. A colonização da Amazônia ocidental (1750–
1798)” (M.Sc., Universidade Federal Fluminense, 1990); Ângela Domingues, Quando os índios
eram vassalos. Colonização e relações de poder no Norte do Brasil na segunda metade do século
XVIII (Lisbon, 2000); Patrícia Maria Melo Sampaio, Espelhos partidos. Etnia, legislação e desi-
gualdade na colônia (Manaus, 2011); Mauro Cezar Coelho, “Do sertão para o mar. Um estudo
sobre a experiência portuguesa na América, a partir da colônia. O caso do Diretório dos Índios
(1751–1798)” (Ph.D., Universidade de São Paulo, 2005). On the Grão-Pará And Maranhão
Company, see Antônio Carreira, As companhias pombalinas. De Grão-Pará e Maranhão e Per-
nambuco e Paraíba (Lisbon, 1982); Manuel Nunes Dias, Fomento e mercantilismo. A companhia
geral do Grão-Pará e Maranhão, 1755–1778 (Belém, 1970).
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workforce, however, the governor of Grão-Pará, Francisco Xavier de
Mendonça Furtado, drafted a set of instructions that would become the
Directorio in 1757, a collection of laws composed of ninety-five
paragraphs.8 In addition to its preoccupation with work, this Directorio
was to serve as a civilizing manual that would ensure the “dilution” of the
indigenous element into colonial society.
Although its emphasis on incorporating indigenous people into the

colonial project was far from novel, the Directorio created an intentionally
ambiguous legal precedent as a response to the ceaseless complaints of
colonists about the scarcity of manual labor.9 While the prohibition of
indigenous slavery was reaffirmed, indigenous people residing in religious
missions were nevertheless offered as a workforce, their labor to be divided
between the state and private demands. Organized into “corporations”, the
natives were compulsorily drafted to work in private service and public
works alike, often in places distant from their homes.10

Freedom, then, was not the freedom to come and go as one pleased, butwas
rather more akin to a limited concession that could be curtailed and condi-
tioned at any time. To exercise it, the Directorio argued, Indians needed to
learn to be “useful to themselves, to residents, and to the state”.11 To resort to
this work force, it was enough that colonists, and even indigenous village
leaders (called principais), argued that the coerced indigenous labor was
“indispensable” to them.Of course, in practice, everything happened farmore
arbitrarily, especially when we observe the relationship between the Indians,
on the one hand, and the public authorities and colonists on the other.
However, even if this limited indigenous freedom was to become

effective, it was necessary that black slavery was broadly established in the
productive realm, thus creating new and potent hierarchical distinctions
between slaves and Indians. Thus, African slavery came to be seen as much
more than just one of the pillars supporting export-oriented monoculture and

8. Directorio que se deve observar nas Povoações dos Índios do Pará e Maranhão em quanto Sua
Magestade não mandar o contrário [Legal Instructions to Be Observed in the Indian Villages of
Pará andMaranhão as Long as His Majesty Does Not Order the Contrary] [hereafter,Directorio],
available at: http://bd.camara.gov.br/bd/handle/bdcamara/1929; last accessed 20 August 2017.
9. For an analysis of the similarities and differences between legislation regarding indigenous
people in Portuguese America, see Beatriz Perrone-Moisés, “Índios livres e índios escravos. Os
princípios da legislação indigenista do período colonial (séculos XVI a XVIII)”, in Manuela
Carneiro da Cunha (ed.), História dos índios no Brasil (São Paulo, 1992), pp. 115–132. See also
Nádia Farage, As muralhas dos sertões. A colonização e os povos indígenas do Rio Branco (Rio de
Janeiro, 1991), pp. 26–53.
10. Cecília Maria Chaves Brito, “Índios das ‘corporações’. Trabalho compulsório no Grão-Pará
no século XVIII”, in Rosa Acevedo Marin (ed.), A escrita da história paraense (Belém, 1998),
pp. 115–137, 125.MauroCoelho argues that theDirectoriowas created because of resistance to the
Pombaline reforms in Grão-Pará and Maranhão, since such legislation never appears to have been
considered before Mendonça Furtado’s arrival. See Coelho, “Do sertão para o mar”, pp. 132–173.
11. Directorio, Third paragraph.
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was considered as a counterpoint to and essential precondition for indigenous
freedom.12 Yet, as would become clear by the end of the eighteenth century,
the Grão-Pará and Maranhão Company did not exactly achieve its goals.13

In August of 1797, Governor Francisco de Sousa Coutinho estimated that
there were approximately 30,000 slaves of African origins in Grão-Pará.14 This
number was far higher than the estimates of historiographic studies realized in
1960s and 1970s which calculated a number of 15,000–18,000 enslaved people
imported by the Grão-Pará And Maranhão Company between its founding
and 1778, the year in which its trade monopoly expired.15 However, the fact
that the company still remained active for a few decades, along with the exis-
tence of private slave trafficking routes, suggests that SousaCoutinho’s estimate
might have some validity for the number of enslaved Africans who entered
Pará, even if they did not remain in the colony long term.16 Still, the governor
asserted that for the trade to recover from the “deplorable state of abandonment
to which it has been reduced these last three years”, it would be “urgently”
necessary to double the number of slaves, something that would also enable
continuity in their transfer from Pará, southward toMato Grosso and Goiás.17

Thus, at the end of the eighteenth century, Indians remained the primary
workforce available in Amazônia. And all the abuses historically related to
forced indigenous labor, rather than being eliminated by the regulations of
the Directorio and the incentives for the African slave trade, ultimately
persisted. In the face of this, in 1797, Governor Sousa Coutinho abolished

