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A NOTE ON WEIGHTS, MEASURES, 

BRAZILIAN CURRENCY, AND ORTHOGRAPHY 

Weights and Measures 

1 alqueire 36.27, or about one English bushel 

1 bra9a 2.2 meters 

1 legua (league) about 6,600 meters 

1 tarefa an area of 30 bra^as by 30 bra^as or 4,356 square meters 

Currency 

The basic unit of currency in Brazil during the years 1845 to 1889 was the real 

(reis in the plural). The sum of 100 reis was written Rs. $100. Larger sums were 

expressed in mil-reis (literally, one-thousand reis) which was written Rs. 1$000. The 

figure of one thousand mil-reis was referred as one conto de reis, or simply, one conto, 

and was written Rs. 1:000$000 or Rs. 1:000. The value of the mil-reis as compared to the 

United States' dollar did not change significantly during the period under study. 

According to Julian Duncan, in 1877 the mil-reis equaled 50 U.S. cents and the conto was 

worth 500 dollars.^ Thus, the average price of a pregnant cow in the interior of the 

province of Ceara in that year was 8.25 U.S. dollars, or about Rs. 15$000; the price of a 

full grown steer in the same year was 11.00 U.S. dollars, or Rs. 20$000. 

' Julian S. Duncan, Public and Private Operation of Railways in Brazil (New York; 
Columbia University Press, 1932), 183. 
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Orthography 

Orthographical rules have changed in Brazil several times since the nineteenth 

century. In this study, names of persons, places and other proper nouns are spelled 

according to the most recent standardized rules. In citing the names of authors and titles 

of older published works, I have retained their original spelling. I have used today's 

spelling and accentuation when providing the titles of manuscript materials. In citing the 

published annual reports (falas or relatorios) given by the presidents of the province of 

Ceara to the provincial legislatures or other authorities, I provide a short title, indicating 

whether the report is a fala or relatorio, followed by this information in parenthesis: the 

name, in an abbreviated manner, of the provincial president who presented the report, the 

name, in an abbreviated manner, of the authority who received the report, or the 

provincial assembly, in most cases, and the year in which the report was delivered. 
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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the intersections between honor, violence and social 

change in the construction of masculine identities among the poor free inhabitants of the 

semiarid sertdo (or backlands) of the Brazilian Northeastern province of Ceara between 

1845 and 1889. Calling into question the enduring representation of the sertanejos (or 

backlanders) as conditioned by a timeless culture to violently defend their honor, this 

study demonstrates that backlands' notions of honorable manhood and a violent type of 

masculinity during this period were defined through a complex interaction between 

social, economic and political transformations, exacerbation of violence as well as 

cultural concepts of honor. 

Between 1845 and the mid 1860s, changes in landholding patterns allowed many 

sertanejos access to land and the ability to participate in the expanding agricultural and 

cattle-ranching economies of the province. As small farmers and ranchers, sertanejos 

articulated a notion of masculine honor that was linked to their autonomy in their 

economic activities, ability to provide for their families, and patriarchal control of women 

at home. Beginning in the mid 1860s, a new series of social-economic transformations 

disrupted the small farmers' and ranchers' fragile survival system, exercised great 

pressure on social relations, and exacerbated masculine violence. Indeed, violence 

became the primary means through which increasingly dislocated sertanejos attempted to 

solve a variety of conflicts ranging from defending resources to earning a livelihood. In 

this context, masculine honor became more closely linked with violence. Poor young men 
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who were unable to establish their honor through other means turned to violence as a way 

to assert their manhood. Men cast their acts of aggression against an increasingly visible 

group of autonomous women who lived outside of male control as an attempt to 

reestablish a patriarchal order and, thereby, secure their honor. The process of Imperial 

State formation in the backlands was another significant factor in the normalization of a 

notion of honor that was contingent on a capacity for violence. Between 1850 and 1889, 

the expansion of institutions of social control that relied on armed sertanejos as agents of 

the State intensified violent conflict and contributed to the incitement of violent 

masculinities among the poor. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study examines the intersections between gender, violence and social change 

in the semiarid sertdo, or backlands, of the Brazilian Northeastern province (colonial 

captaincy and present-day state) of Ceara between the years 1845 and 1889.' It analyzes 

the construction of masculine identities that embodied notions of honor among poor free 

backlanders, customarily called sertanejos, as well as the historical processes that 

accounted for the sertanejos' association between honorable masculinity and violence 

during this period. My goal of understanding the historical production of a specific type 

of violent masculine identity in the interior of Ceara challenges the enduring 

interpretation of the Northeastern backlands as a timeless region populated by inherently 

violent sertanejos. Both popular and scholarly works represent the sertao as a dangerous 

place where violence has thrived since Portuguese occupation in the seventeenth century 

until the present and where individual acts of aggression in defense of masculine honor 

have been an unchanging feature of "backlands culture." Likewise, this study calls into 

question popular and sometimes scholarly views of machismo as a traditional cultural 

system that has perpetuated a dominant ideology of violent masculinity in Latin America 

since its colonial history until the present. 

' The colonial captaincies were transformed into provinces in 1816. 
On social structure in the backlands as unchanging see, e.g., Djacir Menezes, O outro 

Nordeste: Formagdo social do Nordeste (Rio de Janeiro: Livraria Jose Olympio Editora, 
1937); Maria do Carmo R. Araiijo, "O poder local no Ceara," in Historia do Ceara, org. 
Simone de Souza (Fortaleza: Funda9ao Democrito Rocha, 1995), 109-120; Hamilton 
Monteiro de Mattos, Crise agrdria e luta de classes: O Nordeste brasileiro entre 1850-
1889 (Brasilia: Horizonte Editora, 1980); Frederico de Castro Neves, A multiddo e a 
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The present study makes social change the central variable to illuminate the 

transformations in masculine identities and the construction of a link between violence 

and honor in the sertao between 1845 and 1889.^ Historically, the backlands of the 

Northeast have constituted the poorest region in Brazil and their populations have 

suffered from an unforgiving climate and recurring drought. Yet, I focus on the sertao of 

Ceara because, despite these powerful forces for continuity, that region underwent 

unprecedented change from the mid-1840s onwards. Economic and social 

transformations that in a paradoxical manner resulted from the onslaught of the 

devastating 1845 drought gradually reshaped the traditionally cattle-raising sertao into an 

area with a growing market economy based on both commercial agriculture and livestock 

breeding. Likewise, the second half of the nineteenth century saw the process of 

consolidation of the Imperial State, which unleashed significant changes in local 

structures of power and domination that lasted until the end of the monarchy in 1889."^ 

These shifts transformed the lives of the backlanders in meaningful and, until now, 

historia: Saques e outras agoes de massas no Ceard (Rio de Janeiro: Relume Dumara, 
2000); see also, Cesar Barreira, Trilhas e atalhos do poder: Conflitos sociais no sertao 
(Rio de Janeiro: Rio Fundo Editora, 1992). On violence as a feature of "backlands 
culture" both in the Northeast and elsewhere in rural Brazil, see, e.g., Antonio Candido 
[de Mello e Souza], Osparceiros do Rio Bonito: Estudo sohre a caipirapaulista e a 
transformagdo dos sens meios de vida, 2d ed. (Sao Paulo: Livraria Duas Cidades, 1971); 
Maria Sylvia de Carvalho Franco, Homens livres na ordem escravocrata, 3d ed. (Sao 
Paulo: Kairos Livraria Editora, 1983); Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz, O messianismo 
no Brasile no mundo (Sao Paulo: Dominus Editora, 1965), 139-306; Euclides da Cunha, 
Os sertdes, 5th ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Record, 2002); Robert Levine, Vale of Tears; 
Revisiting the Canudos Massacre in Northeastern Brazil, 1893-1897 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992), chap. 2; E.B. Reesink, The Peasant in the Sertao: A 
Short Exploration of His Past and Present (Leiden: Leiden University, 1981), 48. 
^ On identity formation as a historical process, see E. P. Thompson, The Making of the 
English Working Class (New York: Pantheon Books, 1964), 9-14. 

The Brazilian Imperial period lasted between 1822 and 1889. 
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unexplored ways that, in turn, had important implications on their definition of the 

meanings of honor and of their masculine identities.^ 

A sense of honor was central to sertanejos' elaborations of their masculine 

identities. An examination of popular poetry, contemporary novels and criminal court 

cases from the time reveals that poor free male Cearenses^ insisted on dar-se ao respeito, 

literally, on making themselves be respected by others in a variety of social interactions. 

Honor was a notion that referred to the interplay between a man's conceptualization of 

his own worth and dignity and the social recognition or acceptance of that estimation by 

other members of his community. In addition, honor articulated the construction of 

acceptable notions of manhood among the sertanejos with their positions in unequal 

social relations with other men and with women. ̂  In this context, the present study seeks 

^ In documenting social change and its effects on backlanders' lives and identities, this 
study calls into question popular images that depict the sertao as a region afflicted by an 
unvarying and timeless poverty and the sertanejos from all historical periods as merely 
hungry desperadoes. These images have been reproduced in films and literary works. In 
particular, several motion pictures on the Northeast produced in the 1960s and 1970s as 
part of the current in Brazilian cinema called Cinema Novo, denounced social injustices 
while making art out of despair, and portraying the backlanders as social types acting 
within an unchanging culture of hunger. Some novels of the regionalista trend in 
Brazilian literature (a current dating to the 1930s that addressed social issues in the 
backlands and the hardship created by a semiarid environment) have also contributed to 
the perpetuation of this perspective. Cinema Novo movies on poverty and hunger in the 
Northeast include Glauber Rocha's Deus e o diabo na terra do sol (1963) ?LndL Antonio 
das mortes (1969), Nelson Pereira dos Santos' Vidas secas (1963), and Ruy Guerra's Os 
fuzis (1964). For regionalista novels about poverty in the sertao, see, e.g., Graciliano 
Ramos, Vidas secas, 10th ed. (1st ed. 1938; Sao Paulo: Martins Editora, 1964); and 
Rachel de Queiroz, O quinze (Rio de Janeiro: Jose Olympo Editora, 1960), first published 
in 1930. 
^ Cearense, which is used throughout this study, refers to a resident of Ceara. As an 
adjective, the term also means having to do with or relative to Ceara. 
^ This definition of honor is drawn from classical conceptualizations by anthropologists 
Julian Pitt-Rivers and J.G. Peristiany, from psychological studies on honor and 



19 

to trace the historical and, hence, cultural process of production of the meanings of honor 

and the basis for the achievement of masculine honor in backlands society and to unveil 

the significance of the code of honor in the everyday lives of sertanejos. 

Recent works on honor in Latin American history have privileged the analysis of 

this notion as an arbitrator of social precedence and a principle that organized 

hierarchical social relations during the colonial period and the nineteenth century. 

According to the scholarship, Iberian imderstandings of honor were adapted to the racial, 

ethnic and social structures set in place in Latin America by the Spanish and Portuguese 

colonial projects. The crowns of Spain and Portugal were seen as fountains of honor; they 

apportioned honor to elite families of Iberian settlers and their descendants through titles 

of nobility and high government positions that ensured specific privileges. The Iberian 

concept of honor was intimately tied to a hierarchical valorization of lineage, referred to 

in Portuguese as limpeza de sangue, or purity of blood. In colonial Brazil, purity of blood 

came to signify the absence of Indian and African ancestry, as the Portuguese wrestled 

with indigenous people for land and dominated the black slaves they brought from 

Africa. Lineage largely determined the status and reputation of an individual or a family. 

In turn, legitimacy as the guarantor of purity of blood was central for elite families' 

acquisition of the marks and privileges of honor: titles of nobility, government positions, 

humiliation and from my own observation of the functioning of honor in the backlands of 
Ceara as expressed in an array of sources. See Julian Pitt-Rivers, The Fate of Shechem or 
the Politics of Sex: Essays in the Anthropology of the Mediterranean (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977); J. G. Periastiany, ed.. Honor and Shame: The Values 
of Mediterranean Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966). For a review of 
the psychological literature on honor and humiliation, see Lia Ades, "Em nome da honra: 
rea9oes a uma situa9ao de humilia9ao" (M. A. thesis, Universidade de Sao Paulo, Institute 
de Psicologia, 1999), 1-52. 
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and high rank in the militias. The relationship between honor and the construction of 

racial and class privileges did not end in the colonial period. In the case of Brazil, where 

slavery as an institution survived until 1888, and where family-based politics upheld a 

social order based on patronage during most of the Imperial period (1822-1889), honor 

continued functioning as a principle that organized social hierarchy, privilege and 

o 

political power. 

Because of the importance of legitimate birth for the preservation of elite 

families' status and privilege, the historiography has focused much attention on how 

honor as a gendered notion articulated differential power and behavior among members 

of principal families in both Spanish and Portuguese America. The protection of blood 

purity and legitimacy required women to remain chaste until married; sexual conduct 

defined women's honor. By contrast, elite men derived part of their honor from their 

^ On colonial conceptualizations of honor in Spanish America, see, e.g., Patricia Seed, To 
Love, Honor and Obey in Colonial Mexico: Conflicts over Marriage Choice, 1574-1821 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988); Ramon A. Gutierrez, When Jesus Came, the 
Corn Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality and Power in New Mexico, 1500-1846 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991); Ann Twinam, Public Lives, Private Secrets: 
Gender, Honor, Sexuality and Illegitimacy in Colonial Spanish America (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1999); Mark Burkholder, "Honor and Honors in Colonial 
Spanish America," in The Faces of Honor: Sex, Shame and Violence in Colonial Latin 
America, ed. Lyman Johnson and Sonya Lipsett Rivera (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1998), 18-44; Ana Alonso, Thread of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and 
Gender on Mexico's Northern Frontier (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1995). For 
Brazil, see, e.g., Muriel Nazzari, "An Urgent Need to Conceal: The System of Honor and 
Shame in Colonial Brazil," in The Faces of Honor, 103-126; Mary del Priore, sul do 
corpo: Condigdo feminina, maternidades e mentalidades no Brasil Coldnia (Rio de 
Janeiro: Jose Olympic, 1993); James Wadsworth, "Agents of Orthodoxy: Inquisitional 
Power and Prestige in Colonial Pemambuco, Brazil" (Ph. D. diss.. University of Arizona, 
2002). On honor in nineteenth-century Brazil, see, e.g., Linda Lewin, Politics and 
Parentela in Paraiba (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), esp. chap. 3; and, 
Dain Borges, The Family in Bahia, Brazil, 1870-1945 (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1992). 
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ability to protect women's sexual purity and effectively avenge, with violence if 

necessary, the family's honor in cases of sexual transgression with female kin. In turn, 

practices such as seclusion and control of daughters, sisters, and wives, and arrangement 

of the marriages of their offspring allowed elite men to exercise patriarchal authority 

within their households.^ 

In the last two decades, historians have also analyzed the intersection between 

honor and gender among men of lower rank during the colonial period and the nineteenth 

century. One interpretation, advanced especially by scholars who focus on the honor of 

the poor in Spanish-speaking Latin America during the colonial and national periods. 

^ On inheritance laws in Brazil, see Linda Lewin, Surprise Heirs, 2 vols. (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2003); on inheritance practices and honor in colonial Brazil, 
see, e.g. Alida Metcalf, "Fathers and Sons: The Politics of Inheritance in a Colonial 
Brazilian Township," HAHR 66, 3 (1986): 455-484 and Family and Frontier in Colonial 
Brazil: Santana de Parnaiba, 1580-1822 (Berkeley: University of California Press 1992); 
Muriel Nazzari, Disappearance of the Dowry. Women, Families and Social Change in 
Sao Paulo, Brazil (1600-1900) (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991); for the 
nineteenth century, see Lewin, Politics and Parentela and Borges, Family in Bahia; on 
honor as determined by wealth, nobility and other criteria, see, e.g., Luciano Raposo de 
Almeida Figuereido, Barrocas familias: Vida familiar em Minas Gerais no seculo XVIII 
(Sao Paulo: Hucitec, 1997); Leila Mezan Algranti, Honradas e devotas: Mulheres na 
Colonia (Rio de Janeiro: Jose Olympio, 1993); Del Priore, Ao sul do corpo. For Spanish 
America, see, e.g., Verena Martfnez-Alier, Marriage, Class and Colour in Nineteenth-
Century Cuba: A Study of Racial Attitudes and Sexual Values in a Slave Society 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974); Susan Socolow, "Acceptable Partners: 
Marriage Choice in Colonial Argentina, 1778-1810," mSexuality and Marriage in 
Colonial Latin America, ed. Asuncion Lavrin (Lincoln; University of Nebraska Press, 
1989), 209-251; Seed, To Love, Honor and Obey, Gutierrez, When Jesus Came-, Ann 
Twinam, "Honor, Sexuality, and Illegitimacy in Colonial Spanish America," in Sexuality 
and Marriage, ed. Asuncion Lavrin, 118-155; Steve Stem, The Secret History of Gender: 
Women, Men and Power in Late Colonial Mexico (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1995); Richard Boyer, Lives of the Bigamists: Family, Marriage and 
Community in Colonial Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995); 
Nancy Van Deusen, Between the Sacred and the Worldly: The Institutional and Cultural 
Practice of Recogimiento in Colonial Lima (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). 
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emphasizes the connection between masculinity, honor and violence. According to these 

studies, the elites were not the only groups concerned with proving and defending honor. 

Lower-class individuals, whose lives were marked by deprivation and instability, also 

had their own notions of honor and self-respect. Small farmers, artisans, muleteers, day 

laborers, Indians, and even slaves publicly asserted and defended their honor in order to 

differentiate themselves from others among the poor whom they considered inferior. 

Moreover, because poor Indians, blacks and mixed-raced individuals lacked purity of 

blood, access to courts as a means to settle challenges to their honor, and the material 

bases for precedence, they insisted that personal virtue or public conduct defined and 

guaranteed their social position in their communities. Thus, according to the scholarship, 

an "excessive sensitivity" to insults and ability to publicly respond to any challenge to 

their honor with violence constituted the main avenue through which poor men defended 

their reputation. The masculinity of the poor was, the scholarship argues, demonstrated 

by fighting. 

Such representations of poor men's honor and masculinity in Spanish America 

derive largely from the main documentary source that historians have consulted— 

criminal court cases—and from theoretical models they have applied to conceptualize the 

functioning of honor. This literature has largely relied on classic anthropological studies 

See, e.g., Lyman Johnson, "Dangerous Words, Provocative Gestures, and Violent Acts: 
The Disputed Hierarchies of Plebeian Life in Colonial Buenos Aires," in The Faces of 
Honor, 127-151; Pablo Picatto, City of Suspects; Crime in Mexico City, 1900-1931 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001) chap. 5; John Charles Chasteen, "Violence for 
Show: Knife Dueling on a Nineteenth-Century Cattle Frontier," in The Problem of Order 
in Changing Societies, ed. Lyman Johnson (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 1990), 47-64. See also, Richard Boyer, "Honor among Plebeians," in The Faces of 
Honor, 152-178. 
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by Julian Pitt Rivers and J.G. Peristiany that describe the "structures" of honor as 

observed in contemporary Mediterranean societies. According to those studies, honor is a 

largely masculine concern and is central to male competition for power and authority 

over other men and entire communities. Since honor entails the intersection between a 

man's assessment of his own worth and the social recognition of that value, it is not a 

fixed attribute, but rather requires constant assertion and proving. Within this model, the 

need for public recognition of honor explains men's exhibition of courage, bravado and 

violence in contests of manhood performed in front of audiences. While studies on the 

honor of the poor in Latin America attempt to historicize honor, their reliance on 

contemporary Mediterranean models to explain the relationship between violence and 

honor implicitly perpetuates the idea that poor males defined their masculinity only 

through violence, and that these definitions were culturally prescribed. 

By contrast, scholars interested in the honor of the poor in Brazil have approached 

the subject from a different framework. Drawing on the metaphoric distinction between 

"house" and "street" introduced by Gilberto Freyre and later elaborated by Roberto 

DaMatta, historians have explored how what Peter Beattie calls "honor's social 

geography" has pierced class lines.Thus, scholars have demonstrated that elites and the 

Pitt-Rivers, The Fate ofShechem', Peristiany, Honor and Shame. See also, J.G. 
Peristiany and Julian Pitt-Rivers, eds. Honor and Grace in Anthropology (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1992). 

Gilberto Freyre, Sobrados e mucambos: Decadencia do patriarcado rural e 
desenvolvimento do urbano, 2 vols., 3rd ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Jose Olympio Editora, 
1961); Roberto DaMatta, Carnavais, malandros e herois: Para uma sociologia do dilema 
brasileiro, 2d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Zahar, 1981); on the social geography of honor, see 
Peter Beattie, The Tribute of Blood: Army, Honor, Race, and Nation in Brazil, 1864-1945 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 8. 
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"honorable poor" associated the house with honor, private power, marriage, and order, 

while the street represented danger, dishonor, illegitimacy and vulnerability to impersonal 

public power. Other historians have argued that people from different classes, especially 

the poor, often disputed and challenged elite attitudes about the house and the street. Yet, 

with a few exceptions, these scholars have also regarded the specific meanings of honor 

for men of low rank in Brazil as the prescription of a cohesive cultural system. According 

to these works, male protection of the home/house and defense of women from sexual 

1 -5 
aggression by other males was the result of the "demand" of cultural notions of honor. 

Instead of analyzing masculine honor and the behaviors associated with its 

defense as resulting from the prescription of cultural systems impervious to material 

reality in Latin America, I argue that the meanings of honor as culture were embedded 

within the day-to-day social, economic and political practices of the sertanejos. For, as 

William Roseberry has observed, culture is at once "socially constituted (it is a product of 

present and past experience) and socially constitutive (it is part of the meaningful context 

in which activity takes place).Without doubt, notions of honor that derived from 

13 See, e.g., Sandra Lauderdale Graham, House and Street: The Domestic World of 
Servants and Masters in Nineteenth-Century Rio de Janeiro (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989); Beattie, Tribute of Blood; Joan Meznar, "The Ranks of the Poor: 
Military Service and Social Differentiation in Northeast Brazil, 1835-1875," HAHR 72, 3 
(1992): 335-351; Patricia Ann Aufderheide, "Order and Violence: Social Deviance and 
Social Control in Brazil, 1780-1840" (Ph.D. diss.. University of Minnesota, 1975); 
Martha de Abreu Esteves, Meninas perdidas: Os populares e o cotidiano do amor no Rio 
de Janeiro da belle epoque (Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, 1989). On the usefulness and 
shortcomings of this perspective, see Sueann Caulfied, In Defense of Honor: Sexual 
Morality, Modernity and Nation in Early Twentieth-Century Brazil (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2000). 

William Roseberry, Anthropologies and Histories (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1989), 42. 



Iberian models were central in organizing social relations in the backlands during the 

colonial period. Likewise, the meanings that honor took in the region were formed 

against the backdrop of a process of violent conquest and private power of large 

landowners during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when the presence of the 

Portuguese crown was extremely weak in the interior. But the early colonial setting, 

which reveals the socially constituted aspect of honor as a cultural system, cannot 

account for the meanings and significance that poor free sertanejos assigned to honor 

more than one hundred years later, in the very different social context of the second half 

of the nineteenth century. An examination of the socially constitutive aspect of this 

cultural system requires an analysis of how honor, and consequently masculine identity, 

intersected with the material circumstances that backlanders confronted from the mid-

nineteenth century onward. 

Placing the analysis of sertanejos' honorable masculinities in its material context 

requires the integration of research on the changing social-economic conditions of the 

region with an inquiry into the sertanejos' strategies of survival. Due to the almost 

complete lack of archival-based studies on the backlands and the abundance of 

stereotypes of the sertao as an unchanging place that has been populated by large 

landowners and a few subordinated, yet violent, cowboys, I needed to first reconstruct the 

agrarian and economic history of the region. Thus, this study demonstrates that, during 

the period between 1845 and the mid 1860s, a series of transformations, including 

changes in landholding patterns, allowed a stratum of sertanejos to gain stable access to 

land and enjoy greater secixrity in their livelihoods as they participated in the expanding 
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commercial economy of the region. Furthermore, I argue that the meanings of honor that 

sertanejos elaborated during these years reflected their new prominence in backlands 

society as small farmers and ranchers, their possession of animals, a few slaves, and 

money, and their access to land. The poor men's ability to sustain a family from the work 

they did in their smallholdings became the measure of honorable manhood in the sertao. 

Thus, this study contributes to the growing scholarship on the poor free population that, 

until very recently, has received little attention in the historical literature. The newer 

studies that do deal with the free poor concentrate on what Hebe Mattos calls their role as 

"socio-economic agents." By contrast, this dissertation analyzes the connections between 

that type of agency and the poor free Cearense men's gender identities. 

Hebe Mattos de Castro, "Beyond Masters and Slaves: Subsistence Agriculture as a 
Survival Strategy in Brazil During the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century," HAHR 
68, 3 (1988): 461-489. Until about the late 1960s, the historiography of colonial and 
nineteenth-century Brazil neglected the study of the free poor, as it concentrated on 
analysis of the slaveholding, plantation-based export economy of various regions. A 
pioneer study focusing on the free poor as historical subjects is Maria Sylvia de Carvalho 
Franco's Homens livres na ordem escravocrata, published in 1969. Recent works on the 
social-economic agency of the free poor include Roderick Barman, "The Brazilian 
Peasantry Reexamined: The Implications of the Quebra-Quilo Revolt, 1874-1875," 
HAHR 57, 3 (1977): 401-424; Hebe Mattos de Castro, Jo sul da historia: Lavradores 
pobres na crise do trabalho escravo (Sao Paulo: Brasiliense, 1987), Alida Metcalf, 
Family and Frontier in Colonial Brazil: Santana de Farnaiba, 1580-1822 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992); Sheila Faria, A Coldnia em movimento: Fortuna e 
familia no cotidiano colonial (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1998); Hebe Mattos, Das 
cores do silencio: Os significados da liberdade no sudeste escravista. Brasil, seculo XIX, 
2d ed., (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1998); Mary Ann Mahony, "Afro-Brazilians, 
Land Reform, and the Question of Social Mobility in Southern Bahia," Luso-Brazilian 
Review 34 (1997): 59-79; B. J. Barickman, J Bahian Counterpoint: Sugar, Tobacco, 
Cassava, and Slavery in the Reconcavo, 1780-1860 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1998); and Guillermo Palacios, Cultivadores Libres, Estado y crisis de la esclavitud en 
Brasil en la epoca de la Revolucion Industrial (Mexico: El Colegio de Mexico, 1998). 



27 

The insights gained from analysis of the social-economic history of the sertao 

help illuminate the significance of the code of honor in backlands society, and 

consequently, in the lives of the sertanejos. The increasing participation of small farmers 

and ranchers in the market economy of a semiarid region led to heightened levels of 

competition for scarce, and often jointly-held, resources. This conflict was widely 

exacerbated by the Imperial judicial system's inability to delimit clearly the boundaries 

between increasingly small properties. Here, this study demonstrates that in a context 

where personal relations guaranteed access to and use of scarce productive resources, a 

man's honor became the main vehicle by which small farmers and ranchers sought to 

assert, protect, and defend contested resources. In fact, a main goal of this study is to 

illustrate the different ways in which the ecological, demographic, economic and political 

pressures of the second half of the nineteenth century strengthened the importance of the 

code of honor in backlands society and the need of sertanejos to establish and maintain 

masculine reputation. 

Taking a view that makes historical and envirormiental context a central aspect of 

the study of honor and masculinity in Ceara allows us to reassess the significance of poor 

men's concern with the defense of the honor of the family, centered on women's 

sexuality—an aspect that has often been described as the mere result of a cultural 

prescription. To be sure, long-standing cultural notions of masculine honor in the sertao 

were tied to men's ability to monitor the mobility and sexuality of female kin. But, 

against the backdrop of a highly competitive relationship between agriculture and 

ranching, and pressures that threatened community relations, this male preoccupation 
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gained new and more specific meanings. Thus, I argue that, during the second half of the 

nineteenth century, control of women's sexuality and generative power was intrinsically 

related to the sertanejos' need to preserve scarce productive resources, including 

landholdings, and to prevent the fragmentation and dispersal of those resources. This 

study also demonstrates that disintegrating forces such as partible inheritance and 

competition for resources as well as the need to ensure provision of family labor for 

smallholdings were factors that led to patriarchal control in sertanejo households. 

The centrality of honor for poor sertanejos in Ceara in the second half of the 

nineteenth century was also related to shifts in hierarchical relations based on race in the 

backlands after 1850. Some scholars have argued that social distances between people 

from different racial and ethnic backgrounds were comparatively smaller in the 

Northeastern sertao during the colonial period and the nineteenth century than in more 

heavily populated, urban areas. Nevertheless, it is clear that a racial hierarchy that placed 

Portuguese and, after independence, "white" elites on top, the mixed races in an 

ambiguous middle position, and African slaves and their descendants on the bottom, was 

firmly in place in the backlands. According to Linda Lewin, the elite of the nineteenth-

century Northeast articulated a discourse that legitimized their privileged social position 

by self-identifying with the term brancos da terra, which signaled the relationship 

between landowning and whiteness. Lewin has also demonstrated that, even though 

racial mixing did take place throughout the colonial period and the nineteenth century, 

principal families consistently denied and officially hid any traces of non-European 

Literally, brancos da terra means whites of the land. But it is perhaps best translated as 
whites according to local definitions of whiteness. 
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ancestry and in this way maintained their honor/' Thus, a correlation between whiteness 

and elite status persisted well into the late nineteenth century. 

Conceptions of racial status figured prominently in the day-to-day lives of the 

mixed-raced population that made up the majority of the lower classes in the backlands. 

An outside traveler observed that many of the large landowners from Ceara referred to 

and treated mixed race people with contempt. Racial hierarchies also affected the lives of 

other populations of color. Free blacks, by virtue of their skin color, were suspect of 

being slaves and subjected to unofficial apprehensions and beatings as capitaes do matto 

(freelancing bounty-hunters of fugitive slaves) attempted to earn the rewards promised to 

those who captured run-away slaves. To be sure, those in the lower orders of society 

reproduced racial hierarchies in their interactions with slaves, vagrants, day laborers and 

others who they considered inferior. In fact, racial constructs validated unequal power 

1 R 
relations among the poor. 

The end of the transatlantic slave trade which led to the internal trade that 

massively transferred captives from the Northeastern provinces to the Southeast since 

1850 and the gradual manumission of slaves during the second half of the nineteenth 

On social distance and the place of slaves in the sertao, see, e.g., Euripedes Antonio 
Funes, "Negros no Ceara," in Uma nova historia do Ceard, ed. Simone de Souza, 
(Fortaleza: Funda9ao Democrito Rocha, 2000), 109-110. Linda Lewin, "Who Was 'o 
Grande Romano'? Genealogical Purity, the Indian 'Past' and Whiteness in Brazil's 
Northeast Backlands, \750-1900" Journal of Latin American Lore 19 (1996): 129-179. 

Freire Alemao, "Papeis daExpedifao ao Ceara" ABN81 (1961): 316; Joao Brigido, 
"Nossos Antigos: Bons, Burros e Bravos," in Antologia de Joao Brigido, ed. Jader de 
Carvalho (Fortaleza: Editora Terra do Sol, 1969), 319-320; Antonio Jose da Silva Paulet, 
"Descrip9ao geografica abreviada da Capitania do Ceara," RJHGB 60 (1897): 63; "Jaco 
Passarinho" and "Azulao," in Leonardo Mota, Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertao 
cearense, 3d ed. (1st ed., 1921; Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1960), 59, 
86. 
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century destabilized predominant notions of racial status among the poor, without ending 

ideologies of racial privilege. As Hebe Mattos has argued, after 1850, free status and 

"race" by themselves were no longer enough to demonstrate superiority or relative 

privilege.^® Consequently, masculine honor became even more significant as a symbol of 

status within a hierarchical society. 

In tracing the interplay between patterns of masculinity and historical change, this 

study shows that changing conditions from the 1860s onward drastically reduced the 

opportunities of poor farmers and ranchers to achieve a modest prosperity for themselves 

and their families, but without diminishing the significance of honor. Social-economic 

and political transformations in combination with the devastating drought of 1877-79 

disrupted the livelihoods of poor farmers and ranchers, causing dislocation, downward 

mobility and changes in their strategies of survival, including their increasing reliance on 

work for wages. These factors, in turn, began to undercut the sertanejos' capacity to own 

animals and slaves, their access to land, as well as their autonomy from wage labor, 

aspects that had become central to their masculine identities. 

Although these changes were extremely unsettling, dispossession and dislocation 

did not, on their own, generate widespread use of violence among poor men to defend 

masculine honor. Instead, this dissertation demonstrates that it was the exacerbation of 

inter-personal violent conflict that resulted from the combined economic, political and 

environmental pressures of the second half of the nineteenth century that resulted in the 

production of violent masculinities. In that gender pattern, violence became both the main 

Mattos, Das cores, 32-35. 
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guarantor and signifier of masculine honor among the sertanejos. Thus, this study 

underscores the importance of a surge in banditry since the 1870s and the increasing 

reliance on violence to defend productive resources in nurturing a violent type of 

honorable masculinity. Moreover, this dissertation analyzes the significance of age 

differences in the violent defense of honor. 

In line with the goals of much of the recent interdisciplinary v^ork on 

masculinities in Latin America, this study also approaches changes in the meanings and 

emblems of honorable masculinity in Ceara as partly mediated by shifting relations 

between men and women.^^ Thus, this dissertation outlines the ways in which 

environmental scarcity and dislocation forced new strategies of survival that separated 

families and created a large population of autonomous women. Furthermore, this study 

shows that social-economic change, by disrupting family life, upset gender hierarchies, 

undermined familial patriarchy, and strengthened public forms of patriarchal control. The 

exercise of public patriarchy included the use of violence against women which, in turn, 

contributed to foster the connection between honor and violence among poor sertanejos. 

The present study also examines the interplay between the production of a violent 

type of masculinity and the consolidation of a centralized Imperial State apparatus in the 

backlands during the years between 1850 and 1889. In fact, this study presents evidence 

See, e.g., Roger Lancaster, Life is Hard: Machismo, Danger, and the Intimacy of 
Power in Nicaragua (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Matthew C. 
Guttman, The Meanings of Macho: Being a Man in Mexico City (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1996); idem, ed. Changing Men and Masculinities in Latin America 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2003); Ian Lumsden, Machos, Maricones and Gays: 
Cuba and Homosexuality (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1996); for a conceptual 
approach for the study of gender in Latin America, see Donna Guy, "Future Directions in 
Latin American Gender History," The Americas 51,1 (July, 1994): 1-9. 
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to suggest that the accelerated growth of the Imperial State, characterized by a 

paradoxical weakness in its regulatory capacity and increasing encroachment on 

sertanejos lives, greatly exacerbated violence among the rural poor. Just as important, I 

argue that the reliance on violence as both an inadvertent and intentional administration 

strategy of the State in the backlands, and the violent resistance of sertanejos to State 

formation processes served to consolidate the link between honor and violence and to 

incite violent masculinities. Moreover, the invasion of an ineffective State power into the 

hinterland, which in fact intensified the importance of personal relations in an array of 

21 , situations, gave the code of honor what Jane Schneider calls "a new lease on life." This 

study thus contributes to a recent body of scholarly works that analyze both the limits and 

effectiveness of the power of the Brazilian State at the margins of high Imperial politics 

and on the peripheries of the Empire, but with a special emphasis on how State formation 

22 processes affected the constitution of masculine identities in Ceara. 

Ultimately, this study seeks to trace the historical production of hegemonic 

masculinities in the interior of Ceara. Thus, I follow the lead of scholars of men and 

masculinities in Latin America who have found R. W. Connell's elaboration of Antonio 

Gramsci's concept of hegemony to the study of gender as a useful category of analysis. 

Instead of seeing male domination, violence and misogyny as the simple expressions of a 

unitary Latin American male identity, those scholars have analyzed the processes through 

Jane Schneider, "Of Vigilance and Virgins: Honor, Shame and Access to Resources in 
Mediterranean Societies," 10, 1 (January, 1971): 1-24. 

Judy Bieber, Power, Patronage, and Political Violence: State Building on a Brazilian 
Frontier, 1822-1889 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1999); Hendrick Kraay, Race, 
State, and Armed Forces in Independence-Era Brazil; Bahia, 1790s-1840s (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001); Beattie, Tribute of Blood. 
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which forms of mascuhnity that uphold such values have come to occupy the hegemonic 

position in specific contexts in the region.^^ Likewise, my study demonstrates that the 

production of a violent honorable masculinity as a hegemonic model of manhood was not 

inevitable and that this form of masculinity became dominant and socially accepted in the 

sertao as a result of a complex process of social change that took place between 1845 and 

1889. That change exercised great pressure on social relations between men and women 

and among men and disturbed patterns of survival which, in turn, exacerbated the need of 

sertanejos to rely on violence to resolve conflict. Thus, poor backlanders deployed a 

cultural notion of honor as predicated on capacity for violence that was formed against 

the material and social process that had transformed their lives during these years. In 

doing so, they both experienced and created the sertdes temerosos, the menacing 

backlands that have caught the attention and imagination of many outside observers.^"^ 

Sources and Organization 

In order to trace the agrarian history that influenced constructs of honorable 

masculinity in the interior of Ceara, this study relies extensively on two types of 

R. W. Connell, Masculinities (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 76-78; 
scholars that apply this notion in Latin America include Jose Olavarria, "Men at Home? 
Child Rearing and Housekeeping among Chilean Working-Class Fathers," in Changing 
Men, 333-350; Francisco Ferrandiz, "Malandros, Maria Lionza, and Masculinity in a 
Venezuelan Shantytown," in Changing Men, 115-133; on dominant models of 
masculinities elsewhere, see, e.g., John Nauright and Timothy J. L. Chandler, Making 
Men: Rugby and Masculine Identity (London: Frank Cass & Co, 1996); J.O.C. Phillips, A 
Man's Country? The Image of the Pakeha Male, A History (Auckland: Penguin, 1987). 

The term "menacing backlands" comes from a description of historical patterns of 
violence in the municipality of Jucas, one considered as exemplary of the inherent 
violence of the interior. Waldery Uchoa, Anudrio do Ceard: Historia do Ceara e dos 
municipios, 2 vols. (Fortaleza: 1953), 1: 149. 
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manuscript sources: land registries and post-mortem inventories. The land registries, a 

part of the Imperial registration of lands prescribed by the 1850 Land Law, were 

completed by parish priests throughout the 1850s. They provide a perspective on 

landholding patterns and property sizes that I verified through analysis of post-mortem 

inventories. These probate records, increasingly used by historians who study the poor 

free populations in Brazil, list all the goods owned by a decedent by the time of death. 

While these records do not provide information on the very poor who did not own any 

assets since, in all likelihood, they could not afford the required judicial fees, post

mortem inventories do offer invaluable data on land tenure patterns among those who 

held at least some land as well as wealthier and larger landowners. 

This study also relies on post-mortem inventories for information on material 

conditions and economic activities in the sertao. I worked with a total of 230 inventories 

from the municipality of Jucas, an agricultural and ranching township located in the 

southern portion of Ceara. Reading these records against other sources allows me to 

describe slaveholding patterns as well as agricultural and ranching practices among the 

free poor. Furthermore, I compared information from data sets organized by decades to 

reconstruct the effects of social-economic change in the living conditions and survival 

strategies of sertanejos. Lists of the decedents' creditors and debtors that are regularly 

attached to the inventories and the existence of post-mortem inventories of sertanejos 

who possessed as little property as one head of cattle or one goat allowed me to dociraient 

See chap. 1 below. 
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the material ruin and the precarious living conditions of members of the free poor as they 

faced hardship and environmental calamity. 

This dissertation makes extensive use of 390 criminal court cases from Jucas as 

well as from the municipality of Tamboril, a ranching and agricultural township located 

in the mid-western section of Ceara. Criminal records constitute a uniquely rich source to 

grasp the various dimensions of conflict and the reliance on violence in the interior. 

Comparison of the profiles of plaintiffs and defendants with social commentary from 

foreign travelers, police reports and other police correspondence, demonstrates that use of 

violence was not a trait of social deviants as critics of the use of criminal sources in social 

history might argue.^^ Instead, criminal cases reveal the effects of competition for 

resources in an unforgiving environment on social relations between neighbors and co-

proprietors. I complement the examination of conflict for resources with analysis of civil 

cases and suits for demarcation of lands. Investigation into the depositions of witnesses, 

plaintiffs and defendants in criminal cases also puts in evidence the centrality of honor in 

the sertanejos' patterns of organizing access and use of resources. In addition, I have used 

criminal cases to arrive at an understanding of how men in the backlands constructed 

notions of patriarchy and of their changing views of specific groups of women. 

To grasp the meanings of honor in the everyday lives of the sertanejos, I have 

combined the analysis of these more traditional historical sources with popular poetry by 

backlands bards who grew up and lived in the Northeast during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. The popular poetic tradition of the backlands dates back to the 

26 On the use of criminal court cases to unveil everyday practices and ideas instead of 
deviant practices, see Caulfield, In Defense of Honor, 12-13. 
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colonial period, but towards the end of the nineteenth century, some of the oral songs and 

poetry were written down and have thus survived in the form of published anthologies. 

The anthologies I have used contain the sung verses of cantadores, or popular poets, who 

engaged in poetry challenges, or desafios, with one another during the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, as well as the narrative poems that they performed in local 

market fairs and other public venues. I privilege popular poetry in my examination of 

predominant meanings of honor since, insofar as they were popular, verses from 

cantadores provide a perspective on common views and attitudes. In analyzing these 

sources, I regard popular poets as the possessors of what Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz 

97 
has called a "collective memory" of life in the Northeastern backlands. Yet, I see this 

collective memory not as the isolated preservation of the heroic deeds of celebrated 

backlanders, but rather as a memory of the social transformations of the period and the 

sertanejos' responses to that change. Moreover, I regard popular poets as social actors in 

their own right who commented on the changing meanings of manhood and honor in their 

28 own lives, and those of the sertanejos around them. 