12. On the debate among Portuguese authorities surrounding Indian freedom and the transfer of
Africans to the Amazon, see Farage, As muralhas dos sertões, pp. 36–44.
13. On the failure of the African slave trade in the Amazon, see Colin M. Maclachlan, “African
Slave Trade and Economic Development in Amazonia, 1700–1800”, in Robert Brent Toplin (ed.),
Slavery and Race Relations in Latin America (Westport, CT, 1974), pp. 112–145.
14. “Ofícios das Contas e Respostas dadas a Sua Majestade pela sua Secretaria de Estado de
Ultramar pelo Conselho Ultramarino pelo Conselho d’Almirantado Pelo Real Erário”, Pará, 21
August 1797, Arquivo Público do Estado do Pará, Correspondência dos governadores com a
metrópole, Document 89. Transcribed in Vergolino-Henry e Figueiredo, A presença africana na
Amazônia colonial, pp. 238–248.
15. There is no consensus about the total number enslaved between 1755 and 1778, and various
estimates exist in addition to the range given here. See, for example, Vicente Salles, O Negro no
Pará sob o regime da escravidão (Rio de Janeiro, 1971), p. 32; Antônio Carreira, As companhias
pombalinas de navegação comércio e tráfico de escravos entre a costa africana e o nordeste brasi-
leiro (Lisbon, 1969), p. 91; Dias, Fomento e mercantilismo, pp. 468–469; Maclachlan, “African
Slave Trade and Economic Development in Amazonia, 1700–1800”, in Toplin, Slavery and Race
Relations in Latin America, p. 137.
16. On this basis, as well as sources gathered by Projeto Resgate (an online collection of historical
documents related to Brazilian history originating from non-Brazilian archives) and statistics
from the site Voyages – Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, Bezerra Neto proposes a total of
35,597 slaves brought to Pará between 1756 and 1800. See José Maia Bezerra Neto, Escravidão
negra no Grão-Pará (séculos XVII–XVIII) (Belém, 2012), pp. 63–64, 201–202.
17. “Ofícios das Contas e Respostas”, cited from Vergolino-Henry e Figueiredo, A presença
africana na Amazônia colonial, p. 247.
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the Directorio under the allegation that the greed and corruption of the so-
called directors of indigenous settlements (diretores de aldeamento) had
spoiled the assimilationist ambitions of the reformist political project
undertaken under the Marquis de Pombal.18 Coutinho proposed new
mechanisms for incorporating indigenous people into colonial society,
through his “Plan for the Civilization of the Indians of Pará”, in which their
freedom was reaffirmed even as their obligations were expanded.19

UNFREE LABOR AND MILITARISM IN THE EARLY
NINETEENTH CENTURY

Governor Coutinho’s proposals would become law in the Carta Régia of
1798, a document most known for replacing the Directorio, although it has
also been recognized for its attempts to accelerate the transformation of
Indians into colonists, assigning them specific positions in the world of labor
and the military hierarchy.20 Indeed, the Carta makes this association
between labor andmilitary service explicit from the beginning, when it orders
that all Indians living in colonial cities, towns, and indigenous settlements be
enlisted into “Militia Corps” (Corpos de Milícias). Some of these would be
selected for the “Effective Corps of Indians” (Corpos Efetivos de Índios),
which would be dedicated preferentially to royal service; others would be
assigned “agreed upon” work for public service contractors or other private
parties; and still others would be destined for a “Company of Fishermen”.21

Moreover, theCarta added a fundamental innovation to previous indigenous
policy by imposing compulsory service on the entire free, non-white popu-
lation, including blacks, mamelucos, and cafuzos.22

18. These diretores de aldeamento were almost always non-indigenous persons.
19. Francisco de Sousa Coutinho to Rodrigo de Sousa Coutinho, 2 August 1797, Arquivo
Nacional do Rio de Janeiro, Códice 101, II, fos 54–82.
20. For an analysis of theCarta Régia of 1798 in the context of indigenous policy in the Amazon,
see Patrícia Melo Sampaio, “Administração colonial e legislação indigenista na Amazônia portu-
guesa”, in Mary Del Priore and Flávio Gomes (eds), Os senhores dos rios (Rio de Janeiro, 2003),
pp. 123–139; and Colin M. Maclachlan, “The Indian Labor Structure in the Portuguese Amazon,
1700–1800”, in Dauril Alden (ed.), Colonial Roots of Modern Brazil: Papers of the Newberry
Library Conference (Berkeley, CA, 1973), pp. 199–230.
21. “Carta Régia ao Capitão-General do Pará acerca da emancipação e civilisação dos índios;
e resposta do mesmo acerca da sua execução”, 12 May 1798 [hereafter, Carta Régia], Revista do
Instituto Histórico e Geographico Brazileiro [RIHGB], 20 (1857), pp. 433–445. This article uses
this published version of the law, which is the same as the one reproduced in Carlos de Araújo
Moreira Neto, Índios da Amazônia. De maioria a minoria (1750–1850) (Petrópolis, 1988), pp.
220–247. Notwithstanding the existence of other royal decrees of the same date, this article refers
exclusively to the one that abolished the Directorio.
22. Mameluco is a historical term for individuals viewed as being of mixed European and indi-
genous ancestry, while cafuzo refers to people of mixed African and indigenous descent.
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All this was to be made possible through a complete census of the inha-
bitants of each town and city. Thus, on 6 January 1799, Sousa Coutinho
issued the “Instructions to Be Circulated Concerning the Formation of
New Militia Corps”, through which he fulfilled the royal order that all
Indians living “promiscuously with other [vassals]” in Pará be organized
into militias, called the Light Troops (tropa Ligeira).23 After the militias, the
Carta Régia ordered the creation of the “Effective Corps of Indians”,
which, despite the name, would preferably enlist “the freed blacks and
mestiços while they are available, as [they are] the most robust and capable
of tolerating work”. The corps would use as their model the auxiliary
Infantry Companies (Companhias de Pedestres) established inMato Grosso
and Goiás.24

To avoid conflicts over the distribution of this labor force, the Carta
defined priorities. Recruitment should avoid hampering the “transport of
wood and other services in which the Indians are usefully employed”. This
exception aside, the Effective Corps of royal service could use men from the
militias at their discretion to carry out its tasks. In exchange, Indians –most
notably the oarsmen working on the numerous river boats – engaged by
public contractors could not be drafted for any other public works, or to
serve in the militias. Yet, this rule applied only to a limited number of
indigenous persons, to be decided by the Juntas da Fazenda (administrative
councils from the era of Pombal responsible for overseeing public expen-
ditures, contracts, and works) or by the Câmaras (town councils).25

If needed, a limited number of Indians could be recruited by judges at the
request of public contractors who had not managed to hire oarsmen of their
own. Finally, any person – especially colonists and property owners – had a
right to the labor of those natives who they managed to “take out of the
forest”, with the only condition being that they educate them and instruct
them in the Christian faith.26

The Carta Régia delegated powers to civil authorities (city councils and
judges) and to military officials alike. In so doing, it set the stage for disputes
over who ultimately commanded the conscripted workers andmilitiamen.27

Similarly, the Crown incentivized direct agreements between private
individuals, public contractors, and Indians without prior authorization.

23. “Instrução circular sobre a formatura de novos Corpos de Milícias”, RIHGB, 20 (1857),
p. 450.
24. Carta Régia, p. 434.
25. Ibid., p. 436.
26. Indians brought by private individuals were baptized and received the legal status of orphans.
They were required to work for a set number of years to repay the costs of their forced resettle-
ment. Ibid., p. 442.
27. See Sampaio, Espelhos partidos, pp. 236, 268, 291–295; André Roberto de A. Machado,
“O fiel da balança. O papel do parlamento brasileiro nos desdobramentos do golpe de 1831 no
Grão-Pará”, Revista de História, 164 (2011), pp. 195–241.
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The document thus expressed the ambition that no poor man, free or freed
and physically capable of work, could escape the control of the state or
remain “unemployed”.
For a majority of the Amazon’s population, the Carta Régia did not

simply maintain the old practices of unfree labor that the Directorio had
supposedly regulated. Rather, it represented a virtually unlimited expansion
of the right of any civilian, military, or state-sanctioned private authority to
exploit the involuntary labor of Indians, blacks, and mestiços. By leaving
undefined the “concepts of freedom and servitude, free will and depen-
dence”, 28 theCarta Régia institutionalized an era of rampant coerced labor
for the impoverished free and freed people of the Brazilian Amazon.
Although the needs of the military offered the initial legal reasoning, over
the course of the nineteenth century, this would be replaced by openly
socioeconomic and racist justifications.
Thus, the combination of socioeconomic criteria – like type of property,

income, and type of work – and socio-racial designations as established by
the Carta Régia, cleared the way for an interlocking set of qualifications
that made the forced use of people for labor tasks unquestionable. In the
case of the Indians, the idea was to punish “their natural inclination to sloth
and inaction”, but also to provide “justice” to those who settled down to
farm on their own. In this case, the natives would only be “exempt from all
personal work, once the value of the tithe paid on the crops cultivated
exceeds the wages they would receive”.29

Such measures consolidated the modern basis for widespread coercive
labor in the Amazon, whether for public or private ends. This system
served both the military interests and the territorial aspirations of the
Portuguese Crown, but it also provided ways to organize and gather
a labor force at strategic points throughout the Amazon Basin. Thus,
at the start of the nineteenth century, the region had become a place where
any type of unauthorized free labor could be officially denounced
and punished.30

In the years 1819 and 1820, shortly before the “peculiar” independence of
Brazil in the form of the Brazilian Empire, the Bavarian naturalists Johann
Baptist von Spix and Karl von Martius spent eight months traveling inland

28. Rita Heloísa de Almeida, “A Carta Régia de 12 de maio de 1798 e outros documentos sobre
índios no códice 807”, RIHGB, 163 (2002), pp. 171–180, 179.
29. Carta Régia, p. 439.
30. Such broad-based coercion, combined with an emphasis on military service, stands out from
other types of unfree labor in Latin America, like the Spanish mita in colonial Peru. See Rossana
Barragán Romano, “Dynamics of Continuity and Change: Shifts in Labour Relations in the
Potosí Mines (1680–1812)”, in Karin Hofmeester, Gijs Kessler, and Christine Moll-Murata (eds),
“Conquerors, Employers, and Arbiters: States and Shifts in Labour Relations 1500–2000”, Special
Issue 24 of International Review of Social History, 61 (2016), pp. 93–114.
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from Belém, the port city that was Grão-Pará’s capital, to the present-day
border with Colombia.31 By then, they reported, recruitment for involun-
tary labor was being carried out throughout the Amazon. “Several times
each year”, they wrote, “entire bands of young Indians were removed from
their villages in the interior and on Marajó Island and sent to Belém, where
they received a daily wage of three vinténs,32 in addition to food and
lodging”. They were employed in fisheries, public works, shipyards, and
arsenals, in addition to serving as porters and, most often, oarsmen, which
required vigilance and patience, because they frequently fled, “leaving the
boat and its passengers in quite a predicament”.33

When passing through Barra do Rio Negro (today Manaus), in the
western Amazon, Spix and Martius again observed the use of forced
recruitment for a wide variety of tasks. In addition to “policing and
guarding public buildings” in town and serving in the forts at Tabatinga,
São José de Marabitanas, and São Joaquim, the recruits were required to
carry out tasks that facilitated trade and other economic activities. Among
these were “patrols against hostile Indians” and the supervision of areas
where turtles were found.34 They also carried out “expeditions with the
goal of bringing Indians to the towns”; that is, forced resettlements, and
they accompanied travelers to the interior in search of “natural products”.
Others worked on government-owned livestock ranches along the
Rio Branco, and any recruit could be requested and “paid separately” for
private services.35

In the 1830s, however, the royal government of the postcolonial Empire
decided to drastically reduce the size of the military throughout the country
in response to the instability that occurred after Pedro I’s abdication, a step
that directly affected recruitment for regular and auxiliary troops
throughout Brazil.36 On 22 August 1831, the Regency dissolved the Light