In tracing the changing meanings of honorable masculinity in the backlands, I 

have also relied on a collection of poetry by Juvenal Galeno, a Cearense folklorist and 

literate who published his work Lendas e cangdes populates in 1864. Galeno's work is a 

Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz, Os cangaceiros (Sao Paulo: Duas Cidades, 1977), 15. 
The task of translating the popular poetry into English has been challenging, since 

cantadores used words with complex, regionally-specific meanings that often do not have 
direct equivalents in English. I have not provided literal translations of the poetry, but 
rather, the translation that best conveys the overall sense of the poetry. In absence of 
dates for the poems and songs, I have relied on the date of birth of popular poets to 
attempt an approximate chronological location of the verses used in this work. 
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unique witness to the lives of poor sertanejos during this conflictive period in Cearense 

history. In order to write the poems, Galeno spent considerable time living and traveling 

in interior locations. But while other outsiders who visited the sertao tended to reproduce 

elite perspectives on the poor, or keep their descriptions of this group to a minimum, 

Galeno visited and interviewed poor free people in fields, jails, houses and taverns. His 

poems, thus, reproduce these conversations in verse, and often combine them with 

traditional songs.^^ 

To map the process of State formation in the backlands, I have relied extensively 

30 • * on printed reports from the provincial presidents of Ceara, police chiefs, as well as on 

manuscript correspondence between municipal and provincial police authorities. Analysis 

of these sources in combination with criminal cases allowed me to reconstruct the limits 

of the State institutions in achieving their stated goal of bringing order to backlands and 

the effects of State formation processes in exacerbating violence and inciting violent 

masculinities among the poor. 

In tracing the coimections between broad social transformations and masculinity 

in Ceara, this study identifies two different moments or phases in the direction of social-

economic change between 1845 and 1889. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on the notion of 

honorable masculinity that emerged during the period between 1845 and the mid 1860s, 

when change favored the free poor. Chapter 1 examines the ways in which large-scale 

migration, shifts in land tenure patterns, and the growth of a market economy based both 

Juvenal Galeno, Lendas e cangdes populares, 2 vols. (1st ed. 1864; Fortaleza: 
Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1965). 

Provincial presidents in Imperial Brazil, who were appointed by the central 
government, were roughly the equivalent of governors. 
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on agriculture and ranching led to greater economic security among large segments of the 

backlanders. The chapter also outlines how poor free men elaborated notions of honor in 

ways that emphasized their access to resources, autonomy, and success as farmers and 

ranchers during these years. Chapter 2 analyzes the effects of heightened levels of 

competition for scarce resources and the fragile and inadequate system of land 

delimitation in place in the sertao in strengthening the significance of honorable 

masculinities as a way to negotiate access to resources. In addition, the chapter examines 

the implications of competition and other disintegrating threats to the fragile system of 

survival and prosperity of small farmers and ranchers on patriarchal relations in sertanejo 

households. Chapter 3 maps out the adverse transformations that began in the mid-1860s, 

which, in turn, contributed to end the period of modest prosperity for small farmers and 

ranchers. Thus, in the chapter I examine the trends of downward mobility, dislocation, 

and shifts in survival strategies of the sertanejos. In the last section of the chapter, I 

investigate how material destitution, separation of families and wage labor became 

symbols of dishonor and, consequently, decreased status of small farmers and ranchers. 

Chapters 4 to 6 analyze how a notion of honor that emphasized competence in 

violence as a symbol of masculine reputation became conventionalized in a context in 

which sertanejos relied on aggression to resolve a variety of forms of conflict especially 

in the last four decades of the nineteenth century. Chapter 4 focuses on the shifts in the 

functioning of patriarchy that followed dislocation and separation of families and the 

intersections between public patriarchy, violence against women, and men's honor. 

Chapter 5 explores the process of routinization of violent honorable masculinities that 
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resulted from the use of violence by three different types of social actors. The chapter 

first examines the ways in which young men, who were particularly affected by the 

devastating changes of the last third of the nineteenth century, constructed their 

masculine reputation as contingent on violence. The chapter also shows how small 

farmers and ranchers who managed to maintain some property during the years of social-

economic upheaval were increasingly unable to negotiate use of resources in non-violent 

ways. An examination of the surge of banditry in the backlands since the 1870s follows, 

along with analysis of how the embrace of banditry by destitute sertanejos contributed to 

the elaboration of violence as the main signifier and guarantee of masculine honor. 

Chapter 6 argues that the process of strengthening of a centralized Imperial State 

in the backlands between 1850 and 1889 was a major factor in the consolidation of a 

form of hegemonic masculinity centered on honor as contingent on capacity for violence 

among poor sertanejos. The chapter examines the effects of the paradoxically enlarging 

and yet inefficient expansion of criminal justice institutions and the police corps as well 

as the recruitment for the Paraguayan War (1865-70) in exacerbating violence among 

poor men. In this chapter, I suggest that due to the violent way in which the State 

encroached on the lives of poor free sertanejos, the exercise of and resistance to State 

regulation became the ultimate arena for the violent achievement and recognition of 

-3 1 
masculine honor. 

o 1 
A glossary of the most frequently used Portuguese words appears at the end of this 

dissertation. 



CHAPTER I 

A BRIEF MOMENT OF PROSPERITY: TRANSFORMATION, OPPORTUNITY, 

AND MASCULINE IDENTITY, 1845-1870 

In 1865, provincial president Lafayette Rodrigues Pereira declared that Ceara had 

become an "essentially agrarian province."^ With this statement the highest political 

authority in the province recognized the great transition that Ceara had undergone from 

an exclusive reliance on a pastoral and subsistence economy in the late seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. By the mid-nineteenth century Ceara's economy and consequently 

the fortunes of its inhabitants were more tightly linked to commercial agriculture and to 

the ebb and flow of international markets. Nevertheless, the cattle economy had not 

receded; instead, it expanded along with agriculture during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. 

For poor free sertanejos who had lived precarious existences at the margins of 

large cattle ranches, the development of agriculture and the expansion of the ranching 

economy that began in the years following the catastrophic 1845 drought brought an 

opportunity to escape chronic poverty and extreme insecurity in living conditions. Taking 

advantage of the small landholding pattern that came to characterize the province by the 

mid-nineteenth century, poor sertanejos were able to develop autonomous livelihoods 

based on a combination of subsistence farming with small-scale commercial agriculture 

and ranching. This changing social context brought in its wake a new prominence for 

' Ceara, Relatorio (Rodrigues Pereira—Marcondes Homem de Mello, 1865), 24 



poor free Cearense men. Their position as successful, if small-scale, farmers and 

ranchers, in turn, had important repercussions in the ways in which they defined the 

meanings of manhood and honor. Thus, this chapter will show that the achievement of a 

degree of prosperity and more security in their livelihoods allowed poor free sertanejo 

men to emphasize their access to smallholdings and other productive resources as the 

emblems of honorable masculine identities during this period. 

The poor free Cearenses' moment of prosperity lasted only a few years. The 

provincial economy as a whole continued expanding during the second half of the 

nineteenth century. Nevertheless, as chapter 3 will illustrate, economic transformations 

that began in the mid 1860s, including shifts in the international cotton market, coupled 

with rapid political and social change would contribute to undermine the new prominence 

of the free poor. In effect, these shifts brought downward mobility, poverty, and 

dislocation to poor Cearenses. But the story of this chapter is a somewhat brighter one. It 

tells of the years when humble sertanejos in Ceara enjoyed a small degree of prosperity, 

security, autonomy, and perhaps more than anything, hope of a better life even within the 

hardship that living in the sertao represented for the poor. 

This chapter begins with a brief examination of the patterns of conquest and 

colonization as well as the broad transformations that took place during the first half of 

the nineteenth century. The chapter then outlines the changes in land tenure patterns that 

allowed access to land and participation of small farmers and ranchers in the expanding 

commercial economy of the second half of the nineteenth century. The last section 

discusses the achievement of masculine honor by a substantial group of poor free 



Cearenses during these years, and the redefinitions of the meanings of manhood in 

backlands society. The chapter also provides an outline of changes in the agricultural 

geography of the Cearense interior during the nineteenth century. 

Geographic Setting and Settlement of the Cearense Backlands 

Geographically, the territory of Ceara is divided into two regions: the littoral—a 

narrow belt along the coastline which receives regular rainfall—and the broad semiarid 

backlands, covering the rest of the Cearense territory, conventionally called the sertao.^ 

Climatic irregularity characterizes the hinterland. A rainy season extending from January 

to June may start as early as December or as late as March. Likewise, precipitation can 

vary enormously, ranging from excessive to insufficient rainfall, including episodic 

drought. Much of the backlands terrain is covered by tall grass—thus the development of 

pastoral activities there since Portuguese occupation—and caatinga vegetation— 

xerophilous thorn shrubs and bushes that are able to withstand the irregular rains. 

Two major river systems dominate the province: The southern and central 

portions of Ceara are mainly influenced by the Jaguaribe River, which originates in two 

smaller rivers that run downward from the Ibiapaba mountain range, located at the 

easternmost portion of Ceara. From there, the Jaguaribe cuts through the center to receive 

the Salgado River in the area of Ico, from where it changes direction towards the North to 

The following description of Ceara's geographic features and climatic system is based 
primarily on Thomaz Pompeu de Sousa Brasil, Ensaio estatistico da provincia do Ceara, 
2 vols. (Fortaleza: Typographia de B. de Mattos, 1863), 1; 9-50, 134-143; Alvaro Gurgel 
de Alencar, Diciondrio geografico, historico e descriptivo do estado do Ceara (Ceara: 
Typographia Modema, 1903), 2-189; Barao de Studart, "Geografia do Ceara," RJC 38 
(1924): 3-124. 
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FIGURE LI 

MAP OF CEARA: PRINCIPAL PHYSICAL FEATURES 
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deposit its waters in the Atlantic Ocean, next to the port-city of Aracati. The Acaraii 

originates in the smaller mountains of Matas and of the Sena das Bestas, cuts between 

the Meruoca and Uruburetama hills and continues northward to the Atlantic. These two 

rivers form very wide valleys, sometimes measuring up to ten kilometers in width, which 

become completely flooded in rainy seasons. Nevertheless, until construction of large 

water dams in the twentieth century, the Jaguaribe, Acaraii and their tributaries remained 

dry throughout most of the year. These conditions coupled with the sandy and clayish soil 

consistency in the wide vdrzeas (valley bottomlands), made it almost impossible for 

sertanejos to take advantage of river irrigation to cultivate subsistence crops. The only 

crop capable of adapting to muddy ground during the winter, and hard, creaking terrains 

in the summer was the carnauba palm {copernicia cerifera), which yielded a widely used 

wax and which grew naturally into true forests in many of the interior municipalities of 

Ceara. A series of small and fertile hills, or serras, such as the Baturite, Meruoca and 

Maranguape ranges, lay scattered throughout the sertao. They enjoy regular rains even 

during the summer months of June to December, and therefore most of their slopes and 

ipus (adjacent terrains irrigated by water currents that descend from the mountains) 

constitute the best agricultural regions in the backlands. 

To a large extent, climate and geography conditioned the patterns of conquest of 

the hinterlands as well as the slow development of agriculture in the region.^ Early efforts 

^ The following discussion of the first attempts at colonization of Ceara is based on 
Capistrano de Abreu, Caminhos antigos e povoamento do Brasil (Rio de Janeiro: Livraria 
Briguiet, 1930), esp. 103-112; Valdice Cameiro Girao "Da conquista a implanta^ao dos 
primeiros nucleos urbanos na capitania do Siara Grande," in Historia do Ceara, org. 
Simone de Souza (Fortaleza: Funda9ao Democrito Rocha, 1995), 23-43; Raimundo 
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by Portuguese settlers to colonize the captaincy during the first half of the seventeenth 

century proved fruitless in generating settlements in the dry backlands. The initial 

expeditions by Pero Coelho de Souza in 1604, two Jesuit missionaries in 1607, and 

Martim Soares Moreno in 1611 accomplished the establishment of a hamlet and later the 

fort of Sao Sebastiao on the coastline—^the site where the city of Fortaleza would emerge 

one hundred years later. From this location, settlers and priests attempted to fulfill the 

objectives of "pacifying" hostile Indians, obstructing their commercial exchanges with 

French and Dutch marauders, and defending Portuguese claims to those territories. A 

severe drought and constant Indian attacks obliterated the first two expeditions, while in 

1631 Soares Moreno's unexpected return to Pemambuco to fight the invading Dutch 

resulted in the abandonment of the fort of Sao Sebastiao. The Dutch occupation of Ceara 

between 1637 and 1654 also failed to translate into colonization of the interior since these 

settlers remained bound to the littoral. They concentrated on the exploitation of salt and 

amber in locations to the northwest of present-day Fortaleza. In the subsequent decades, a 

few Portuguese settlers established primitive livestock ranches in the higher margins of 

the Acaraii and the lower Jaguaribe. Nevertheless, the Tapuia Indians'^ successfully 

Girao, Pequena historia do Ceard, 4th ed. (Fortaleza: Edi96es UFC, 1984), chaps. 1-5. 
For a description of cattle fazendas established in the interior of Ceara between 1650 and 
1670, see Pedro Theberge, Esbogo historico sobre a provincia do Ceard, 3 vols. 
(Fortaleza: Typographia Imparcial de Francisco Perdigao, 1869), 1: 86-87. 

Tapuias was a generic designation for various nomadic indigenous groups living in the 
dry interior of Ceara, among them the Cariris, Tarairius and Tremembes, who did not 
belong to the Tupi linguistic group. The meaning of the word Tapuia in the Tupi 
language was simply "enemy." See Andre Frota de Oliveira, A fortificagdo holandesa do 
Camocim (Fortaleza: Expressao Grafica e Editora, 1995), 61-62; Carlos Studart Filho, 
"Notas historicas sobre os indigenas cearenses," i?/C 43 (1931): 53-103. 



impeded their permanent settlement by frequently stealing cattle and attacking the 

fazendas (large cattle ranches) and their owners. 

Effective occupation of the interior only began around the 1670s and 1680s as an 

outcome of the great expansion of cattle ranching from the backlands of the colonial 

captaincies of Bahia and Pemambuco.^ Established cattle raisers from the middle Sao 

Francisco River valley who were seeking better or additional grazing lands reached the 

Pamafba River basin in southern Piauf and from there moved eastward, into territories 

belonging to the captaincy of Ceara. By the 1680s, Bahian and Pemambucan cattlemen 

began setting up ranches along the headwaters of the Jaguaribe and Acaraii rivers, as they 

sought to take advantage of the varzeas' natural grasslands.^ 

Central to the colonization of the backlands was a generous Portuguese policy of 

awarding sesmarias (royal land grants) to influential settlers who vowed to use the lands 

' Regional specialization in the development and expansion of the sugar export economy 
of Pemambuco and Bahia during the seventeenth century relegated large-scale cattle-
ranching operations to lands outside the margins of the agricultural coastal areas. The 
first northeastern regions occupied for cattle ranching were the interior sertoes of the 
captaincies of Paraiba and Rio Grande do Norte. Subsequently, cattlemen concentrated 
their search for grazing lands along the banks of the Sao Francisco River, between 
Pemambuco and Bahia, where by 1640 two thousand corrals had been established. See 
Stuart Schwartz, "Plantations and peripheries, c. 1580-1750," in Colonial Brazil, ed. 
Leslie Bethell (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 98, 105; Celso Furtado, 
Formagao economica do Brasil, 7th ed. (Sao Paulo: Companhia Editora Nacional, 1967), 
chaps. 10, 11. 
^ See Caio Prado Junior, Formagao do Brasil contempordneo: Colonia (Sao Paulo: 
Martins Editora, 1942), 63; for a detailed account of the routes followed by cattlemen 
explorers, see Raimundo Girao, "Bandeirismo Baiano e Povoamento do Ceara," RIC 62 
(1940): 5-20; Abreu, Caminhos, 115-221. 



they had conquered to raise cattle and to defend those territories from Indian attacks.^ 

The progressive establishment of extensive corrals on lands donated in sesmarias turned 

the Cearense interior into an important supplier of cattle. Initially, livestock was 

transported live in boiadas (cattle drives) to fairs in the sugar plantation regions of coastal 

Pemambuco and, to a lesser extent, also to those in Bahia. But by the mid-eighteenth 

century, cattle raisers began establishing oficinas or charqueadas (rustic beef-salting 

factories) in Cearense ports from which they shipped salted beef and hides to various 

colonial markets in a more profitable and efficient manner. The charqueadas invigorated 

the cattle-ranching industry and thus engendered further increase in the number of corrals 

o 

in the interior, particularly along the Jaguaribe and Acarau rivers. 

The expansion of the livestock-raising economy facilitated by the continuous 

award of sesmarias resulted in the creation of a pattern in which large cattle fazendas 

spread in the sertdes (a word that in a restricted sense denotes the pasturelands of river 

and creek valleys), along with subsistence farming. The serras, or more humid rugged 

hills, remained mostly unsettled or inhabited by the Indian groups that had managed to 

survive the intensified warfare practiced against them between the late seventeenth 

century and the 1720s.^ The existing historiography points out that because of the 

^ Sesmarias were land grants of one to three leagues in extent, or between 16.7 to 50.1 
square miles, that the Portuguese crown awarded as incentives to wealthy and influential 
colonists. 
Q . 

For analyses of the development and retraction of the charqueadas m Ceara, see Valdice 
Cameiro Girao, As oficinas ou chaqueadas no Ceard (Fortaleza; Imprensa Oficial do 
Ceara, 1984); and Geraldo da Silva Nobre, ̂ 4^ oficinas de carne no Ceard: Solugao local 
para uma pecudria em crise (Fortaleza; Grafica Editorial Cearense, 1979). 
^ A study of the distribution of sesmarias in the captaincy of Ceara reveals that of the 
total of 2,378 land grants awarded between 1679 and 1822, 2,162, or 91 percent, were 



concentration of large tracts of land in the hands of sesmaria holders and the relatively 

small labor force needed for cattle-raising tasks in the open range, the cattle fazenda 

system prevalent in the sertoes did not encourage the development of commercial 

agriculture. Instead, the few renters, squatters and cowboys ihaXfazendeiros (cattle 

ranchers) employed grew foodstuffs, such as com, beans and manioc, only in minimum 

amounts to ensure survival for themselves and their families. 

The colonization of the Cariri valley, situated in the southernmost portion of 

Ceara, constituted an exception to this overall pattern of settlement. Sugarcane 

agriculture developed there from the mid-eighteenth century on. Settlers from Bahia took 

advantage of the permanent irrigation that a series of streams that run downward from the 

Araripe mountains provided to the valley's fertile territory. Cariri's settlers marketed 

cachaga (sugarcane brandy) and rapaduras (brown sugar cakes) from numerous sugar 

mills as well as foodstuffs to the interior of Pemambuco.^^ 

requested to develop cattle ranching, seventy-six, or 3 percent, to engage in agriculture 
and ranching, and 140, or 5,8 percent, to set up agricultural establishments. Francisco 
Pinheiro, "Mundos em confronto: povos nativos e europeos na disputa pelo territorio," in 
Uma nova historia do Ceard, org. Simone de Sousa (Fortaleza: Edi95es Democrito 
Rocha, 2000), 31. See also Maria Auxiliadora Lemenhe, As razdes de uma cidade: 
conflito de hegemonias (Fortaleza: Stylus Comunica9oes, 1991), 10-11; and Thomas 
Pompeu Sobrinho, Sesmarias cearenses (distribuigdo geogrdfica) (Fortaleza: Publicafoes 
da Secretaria de Cultiira do Ceara, 1970). 

Manoel Correia de Andrade, The Land and People of Northeast Brazil, trans. Dennis 
V. Johnson (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1980), 145; Furtado, 
Formagdo, 64-65. 

On the colonization of the Cariri, see Antonio Gomes de Araujo, Povoamento do 
Cariri (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria, 1973); Guilherme Studart, Notaspara a 
historia do Ceard (Lisboa: Tipografia Recreio, 1892); Irineu Pinheiro, O Cariri, seu 
descobrimento, povoamento, costumes (Fortaleza: R. Senador Pompeu, 1950). 
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In a paradoxical manner, the droughts of 1777-78 and 1790-92 stimulated the 

dawn of commercial agriculture throughout the backlands. This trend paralleled what 

Caio Prado Junior termed the "agricultural renaissance" of the Brazilian economy in the 

late colonial period. In Ceara, however, agricultural production was not only for export, 

but also for the internal market/^ The severe drop in cattle production and the 

consequent disorganization of the salted beef industry that followed the droughts first 

generated an interest in agricultural activities. Moreover, in the late eighteenth century, 

the expansion of the British textile industry created a growing demand for raw cotton. 

Coupled with a 1799 decree that allowed direct trade between the captaincy and Lisbon, 

the growing demand encouraged the cultivation of cotton throughout the interior. As in 

other backland areas of the Northeast, the variety of cotton cultivated during these years 

was arboreal cotton. By 1810, this crop had spread on the slopes of the Baturite, 

Uruburetama, Meruoca and Aratanha mountains, as well as the Jaguaribe river valley, 

In the 1940s, Caio Prado Junior introduced the concept of "agrarian renaissance" to 
refer to the economic recovery that the Portuguese colonies in Brazil experienced during 
the last decades of the colonial period with the introduction of new export products, 
mainly cotton and coffee. See Caio Prado Junior, Historia economica do Brasil, 12th ed. 
(Sao Paulo: Editora Brasiliense, 1970), chap. 10. During the 1970s and 1980s, scholars 
began to demonstrate that the agricultural renaissance involved a greater diversification 
of agricultural products. See, e.g., Jose J. de Arruda, O Brasil no comercio colonial (Sao 
Paulo: Editora Atica, 1980). Subsequently, historians have demonstrated that the growth 
of an internal economy and complex trade networks to feed cities and towns went hand in 
hand with the export economy during the years of the "agricultural renaissance." See 
Joao Fragoso and Manolo Florentino, O arcaismo como projecto: Mercado atldntico, 
sociedade agrdria e elite mercantil no Rio de Janeiro, c. 1790-c. 1840 (Rio de Janeiro: 
Diadorim, 1993); Amilcar Martins Filho and Roberto B. Martins, "Slavery in a Non-
export Economy: Nineteenth-Century Minas Gerais Revisited," HAHR 63, 3 (August, 
1983): 537-568; B. J. Barickman, ̂  Bahian Counterpoint: Sugar, Tobacco, Cassava and 
Slavery in the Recdncavo, 1780-1860 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998). 



13 and had become the most significant product for the Cearense economy. The 

participation of Ceara and the Northeast in general in this first cotton boom came to an 

abrupt end when the introduction of the cotton gin in the United States in the 1820s 

intensified foreign competition, and Brazil began to lose ground on the international 

cotton market. 

Even though of short duration, the cotton boom both encouraged an expansion in 

the production of food crops and stimulated migratory movements into the interior. 

Attracted by cotton's adaptability to semi-arid as well as humid terrains, its short 

vegetative cycle, and the relatively low labor intensity it required as compared to 

sugarcane, both small-scale producers and large cattle ranchers cultivated the crop in the 

different Cearense micro-climates. In the serras that offered better conditions for 

agriculture, incoming migrants from the coast and the interior of other Northeastern 

provinces cultivated cotton as well as food crops. In the cattle-growing regions, larger 

fazendeiros granted access to land to a segment of the free poor through sharecropping 

contracts. In those lands, sertanejos planted cotton, a portion of which they turned to the 

landowners, as well as various crops such as manioc, com, and beans to satisfy their basic 

survival necessities.'^ 

Raimundo Girao, Histdria econdmica do Ceard (Fortaleza; Editora Instituto do Ceara, 
1947), 207,215. 

Thomas Ellison, The Cotton Trade of Great Britain (London: Cass, 1886), 80-88. 
On sharecropping in the sertao during this period, see Andrade, The Land and People, 

143-146; Lemenhe, As razoes, 60-62; Maria Sylvia Porto Alegre, "Vaqueiros, 
agricultores, artesaos: origens do trabalho livre no Ceara colonial," Revista de Ciencias 
Sociais UFC 20/21, 1/2 (1989/1990); 11-13. 



The demographic expansion experienced in Ceara during these years undoubtedly 

responded to the overall increase in foodstuff production. The available figures indicate 

that the population of Ceara grew from approximately 61,400 inhabitants in 1782 to 

125,800 in 1818.^^ According to Euripedes Funes' study of blacks in Ceara, most of those 

coming from neighboring provinces to take advantage of the cotton boom and the nascent 

commercial agriculture or to work as vaqueiros (cowboys) or ranch hands were poor free 

blacks and pardos (persons of mixed African and European descent). The 1818 census of 

the captaincy revealed that 34 percent of Ceara's free inhabitants were white; free blacks 

and pardos constituted 56 percent of the population, while Indians accounted for 10 

percent. Slaves represented 15.8 percent of the population of Ceara in the early 

1 7 nineteenth century. 

The period from the 1820s to the 1840s was marked by decline in the interior. 

Falling cotton prices in the international market and the devastating effects of the drought 

of 1824-26 severely affected the cattle and cotton economies. Political instability, 

widespread rebellion and banditry brought additional hardship and dislocation to 

inhabitants of the backlands. Nonetheless, the region experienced significant population 

increase during these years. The available estimates indicate that by the mid-nineteenth 

century the population of the province as a whole had at least doubled in size from what 

it had been around the late 1810s. (See table 1.1.) Much of this population growth was 

concentrated in the interior rather than the littoral. Roger Cunniff has demonstrated that 

while the coastal ports of Fortaleza and Aracati increased in population from 12,195 to 

Population estimates for these years are available in Lemenhe, As razdes, 57. 
Euripedes Antonio Funes, "Negros no Ceara," in Uma nova histoha, 104. 
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TABLE 1.1 

POPULATION ESTIMATES FOR CEARA, 
SELECTED YEARS, 1782-1884. 

Years } Population 

1782 j 61,408 

'"TslT"' 1 149,285 

1819 j 201, 170 j 

1835 1 223,554 

O
 

o
 

o
 

o
 

1857 1 486,208 

1860 1 504, 000 

1864 1 540,000 

1872 j 721,686 

1877 j 816,556 

1879 1 712,000 

r 1884 i 760,000 

Sources; Sousa Brasil, Ensaio estatistico, 1: 289; Jose Pompeu de Albuquerque 
Cavalcante, Chorographia da provincia do Ceard (Rio de Janeiro: Imprensa Nacional, 
1888), 145. 



16,557 and from 8,100 to 8,805 between 1813 and 1837, the population of the township 

of Ico, in the upper Jaguaribe River valley rose from 1,258 to 9,307 inhabitants, and that 

of Crato, in the Cariri valley, from 10,747 to 17,199 persons. In particular, the 1825 

drought induced further migratory movements, changes in demographic patterns and an 

escalating turn towards the planting of subsistence crops in the hillsides and valleys. In 

the areas in and around Baturite, for example, non-Indian settlers moved after the drought 

and quickly cleared fields to grow manioc and cereals, crops that they gradually replaced 

with sugarcane, and begirming in the 1840s, with coffee. The Tapuia Indians, who until 

the 1820s had been the main inhabitants of these lands, could no longer pose effective 

resistance since they experienced near decimation caused by the drought, and the 

subsequent small-pox epidemics of 1826.^^ 

By the mid-nineteenth century, migratory movements to the interior and the initial 

expansion of the commercial agriculture had already begun to transform the province of 

Ceara. The original pattern of colonization that had left vacant the hillsides and 

mountaintops had shifted. The increasing numbers of newcomers had commenced the 

processes of displacing the few surviving Indians, settling in serra lands, and developing 

them for agriculture. These shifts in turn continued attracting other migrants, who came 

to the interior from other Northeastern provinces also assailed by periodic drought and 

poverty. They were in search of land and better conditions that would allow them to 

escape the insecurity of landlessness and misery. 

Roger Lee Cunniff, "The Great Drought: Northeast Brazil, 1877-1880" (Ph.D. diss.. 
University of Texas at Austin, 1970), 13. 

Francisco Freire Alemao, "Papeis da Expedi9ao ao Ceara," 81 (1961): 339. 



54 

Changes in Land Tenure Patterns 

The shift in the pattern of settlement in the interior of Ceara was, in large part, 

encouraged by rapid changes in landholding in the region from the late eighteenth 

century onward. Those changes were the product of the fragmentation of sesmarias in 

already occupied districts in the sertao, inheritance laws, and, after 1822, the lack of land 

legislation regulating the acquisition of land in previously unsettled areas of the interior. 

A recent and still unpublished study by Yony Sampaio, for instance, documents 

the progressive subdivision of large sesmarias in the municipality of Barbalha, located in 

the Cariri valley. In 1717, six individuals received a sesmaria grant that measured 

eighteen leagues in length and that encompassed nearly the entire territor>' within the 

current borders of Barbalha. But, from the mid-eighteenth century onward, sales of 

portions of the sesmaria began to reduce its size. Equally important were the subdivisions 

that resulted from inheritance. Portuguese inheritance laws, which remained valid in 

Brazil (with minor modifications until 1917), allowed primogeniture only in a few cases. 

Otherwise, those laws mandated a system of partible inheritance under which all 

recognized children received equal parts of the paternal and maternal wealth. By the end 

of the eighteenth century, as a result of both the inheritance and land sales, more than 

twenty smaller sitios, or farms, had been dismembered from the original sesmaria. The 



owners of those sitios used them to cultivate sugarcane and established on their properties 

20 small, independent sugar mills to produce rapadura. 

Although this particular example deals with an area of Ceara that, from the start 

of colonial settlement, was associated with sugarcane production, a similar process of 

fragmentation also seems to have transformed the sesmarias in the cattle-ranching 

districts of the Northeastern sertao. Thus, in the same study, Sampaio finds that sales in 

the eighteenth century gradually brought about a subdivision of parts of the vast 

territories originally granted as one sesmaria to the various members of the Garcia 

d'Avila family in the sertao of Pemambuco. Likewise, Aecio Villar de Aquino suggests 

that, by the late eighteenth century, the system of partible inheritance had also led to the 

creation of increasingly smaller fazendas in the lands originally granted as sesmarias to 

r 21 
the Dias d'Avila and Oliveira families in the sertao of Paraiba. 

Yony Sampaio, "Forma9ao territorial do Nordeste," paper presented at the 
International Congress of the Latin American Studies Association, Guadalajara, April 
1997, 6-9; on inheritance laws, see Linda Lewin, Surprise Heirs, 2 vols. (Stanford; 
Stanford University Press, 2003). 

Sampaio, "Forma9ao," 4-5; Aecio Villar de Aquino, Aspectos historicos e sociais da 
pecudria na caatinga paraibana (Mossoro: Escola Superior de Agricultura de Mossoro, 
1987), 50, 62-63. See also, Luiz Alberto Moniz Bandeira, O feudo: A Casa da Torre de 
Garcia dAvila: Da conquista dos sertdes d independencia (Rio de Janeiro: Civilizacao 
Brasileira, 2000); and, Irineo Joffily, Notas sobre a Parahyba (Rio de Janeiro: 
Typographia do Jomal do Commercio, 1892), 119. On a diverse pattern of landholding in 
the present-day Southern state of Parana during the late colonial period, see Horacio 
Gutierrez, "Estrutura fundiaria no sul do Brasil nos fins da epoca colonial," paper 
presented at the International Congress of the Latin American Studies Association, 
Guadalajara, April, 1997; on subdivision of landholdings in the ranching districts of Rio 
Grande do Sul diiring the nineteenth century, see John Charles Chasteen, "Background to 
Civil War: The Process of Land Tenure in Brazil's Southern Borderland, 1801-1893," 

74, 4 (1991): 737-760. 
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The colonial system of sesmaria grants was abolished in 1822, shortly before 

Brazil's independence. During the next twenty-eight years, the parliament of independent 

Brazil failed to pass any legislation regulating the acquisition of land in the public 

domain as private property. The lack of land legislation gave way to a widespread de-

facto recognition of squatters' possession rights (direito de posse) to the land they 

occupied. Although they did not amount to full private ownership, possession rights to 

land could be sold and bequeathed to heirs. Those possession rights, had, in fact, legal 

precedent on the Ordenagdes FilipinasP' It was only in 1850 that, finally, the Brazilian 

parliament approved a new law regulating the acquisition of land on the frontier. The law 

prohibited simple squatting and required squatters to purchase land in the public domain. 

But, by all accounts, the Land Law of 1850 was ineffective in controlling the private 

appropriation of public lands. 

From the available sources, it is impossible to assess the extent of public land 

occupation in Ceara in the first half of the nineteenth century. The extent, no doubt, 

varied, within the province, across regions. But scattered evidence suggests that the years 

between the 1820s and the mid-nineteenth century saw the rapid occupation of public 

The Ordenagoes Filipinas were a Portuguese code of laws passed in 1603. Candido 
Mendes de Almeida, Codigo Philippino ou Ordenagoes e leis do Reino de Portugal, 5 
vols., 14th ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Typographia do Instituto Philomathico, 1870). 
9 "3 
" See, e.g., Manoel Diegues Junior, Fopulagdo e Propriedade da terra no Brasil, 
(Washington, D.C.: Secretaria Geral, Organiza9ao dos Estados Americanos, 1959), 22-
23; Warren Dean, "Latifundia and Land Policy in Nineteenth-Century Brazil," HAHR 51, 
4 (November, 1971): 606-625; Nancy Priscilla Smith Naro, "Customary Rightholders and 
Legal Claimants to Land in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1870-1890," The Americas 48, 4 
(April, 1992): 485-517. 



lands in areas of the province that had been largely unsettled in the late eighteenth 

century.^'' 

In any event, the lack of any land legislation between 1822 and 1850, the largely 

ineffective enforcement of the 1850 Land Law, and the partible inheritance system in 

place encouraged the creation of a pattern of small and middle-sized landholdings in the 

Cearense sertao by the mid-nineteenth century. Obviously, migrants to the previously 

unsettled areas of the region could, in principle, lay claim to the possession of sizeable 

stretches of territory. But even where that was the case, the system of partible inheritance 

again worked to break up those holdings. Here the crucial variable was the number of 

children who inherited their parents' wealth. A sample of thirty post-mortem inventories 

carried out in Jucas in the 1830s suggests an average of six surviving children per family. 

That average seems to match childbearing patterns in other municipalities. For example, 

the botanist Francisco Freire Alemao commented that the estate of a Pacatuba landholder, 

encompassing the whole Serra da Aratanha, ended up divided into eight separate smaller 

25 sitios among his heirs, who subsequently put them to use independently. 

An analysis of entries from the land registry completed, as a result of the 1850 

Land Law, in the parish and also municipality of Nossa Senhora do Ros&io de Sao 

Bernardo de Russas helps illustrate the pattern of landholding that had come to prevail in 

For instance, two 1861 letters from the provincial president of Ceara to the Minister of 
Agriculture stated that there were no more unclaimed lands available for occupation in 
the municipality of Milagres, whereas, only "a few" public lots were still unoccupied in 
Baturite and Imperatriz. Oficio 32, 21 December 1861, oficio 34, 30 Decemberl861, 
Oficios do Govemo da Provincia do Ceara ao Ministerio da Agricultura, 1861-1872, ala 
19, est. 404, liv. 144, APEC. 

Jucas, Inv., 2, 87; 1-25, 1830-1845; Arrol., 1, 39: 1-10, 1826-1856, APEC; Freire 
Alemao, "Papeis," 246. 



9 A • the Cearense sertao by the mid-nineteenth century. Out of 133 analyzed entries, 116 

provided at least information on size of the properties measured in bra9as and leagues.^^ 

Most entries, however, failed to specify the depth of the properties. But from the 

registries carried out in other parishes and from information contained in civil suits, it is 

more than safe to assume that most properties extended somewhere between a half-league 

and one league backwards from the streambeds where the frontage was estimated. 

Figure 1.2, which is based on the assumption that, on average, properties were one league 

in depth, shows the distribution of landholdings in Sao Bernardo. 

As can be seen in the figure, large and even truly large estates did exist in Sao 

Bernardo de Russas. Eleven properties occupied more than 1,160 hectares. The largest 

estate in the parish, Sftio Cachoeira, owned by Manoel Herculino da Cunha, 

encompassed more than 8,700 hectares. In all likelihood, these large estates, which would 

have included prime pasturelands for cattle-grazing, combined ranching with other 

activities, such as crop production. 

RT, Freguesia de Nossa Senhora do Rosario da Vila de Sao Bernardo, 1855, liv. 28, 
APEC. 
97 • • Due to the damaged state in which most of the land registries for the mterior are, I was 
able to work only with samples for several of them. While I examined and copied 
information from registries for three parishes, most of them excluded data regarding land 
sizes. Therefore, for the following analysis I was forced to work with only a reduced 
number of entries. 
98 

See, e.g., RT, Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos, Comarca do Ipu, in RT, Freguesia da 
Senhora de Santa Ana da Telha, liv. 35; RT, Freguesia de Santa Quiteria, Liv. 33; Jucas, 
DT, 2, 69-A: 5, 1850; 17, 1869; 19, 1864, APEC; see also, Sampaio, "Formafao," 6; 
Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 16-18. 
29 RT, Freguesia de Nossa Senhora do Rosario da Vila de Sao Bernardo, entry 308, 
APEC. 



FIGURE 1.2 

INDIVIDUAL LANDHOLDING SIZES IN HECTARES. 
TOWNSHIP OF SAO BERNARDO DE RUSSAS, 1855 
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Source: RT, Freguesia de Nossa Senhora do Rosmo da Vila de Sao 
Bernardo, 1855, liv. 28, APEC. 



But what stands out in Figure 1.2 is the predominance of small and medium- sized 

landholdings. Almost half (45.5 percent) of all properties in the sample could claim no 

more than 101 hectares, and roughly 13 percent of those properties occupied less than 

thirty-seven hectares. Given the geographic and environmental conditions in Sao 

Bernardo de Russas and other similar areas of the interior, small-scale producers could, in 

good years, sustain themselves and their families from what they produced on holdings 

T A ^ 
that measured less than 101 or even less than fifty hectares. The parish, for instance, 

features slopes with fertile soils, which were well suited for the cultivation of sugarcane 

and manioc, a natural exuberance of camaiiba palms, and arable lands irrigated by dams 

in the caatinga^' And, of course, those conditions also allowed small-scale producers to 

32 raise their own livestock. 

While land size is relative and dependent on other conditions, including availability of 
water sources, type of soil and nearness to transportation routes, I have rehed on Linda 
Lewin's consideration of rural properties of less than 101 hectares in the caatinga-agreste 
of Parafba in the 1920s as small and mid-size, and on Catharine LeGrand's assessment of 
farms of up to 100 hectares as small in the Colombian coffee frontier during the 
nineteenth century. See Linda Lewin, Politics and Parentela in Paraiba (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1987), 72-73; and Catharine LeGrand, Frontier 
Expansion and Peasant Protest in Colombia, 1830-1936 (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1986), 222. 

SousaBrasil, Ensaio estatistico, 2: 56-57. 
In a study of land tenure patterns in the Buenos Aires pampas during the late colonial 

period, Carlos Mayo argues that establishments of a half league or less were considered 
small and mid-size for cattle-producing regions, not only in terms of area, but also in 
terms of their productive capacity, since they could only reproduce less than ninety head 
of cattle a year. According to Andrade, ten hectares of land are necessary to support one 
cattle head in the sertao. Hence, the fazendas measuring half a league of frontage in 
Russas could support 108 head of cattle if they were half a league wide, and 217 head, if 
they were one league wide. See Carlos Mayo, Estancia y sociedad en la Pampa (Buenos 
Aires: Biblios, 1995), 37-46; Andrade, The Land and People, 158. 



This pattern of agrarian organization directly affected the ability of poor free 

Cearenses to obtain stable forms of access to land. Analysis of the number of 

landholdings for which individuals filed entries in the land registry of the parish and 

municipality of Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos do Ipu provides an idea of the 

proportion of smallholders with access to landed resources. (See table 1.2.) The data 

demonstrate that 7.4 percent of the landholders declared possession of five or more plots 

of land of various sizes, while 31 percent claimed two to four pieces of land. Even more 

important, the land registry entries from Sao Gon9alo reveal that over 60 percent of the 

landholders claimed rights, either jointly or singly, over one piece of land. It is difficult to 

assess to what extent these data exaggerate the real proportion of holders of one plot, due 

to the possible re-registration of jointly-held lands by different co-owners.^"^ Nevertheless, 

probate records from the municipality of Jucas confirm the trend observed in Ipu. Post

mortem inventories from the period between the 1830 and the 1850s indicate that 49 

percent of families declared one holding as an inheritable asset, while 5.6 percent 

declared five or more holdings. 

The entries from the land registries clearly demonstrate that a group of successful 

and presumably wealthy landowners retained control over a good number of landholdings 

in the interior. For instance, Felix Jose de Souza registered a total of twenty-two 

33 RT, Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos, Comarca do Ipu, in RT, Freguesia da Senhora de 
Santa Ana da Telha, liv. 35, APEC. 

It is impossible to determine the number of families with joint claims over one 
landholding. Civil cases for another municipality show a range of two to seventeen 
families of proprietors of the same sitio, engaging in common judicial action. For 
example, Jucas, DT, 2, 69-A: 5, 1837; 10, 1864; and 14, 1867; Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 14, 
1846 (this is a civil case mistakenly filed in criminal case package), APEC. For further 
discussion on the common practice of joint landholding in Ceara, see chap. 2 below. 
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TABLE L2 

REGISTRATION OF LANDED PROPERTY FOR THE TOWNSHIP OF SAO 
GONgALO DA SERRA DOS COCOS, c. 1856 

Number of ] Number of 
holdings® | Landholders ; 

Percentage of 
sample total 

1 j 256 60.95 

2 77 18.33 

3 29 6.90 

4 1 27 6.42 

5 J 13 3.09 

6 to 10 i 13 3.09 

11 to 15 3 0.71 

More than 15 2 0.47 

! Total 420 1 99.96 

Source: RT, Sao Gonfalo da Serra dos Cocos, Comarca do Ipu, in RT, Freguesia da 
Senhora Santa Ana da Telha, liv. 35, APEC. 

I added the total number of holdings that individual landholders claimed in both 
single and separate registrations. The total number of holdings in the sample is 856 
described in 636 individual entries or registries. 

Note: The surviving sample includes 636 entries or registries, filed by 420 different 
individuals. 



landholdings, situated in twelve different locations in the parish of Sao Gon9alo. He held 

five plots jointly, sixteen singly, and one in a business partnership with another owner. 

But, even more important, the land registries and post-mortem inventories also show that, 

by the mid-nineteenth century, a substantial stratum of holders of one small or medium-

sized property shared control over rural property with this group of more prosperous 

landholders. The vague and variable nomenclature used in these documents makes it 

impossible to determine the methods through which poor free Cearenses had acquired 

access to their one plot of land. For the most part, the entries do not reveal whether that 

access was predicated on occupation of public lands, or purchase, exchange, or 

inheritance of landholdings derived from sesmarias. But the documents clearly reveal that 

poor free smallholders enjoyed a degree of stability in their occupation and usufruct of 

those lands. This stability, in turn, explains their appearance as landholders in the land 

registries of the 1850s and as decedents who left small plots of land as inheritable assets 

to their heirs. 