31. The account of their journey was published in three volumes between 1823 and 1831. See
Karen Macknow Lisboa, A Nova Atlântida de Spix e Martius. Natureza e civilização na Viagem
pelo Brasil (1817–1820) (São Paulo, 1997). Their difficulties in obtaining crewmen in some respects
resembled those faced by the British in India. See Nitin Sinha, “Contract, Work, and Resistance:
Boatmen in Early Colonial Eastern India, 1760s–1850s”, in Stefano Bellucci et al. (eds), “Labour
in Transport: Histories from the Global South, c.1750–1950”, Special Issue 22 of International
Review of Social History, 59 (2014), pp. 11–43.
32. Vintém de ouro was a coin denomination introduced in late colonial Brazil with the peculiar
value of 37.5 réis.
33. Johann B. von Spix and Karl Friedrich P. von Martius, Viagem pelo Brasil, 1817–1820, 3 vols
(Belo Horizonte, 1981), III, pp. 26–28.
34. Ibid., pp. 162–167, 177. The collection of turtle eggs for making oil and butter was one of the
most important activities in the entire Amazon.
35. Ibid., p. 143.
36. Pedro I, son of João VI of Portugal, was Emperor of Brazil from independence in 1822 until
his abdication in 1831. His fifteen-year-old son, Pedro II, would only take the throne in 1840
(from 1831–1840, Brazil was ruled by regents); the Empire of Brazil lasted until 1889.
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Militia Corps, which had been created by the Carta Régia of 1798 and
had served as one of the main sources of coerced labor in Grão-Pará.37

Nonetheless, the situation of Indians, blacks, andmestiços did not improve.
The continuation of various forms of oppression along with other political
and social conflicts, would combine to create the largest popular revolt the
region had ever seen – an event that had direct and profound effects upon
Amazonian worlds of labor.

THE WORKERS ’ CORPS AND WIDESPREAD
COERCED LABOR

The 1835–1840 Cabanagem Revolt, a mass uprising with widespread pop-
ular support that challenged both local elite and Brazilian imperial rule in
Grão-Pará, would have long-lasting effects on local society, including labor
relations. A sizeable literature exists on the multiple causes, the protracted
course, and the varied social actors involved in the revolt.38 In this context,
it seems important to reiterate that its human and material costs fell dis-
proportionately upon people of color.39 In the short term, imprisonment
and execution killed tens of thousands, but the revolt’s effects on the

37. Collecção das Leis do Império do Brazil de 1831. Actos do Poder Legislativo de 1831 (Rio de
Janeiro, 1875), I, p. 76. Also see Machado, “O fiel da balança”, p. 213.
38. On the Cabanagem Revolt and other social and political unrest in the early nineteenth cen-
tury, see Domingos Antônio Raiol, Motins Políticos ou História dos principais acontecimentos
políticos da província do Pará desde o ano de 1821 até 1835, 3 vols (Belém, 1970). The early
twentieth century saw renewed interest in the revolt, particularly among authors connected to the
Instituto Histórico e Geográfico do Pará. See Henrique Jorge Hurley, A Cabanagem (Belém,
1936); Hurley, “Traços cabanos”, Revista do Instituto Histórico e Geográfico do Pará, 10 (1936),
pp. 3–284; and Ernesto Cruz, Nos bastidores da Cabanagem (Belém, 1942). From the 1980s
onward, a new wave of interpretations appeared, including Julio José Chiavenato,Cabanagem. O
povo no poder (São Paulo, 1984); Carlos Rocque,Cabanagem. Epopéia de um povo, 2 vols (Belém,
1984); Pasquale di Paolo, Cabanagem. A revolução popular na Amazônia (Belém, 1985); Vicente
Salles, Memorial da Cabanagem. Esboço do pensamento político-revolucionário no Grão-Pará
(Belém, 1992); Ítala Bezerra da Silveira,Cabanagem. Uma luta perdida (Belém, 1994); Luís Balkar
Sá Peixoto Pinheiro, “Nos subterrâneos da Revolta. Trajetórias, lutas e tensões na Cabanagem”

(Ph.D., Pontifícia Universidade Católica de São Paulo, 1998); Peixoto, Visões da Cabanagem.
Uma revolta popular e suas representações na historiografia (Manaus, 2001); Magda Ricci, “Do
sentido aos significados da Cabanagem. Percursos historiográficos”, Anais do Arquivo Público do
Pará, 4 (2001), pp. 241–274; Ana Renata do Rosário de Lima, Revoltas camponesas no vale do
Acará 1822–1840 (Belém, 2004); Mário Médice Costa Barbosa, “O povo cabano no poder.
Memória, cultura e imprensa emBelém-PA (1982–2004)” (M.Sc., Pontifícia Universidade Católica
de São Paulo, 2004); and Mark Harris, Rebellion on the Amazon: The Cabanagem, Race and
Popular Culture in the North of Brazil, 1798–1840 (New York, 2010). In 2002, the Arquivo
Público do Estado do Pará and the Secretaria de Cultura do Pará published a primary source
collection put together by anthropologist David Cleary. See David Cleary, Cabanagem.
Documentos ingleses (Belém, 2002).
39. On race in the Amazon and its importance in the Cabanagem and its interpretations,
see David Cleary, “‘Lost Altogether to the Civilized World’: Race and the Cabanagem in
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lower classes would last far longer, particularly through a restructuring
of the mechanisms through which elites ordered society and compelled
the population of color to work. Some of the most important of
these mechanisms were the so-called Workers’ Corps (Corpos de
Trabalhadores).
Created by Provincial Law 2 of 25 April 1838, under the provincial

president (the equivalent of a governor), Francisco Jozé de Souza Soares
de Andrea, the corps brought together Indians, mestiços, and free and
freed blacks who did not own property or have full-time employment.40

At the same time, “all white men capable of bearing arms” between
fifteen and fifty were to be drafted for police service, as well as the “men of
color” who owned property that could be used to supply them and their
families during their absence.41 Once these socioeconomic and racial
exceptions and preferences had been observed, “all men of color age 10 and
up” could then be drafted to form the Workers’ Corps.42

The Workers’ Corps were explicitly conceived as a measure taken
by a militarized state to contain and restrict the classes it considered
responsible for the “anarchy” and “harm” of the Cabanagem, and several
of the scholars who studied the revolt would later reaffirm this
dimension.43 More recently, however, other analyses have highlighted
the connections between the nineteenth-century Amazonian context
and the institution created by Soares de Andrea with the national
issues of the same period, including the debates about initiating the