Cearenses who did not inherit or occupied landholdings, or who lacked sufficient 

income to purchase landed property or additional plots could obtain more or less stable 

access to arable and grazing land through other methods. Those methods included 

aforamento—a form of emphyteusis—and land rentals. In the municipalities of Jucas and 

'Tamhon\,foreiros held rights to planting or grazing fields, including inheritance rights, 

in the form of perpetual leases of lands belonging to the patrimonios of the parishes of 

RT, Freguesia de Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos do Ipu, entries 609-622, APEC. 
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Nossa Senhora do Carmo and Santo Anastacio respectively. Contracts of aforamento 

varied, from the leasing of large tracts of land to small and medium-size plots, as in the 

case of the illiterate farmer Francisco Femandes de Oliveira from Jucas, who paid Rs. 

12$000 annually for 300 bra9as of foreira lands in the Patrimonio of Nossa Senhora do 

Carmo.^' Rendeiros, or tenant farmers, typically rented lands to plant subsistence crops or 

other staples. Contracts established different lengths of tenure on rented lands, varying 

from one to six years, payable aimually and in cash.^^ 

Other land tenure arrangements in place in Ceara also allowed access to landed 

resources to poor Cearenses. Settled in lands belonging to larger or more prosperous 

landowners, moradores, sometimes called agregados, either paid a minimum amount as 

rent or simply lived and planted beans, com and manioc in lands that the landowner 

yielded them for their own use. In exchange for access to land, sometimes moradores 

performed services as the landlords requested, or in areas more heavily populated, such 

39 as the Cariri, they dedicated two or three days of the week to tend the landowner fields. 

During the initial occupation of areas of the mXtnox, patrimdnios were set up for the 
construction and up keeping of churches. They included usually large tracts of lands, 
donated by one or several families of parishioners. These lands were then leased to 
several foreiros, who owed faros, or perpetual lease payments, to the administrator of the 
patrimonio. On patrimonios and development of urban centers in the interior, see Geraldo 
da SilvaNobre, Historia de Morada Nova, 1876-1976, 2 vols. (Fortaleza; Grafica 
Editorial Cearense, 1976), 1: 113. 

Jucas, Civies, 1-A, 2: 35, 1875, APEC. 
Jucas, Civeis, 1-A, 2:28, 1873; and 41, 1876; Tamboril, Civeis, 1, 1; 18, 1871, APEC. 

On the burdens of rent payment for manioc and cereals rendeiros, see Cearense, 11 
December 1857, 2. 
39 Joaquim Alves, Historia das secas: Seculos XVII a XIX(Fortaleza: Edi96es do Instituto 
do Ceara, 1953), 107; Henry Koster, Travels in Brazil, 2 vols., 2d ed. (London: Longman, 
Hurst, Rees, Ormes and Brown, 1817), 1: 441; Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 293; on 
sharecroppig, see Pinheiro, O Cariri, 122-123. 
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In the same region, this relationship could also have a sharecropping component, by 

which the proprietor had the right to half of the morador's rice harvest."^*^ The literature 

for other regions has indicated that due to the availability of frontier lands, especially 

during the first half of the nineteenth century, landowners could not force moradores to 

provide more than a day's labor for themselves. When conditions in the land where they 

had settled became too onerous, moradores could easily move to other areas, clear some 

lands, and begin planting subsistence crops. In fact, M. A. de Momay, the foreign 

observer who lived in Pemambuco in the 1840s, remarked that moradores were "tenants 

at will" who did not pay rent."^' 

On the whole, the available evidence indicates that, by the 1850s, small and 

medium-sized holdings predominated in the interior of Ceara. This land tenure pattern, in 

turn, allowed a substantial group of poor free Ceareses to obtain more or less stable 

Alves, Historia das secas, 107. It is difficult to assess the importance and extent of 
sharecropping as a land-labor relationship in the sertao during the nineteenth century. 
Some Cearense historians claim that parceria, or sharecropping, was the most common 
form of access to land for small producers since the beginning of the first cotton boom in 
the late eighteenth century until the present. However, they fail to present evidence from 
primary sources to substantiate this claim and conflate Henry Koster's description of 
moradores as outlined above with sharecropping. Manoel Correia de Andrade also 
mentions parceria as one of the historical forms of access to land for small farmers in the 
sertao. He does not, however, present evidence from nineteenth-century sources to back 
this assertion, but rather a sociological analysis from the 1950s. See Andrade, The Land 
and People, 162-163. See also Alegre, "Vaqueiros," 11; Lemenhe, As razoes, 57, 61; Ana 
Cristina Leite, O algoddo no Ceard: Estrutura fundidria e capital comercial, 1850-1880 
(Fortaleza: Secretaria da Cultura e Desporto do Estado do Ceara, 1994), 61-64; Francisco 
de Oliveira, Elegiapara uma re(li)gido: SUDENE, Nordeste; planejamento e conflictos 
de classe (Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, 1977), 41. 

See, e.g.. Dean, "Latifundia," 612-613; Naro, "Customary Rightholders," 485-517; 
Richard Graham, Patronage and Politics in Nineteenth-century Brazil (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1990), 21-24; on de Momay's description of moradores as 
"tenants at will" in Pemambuco, see Barickman, A Bahian Counterpoint, 119. 
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access to land.'^^ The findings presented here closely match the results of recent research 

in several regions of Brazil during the late colonial period and the nineteenth century. 

This newer research, centered in the Brazilian Southeast, as well as in Bahia, has 

demonstrated that the poor free population obtained various forms of more or less stable 

access to small plots of land in those regions. Moreover, they were able to become what 

Hebe Mattos calls "socio-economic agents" that enacted alternative strategies of survival, 

which, in turn, protected them from wage labor for and total dependence on large 

landowners.'*^ This research has challenged the classic plantation-centered understanding 

of rural relations and landholding structures in Brazil. According to the classic 

historiography, great landowners retained monopoly over large extensions of land and in 

this manner effectively and completely dominated a large number of poor free 

Cunniff s analysis of landholding structure in the municipality of Quixeramobim 
demonstrates a predominance of small and mid-size holdings in this mainly cattle-
producing municipality. There, 80 percent of landholders controlled less than twenty 
square kilometers, 50 percent less than three square kilometers, and 30 percent less than 
one square kilometer. Curmiff, "The Great Drought," 17-18. Sampaio also noted that the 
landholdings in Barbalha continued a process of subdivision during the first half of the 
nineteenth century. See Sampaio, "Formagao," 8-9. On the fragmentation and division of 
landholdings in the sertao of Ceara and other Northeastem provinces, see Freire Alemao, 
"Papeis," 246; Pinheiro, O Cariri, 123; Richard Burton, Explorations of the Highlands of 
Brazil, 2 vols. (New York: Greenwood Press Publishers, 1969; reprint, London; Tinsley 
Brothers, 1869), 2; 432 (page references are to reprint edition). 

Hebe Maria Mattos de Castro, "Beyond Masters and Slaves; Subsistence Agriculture as 
a Survival Strategy in Brazil during the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century," HAHR 
68, 3 (1988); 461-489; other works in this historiographical trend include idem, Ao sul da 
historia: Lavradorespobres na crise do trabalho escravo (Sao Paulo; Brasiliense, 1987), 
Alida Metcalf, Family and Frontier in Colonial Brazil: Santana de Parnaiba, 1580-1822 
(Berkeley; University of California Press, 1992); Sheila de Castro Faria, A Colonia em 
movimento: Fortuna e familia no cotidiano colonial (Rio de Janeiro; Nova Fronteira, 
1998); Hebe Mattos, Das Cores do silencio: Os significados da liberdade no Sudeste 
escravista. Brasil, seculo XIX, 2d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1998). 
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dependents and slaves in plantation areas dedicated to production for export economies/'' 

Likewise, the recent research on coastal areas in the Northeastern provinces of Bahia and 

Pemambuco demonstrates that the free poor often produced marketable surpluses of 

manioc and other food crops. The production of foodstuffs by the free poor, in fact, 

helped make it possible for large plantations to concentrate on the cultivation of export 

crops. But this research also indicates that, at least in some cases, smallholders among the 

free poor also cultivated tobacco, coffee and cotton for export."^^ 

Despite these findings, the historiography on the whole continues to characterize 

the Northeastern backlands as a region where, from the colonial period onward, the great 

cattle fazendeiros retained uninterrupted control of large extensions of land and 

consequently over scores of free and destitute sertanejos. Thus, the historical literature on 

Ceara insists that the sesmarias granted to pioneering cattlemen have remained for the 

most part undivided and that those grants constitute the root cause for the extreme 

patterns of land concentration existing in the interior of the Brazilian Northeast today.'^^ 

Classic studies that privileged the study of the large-scale slave labor used in large 
plantations and the domination of the free poor by large landowners include Prado Junior, 
Formagao-, Furtado, Formagao; and esp. Gilberto Freyre, Casa-grande & senzala: 
Formagdo da familia brasileira sob o regime da economiapatriarcal, 43d ed. (Rio de 
Janeiro: Record, 2001). 

See, e.g., Mary Ann Mahony, "Afro-Brazilians, Land Reform, and the Question of 
Social Mobility in Southern Bahia," Luso-Brazilian Review 34 (1997): 59-79; Barickman, 
A Bahian Counterpoint, and Guillermo Palacios, Cultivadores litres, estado y crisis de la 
esclavitud en Brasil en la epoca de la Revolucion Industrial (Mexico: El Colegio de 
Mexico, 1998). 

See, e.g., Djacir Menezes, O oiitro Nordeste: Formagdo social do Nordeste (Rio de 
Janeiro: Livraria Jose Olympio Editora, 1937); Maria do Carmo R. Araiijo, "O poder 
local no Ceara," in Histdria do Ceard, 109-120; Hamilton Monteiro de Mattos, Crise 
agrdria e luta de classes: O Nordeste brasileiro entre 1850-1889 (Brasilia: Horizonte 
Editora, 1980); Andrade, The Land and People-, Frederico de Castro Neves, A multiddo e 



The findings presented here directly challenge that widely-held view. From the late 

eighteenth century onward, partible inheritance, migration, sales of portions of sesmarias, 

and settlement of frontier areas all combined to create a new pattem of land tenure based 

on smallholdings in the backlands of Ceara by the mid nineteenth century. And, as a 

result, poor free Cearenses often gained more or less stable access to land. The same 

broad processes that transformed landholdings in the backlands also created conditions 

that allowed a significant group of poor free sertanejos to develop independent 

livelihoods. With more or less stable access to land, they were able, after 1845, to take 

advantage of the province's expanding agriculture and ranching economies. 

Smallholders in the Expanding Agricultural and Livestock 

Economies, mid 1840s-mid 1860s 

By the start of the second half of the nineteenth century, the province of Ceara 

began to experience a marked growth in its commercial agriculture both for export and 

for internal markets. This process was facilitated in part by the greater political stability 

enjoyed at the provincial and Imperial levels and paralleled, albeit on a smaller scale, the 

a historia: Saques e outras agoes de massas no Ceara (Rio de Janeiro: Relume Dumara, 
2000). See also, Cesar Barreira, Trilhas e atalhos do poder: Conflitos sociais no sertdo 
(Rio de Janeiro: Rio Fundo Editora, 1992); and Ronald Chilcote, Power and the Ruling 
Classes in Northeast Brazil: Juazeiro and Petrolina in Transition (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990). For a criticism of this perspective, see Manuel 
Domingos, "Os poderosos no sertao," Revista de Ciencias Sociais, UFC 30 (1999): 58-
71. An important and early exception to the overall depiction of poor sertanejos as truly 
dependent and submissive is Roderick Barman, "The Brazilian Peasantry Reexamined: 
The Implications of the Quebra-Quilo Revolt, 1874-1875," HAHR 57, 3 (1977): 401-424 



overall growth of the Brazilian agricultural export economy/^ In Ceara, the disastrous 

effects of the 1845 drought on the cattle-ranching economy prompted a shift towards 

commercial agriculture with the entrance of new cash crops, including coffee, tobacco, 

camauba wax and rubber, the revival of cotton, and the expansion of cultivation of 

sugarcane, cereals and manioc not only for local markets, but also for export. After 

recovering from the heavy losses of the mid-century drought, the cattle-ranching industry 

also expanded and regained an important place in generating finances for the province. 

(See table 1.3.) 

The growth of the agricultural and livestock economies in the years between 1845 

and roughly 1870 unleashed a series of transformations, not the least of which was a 

renewed process of demographic expansion. After the 1845 drought, increasing numbers 

of newcomers from coastal Ceara and other Northeastern provinces searched for arable 

lands first in the serras and more humid regions. There, they hoped to enjoy at least 

cheaper food prices, if unable to buy or claim some land for their own use. But, by the 

early 1860s, migrants arriving in the interior increasingly found it difficult to obtain 

hillside lands. As a result, they began settling in some of the permanently dry regions of 

the hinterland and even populating the pasturelands previously reserved for cattle 

The agricultural export economy of Brazil as a whole expanded rapidly during these 
years; coffee ascended to the position of the leading export crop, and production of sugar 
increased, despite decreasing prices. Moreover, other products such as cotton and rubber 
gained importance from the mid-nineteenth century onward. On the expansion of the 
agricultural economy in Brazil, see, e.g., Furtado, Formagdo, chap. 25; Peter Eisenberg, 
The Sugar Industry in Pernambuco: Modernization Without Change, 1840-1910 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974). 
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TABLE L3 

VALUE OF MAJOR EXPORT STAPLES AS A PERCENTAGE OF ALL EXPORT 
REVENUES, CEARA, SELECTED YEARS, 1853-1883 

Year Cotton Coffee 1 Sugar Rubber I Hides | Total 

1853 56.6% 15.1% 3.1% 0.07% 1 11.4% 86.2% 

1858 1 38.8 13.8 [24.2 1 0.3 : 16.4 93.5 

1861 26.9 32.5 12.4 2.9 21.0 1 95.9 

1864 47.4 ;i 22.3 7.9 1.6 9.8 1 89.2 

1866 1 66.7 13.5 1 7.4 0.5 6.8 1 95.2 ; 

1868 62.5 17.8 4.6 2.0 1 9.8 96.7 ; 

1871 74.9 4.2 3.0 6.3 1 10.0 98.6 : 

1876 43 T 28.1 i 4.8 3.8 :| 15.8 95.7 

1883 I 57.8 j i  19.3 : 8.3 [To I  8.6 | 96.2 

Sources: Ceara, Relatorio (Rodrigues Pereira—Marcondes Homem de Mello, 1865), 
24; Ceara, Relatorio (Marcondes Homem de Mello—Assembleia Provincial, 1866), 53; 
Ceara, Relatorio (Cavalcanti de Albuquerque—Assembleia Provincial, 1868), 38, 41; 
"Mappa estatistico da importafao e exporta^ao effectuada no porto do Ceara de 1852 a 
1862," in Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos—Assembleia Provincial, 1872); Ceara, 
Relatorio (Leao Veloso—Assembleia Provincial, 1881), 25, 94; and, SousaBrasil, 
"Desenvolvimento e estado das industrias nesta provincia," in Falla (da Costa Barradas— 
Assemblea Provincial, 1886), 36-57. 



48 ranching, thus coming into conflict with established cattlemen. As Table I.l indicates 

the provincial population had almost doubled in number between the early 1850s and 

1877. 

The expansion of commercial agriculture in these years took place within the 

pattern of small and medium-sized holdings that had come to characterize the province 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. As late as 1886, Tomas Pompeu de Sousa 

Brasil remarked on the peculiar land distribution arrangement in Ceara, where "the 

fazenda, with a multitude of slaves living in senzalas (slave huts) does not exist." This 

Cearense statistician further pointed out that ''peasants [camponeses^ from the poor class 

were responsible for most of the agricultural production in Ceara" [emphasis added].In 

effect, the economic transformations in the quarter century after 1845 provided poor free 

men and women with the means to develop more or less autonomous livelihoods based 

on small-scale farming and ranching. Some even experienced a degree of prosperity as 

they increasingly cultivated commercial crops alongside food staples in their plots. 

According to contemporary observers, Cearenses invariably grew beans, com, 

manioc, and when possible, also rice for family consumption in subsistence plots. In 

years of abundant rainfall, even the poorest farmers had enough surpluses to sell either in 

weekly feiras (open-air markets) or through personal networks with neighbors, 

acquaintances, and itinerant merchants. Municipal ordinances requiring that cultivators of 

Sousa Brasil, Ensaio estatistico, 1: 380. For a description of migrations to Crato and 
lc6, see oficio 213, 31 December 1853, Registro dos oficios dirigidos ao Ministro e 
Secretario dos Negocios da Justi9a, ala 19, est. 404, liv. 133, APEC. 

I have emphasized the term campones given how rare it is and has been in normal 
speech. Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 42. 
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cereals and manioc obtain and maintain standard weights and measures bear witness to 

the farmers' direct commercialization of their produce.^'' Moreover, commentators noted 

that the provision of breadstuffs at the provincial level was in the hands of small farmers. 

Indeed, with the participation of these agriculturalists, production of manioc for farinha 

(manioc flour)—^the main staple of the sertao—swelled after 1845 and reached most of 

the localities of the interior where it was possible to plant. By 1862, the province was not 

only self-sufficient in farinha production, but it also exported small quantities to 

neighboring provinces during years of regular rainfall.^ ̂  

Eduardo Campos has argued that during the second half of the nineteenth century 

a pattern emerged in which wealthier fazendeiros with large holdings used their lands 

mostly for large-scale cattle-raising. By contrast, farmers with access to insufficient land 

and inadequate sources of credit supposedly remained in charge of the cultivation of 

subsistence crops.While this analysis rightly assesses the role of large-scale producers 

in the cattle economy of the province, various pieces of evidence suggest that small 

Depictions of small farmers' cultivation of cereals and manioc are available in Freire 
Alemao, "Papeis," 211; George Gardner, Travels in the Interior of Brazil (New York: 
AMS Press, 1970; reprint, London: Reeve Brothers, 1846), 234 (page references are to 
reprint edition); Juvenal Galeno, Lendas e cangoespopulares, 2 vols. (1st ed, 1864; 
Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1965), 1: 32, 46; on small fanners' 
commercialization of beans and com, see, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 11, 1864, APEC. 
For town councils' ordinances on weights and measures for subsistence crops, see Law 
477, 1848, "Posturas de Milagres," art. 9; Law 479, 1848, "Posturas de Caninde," art. 24, 
in Ceara, Compilagdo das Leis provincials do Ceara,. . . 1835 a 1861, 3 vols. (Rio de 
Janeiro; Typographia Universal de Laemmert, 1863), 2: 78, 88. 

Cearense, 4 December 1857, 3; 15 December 1857, 1; on self-sufficiency in farinha 
production, see Celia Guabiraba, Ceara: A crise permanente do modelo exportador, 
1850-1930 (Fortaleza: Instituto da Memoria do Povo Cearense, 1989), 36. 
52 ' Eduardo Campos, Cronica do Ceara agrdrio: Fundamentos do exerclcio agrondmico 
(Fortaleza: Stylus, 1988), 44. See also "Agricultura," Cearense, 21 February 1847, 4. 
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landholders and even subsistence peasants did not plant only cereals and manioc in their 

small and mid-sized plots, but increasingly turned towards more profitable crops. They 

especially favored crops that required low investment and that could be cultivated and 

harvested with the employment of family labor or the use of a few hired workers or 

slaves.For instance, the authors of two articles that appeared in the Cearense in 1857 

complained that the small farmers' "abandonment" of the cultivation of manioc and 

cereals and their preference for cotton, camauba, rubber, and even coffee had contributed 

to the considerable price increase in breadstuffs during the 1850s. Town council members 

from several municipalities also saw the farmers' cultivation of export crops as 

detrimental to the supply of subsistence goods. Consequently, they enacted municipal 

laws forcing all farmers, whether lessees or proprietors, to plant minimum amounts of 

cereals and manioc between the rows of cotton plants. 

Of all the commercial crops cultivated by Cearenses during the years of 

agricultural expansion, cotton gained the widest preference among small farmers and 

peasants. International developments, particularly the Civil War in the United States 

(1861-65), interrupted the American supply of cotton to the European textile industry. 

Even though the Brazilian Northeast produced cotton of inferior quality due largely to 

53 On the forms of labor that smallholders used, see chap. 2 below. 
"A questao alimenticia II," Cearense, 11 December 1857, 2; "A questao alimeticia III," 

Cearense, 15 December 1857, 2. Examples of town council ordinances regarding this 
matter are: Law 354, 1845, "Posturas de Lavras," art. 31 in Ceara, Leis provincials, 1: 
409; Law 550, 1851, "Posturas de Riacho do Sangue," art. 11; Law 645, 1854, "Posturas 
de Crato," art. 75; Law 662, 1854, "Posturas de Pereiro," art. 53, in Ceara, Leis 
provinciais, 2: 225, 447; on the increasing price of breadstuffs elsewhere in Brazil after 
1850, see Robert Slenes, "Os miiltiplos de porcos e diamantes: A economia escrava de 
Minas Gerais no seculo XIX," Estudos economicos, 18; 3 (September-December, 1988), 
449-495. 



poor processing, the European cotton famine of these years reopened the market for the 

Brazilian crop and stimulated a new cotton boom in the region.^^ With increasing demand 

and prices, cotton-growing in Ceara experienced a true revitalization; during the years 

between 1845 and 1871 cotton exports soared. (See table 1.4.) Although cotton 

cultivation was concentrated mainly in the region of Imperatriz that surrounded the 

Uruburetama hills, several municipalities located along the Jaguaribe River also became 

major producers. By the 1860s, farmers were cultivating cotton in most of the fertile 

mountain chains and had began to grow the crop even in the far-away Serra Grande of 

Ipu, often trespassing onto lands used to grow foodstuffs and coffee. 

Due to cotton's flexibility (it can be intercropped with food staples), and the 

relative small labor force required to plant and harvest the trees, smallholders 

overwhelmingly turned to the cultivation of cotton on their plots. Sertanejos favored the 

arboreal, or tree, cotton from Maranhao, even though British buyers and government 

officials took some measures to encourage the cultivation of the higher-yielding, better-

priced bush cotton. Poor Cearenses preferred the arboreal variety because cotton trees 

blossomed in a shorter period of time. Moreover, once planted, a cotton tree could yield 

two or three harvests, whereas cotton bushes needed to be replanted each year. Thus, 

cotton, and in particular arboreal cotton, became the "crop of the poor." Contemporaries 

On the second cotton boom in the Northeast, see Stanley Stein, The Brazilian Cotton 
Manufacture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957), esp. chap. 4. 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 80. 



TABLE 1.4 

COTTON EXPORTED FROM FORTALEZA, 1845-1890 

Years Kilos Exported Price (reis per kilo) 

1845-46 1 124,757 | 

1846-47 46,378 I 

1847-48 249,603 1 

1848-49 511,322 

1849-50 1 368,207 

1850-51 1 717,293 ij 

1851-52 630,337 

1852-53; 991,628 

1853-54 : 746,915 

1854-55 ; 703,303 

1855-56 : 954,062 

1856-57 1 904,334 

1857-58 1,128,168 

1858-59 1,091,375 

1859-60 1 1,139,354 

1860-61 1 863,479 

1861-62 745,828 $855 

1862-63 646,050 1$275 

1863-64 888,290 1 1$600 

1864-65 1,403,261 1$090 

1865-66 2,002,114 1$190 

1866-67 ! 2,380,838 $770 

1867-68 4,332,412 $912 

1868-69 4,686,300 $1014 

1869-70 5,219,147 $780 

1870-71 7,253,893 $560 

1871-72 8,324,258 $605 

1872-73 I 4,970,064 | $567 

! 1873-74 ;| 4,878,044 '| | 
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1874-75JI 5,738,090 

1875-76 ;| 3,505,580 $416 

1876-77 |1 3,082,420 $377 

1877-78 ;| 1,314,574 

1878-79 1 628,948 

1879-80 1 683,879 

1880-81 1 2,071,625 

1881-82 1 5,270,269 

1882-83 1 4,345,702 

1883-84 1 4,433,771 

1884-85 1 3,072,195 

1885-86 1 3,159,515 

1886-87 — 1 

1887-88 4,811,977 

1888-89 ; 1,670,116 
SSSSiiX' 

Sources: Girao, Historia economica, 218-219; Guabiraba, ^ crise, 205-206; Cunniff, 
"The Great Drought," 81. 
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reported that the cotton rush of the 1860s was a "fever" that "hallucinated" everyone, 

including manioc and cereal farmers, as well as women who "left the looms behind" in 

order to cultivate the precious crop.^^ 

The cotton boom brought about a new-found, if short-lived, affluence and a 

degree of economic independence to many poor free sertanejos. That affluence, of 

course, depended on their ability to market their crop. Poor free sertanejos did, indeed, 

commercialize their cotton in different ways. Observers at the time described the high 

traffic of oxcarts loaded with cotton traveling the dirt roads of the interior, as well as the 

vibrant commercial exchanges that took place in backland towns and in Fortaleza. 

Comboieiros (wagon drivers) and farmers reportedly transported cotton and filled urban 

warehouses and stores, where they sold their merchandise and bought "necessary as well 

as superfluous" goods. According to one commentator, leather-clad sertanejos who "had 

never seen the sea" sold their harvest on credit in Fortaleza and bought cloth, thread, 

rosaries, combs, matches, spices, and other items to take back to their families in the 

hinterland.^^ Other small cotton farmers sold their product in their own localities to larger 

57 * On cotton farming techniques in the sertao, see Jose Martins Pereira de Alencastre, 
"Memoria chronologica, historica e corographica da provincia do Piaui," RIHGB 20, 1 
(1857): 66; Stein, The Brazilian Cotton Manufacture, 47-48; for a discussion of cotton 
varieties, see Curmiff, "The Great Drought," 84; on cotton as the "poor man's crop," see 
Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 33; on cotton as a "fever," see, e.g., Rodolpho 
Theophilo, Historia da secca do Ceard, 1877 a 1880 (Fortaleza: Typographia do 
Libertador, 1883), 26. 

Theophilo, Historia da secca, 27; Fiuza Pequeno, Revista da Associagdo Comercial do 
Ceard, mimero comemorativo do Centenario da Independencia, 1922, quoted in Girao, 
Historia economica, 388; on the participation of subsistence and small fanners in cotton 
production elsewhere in the Northeast, see Paraiba, Relatorio (Cameiro da Cunha— 
Assembleia Legislativa da Parahiba do Norte, 1857), 25; Burton, Explorations, 2: 407; 
Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 84. 



landowners, who collected and commercialized it, or who possessed descaroqadores 

(cotton gins) on their land. Intermedidrios, or intermediary agents, from big commercial 

houses such as Casa Boris from Fortaleza also bought cotton in the interior directly from 

both small as well as larger-scale farmers. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, cultivation of sugarcane spread 

from the Cariri valley into several of the fresh serras, and even into the sertao, along the 

Jaguaribe River, where reservoirs were used to irrigate fields. Exports of Cearense 

rapaduras and sugarcane brandy, produced mainly in the southern regions, also expanded. 

Moreover, by mid-nineteenth century, Ceara had become self-sufficient in the production 

of brown sugar (mascavo) for internal consumption and was able to export the product 

overseas. By 1862 there were 1,436 rural establishments that produced sugarcane 

throughout the province and a total of 1,252 engenhocas (small sugar mills for the 

manufacture of rapaduras and the distillation of sugarcane brandy) distributed in twenty 

one of the thirty-two Cearense municipalities.^® 

Some large-scale producers grew sugarcane and possessed iron mills in their 

extensive landholdings. Nevertheless, sugarcane cultivation and rapaduras and cacha9a 

manufacture were not the exclusive domain of large landowners. Indeed, a stratum of the 

most prosperous smallholders invested capital in establishing rudimentary mills and 

cultivated sugar along with staple foods. For instance, Freire Alemao noticed the close 

proximity between farms dedicated to growing sugar cane, com and manioc in Soure and 

Leite, O algoddo, 66. 
Sousa Brasil, Ensaio estatistico, 1:359. 
On larger-scale sugar production in the interior, see Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 200, 292. 



the distance of only one hundred bra9as, or 220 meters, between the numerous sugar 

mills of Pacatuba and Axacati. The botanist George Gardner observed sugarcane farms 

and their "attached boiling houses" located within "very short intervals" of each other in 

the districts north of Crato. Likewise, in 1882, a municipal town council report on 

agricultural conditions in Morada Nova described six sitios dedicated to cultivating and 

processing sugarcane, using, for the most part wooden engenhocas; the sitios generally 

• • • 62 employed no more than six to eight laborers, including one or two slaves. 

Although, during the decades following initial settlement, a few cultivators in 

fertile areas such as the Cariri valley and the Baturite hills produced small quantities for 

internal consumption, it was only after the 1845 drought that coffee became a significant 

export crop in Ceara. Exports rose from 207,909 kilograms in 1850, to nearly 576,000 

63 kilograms in 1858; by 1860, Ceara was exporting more than 2,8 million kilograms. 

Even so, total overseas sales of coffee from Ceara were small if compared with the 

volume of exports from the main coffee-producing regions in Southeastern Brazil. The 

expansion of coffee cultivation in Ceara was in part a consequence of internal migration 

following the 1845 drought. Many settlers, for instance, migrated to the fresher lands of 

the Pacatuba region and other serras, where they provided a large supply of labor for the 

nascent coffee farms. The provincial government also encouraged that expansion by 

providing seeds and some processing equipment on credit, especially in Baturite and 

Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 207, 274; Gardner, Travels, 182; Nobre, Morada Nova, 2; 
260-278. 
63 Guabiraba, crise, 208. 



Ibiabapa. While the cultivation of this staple spread throughout the province, 60 percent 

of all coffee farms created by 1860 were located in and around the Baturite hills. 

The coffee prosperity brought about a measure of independence to poor free 

sertanejos who were the main labor force for the coffee farms. According to Freire 

Alemao's report, most coffee workers in Pacatuba were small proprietors and squatters 

who hired themselves out as a way to obtain meat, since coffee farmers not only paid 

wages, but also routinely provided their workers with rations of beef. The coffee farmers 

who employed them complained that, due to their dependence on workers at harvest time, 

they had to "endure" the destruction of their banana, orange and sugarcane plants, but 

that they could say nothing because, if "displeased" in any way, workers simply 

abandoned the fields.®^ 

Another export product to which poor free sertanejos turned their attention was a 

backlands type of rubber derived from the manigoba and mangabeira plants (manihot 

gloziovii and hancornia speciosa, respectively). These two species were indigenous to the 

slopes of the Maranguape, Pacatuba, Baturite, and Uruburetama hills, as well as to certain 

terrains in the dry sertoes. During the years when rubber prices rose, sertanejos dedicated 

themselves to extracting latex for the rubber trade, although by the 1850s more affluent 

farmers began cultivating these plants. The significance of rubber in the overall Cearense 

economy was, as Raimundo Girao describes it, more episodic than continuous. For 

instance, between 1854 and 1855 Ceara exported 239,325 kilograms of rubber, for a total 

^ Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 339, 247-248; SousaBrasil, Ensaio estatistico, 1: 296; Girao, 
Historia econdmica, 322, 371. 

Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 200, 264. 



value of Rs. 108:494$000, which represented an important increase from the Rs. 

1:995$000 on rubber sales for the period between 1853 and 1854. Nevertheless, this 

unprecedented growth was limited to periods when international prices of rubber rose 

precipitously, such as the year 1854.^^ 

After the mid-nineteenth century, the cultivation of tobacco for export spread 

throughout the sertao. But as an export staple, tobacco in Ceara never achieved the 

importance of coffee, cotton and sugar, the province's main agricultural exports. 

Cultivation of tobacco was concentrated in several municipalities located along the 

margins of the Jaguaribe River, particularly in Telha (now Iguatu), Jucas and Ic6, where 

vazantes (terrains irrigated only through the flooding of river waters) were used for 

agriculture. Most of the tobacco produced in Ceara both for export and for internal 

markets was twist tobacco rather than cut, a variety sold as tightly woven cords of dried 

leaves coated with tobacco syrup and other herbs and used only for cigars and pipes. 

Small producers in the municipality of Jucas favored tobacco because they could use 

family labor or one or two slaves to cultivate, harvest, and process tobacco cut, and they 

67 could alternate its cultivation with manioc and other food crops. 

This increasingly diversified agriculture necessarily competed for land and water 

with the livestock economy of the sertao, which, despite a temporary decline during the 

dry years of 1846 and 1847, expanded rapidly after 1845. The quick recovery of the 

Girao, Historia economica, 381; on rubber production in Ceara, see Sousa Brasil, 
"Desenvolvimento," 18. 

Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 42; on tobacco production by poor free farmers in 
Pemambuco, see Palacios, Cultivadores litres-, on rotation of tobacco with other products 
by small farmers in Bahia, see Barickman, A Bahian Counterpoint, 182-183. 



industry after the climatic calamity of the mid 1840s was visible in the growing herds of 

cattle that spread across the plains, and even into the hilly areas that were used for 

agriculture. As Cunniff has noted, on the eve of the Great Drought of 1877 the open 

range had reached the point of dangerous overgrazing; according to contemporary 

estimates, the province's herds increased from approximately 1,2 million head in 1860 to 

almost two million sixteen years later, in 1876. The volume of hide exports from 

Fortaleza also confirms the rapid recovery of the cattle industry during the second half of 

the nineteenth century. In 1857 the province exported 11,506 kilograms of hides, a total 

that rose to 47,181 kilograms in 1860. The figure for 1869 was 1,268,041 kilograms, a 

volume that remained more or less stable until the Great Drought of 1877-79 obliterated 

almost 70 percent of the cattle raised in Ceara. 

Contrary to traditional interpretations of the cattle-ranching industry of the 

Northeast, a variety of contemporary sources clearly indicate that smallholders actively 

participated in the grazing economy of the sertao.^^ In his 1808 geographic description of 

Ceara, Antonio Jose da Silva Paulet observed small fazendas in different regions of the 

then captaincy of Ceara, with as few as thirty head of cattle, and the largest with about 

four hundred animals. In the early 1840s, Gardner noted that most of the inhabitants of 

Varzea da Vaca, in Jardim, whom he called "cattle farmers" possessed herds that ranged 

from half a dozen head to just over a hundred. The open range type of grazing practiced 

in Ceara allowed small ranchers with insufficient lands to raise small herds of livestock. 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 103; Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 56 
On the traditional interpretation, see, e.g., Menezes, O outro Nordeste\ Araujo, "O 

poder local," 105-120. 



83 

For example, Paulet complained that many of the small fazendas that he observed in 

Ceara in the early nineteenth century were in reality refuges for "vagrants" who, "hiding 

70 behind the title of criadores" took advantage of the fields of neighboring fazendas. 

Smallholders also raised goats and sheep, types of livestock that they referred to 

as miudos. As Cunniff has noted, sertanejos commercialized these animals for very small 

prices. For instance, a small herd of sheep and goats cost a middleman about US $ 1.50 in 

Pacatuba in the late 1850s.'^ But poor fanners and ranchers kept goats and sheep to feed 

themselves and their families, even though town councils often prohibited or regulated 

the raising of miudos because of the destruction they caused to planted fields.'^ 

It is possible to appraise the deep transformations that affected the province and 

its inhabitants during this period by analyzing the percentages of occupations in the 1872 

population census of Ceara. In a province once legendary for its cattle-ranching industry, 

it is noteworthy that criadores (cattlemen) as a group accounted for a very small share of 

population (3.2 percent). By contrast, farmers and farm workers combined represented a 

sizeable group (28.2 percent) of the total population.^^ In all likelihood, the category 

criador referred mainly to larger producers who drew the bulk of their income from 

ranching. Likewise, it seems entirely plausible that, due to the very small share of the 

Antonio Jose da Silva Paulet, "Descrip^ao geografica abreviada da Capitania do 
Ceara," RIHGB 60 (1897): 79; Gardner, Travels, 234. 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 21. 
On raising miudos for family sustenance among the poor, see Guabiraba, A crise, 32; 

for ordinances regulating the raising of miudos, see, e.g., Law 480, 1849, "Posturas de 
Milagres," art. 2; law 646, 1854, "Posturas de Barbalha," art. 15; law 647, 1854, 
"Posturas de Santa Cruz," art. 36 in Ceara, Leisprovincials, 2; 103, 450, 456. 

Brazil, Directoria Geral de Estati'stica, Recenseamento da populagdo do Imperio do 
Brazil a que seprocedeu no dia lo de agosto de 1872, 21 vols. (Rio de Janeiro: 1873-76), 
4: 172. 
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provincial population that cattlemen represented, this category did not include small-scale 

producers who combined the cultivation of food and export crops with raising a few head 

of cattle. At the same time, as the example of smallholders and squatters who hired 

themselves out to work on coffee farms suggests, agricultural laborers in the province 

sometimes had access to land to grow subsistence crops and to raise small herds of goats 

and sheep. Thus, while the figures from the 1872 census demonstrate that large-scale 

ranchers and their families represented a very small minority within the province's 

population, those figures also obscure the fact that most poor Cearenses held small bits of 

land where they eked out a living by cultivating a variety of different crops and raising a 

few sheep, goats and cattle. 

An analysis of post-mortem inventories from the municipality of Jucas provides a 

fuller view of the variety of economic strategies that poor free Cearenses in rural areas 

used to ensure household and family survival. Here, we can begin with families that 

declared ownership of a single plot of land since they tended to be poorer than those with 

more than one plot.^"* Of the families in Jucas that claimed only once piece of land as an 

Although post-mortem inventories are drawn in the name of single individuals, I use 
these sources to analyze poor free families' strategies of survival and access to 
landholding in Ceara for the following reasons: in most cases the documents make it clear 
that the decedent wealthholders relied on the labor of all able-bodied family members to 
survive and even accumulate resources to purchase land or slaves. In addition, the 
Portuguese marriage legal system in place in Brazil until the adoption of the Civil Code 
in 1917 established complete community property unless a prenuptial agreement was 
signed. For a discussion of family labor in the interior, see chap. 2 below. On 
community-property, see Linda Lewin, Surprise Heirs, 2 vols.; and, Muriel Nazzari, 
Disappearance of the Dowry: Women, Families and Social Change in Sao Paulo, Brazil 
(1600-1900) (Stanford; Stanford University Press, 1991), 142-143. The following 
discussion of the economic activities of smallholders of one and two plots is based on 
analysis of a sample of sixty post-mortem inventories from the 1860s from Jucas. Of that 
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inheritable asset in the 1860s, 91 percent raised at least a small number of livestock, 

ranging from four to fifteen head. Typically, their livestock included calves, cows, steers, 

bulls, and, less often, oxen, both young and adult, as well as goats and sheep. Most 

families, even the poorest who had two or three cows, kept horses for transportation 

purposes, while some families obviously raised colts, horses, mules and sometimes 

burros either for sale or for use in hauling businesses. Nearly half (47 percent) of families 

who had access to at least one piece of rural property declared animals as their only 

significant inheritable assets besides land, while 22 percent of families with one 

-jc , 
landholding declared fruit trees, and cargas, or sacks, of manioc, beans, rice, tobacco 

leaves and cotton, besides animals, as items to bequeath to their heirs. In turn, 17 percent 

of all families with one landholding had as their only inheritable assets a handfiil of 

animals and a few simple agricultural implements, such as hoes, scythes and axes. These 

figures indicate that most poor families who owned a single piece of land were able to 

combine subsistence agriculture with small-scale ranching, and that, in some cases, they 

also manage to cultivate commercial crops. These inventories further demonstrate that 

even those who engaged in wage labor as day laborers, cowboys, oxcart drivers, 

ranchhands or cattle drovers had small numbers of cows, sheep and goats to supplement 

their income, and that, in many cases, they also could grow subsistence crops, which, in 

turn, granted them a degree of autonomy. 

total, twenty-three inventories belonged to decedent wealthholders who declared one 
piece of land, and seventeen to those who declared two landholdings. 

The sources do not provide specific information on what the weight of these crop sacks 
was. 
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Ownership of an additional plot of land allowed many families to engage more 

extensively in commercial agriculture. Post-mortem inventories reveal that those families 

often grew food crops for sale, processed manioc for farinha, and also cultivated tobacco, 

cotton, sugarcane and fruit trees. As in the case of the families with one landholding, 

livestock raising was pervasive among those with two landholdings. Nearly nine-tenths 

(88 percent) of those families owned livestock. The size of the herds that this group of 

wealth holders retained ranged from six to forty animals. Fully 53 percent of these 

families listed sacks of cotton, beans, tobacco leaves and sugar cane as inheritable assets 

as well as banana and coconut trees. Several of the families included in this group 

declared farinha houses to process manioc as inheritable assets. 

Poor farmers and ranchers obtained credit for these small-scale commercial 

enterprises from a variety of sources. Poor sertanejos often negotiated small loans from 

neighbors or family members, who in some cases might own shares in the same 

landholding.^^ In addition, poor free people arranged loans from larger landowners, who 

could act as middlemen by buying cotton or other crops from small fanners and by 

providing them with cash advances.Post-mortem inventories for Jucas indicate that 

See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 11, 1864; 3, 5: 2, 1865; Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 3, 1871; 
for an example of a sertanejo family that owed small amounts of money to a co-
proprietor, see Jucas, Inv. 2, 87; 20, 1837; on debts to relatives, see, e.g., Jucas, Inv., 3, 
88; 8, 1847; 22, 1862; 24, 1862, APEC; on the practice of joint landholding in Ceara, see 
chap. 2 below. 