Northern Brazil, 1750 to 1850”, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 40 (1998),
pp. 109–135.
40. Collecção das Leis da Província do Gram-Pará, 51 vols (Pará, 1854), I, pp. 3–5. This printed
collection of laws is available at the Instituto Histórico e Geográfico Brasileiro.
41. “Instrucçoes para a organização dos Corpos de Trabalhadores e regulamento dos mesmos
Corpos”, in Esposição do estado e andamento dos negócios da província do Pará no Acto da
entrega que fez da prezidencia o Exmo Marechal Francisco Jozé de Souza Soares d’Andrea,
ao Exmo doutor Bernardo de Souza Franco, no dia 8 de abril de 1839 (Pará, 1839), p. 24–28. All
reports from the provincial presidents of Pará cited in this article are available at:
http://www-apps.crl.edu/brazil/provincia; last accessed 20 August 2017. On the role of the police
(Guarda Policial) and the reorganization of the Army during the administration of Soares de
Andrea and after, see Carlos Augusto de Castro Bastos, “Os braços da (des)ordem. Indisciplina
militar na província do Grão-Pará (meados do século XIX)” (M.Sc, Universidade Federal Flu-
minense, 2004), pp. 40–70.
42. Report of Andrea to Franco in 1839, p. 24. On 24 October 1840, the original law creating the
Workers’ Corps would be amended by Law 84, which changed the minimum enlistment age to
fourteen and authorized the exemption of officials, apprentices to craft trades, overseers on
agricultural or livestock plantations (something already part of the 1838 law), and “men who have
sole responsibility for a family”. Collecção das Leis da Província do Gram-Pará, III, pp. 95–96.
43. See Domingos Antônio Raiol,Motins Políticos; Pasquale Di Paolo, Cabanagem. A revolução
popular na Amazônia; Vicente Salles, O Negro no Pará; Salles, Memorial da Cabanagem; Ítala
Bezerra da Silveira, Cabanagem. Uma luta perdida.
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“transition from slave to free labor”, discourses that valorized regular work
as morally edifying, and official strategies designed to combat vagrancy
(vadiagem).44

However, it is also possible to understand the Workers’ Corps as the pin-
nacle of a century-long official policy of drawing on coerced labor, starting
with theDirectorio of themid-eighteenth century, and instituted through both
legislation and everyday practices created and perfectedwith this goal inmind.
Since the mid-eighteenth-century Pombaline era, the idea of freedom condi-
tioned by and for work shaped the policies of successive governments, who
were not simply permissive with regard to various forms of slavery and
coercion, but were effectively committed to guaranteeing a labor supply for
public and private projects. Thus, various changes in society were reflected in
laws governing coerced labor, always with a tendency to extending it to other
groups beyond those defined as Indians.
The relationship between Francisco de Sousa Coutinho and the Directorio

is clear, as the 1798 Carta Régia was the direct result of his attempt to
substitute the former. However, the connections between theCarta Régia and
the Workers’ Corps are less obvious, due to the ruptures caused by the
Cabanagem and the repressive fervor of Soares de Andrea as he pacified
Grão-Pará. But, as can be clearly seen in Table I, neither Sousa Coutinho, nor
Soares de Andrea truly broke with the fundamental principles of compulsion
in the Amazon; rather, both affirmed them.45

But significant changes also occurred as a direct result of the peculiarities
of Soares de Andrea’s vision of militarization: One of the most important
was the 1838 law’s clear attempt to distinguish the “dignity” of the military
corps from the ignominy now attributed to those subjected to coerced
labor. Coerced labor, once justified as a due complement to the supposed
equality of all the king’s vassals, was ultimately turned into a dishonor and
punishment, a suitable burden for the indolent, with their “miserable” racial
and social characteristics.
The Cabanagem-era policies surrounding coerced labor also attempted

to end disputes among the authorities over control of the pool of
available labor. Indeed, Soares de Andrea stated as much in his final
report at the conclusion of his time in office: “[A]ll the military

44. See Claudia Maria Fuller, “Os Corpos de Trabalhadores. Política de controle social no Grão-
Pará”, Revista Estudos Amazônicos, 3:1 (2008), pp. 93–115; Bastos, Os braços da (des)ordem,
pp. 29–40.
45. Vicente Salles and Carlos de Araújo Moreira Neto emphasize similarities between the
indigenous-focused legislation of the eighteenth century and the law of 1838. For the former, the
Directorio “inspired” the Workers’ Corps, while the latter argues that the Corps “reintroduced”
recruitment along the lines of the Carta Régia of 1798. See Vicente Salles, Memorial da Caba-
nagem, p. 61; Carlos de AraújoMoreira Neto, Índios da Amazônia, p. 97; Moreira Neto, “Igreja e
Cabanagem (1832–1849)”, in Eduardo Hoornaert (ed.), História da Igreja na Amazônia
(Petrópolis, 1992), pp. 262–295.
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Table 1. Comparison of the organization of coerced labor in the Brazilian Amazon between the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries

Directorio (1757) Carta Régia (1798) Workers’ Corps (1838)

Administrative
Organizations

“Corporations” of
Indians

Light Troops Effective Corps of
Indians

Royal public
contractors and
private interests

Fishing
Service

Squadrons, Companies, and
Corps

Control of the
Workforce

heads of settlements
(diretores),
judges, municipal
councils, and
indigenous
leaders
(principais)

Commanding
officials
(indigenous
leaders and
white
residents)

Corporals, sergeants,
field captains and
those in charge of
recapturing fugitive
slaves (capitães de
campo e de mato).

Municipal councils,
ombudsmen, and
district judges

Could work
under their
own
direction or
that of
others

Commanders, sergeants,
officers, and corporals;
Justices of the peace
approved contracts with
private parties authorized
by the commanders

Ethnic and
Social Origin
of Workers

Indigenous Entire free,
poor
population,
including
whites and
Indians

Indians and other
people of color, but
with “preference for
free blacks and
mestiços when they
are available”46

“Pacified” Indians
and Indians who
had been recently
resettled and
reported to the
authorities

Indigenous “Indians, mestiços and blacks
who are not slaves”47

Principal
Occupations

Agriculture,
extractive
activities, river
trade (negócios
das canoas)

Any service
for which
they were
called,
including
military
defense

Royal service, especially
the transport of wood

River navigation,
fieldwork, and
extractive
activities

Exclusively
fishing
(exempt
from
militias and
the
Effective
Corps)

Agriculture, trade, public
works, and ship crews

46Carta Régia, p. 434.
47Law 2 of April 25, 1838, art. 2.
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commanders are at the same time also commanders of the police and
Workers’Corps.”48 The third article of the law creating theWorkers’Corps
also ordered that its commanders and officials be the same as in the “old
Light Corps”, and, if these were not available, then it should be “the most
qualified citizens” of each district, who would be nominated and receive
charters to exercise this position.49 In practice, this meant that Justices of the
Peace could no longer deploy workers – even in cases in which the Carta
Régia of 1798 had permitted them to do so. Instead, they were to restrict
themselves to recording and validating the contracts authorized by com-
manders between private individuals and enlisted workers.50

In 1846, traveler William H. Edwards noted a great fear amongst the
riverine communities near Belém that especially the men were likely to be
drafted for coerced labor into the military and police forces.

During the last few years, the enrollment of Indians has been carried to an unpre-
cedented extent […]. Since 1836, ten thousand young men are said to have been
carried to the south, to the incalculable injury of the agricultural interests. As might
be supposed, all this enlistment has not been voluntary. The police are constantly
upon the alert for recruits, and, the instant that a poor fellow sets foot within the city,
he is spirited away, unless some protecting white is there to intercede in his behalf.
We frequently fell in with cottages in the vicinity of the city, whose only occupants
were women and children, the men having, in this way, disappeared. Most of the
market boats, also, are managed by women, the men often stopping at some con-
venient place above, and there [hiding and] awaiting the boat’s return.51

The “free negroes”, according to Edwards, were also “very apt to be
caught in the same trap” of recruitment. After they were caught, the daily
lives of recently recruited Indians and blacks were divided between training
and imprisonment until, “the principles of honor therein imbibed, and the
ardor of military glory excited”, they became sufficiently trustworthy to be
let loose, or too worn down and exhausted to desert. Edwards added that
“most free negroes” resorted to becoming or pretending to be property, to
escape what they saw as a worse fate. Thus, many continued “nominally still
belonging to their old master, or some other willing protector”.52 The
consent, however, which Edwards observed among black workers might
actually point to the opposite: perhaps enslaved, free, and freed blacks were
being forced to work under the threat that refusal would result in their
being handed over to the recruiters.

48. Report of Andrea to Franco in 1839, p. 6.
49. Law 2 of April 25, 1838, art. 3.
50. Ibid., art. 4.
51. William H. Edwards, A Voyage up the River Amazon Including a Residence at Pará
(New York, 1847), p. 35.
52. Ibid., emphasis in original.
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In the Lower Amazon, prison and violence were used in areas where
black slaves were scarce, and Indians were “difficult to catch” and “slippery
when caught”. Desertions, Edwards thought, were treated too harshly by
the authorities, and the punishments for captured fugitives might include up
to 300 lashes, with a whip known as “cat”.53 Still, flights continued. This
often affected travelers, for it was common for the Indians forced to
accompany them to escape as soon as they could, even leaving behind their
personal belongings.
Forced recruitment led to significant criticism in the press and in sections

of the middle and upper classes. It was also overwhelmingly rejected by the
free and freed poor population. All these factors, combined with the insuf-
ficiency of voluntary enlistment, deeply concerned the authorities, who were
most interested in forming well-trained, specialized, and professional troops.
As a result, the solution they found was the Empire’s extension of military
recruitment to children and young men from ten to seventeen, through the
creation of Navy Apprentice Companies (Companhias de Aprendizes
Marinheiros) in most of the provincial capitals.54

Concomitant with the search for alternatives given the scarcity of new
recruits in both the Navy and the Army, the authorities were also interested
in keeping the sons of the popular classes occupied, arguing that this would
prevent vagrancy and crime and instill in them discipline, morality, and a
strong work ethic. Therefore, although minors could be placed in the
Apprentice Companies by their parents or a legal guardian, most of them
were recruited in a similar way to the adults: that is, after being “gathered
up” by inspectors and officials. If they passed the aptitude tests, they were
required to serve twelve years before becoming eligible for discharge, and
only after sixteen could they receive a conditional discharge, with a right to
a pension paying half the salary they had last received, although they could
be called back to active duty if the need arose.55

53. Edwards, A Voyage up the River Amazon, pp. 131–132. The whip Edwards referred to was
the cat-o’-nine-tails, commonly abbreviated to the “cat”. It was used around the world, not only
to punish sailors, but also as an instrument of torture in prisons.
54. The first was founded in Rio de Janeiro in 1840, followed by Pará and Bahia (1855) and
extended in the following twenty years to most provinces. Álvaro Pereira do Nascimento,
“Marinheiros em revolta. Recrutamento e disciplina na Marinha de Guerra (1880–1910)” (M.Sc.,
Universidade Estadual de Campinas, 1997), p. 51. See also Rozenilda Maria de Castro Silva, “Do
suprimento humano para a Marinha de Guerra nacional à escola para a infância pobre: interesses
recíprocos no surgimento da Companhia de Aprendizes Marinheiros do Piauí”, paper presented
at VI Congresso Luso-brasileiro de História da Educação, Universidade Federal de Uberlândia,
2006, pp. 5336–5346.
55. On the implications of the relationship between the Apprentice Companies (in the War
Arsenals of the Army they were initially called Minor Apprentice Companies [Companhias de
Aprendizes Menores], and after 1872, Journeymen Apprentice Companies [Companhia de
Aprendizes Artífices]), efforts to combat vagrancy (vadiagem), and education towards
being incorporated in the labor process in Brazil, in addition to the references cited above, see
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There were intrinsic relationships, both direct and indirect, between the
various types of forced recruitment and the worlds of labor all over Brazil.
Independent of the immediate motives of the authorities – filling the ranks,
discouraging laziness, increasing social control, or punishing crime – the
accusation that someone was resisting work was enough to make freedom
precarious for the “free”, especially when combined with poverty and
ethno-racial distinctions. This could happen in many ways, one of the most
important being through laws and practices that maintained most of the free
and freed population permanently eligible for recruitment. In many cases,
the simple threat of forced service was enough to blackmail and intimidate
the less fortunate. At the same time, for those for whom flight was not an
option, many of the personal arrangements formed under such pressures
could have a certain protective effect, even if they were manifestly unequal:
They enabled workers to gain allies against the more aggressive and abusive
“recruiters” roaming the country.56