This practice has been documented for the region of Brejo do Campo Seco of the sertao 
of Bahia during the first half of the nineteenth century. See Lycurgo Santos Filho, Uma 
comunidade rural do Brasil antigo (aspectos da vida patriaral no sertdo da Bahia nos 
seculos XVIII e XIX (Sao Paulo; Companhia Editora Nacional, 1956), 267-287; for post
mortem inventories detailing debts owed by poor farmers in Jucas, see, e.g., Jucas, Inv, 3, 
88; 11, 1850; 4, 89; 33, 1868. Wealthy families in Jucas that lent money included the 



beginning in the 1850s, smallholders increasingly turned to merchants and vendors from 

the towns of Ic6, Aracati and even Fortaleza as the main sources of credit. Merchants 

from Baturite and other interior towns also offered credit to small farmers in their 

districts. Although the terms of these commercial practices tended to work against the 

often cashed-starved and illiterate sertanejos, credit sources allowed at least some among 

the poor to take advantage of the economic expansion of these years and to enjoy a 

modest level of prosperity, at least for a few years.'^ 

The changes in landholding patterns outlined above and the participation of small 

farmers and ranchers in the commercial agriculture and ranching economies also allowed 

them a certain degree of independence from more affluent landowners. In particular, poor 

free Cearenses with access to subsistence rogas (plots planted with food staples) and 

small numbers of animals enjoyed a measure of freedom of choice in deciding whether or 

not to work as wage laborers for others. For instance, Joao Brigido, a Cearense 

representative to parliament in 1878, asserted that before the Great Drought of 1877-79 

poor "shepherds" and farmers in Ceara were "proprietors" within the increasingly 

subdivided land tenure pattern of the province, which he contrasted with the large 

properties he observed in the Southeastern region of the Brazilian Empire. Thus, 

according to Brigido, poor Cearenses were day laborers "sometimes" and "their homes 

influential Oliveira Bastos (whose members held leadership positions in the municipal 
council and in the local National Guard unit). See the post-mortem inventory of Clara de 
Oliveira Bastos, Jucas, Inv., 3, 88: 9, 1847, APEC. 
78 1 • f 

On merchants from Ic6, Aracati and Fortaleza as sources of credit, see, e.g., Jucas, Inv., 
4, 89: 3, 1866; 9, 1867; 14, 1867; 45, 1869; 48, 1869, APEC; on credit practices in 
Baturite, see Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 30, Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 341; on the 
commercial system in the rural backlands and its implications for poor farmers and 
ranchers, see chap. 3 below. 



88 

7Q 
were free from the authority of the senhorio (large landowners)." This observation, in 

fact, seems to imply that many poor Cearenses were free of relations of dependence and 

labor obligations based on rental contracts with large landowners. Freire Alemao also 

pointed out that poor caboclos (persons of Indian and European ancestry) and other 

mixed race peoples, who hired themselves out as workers from time to time, planted 

small quantities of manioc, rice and com in their ro9as. An article from a Crato 

newspaper went so far as to assert that alugados (wage laborers) "think of themselves as 

owners of the situation," and "impose their own laws, working how and when they want 

to, as if their work was not compensated according to mutual agreements" favorable to 

80 both employer and employee. 

For foreign and Brazilian observers, the poor Cearenses' resistance to providing 

full-time and year-round wage labor for others was only one more example of the 

"indomitable," "unruly" and "independent" spirit that, in their view, characterized 

sertanejos. For example, foreign travelers noted that backlanders enjoyed "indolent" and 

"lazy" lives and that no matter how poor they were, sertanejos refiased to engage in full-

81 time and permanent wage labor, "even when they were freed blacks." These 

Joao Brigido Santos, Anais da Cdmara dos Deputados 14 (1879): 538, quoted in 
Francisco Jose Pinheiro, "A organizafao do mercado de trabalho no Ceara" (M.A. thesis, 
Universidade Federal de Pemambuco, 1990), 59. 

Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 200, 211, 245; "Situa^ao agricola da comarca de Crato," 
Araripe, 2 April 1859, 1-2. 

On the "insubordination" of sertanejos, see Antonio Bezerra, Notas de viagem 
(Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria, 1965 [1884]), 153; Paulet described the resistance of 
freed blacks to work for others in his "Descrip9ao," 63. Works by foreign visitors 
impressed with the "laziness" of the backlanders include Robert Ave-Lallemant, Viagem 
pelo norte do Brasil no ano de 1859, trans. Eduardo de Lima Castro, 2 vols. (Rio de 
Janeiro: Instituto Nacional do Livro, 1961), 1: 341; Gardner, Travels, 190; Burton, 



commentators did not recognize that access to land allowed poor Cearenses a measure of 

independence. Instead they saw the sertanejos' yearning for and celebration of their 

autonomy as part and parcel of their "naturally endowed" independent and rebellious 

personalities. 

As Gerald Greenfield has argued, throughout the Imperial period, Brazilian elites 

who defined themselves as modem and civilized began constructing a representation of 

the sertao and its inhabitants that emphasized their so-called primitivism and indiscipline. 

These characterizations of the sertanejos also stressed the potential for violence that 

82 outside observers saw as inherent to rugged masculine temperaments. Euclides da 

Cunha's masterpiece Os sertdes,^^ which provided a naturalist analysis of the origin and 

progressive destruction of the millenarian movement of Canudos in Bahia, did much to 

seal this perception among an urban and elite readership. In da Cunha's positivist and 

often racist perspective, the sertanejos' rowdy personalities and fierce masculinities were 

racially and geographically determined by the effects of a harsh environment on 

84. 
progressive racial intermixing. Yet, as recent research in other regions of Brazil has 

shown, "laziness" was hardly unique to the sertanejos. Authorities, elites, and landowners 

in other regions complained about the large numbers of vagrants who roamed the interior 

Explorations, 2: 399. Koster noted that sertanejos were not as "docile" as the "peasantry" 
that lived in the coastal sugar districts of the Northeastern provinces. See Travels, 2:91. 
00 

Gerald Michael Greenfield, "The Great Drought and Elite Discourse in Imperial 
Brazil," HAHR 72, 3 (1992): 375-400. See also, idem, The Realities of Images: Imperial 
Brazil and the Great Drought (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2001). 

Euclides da Cunha's Os sertdes was first published in Portuguese in 1897. For an 
English translation, see Rebellion in the Backlands, trans. Samuel Putnam (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1944) 

Da Cunha, Os sertdes, 5th ed. (Sao Paulo: Editora Record, 2002), 94-126. 
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locations as well as the inconsistency and, consequently, unreliability of the free poor as 

wage laborers. As some historians have demonstrated, the problem of "vagrancy" in rural 

Brazil represented merely the reverse side of the availability of frontier lands from where 

poor free people could obtain subsistence, even if they lived in poverty, without having to 

work for low wages in lands belonging to others; access to land on the frontier and 

elsewhere, in turn, often permitted free poor people to obtain their own subsistence 

or 
without having to work for others even if that meant living in poverty. 

In sum, the agricultural and commercial expansion in the years after 1845 allowed 

a substantial group of poor free Cearenses with access to small landholdings and to 

different forms of credit to experience a brief moment of prosperity and a greater measure 

of economic security. Furthermore, the production of subsistence crops and small-scale 

ranching provided them with a more or less autonomous livelihood; and, as a result, they 

often enjoyed the freedom to choose when and whether to hire themselves out to large 

landowners as laborers. In this way, poor sertanejos were able to retain the independence 

that they, as many of the rural poor in the rest of Imperial Brazil, dearly valued. 

85 During the 1960s and 1970s historians began examining the free poor as historical 
subjects since this group had remained unstudied and obscured by the plantationist 
perspective on the study of the rural world in Brazil. These first studies highlighted the 
representation of the free poor as vagrant and marginal and saw their way of life as an 
outcome of their position as outsiders to the productive activities for export and their lack 
of access to resources. See, e.g., Maria Sylvia de Carvalho Franco, Homens livres na 
ordem escravocrata (Sao Paulo: Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros, 1969); Laura de Mello e 
Souza, Desclassificados do ouro: A pobreza mineira no seculo XVIII (Rio de Janeiro; 
Ediyoes Graal, 1982); Lucio Kowarick, Trabalho e vadiagem: A origem do trabalho livre 
no Brasil (Sao Paulo; Editora Brasiliense, 1987). Recent works that demonstrate access to 
land, autonomy and productive capacities of the free poor include Castro, Das cores', 
Faria, A Coldnia; Barickman, A Bahian Counterpoint', Metcalf, Family and Frontier, 
among others. 
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Changing Masculine Identities 

The transformation of the interior of Ceara from a region dominated by large-

scale cattle-ranches to one where a sizable stratum of smallholders actively participated 

in a combination of subsistence agriculture, small-scale cash crop production and 

ranching, brought about changes in the ways in which poor free Cearense men defined 

their gender identities. As more and more of the rural poor became dignified by the 

measure of security and autonomy that the brief moment of prosperity brought to their 

lives, sertanejo men emphasized their achievement of honor as a signifier of their worth 

and masculine reputation in their communities. Moreover, poor Cearense men came to 

underscore the means through which they achieved autonomy as the emblems of their 

newly acquired honor. 

According to the existing historiography, poor men from the backlands of the 

Northeast and other rural areas constructed their notions of honor around ties of 

patronage with large and powerful landowners, especially during the colonial period. The 

weakness of the colonial State in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries led to reliance 

on local potentates who commanded militia units or their own private armies to maintain 

some form of authority in the remote sertao. Nevertheless, because large landowners 

violently competed against other potentates for land and power, they brought a climate of 

continuous warfare and insecurity. Thus, the historiography argues, the masculine honor 
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of poor men who had ties of patronage with local potentates found expression through 

86 their readiness to fight in service of their patrons. 

Some scholars have argued that the honor of the poor during the nineteenth 

century was also intrinsically related to patron-client relations with large landowners as 

Imperial State institutions expanded. For example, the creation of the National Guard in 

1831 as a substitute for the colonial militias served local potentates as a venue to 

maintain their power and influence in their areas. High-ranking officers in the National 

Guard nominated their clients to the posts of guardsmen as they vouched for their 

meeting the minimum income of Rs. 200$000 required to occupy such position. 

Nominations as National Guardsmen granted poor men protection from army 

recruitment, an activity that was considered highly dishonorable; posts in the National 

Guard, thus, became badges of honor for the poor. But as Joan Meznar has demonstrated, 

this notion of honor implied the poor men's acceptance of the roles of protectors and 

07  

protected in patron-client relations. 

On the willingness of poor men to fight in family feuds of the Northeastern backlands 
and on honor as derived from patron-client relations, see, e.g, Nertan Macedo, O da dos 
Inhamuns (umafamilia de guerreiros e pastdres das cabeceiras do Jaguaribe), 2d ed. 
(Fortaleza: Edi^oes A Fortaleza, 1967), 86-101, 155, 168; Joao Brigido, Ceard: Homens 
e factos (Rio de Janeiro: Typographia Besnard Freres, 1919), 146, 245-303; on masculine 
honor and patronage in the nineteenth century, see e.g.. Franco, Homens livres. See also 
Judy Bieber, Power, Patronage, and Political Violence: State Building on a Brazilian 
Frontier, 1822-1889 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 133-134. For a study 
on patron-client relations and fictive kinship as important markers of honor in 
contemporary Mediterranean societies, see Julian Pitt Rivers, The Fate ofShechem or the 
Politics of Sex. Essays in the Anthropology of the Mediterranean (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1977), 48-70. 

Joan Meznar, "The Ranks of the Poor; Military Service and Social Differentiation in 
Northeast Brazil, 1830-1875," HAHR 72, 3 (1992); 335-351; Peter Beattie, The Tribute of 



Yet, it is clear that, at least in the case of Ceara, understandings of honor among 

the poor underscored autonomy instead of merely violence or patron-client relations. 

Moreover, these notions of honor were formed in the context of transformations in the 

economic activities of sertanejos—shifts that have been unstudied until now. Thus, for 

example, at the turn of the nineteenth century, the occupation of vaqueiro—even though 

performed by the lower classes—was recognized as endowed with the prestige that 

stemmed from honorable status, regardless of racial and ethnic background. Mestigos 

(individuals of mixed race), mulattos, free and freed blacks, and to some extent Indians 

apparently aspired to find employment on fazendas, and to bear the title of vaqueiro, 

which they considered an honorific designation. For cowboys, their occupation marked 

their social distinction from other members of the poor free population and the slaves, 

and showed the consideration they enjoyed from often absent fazendeiros, who entrusted 

oo 
them with the day-to-day operations of their cattle ranches. Undoubtedly, part of the 

allure of vaqueirice (herding and caring for cattle) to Cearense men rested on the fact that 

quarteagao, or the costume of paying vaqueiros a share of one out of each four calves 

produced in a fazenda each year, allowed some of them to accumulate a few animals, and 

Blood: Army, Honor, Race, and Nation in Brazil, 1864-1945 (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2001). 

"Roteiro de Maranhao a Goias pela Capitania do Piaui," RIHGB 57 (1897): 88-89. The 
racial make up of vaqueiros in other regions of the Northeast and Minas Gerais and the 
autonomy that their labor required are described in Principe de Wied-Neuwied 
Maximiliano, Viagem ao Brasil nos anas de 1815 a 1817, 2 vols., trans. Edgar Sussekind 
de Mendonfa and Flavio Poppe de Figuereido, 2d ed. (Sao Paulo: Companhia Editora 
Nacional, 1958 [1821]),2: 391, 421; Ave-Lallemant, Viagem, 317; on the social status of 
vaqueiros in Paraiba, see Joffily, Notas, 157. 
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OQ ^ 
to establish small ranches of their own. The possibility of autonomy in their work and 

eventual independent ranching gave significance to vaqueiros' claims to honor and 

distinguished their life prospects from those of the poorest segments of society who had 

no cattle, no house, and no access to land. Backlanders also emphasized the courage, 

prowess and strength necessary in handing and rounding cattle as emblems of a perceived 

natural attribute of the honorable masculinities of vaqueiros.^" 

With the increased opportunities to obtain plots of land during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, and the consequent development of more or less autonomous 

lifestyles, more poor free Cearenses, who were not necessarily cowboys, were able to 

identify themselves as honorable members of backlands society. Smallholders with stable 

access to land valued their landholding capability as a marker of masculine honor and 

economic independence.^' Even those poor free sertanejos who could not claim to be 

proprietdrios (landowners) but who had access to small plots as agregados, or in other 

"Roteiro," 89; on quartea§ao and the "lucrative" position of vaqueiros, see Gardner, 
Travels, 270; Koster, Travels, 1: 234. 

Gustavo Barroso describes the difference in life prospects between agregados and 
vaqueiros, noting that quarteafao was the key to vaqueiro's independence in Ceara in the 
early twentieth century. Terra do Sol (natureza e costumes do Norte) (Rio de Janeiro; 
Livraria Francisco Alves, 1930), 187-188. 

The anthologist of popular poetry Leonardo Mota noted that the "cantador de 
Juazeiro," Joao Mendes de Oliveira, proudly informed him some time in the 1910s that 
his enterprise of selling popular poetry folhetos (leaflets) had "turned him into a 
'proprietdrioT "O Cantador de Juazeiro," in Leonardo Mota, Cantadores: poesia e 
linguagem do sertdo cearense, 3d ed. (1st ed., 1921; Fortaleza; Imprensa Universitaria do 
Ceara, 1960), 149. On landholding and independence in contemporary Ceara, see Allen 
Johnson, Sharecroppers of the Sertdo: Economics and Dependence on a Brazilian 
Plantation (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1971), 39, 45-46; based on his 
participant observation in the Cearense Fazenda Boa Ventura, located in the municipality 
of Boa Viagem, Johnson concluded that even though the small plots that moradores 
owned were too small and often of poor quality, they retained them as a measure of their 
independence. 
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ways, emphasized their ability to plant and harvest ro9as—which in turn provided them 

92 with economic security and independence—as a marker of honor. For example, the 

following verses from the cantador Pedro Nonato da Cunha—bom in Itapipoca, Ceara in 

the 1840s—demonstrate that, within a context of accessibility to land, a poor man's 

honor and, consequently, his masculine identity, became intrinsically linked to his ability 

to obtain his sustenance and that of his family from his own agricultural labor. 

Me dizem que eu ndo trabaio, 
Que eu ndo sustento o meu brio . . . 

Assim mesmo preguigoso, 
Sustento muie e fio! 

No ano que eu ndo trabaio, 
Planto dez quarta de mio, 

Quando acaba inda hai quern diga, 
Que o nego veio e vadio, 

Mas eu sou e trem de ferro: 
So corro atrds dos meus trio . . . 

They say that I don't work. 
That I don't maintain my dignity . . . 

But lazy as they say I am, 
I still provide for my wife and children! 

In the year that I do not work, 
I plant ten quartas [800 liters] of com. 
When those are finished, still some say. 

That the old black man is a loafer. 
But I am like an iron train; 

go 
I only mn on my own rails . . . 

In these verses, Pedro Nonato informed his listeners that he planted eight hundred 

liters of com, which implies that he enjoyed access to arable land, as well as presumably 

sufficient access to the water sources needed to grow the crop. The connections between 

On the correlation between honor and economic security among the poor, see Beattie, 
Tribute of Blood, 89. 
go 

"Azulao," in Mota, Cantadores, 93. 



landholding as the means to provide economic security, as well as autonomy, and 

masculine honor are clearly spelled out when Pedro Nonato asserted that he maintained 

his dignity by providing for his family from the work he did in his land. 

These verses, composed by an ex-slave, also demonstrate that, in the context of a 

slaveholding society such as nineteenth-century Brazil, poor men's characterization of 

their manhood and honor underscored what differentiated them from the slaves; this was 

their ability to work for themselves and not for others. In the verses above, Pedro Nonato 

skillfully opposed the widespread representation of poor sertanejos as lazy with their 

status as honorable men who worked only as long as it was for themselves and their 

families. As Hebe Mattos and Sheila de Castro Faria have shown in another context, poor 

free people underscored the elements of their experiences of freedom to define their own 

identities and social expectations, within the social and economic contexts in which they 

lived, hi a parallel manner, scholars studying social relations in the Antebellum South 

have argued that poor whites and slave owners constructed their own notions of honor in 

opposition to the characteristics, including racial attributes, that defined slaves. 

But Pedro Nonato's verses also show the peculiarity of the relationship between 

the broad social transformations of the years between 1845 and 1870 and changing 

masculine identities in the interior of Ceara. As an ex-slave who obtained his freedom, 

and subsequently access to land, Pedro Nonato's ability to plant a ro9a and sustain a 

family signified honor gained. After all, slaves, at least in the eyes of the broader society, 

Mattos, Das cores, esp. chaps. 1-5, Faria, A Colonia, chap. 2; on the meanings of honor 
in the Antebellum South, see Kenneth Greenberg, Honor and Slavery .. .in the Old 
South (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); David Roediger, The Wages of 
Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (London: Verso, 1991). 
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did not have honor. In a parallel manner, as landless and poor families migrated to the 

interior of Ceara in search of opportunity, and many were able to obtain access to land 

and enjoy even a degree of prosperity, poor free men were able to achieve this form of 

masculine honor. 

The following verses, composed in the 1860s by the Cearense poet Juvenal 

Galeno, further demonstrate how a poor sertanejo could attain honor as he planted his 

own ro9a and embraced high hopes of reaping the fruits of his work. 

Duzentos passos de term 
Arrendei para o rogado, 

E empurrei no mato a foice, 
E depots de broqueado. . . 

. . . Sempre aqui a mesa pasta, 
Em breve, em breve o dinheiro! 

Qu' importa pesada renda, 
Que m 'importa o dizimeiro? 
Inda assim! Hei de ter milho 
Para mais dum estaleiro!. . . 

. . . Outro sou com meu rogado . . . 
Ventura! 

Fugiu-me a fame de casa, 
Agora vejo a fartura! 

A plot of land of two hundred paces 
I rented to make my rofado. 

With my scythe I cleared the forest 
And later I prepared the land . . . 

Now we have enough for our table. 
And soon, yes, very soon, some money! 

What does an expensive rent matter. 
What does the tithe collector matter to me?^^ 

The tithe was a tax of one-tenth on all production. During the colonial period, this tax 
was paid to the crown, which, in turn, used the funds to support the church. After 
independence, the provincial governments collected tithes, which became similar to other 
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Even with all of that, I will have com 
For more than one estaleirol .. 

. . .  I  a m  a n o t h e r  m a n  w i t h  m y  r o g a d o  
Oh such luck! 

Hunger has abandoned my home, 
Q7 Now I see abundance. 

The protagonist of this poem described the preparation of his field for planting. Even 

though his ro9a was located on rented land—showing that he was not a proprietor—^this 

sertanejo emphasized his masculine pride in his roga as the means to provide sustenance 

for his family and to save them from hunger. Thus, a rofa could turn a poor man who had 

experienced the shame of deprivation into a dignified man. It is not surprising, then, that 

an influential resident of Tamboril once remarked that a planted ro9a differentiated those 

who had access to it from the group of itinerant, landless "wretches" who, in his words, 

QO 
lived "wrestling with misery." Moreover, the poor sertanejo in the poem expressed high 

hopes of a good harvest, which, in turn, would allow him and his family not only to 

survive, but to have a bit of extra income. Other verses in this poem further contrast this 

picture of success, masculine pride, and hard work, with the "penury" that this sertanejo 

and his family had experienced during the years when their sustenance relied exclusively 

on wage labor. 

Mais doce me corre a vida 
For causa do meu rogado 

taxes. See Schwartz, Sugar Plantations in the Formation of Brazilian Society: Bahia 
1550-1835 (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1985), 173. 

The word estaleiro is used in the Northeast to indicate a type of wooden shelf on top 
of which sertanejos set up meat, com or other foods to dry. Diciondrio Houaiss da lingua 
portuguesa, s.v. estaleiro. 

Galeno, "0 meurofado," mLendas, 1: 100-103. 
Jucas, Crime, 4, 15; 13, 1875; Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7; 18, 1870, APEC. 
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Ai, Joana, bem me dizias, 
Que um taco de chdo plantado, 

E melhor do que a penuria, 
De quern trabalha alugado! 