Although it was in perfect keeping with nineteenth-century Brazilian
principles of compulsory military service and labor, the Workers’ Corps
quickly became a target for criticism due to the excesses committed by its
commanders, including using the workforce to serve themselves and their
friends. Others argued that the institution incentivized flight and desertion
among the free and freed population. In September 1858, ten deputies from
the Pará Legislative Assembly introduced a bill to abolish the Workers’
Corps. Their proposal, however, was rejected.57 The next year, the pro-
vincial president, Manoel de Frias e Vasconcellos, submitted a plan to the
Assembly to completely reform the Corps and create municipal police
forces.58 However, a surprising turn of events came barely two weeks later:
On 18 October 1859, twelve deputies proposed another bill to abolish the
Workers’ Corps in all of Pará.59 Three days later, the Assembly issued a

Walter Fraga Filho, Mendigos, moleques e vadios na Bahia do século XIX (São Paulo, 1996),
pp. 128–130; Matilde Araki Crudo, “Infância, trabalho e educação. Os aprendizes do Arsenal de
Guerra de Mato Grosso (Cuiabá, 1842–1899)” (Ph.D., Universidade Estadual de Campinas,
2005).
56. See, for instance, Richard Graham who precisely argues that clientelistic relationships could
protect the poor from recruitment, even as it reinforced their dependence on the well-to-do.
See Richard Graham, Patronage and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Brazil (Stanford, CA,1990),
pp. 27–29.
57. Gazeta Official, Belém, 11 September 1858, p. 2.Gazeta Official, Belém, 21 September 1858,
p. 2. This and other official organs for the whole country and Brazil’s provinces, are available at the
Biblioteca Nacional do Rio de Janeiro.
58. Falla dirigida á Assembléa Legislativa da provincia do Pará na segunda sessão da XI legisla-
tura pelo exm.o sr. tenente coronel Manoel de Frias e Vasconcellos, presidente da mesma provincia,
em 1 de outubro de 1859 (Pará, 1859), pp. 49–52.
59. Parte Official, Assembléa Legislativa Provincial, Sessão ordinária em 18 de outubro de 1859,
A Epocha, Belém, 3 November 1859, p. 1. This newspaper published in Belém defined itself as a
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highly critical brief on the reforms proposed by Vasconcellos, calling them
“an attack on the inviolability of the citizen’s civil and political rights”, and
concluding that Law 2 of 1838, which had introduced the Workers’ Corps,
should be “repealed as soon as possible”.60

Over the following sessions, the deputies exchanged accusations over
what might have led some of them to change their minds about theWorkers’
Corps, since many who supported this new abolition bill had just voted
against an identical one a year before.61 Nonetheless, the bill proceeded
rapidly through the Assembly, and in less than one month it was sent to the
provincial president, Antonio Coelho de Sá e Albuquerque, who signed it
as Law 330 of 15 November 1859. Its single article ordered that “the
Workers’ Corps be abolished, with all laws and orders to the contrary
repealed”.62

In an official communiqué to the Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Albuquerque put himself at the center of this turn of events reporting that,
since taking office, he had pressured the Assembly to repeal the Workers’
Corps law. According to the president, the enlistments caused so many
“clamorous complaints from the less civilized and well-to-do population”,
that they chose to abandon “the capital and nearby towns in favor
of the [northern] region of Amapá, thus preferring to serve the interests of
the French and harm those of the Brazilians”.63 This geopolitical
dimension was indeed an important additional factor and the abolition of
the Workers’ Corps was a decision taken between the provincial president,
the deputies, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Empire to counter
French interests in the long-standing dispute over the border between
Brazil and French Guiana.64 As the authorities came to realize the

publication dedicated to “political, trade and news”. It is available at the Biblioteca Nacional do
Rio de Janeiro.
60. Parte Official, Assembléa Legislativa Provincial, Sessão ordinária em 21 de outubro de 1859,
A Epocha, Belém, 24 October 1859, p. 1.
61. Parte Official, Assembléa Legislativa Provincial, Sessão ordinária em 27 de outubro de 1859,
A Epocha, Belém, 17 November 1859, p. 1.
62. Collecção das Leis da Província do Gram-Pará, XXI, pp. 12–13. See also Parte Official,
Gazeta Official, Belém, 19 November 1859, p. 1.
63. “Ofício confidencial do presidente da província do Pará, Antonio Coelho de Sá e Albu-
querque, ao secretário de Estado dos Negócios Estrangeiros, João Lins de Vieira Cansanção de
Sinimbu”, 23 November 1859, Arquivo Histórico do Itamaraty (Rio de Janeiro), Governo do
Pará (Ofícios), Códice 308–4–4.
64. The Franco-Brazilian dispute dated from the colonial period and centered on a region in the
far north of the Amazon, between the Araguari and Oiapoque Rivers. The disagreement would
only be resolved in 1900, in Brazil’s favor. In the nineteenth century, the term “Amapá” was
already commonly used in newspapers and correspondence for both the settlement of the same
name, a few miles from the Ilha de Maracá, and the disputed region as a whole. Once the region
was awarded to Brazil, it would be separated from Pará to form the territory of Amapá in 1943 and
state of Amapá in 1988.
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considerable disadvantage at which they were placed in attempting to gain
the trust and sympathy of escaped slaves, deserters, and others in the
disputed region, they decided to give in. Shortly after the abolition of
the Workers’ Corps, Albuquerque published in the press the repeal of the
law of 1838.
While the abolition of the Workers’ Corps applied to the whole of Pará,

the article came together with a letter that was exclusively addressed to
the population of the contested region, in which he guaranteed the right to
free movement to everyone coming from Amapá. The article, published in
the Gazeta Official newspaper, said that the authorities of the cities of
Macapá and Belém were flatly prohibited from recruiting any “individual
who comes from the northern coasts”, as long as he came to trade, or if he
was employed “in fish salting, in the extraction of rubber and oil, or in the
gathering of cacao, Brazil nuts, etc”. To qualify for this exemption, residents
of Amapá needed only to present themselves in either of these cities, where
they would receive a guide, with whom they could “enter and exit at any
port, river, or lake, with no further requirements and with no fear of
difficulties”.65 The only exception was for smugglers, who would continue
to be subject to punishment. Furthermore, the article emphasized that
Amapá’s workers and merchants would increase their profits and benefits
by negotiating directly with Belém, while this city and its surrounding area
would be able to obtain more merchandise at lower prices.
Thus, the conjunction of two factors led to an acute crisis that resulted in

the rapid disappearance of theWorkers’Corps: Firstly, there was Brazil and
France’s diplomatic quarrels over a vast area in the far north of the Amazon.
Secondly, andmore importantly, the constant flights, desertions, and several
forms of political, social, and economic mobilization involving the free
poor, indigenous, and enslaved population. The authorities had been
constrained, pressured, and certainly surprised by the actions of subaltern
people in such a way that, when the representatives of the Brazilian state
realized what was at stake in 1859, the result was the collapse of the last
official tool for recruiting forced labor in the Amazon.

CONCLUSION

The debates over free and unfree labor have sought to problematize the
epistemological boundaries that separate these categories, as well as the
chronological divisions that such boundaries have generated. According
to older interpretations, slavery and other forms of unfree labor dis-
appeared or diminished in importance in the wake of capitalism’s ascen-
dance as the globally dominant economic system. This article, however, by

65. Gazeta Official, 22 November 1859, pp. 2–3.

Free and Unfree Labor in the Nineteenth-Century Brazilian Amazon 41

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859017000426 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859017000426


demonstrating the coexistence of and even interdependency between
freedom, slavery, and coerced labor in the nineteenth-century Amazon,
adds to the growing body of literature that points out that these categories
are not quite as opposed, schematic, or exclusive as has been previously
assumed.66

Within this larger picture, however, the conditions in the nineteenth-
century Amazon were specific, as the dilemmas between free and unfree
labor were related to two of the most long-standing problems for elites – the
difficulties in accessing enslaved African labor and the supposed scarcity
and excessive autonomy of the “free” workforce. As this article has shown,
once the enslavement of indigenous peoples was terminated, the expectation
was that this would lead to an increase in the number of African slaves
whose labor would then allow for the remaining subjects to help occupy the
vast territory of the Amazon. However, this move towards incorporating
the Indians into Luso-Brazilian society did not signify that pressures to
carry out labor tasks for the colonial economy abated. Over the course of
centuries, one way or another, whether legal or illegal, unfree indigenous
labor became established as a rule and indeed a fundamental part of the
regions’ economy.
In the nineteenth century, this was aggravated by a political project full of

ideological vigor: The focus on repressing vagrancy and using work as a
tool of social control had profound implications not only for the type of
freedom that Indians supposedly enjoyed, but also for poor freemen,
freedmen, and mestiços. For those who were not enslaved, freedom was
threateningly precarious.67 The effective possibility that the poor might
reject economic dependency, choosing to survive from the resources of the
forests and rivers or banding together to deny or elude a status quo based on
domination and exploitation, exerted a profound influence on laws per-
mitting coerced labor.68 To prevent or defeat alternatives for the lower

66. See Tom Brass and Marcel van der Linden (eds), Free and Unfree Labour: The Debate
Continues (Bern, 1997); Robert Steinfeld, Coercion, Contract, and Free Labor in the Nineteenth
Century (Cambridge, 2001); Frederick Cooper, Thomas C. Holt, and Rebecca J. Scott, Beyond
Slavery: Explorations of Race, Labor, and Citizenship in Postemancipation Societies (Chapel Hill,
NC, 2000); Marcel van der Linden andMagaly Rodríguez García (eds),OnCoerced Labor: Work
and Compulsion after Chattel Slavery (Leiden [etc.], 2016).
67. The theme of “precarious freedom” has been introduced for free and freed blacks during the
nineteenth century. It seems, however, equally useful for considering the situation of other groups
in Brazil as well. See Sidney Chalhoub, “The Precariousness of Freedom in a Slave Society (Brazil
in the Nineteenth Century)”, International Review of Social History, 56:3 (2011), pp. 405–439.
For an analysis of the impact these issues had on Brazil’s legal and prison system, see Peter M.
Beattie, Punishment in Paradise: Race, Slavery, Human Rights, and a Nineteenth-century Bra-
zilian Penal Colony (Durham, NC, 2015).
68. The interrelation between abundant natural resources (especially land) for market-oriented
agricultural exploitation, scarcity of labour, the effective possibility of the poor to retreat into
remote and inaccessible areas, and the installment of regimes of unfree labor has been a central
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classes, the Amazon’s economic and political elites reinforced mechanisms
of immobilization and compulsion.
The 1859 repeal of the Workers’ Corps law in Pará offered hope for an

enormous segment of the population that had been submitted to a long
tradition of coerced labor. However, during the rise of the Amazonian
rubber boom in the second half of the nineteenth century, other forms of
unfree labor would develop in the far reaches of the forest, based on debt
peonage, intimidation, and other mechanisms for “retaining” labor.69 Free
and unfree labor in the Brazilian Amazon were reinvented yet again, this
time to meet modern capitalist industries’ demands for primary resources.

Translation: Bryan Pitts

theme in the literature about unfree labor (and the resistance to it): See, for instance, Herman
Nieboer, Slavery as an Industrial System: Ethnological Researches (The Hague, 1910); Evsey D.
Domar “The Causes of Slavery or Serfdom: A Hypothesis”, The Journal of Economic History,
30:1 (1970), pp. 18–32; James C. Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed. An Anarchist History of
Upland Southeast Asia (New Haven, CT, 2009).
69. See João Pacheco de Oliveira Filho, “OCaboclo e o Brabo. Notas sobre duas modalidades de
força de trabalho na expansão da fronteira amazônica no século XIX”, Encontros com a Civili-
zação Brasileira, 11 (1979), pp. 101–140, 131–135; and, more generally, Barbara Weinstein, The
Amazon Rubber Boom, 1850–1920 (Stanford, CA, 1983).
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