My life is a lot sweeter 
Because of my rofado 

Yes, Joana, you were right, 
That a piece of planted land, 

Is better than the penury 
Of those who work for wages 

Thus, a planted rofa protected poor farmers from the increased insecurity, misery, and 

instability that characterized the lives of those who derived their livelihoods from wage 

labor. In turn, a ro9a became a symbol of the honor that poor free men gained during 

these years. 

Yet, possession of a planted field as a symbol of poor free men's honor did not 

only signify their achievement of success. A planted ro9a as an emblem of honor could 

also point to a transformation of the symbols of masculine reputation for those men who 

had enjoyed honor before this period and had lost it. As mentioned above, the devastating 

drought of 1845 displaced backlanders as well as inhabitants from the coastal regions of 

various Northeastern provinces forcing many to settle in the interior of Ceara. The late-

nineteenth-century Cearense novel Dona Guidinha do Pogo—^published in 1894-95, but 

based on events that took place in the 1840s and 1850s—demonstrates that at least some 

of the newcomers had lost their possessions and honor during the drought, and thus, were 

The term alugado literally means "rented," which underscores the fact that a wage 
laborer rented himself or herself for wages. The practice of "renting" one's labor could 
also approximate free people to slaves, whose owners "rented" to others in exchange of 
wages that they received. For the sake of brevity, I have translated alugado as worker for 
wages in the poem. Galeno, "O meu rogado," in Lendas, 1: 103. 
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forced to migrate. For instance, Antonio Silveira had been an honorable arrieiro 

(muleteer), who had a landholding in Rio Grande do Norte, and a number of livestock. 

Nevertheless, as a result of the drought, the Silveira family lost their assets. As they 

roamed in the interior, Antonio felt that he had become dishonorable, and that he was 

"sunk" and ashamed. In his view, his family members were forced to move around "like 

gypsies," who needed the assistance of larger and wealthier landowners. For those men 

like Antonio, who had lost honor and material wealth during the devastation of the 1845 

drought, possession of a ro9a in the interior of Ceara was undoubtedly a way to regain 

their honor after the experience of migration and shame.This example also points to 

the possibility that, as cowboys and other men who had performed other occupations 

before 1845 increasingly shifted, if at least partially, to agriculture as a means to provide 

sustenance for their families, they constructed their masculine honor as predicated on 

their access to land and their planted rofas. 

Poor free sertanejos who managed to enjoy a small degree of prosperity and 

success as small farmers and ranchers conceptualized their honorable manhood as 

derived from their ability to manage and control the material resources that were key to 

their success. For instance, when police authorities detained the illiterate farmer 

Francisco Angelino de Souza, after he had wounded another man at a party in the town of 

Dona Guidinha do Pogo is a novel from the realista-naturalista genre common in 
Brazil during the second half of the nineteenth century. This trend in Brazilian literature 
emphasized the depiction of everyday manners and customs of a particular social or 
provincial milieu. Dona Guidinha was originally published as separate chapters in 
literary magazines in Fortaleza in the years 1894 and 1895. A first edition of the complete 
novel was published in 1952. Manoel de Oliveira Paiva, Dona Guidinha do Poco, 2d ed. 
(Fortaleza; ABC Fortaleza, 2001), 20. 
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Jucas, he boasted that he would easily free himself because he had "a bull, a horse, land, 

and money."^''' In his own view, his honor, predicated on his material wealth, would 

ensure special treatment from local police and judicial authorities. 

Popular poetry demonstrates that success and the accumulation of money could 

bring honor to poor men, including those of African descent, who were considered 

dishonorable due to their race: 

Dinheiro em grande porgdo 
Dd honra e capacidade, 
Dd respeito e qualidade, 
A quern e quase carvdo. 

Money, in large portions 
Grants honor and capacity 

102 Grants respect and qualidade 
To those who are almost like coal.^°^ 

As these verses suggest, in a context of hierarchical social relations marked by 

racial discrimination and slavery, honor could provide men of African descent ways to 

overcome the limitations imposed of them due to race and lack of connections with 

important families. And, in this case, that honor derived from money. 

For smallholders who were able to build up enough resources to purchase one or 

two slaves, access to slave labor became another marker of masculine honor and prestige. 

Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 19, 1874, APEC. 
According to Linda Lewin, the term qualidade refers to the interplay between race, 

birth and family affiliation and denoted individual social position in the Northeastern 
backlands of the nineteenth century. See Linda Lewin, "Who Was 'O Grande Romano'? 
Genealogical Purity, the Indian 'Past' and Whiteness in Brazil's Northeast Backlands, 
n50-1900" Journal of Latin American Lore 19(1996): 129-179. 

Rodrigues de Carvalho, Cancioneiro do Norte, 2d ed. (Parahyba do Norte: 
Typographia daLivraria Sao Paulo, 1928), 122. 
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This sense of pride largely rested on the public recognition of a man's ability to 

command others to work for him. In the famous desafio (oral challenge) between the 

slave bard Inaeio da Catingueira and the renown popular poet Romano from Teixeira, 

Paraiba (himself owner of one slave), Romano belittled Inacio's condition as a slave, 

while boasting of his own social superiority based on his ability to control a slave's work: 

Eu tambem tenho escravo, 
Mando ele trabalhar 

Quando estou fora de casa 
Ele so quer vadiar. 

I also have a slave 
And I order him to work 

When I am away from home 
He wants to be a loafer. 

In sum, as an increasing number of poor free Cearenses obtained access to land 

and to autonomous livelihoods based on small-scale agriculture and ranching, sertanejo 

men began to insist on being regarded as honorable men and respectable members of 

backlands society. Poor free farmers and ranchers conceptualized their manhood and 

honor as predicated on their ability to eke out the subsistence for themselves and their 

families from the work they did in their rofas. A planted ro^a in fact became an important 

symbol of the honorable masculinity that these men had been able to achieve during these 

prosperous years. As some of the smallholders became more successful and were able to 

accumulate some money and acquire more animals, slaves, and in some cases even 

"Romano e Inacio da Catingueira," in Lessa Origenes, Indcio da Catingueira e Luis 
Gama: Dotspoetas negros contra o racismo dos mestigos (Rio de Janeiro: Fundacao 
Casa de Rui Barbosa, 1982), 44. 
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landholdings, they increasingly defined their honor as reliant on their possession of these 

important resources. 

Conclusions 

The nineteenth century was a period of great social and economic transformation 

for the inhabitants of the semi-arid backlands of the province of Ceara. By the late 1860s, 

the interior had ceased to be the mere provider of beef to the sugar-producing areas of 

Pemambuco and Bahia that it had been in the eighteenth century. Instead, the 

development and growth of commercial agriculture had made the province practically 

self-reliant on the production of food staples, a supplier of export crops such as cotton 

and rubber to overseas markets, and a player in the inter-provincial trade of subsistence 

products. Moreover, the expansion of commercial agriculture coupled with the 

continuous migration of people from neighboring provinces had transformed patterns of 

settlement in the interior. Newcomers increasingly occupied hillsides, valleys, and 

mountaintops and used them for agriculture, while many even settled in the dry areas, 

where they combined the raising of animals with vazante agriculture of certain crops. 

Transformations in the land tenure pattern of the interior accompanied the broader 

changes in the economy and settlement of the province. The progressive occupation of 

public lands and the subdivision of sesmarias as a result of partible inheritance and sale 

brought about the emergence of a new agrarian structure. By mid-nineteenth century, a 

On the importance of material goods in the self-definition and sense of honor of 
middle-class Brazilians in the 1980s and 1990s, see Maureen O'Dougherty, Consumption 
Intensified: The Politics of Middle-Class Daily Life in Brazil (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2002), chap. 1. 
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large majority of fragmented small and medium-sized properties characterized 

landholding patterns of the interior. Even more important, these patterns allowed 

migrants and poor Cearenses to obtain stable access to land through various methods. 

They were consequently able to develop independent livelihoods based on the cultivation 

of subsistence ro9as and the raising of small numbers of animals, including goats, sheep 

and some cattle. Whenever they could, poor sertanejos cultivated commercial crops, 

especially cotton and tobacco, along with the manioc, com, and beans that provided their 

sustenance. The most successful among the poor farmers were able to cultivate other 

crops—mainly coffee and sugar—that required the investment of larger economic 

resources and more laborers. 

Thus, small farmers and ranchers who participated in the expansion of the 

agricultural and livestock economies at the provincial level came to enjoy a brief moment 

of prosperity. This temporary success lasted only between 1845, the year that marked the 

beginning of the economic expansion and the late 1860s and early 1870s, a period that 

signals broader political, economic and social shifts that worked to jeopardize the newly 

acquired economic prominence of small ranchers and farmers (chapter 3 will explore 

these transformations). Nevertheless, during the years of prosperity, these small-scale 

rural producers were able to achieve a certain degree of autonomy in their lives. Due to 

their ability to eke out their sustenance primarily from their planted crops and small herds 

of animals, poor free Cearenses with access to land supplemented these economic 

activities with wage labor only when this was absolutely necessary. 
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As an increasing number of poor free Cearenses were able to enjoy a brief period 

of success as small farmers and ranchers, sertanejo men began to redefine their masculine 

identities. As they gained access to land and developed autonomous and more prosperous 

livelihoods, poor free Cearense men emphasized their achievement of honorable status in 

backlands society. No longer an exclusive trait enjoyed by cowboys and those with 

patron-client relations with large landowners, masculine honor came to be seen as more 

reliant on the poor free men's capacity to sustain themselves and their families from the 

work they did in their own ro9as. Thus, a planted roga became a significant emblem of 

dignified masculine identities centered on autonomous work and independence. As some 

poor sertanejos attained even more success as small-scale rural producers, they also 

emphasized their possession of money, animals, slaves, and land as material symbols of 

their masculine honor and their increasing prominence in backlands society. 

The following chapter demonstrates that the brief moment of prosperity of the 

poor free Cearenses was tainted by increasing tension and competition for scarce 

resources, such as land, water, and wood. As agriculture and ranching competed for the 

same insufficient resources, conflict rose between poor farmers and ranchers. Moreover, 

the inability of State institutions to regulate issues of land boundaries as well as access to 

resources exacerbated those conflicts. Within that context, honorable masculinities 

became increasingly important in backlands society: male sertanejos deployed their 

masculine honor as the main means through which they sought to mark, assert, and 

defend access to highly-contested resources necessary for survival. 
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CHAPTER II 

COMPETITION FOR SCARCE RESOURCES, HONOR, 

AND MANHOOD, 1845-1870 

Venha cd, Seu Secundino, 
Dance no samba daqui. 

Que estes caboco sdo pobe, 
Mais tern honra consigo. 

Mas tern honra consigo, 
E toitigo no cupim, 

So ndo sdo da cor de leite 
E nem da cor de alfenim . . . 

Come here Mr. Secundino, 
Dance in this party, 

That these caboclos^ are poor, 
But they have honor in themselves. 

But they have honor in themselves, 
And good judgment in their curly heads. 

Only they are not the color of milk 
Nor of white sugar dough . . . ̂  

Cantadores living in the Northeastern backlands during the second half of the 

nineteenth century expressed a profound concern with the assertion and defense of 

masculine honor. In their verses, popular poets celebrated the social prestige of men who, 

through different deeds, attitudes, and postures, earned the respect and esteem from other 

^ Individuals of Indian and European ancestry. 
^ The late nineteenth-century Cearense writer Oliveira Paiva included these verses in his 
novel Dona Guidinha. Manoel de Oliveira Paiva, Dona Guidinha do Pogo, 2d ed. 
(Fortaleza: ABC Editora, 2001 [1952]), 76; on the broader connotations of these verses, 
see n. 48 below. 
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inhabitants of the sertao.^ Likewise, in the poetic contests with rival poets, they boasted 

of their own honor by asserting that, even though they were poor and of racially mixed 

backgrounds, they were respectable.'^ Although elite-based racial and class hierarchies 

often denied poor free men broad recognition of their claims to honor, cantadores, who 

belonged to this group,^ proudly claimed honorable reputations. 

Outsiders traveling in the sertao, provincial authorities, and other observers also 

ascribed to poor sertanejos an almost obsessive preoccupation with establishing male 

reputation and respect. According to these commentators, sertanejos were "revengeful" 

and more than ready to settle a variety of offenses to their honor through the use of 

violence.^ Too often, students of folklore and sometimes even historians of the sertao 

^ See, e.g., "Moralidade em facecias," in Leonardo Motta, Violeiros do Norte: Poesia e 
linguagem do sertao nordestino (Sao Paulo: Companhia Graphica Editora, 1925), 125; 
"Cantiga de Vilela," "Azulao," "Luis Dantas Quesado," and "O Anselmo," in Leonardo 
Mota, Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertao cearense, 3d ed. (1st ed., 1921; 
Fortaleza: Impresa Universitma do Ceara, 1960), 51-52, 92, 114, 164; "Cancioneiro do 
folk-lore Pemambucano," 70, 166 (1908): 430. 

See, e.g., "Desafio de Neco Martins com Francisco Sales," in Florival Seraine, 
Antologia do folklore cearense, 2d ed. (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria, 1983), 52; 
"Desafio de Inacio da Catingueira com Romano" and "Luis Dantas," in Motta, Violeiros, 
91, 96; "O Cego Sinfronio [in desafio with Dona Zefinha]" and "Jaco Passarinho," in 
Mota, Cantadores, 44-46, 59; "Martelo de Romano com Inacio," in Origenes Lessa, 
Indcio da Catingueira e Luis Gama: Dois poetas negros contra o racismo dos mestigos 
(Rio de Janeiro: Fundafao Casa de Rui Barbosa, 1982), 49. 
^ In his anthology, Leonardo Mota provides biographical information about late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century cantadores in Ceara. The information reveals that 
they were often poor; many were blind, and therefore, could not easily engage in other 
economic activities. Those who were not blind were, in some cases, ex-slaves who 
survived through a combination of subsistence agriculture and payments for private and 
public performances. Mota, Cantadores, 80, 93, 149. 
^ Henry Koster, Travels in Brazil, 2 vols., 2d ed. (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme 
and Brown, 1817), 1: 230; George Gardner, Travels in the Interior of Brazil (New York: 
AMS Press, Inc., 1970; reprint, London: Reeves Brothers, 1846), 161-162 (page 
references are to reprint edition); Ceara, Falla (Araujo Freitas Henriques—Assembleia 
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assert that, in constantly emphasizing masculine reputation and respect, sertanejos were, 

in fact, enacting the dictates of a culture that placed excessive importance on personal 

honor. According to this perspective, a culture of honor that derived from transplanted 

Iberian understandings of personal and family worth and privilege took root in the 

Northeastern backlands during the colonial period. Then, the descendants of Europeans, 

Indians and Africans that populated the backlands inherited this preoccupation with 

honor. From initial settlement until the present, so the argument goes, sertanejos, even if 

poor, have replicated this ideal code of social behavior, by emphasizing their personal 

n 

honor, and by showing an exaggerated bellicosity. 

Provincial, 1870), 7; "Relatorio da Secretaria da Policia do Ceara," in Cear^ Falla 
(D'Oliveira Dias—Assambleia Legislativa, 1883), 2; "Secretaria da Policia da Parahyba," 
in Paraiba, Relatorio (Cameiro da Cunha—Assambleia Provincial da Parahyba do Norte, 
1875), 1; Tristao de Alencar Araripe Junior, Luizinha (Rio de Janeiro: Jose Olympio 
Editora, 1980; reprint, Rio de Janeiro: Typografia Vera Cruz, 1878), 78 (page references 
are to reprint edition). Luizinha—a naturalist novel—was written in 1873, while Alencar 
Araripe occupied the post of district judge in Maranguape. 
^ On the code of honor as cultural heritage in the Northeast and elsewhere in rural Brazil, 
see, e.g., Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz, O messianismo no Brasil e no mundo (Sao 
Paulo: Dominus Editora, 1965); Robert Levine, Vale of Tears: Revisiting the Canudos 
Massacre in Northeastern Brazil, 1893-1897 (Berkeley: University of Cahfomia Press, 
1992), esp. chap. 2; E. B. Reesink, The Peasant in the Sertdo: A Short Exploration of His 
Past and Present (Leiden: Institute of Cultural and Social Studies, 1981), 46-49; Antonio 
Candido de Mello e Souza, Os parceiros do Rio Bonito, 2d ed. (Sao Paulo: Livraria Duas 
Ciadedes, 1971); on bellicosity, geography and culture in the sertao, see Euclides da 
Cunha, Os sertoes, 5th ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Record, 2002). Folkloric studies on 
the cangaco, or banditry in the Northeast, also emphasize the sertanejo code of honor as 
part of the culture of the backlands. See, e.g., Ronald Daus, O ciclo epico dos 
cangaceiros napoesiapopular do Nordeste, trans. Raquel Teixeira Valenfa (Rio de 
Janeiro: Funda9ao Casa de Rui Barbosa, 1982), 56-57; Luis da Camara Cascudo, 
Vaqueiros e cantadores (Porto Alegre: Edifao da Livraria Globo, 1941); Gustavo 
Barroso, Heroes e bandidos (os cangaceiros do Norte) (Rio de Janeiro: Livraria 
Francisco Alves, 1917); Raimundo Nonato, Jesumo Brilhante: O cangaceiro romdntico, 
1844-1879 (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Pongetti, 1970). See also, Maria Isaura Pereira de 
Queiroz, Os cangaceiros (Sao Paulo: Duas Cidades, 1977). 



This chapter challenges this widely accepted interpretation by analyzing the 

social, economic, and even legal context that strengthened the significance of the code of 

honor in the backlands and the preoccupation with honor among poor free Cearense men 

during the period between the mid 1840s and the mid 1860s. The chapter examines the 

competition for scarce resources that resulted from the increasing participation of small 

farmers and ranchers in the economic expansion of the time and its relationship with a 

heightened concern with establishing honorable reputations among the poor. The chapter 

shows that this competition took place in a society where patterns of mutual assistance 

governed access to resources. Cooperation between neighbors and family members 

guaranteed the effective use of the sertanejos' landholdings since boundaries between 

plots of land were poorly established. Moreover, through mutual assistance small farmers 

and ranchers managed access to wood and water, and retained rights over highly mobile 

cattle. Collaboration among neighbors and family members also regulated the provision 

of certain forms of labor. The chapter demonstrates that, in order to participate effectively 

in all of these personal, day-to-day transactions, poor Cearense men relied on their honor 

and the value of their word. Thus, during the years when sertanejos competed against 

each other as they attempted to extract the maximum benefit from their scarce resources, 

and at the same time relied on each other for access to these resources, men's claims to 

honor did not represent the empty enactment of a cultural legacy. Instead, assertive 

professions of honorable status were necessary to guarantee access to highly contested 

resources necessary for survival and for the poor Cearense families' success in their 

small-scale rural enterprises. 
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This chapter addresses the significance of another feature of the sertanejo code of 

honor that has been described merely as a timeless tradition. Popular representations of 

backlanders depict them as the possessors of a legendary jealousy and a willingness to 

defend the honor of the family at all costs. In these descriptions, family honor, and by 

extension a sertanejo's masculine honor, largely relied on the sexual purity of daughters 

and other kin-women. Literary works and folklore studies have underscored the 

backlanders' tendency to use violence as a way to defend family honor. Thus, these 

works have emphasized the notorious backlands "custom" of pursuing and killing men 

when those men had offended family honor by kidnapping women, or subverting men's 

o ^ 
control of female sexuality in other ways. In contrast, this chapter examines how control 

of women' sexuality as a dimension of the honor code of poor sertanejos related to the 

fragile access to landed resources and the partible inheritance system that threatened to 

break up their small property during this period of great demand for productive resources. 

Thus, I argue that these disintegrating forces provided a context that magnified the 

sertanejos' perceived need to guard family honor. For the backlanders, female generative 

power, if not controlled, brought the threat of further fragmentation of family resources, 

especially land. The chapter also examines the ways in which the sertanejos' attempts at 

monitoring the sexuality and mobility of family women led to the establishment of 

patriarchal authority within their households. 

^ See, e.g., Cascudo, Vaqueiros e cantadores, 216-129; for a literary work addressing 
issues of family honor in the backlands, see Rachel de Queiroz, Memorial de Maria 
Moura (Sao Paulo; Siciliano, 1992); on the poor sertanejos' legendary jealousy, see, e.g., 
Koster, Travels, 1: 230; Gardner, Travels, 161. 
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Competition for Scarce Resources 

Access to productive resources such as arable land, grazing fields, water and 

woods was vital if poor free farmers and ranchers were to remain as viable rural 

producers in the economic expansion of the years between 1845 and 1870, and to enjoy a 

degree of success in their small-scale enterprises. Yet, obtaining access to those resources 

constituted a bitterly contested process. The increasing demand for favorable lands, water 

and woods that paralleled the growth of the agricultural and livestock economies after 

1845 brought consequences such as the overgrazing of the range and devastation of 

forested areas. Moreover, fierce competition for shrinking resources pitted neighbors 

against each other, as all of them sought to use every bit of available land. 

In their attempt to raise and commercialize increasing numbers of livestock, many 

small ranchers overgrazed their smallholdings. Manoel Correia de Andrade notes that at 

least ten hectares of land were necessary to graze one head of cattle in the sertao. 

Ordinances approved in the 1880s by town councils also suggest a roughly similar 

minimum. For instance, an 1887 ordinance from Santa Quiteria established that criadores 

should have grazing lands measuring three hundred brafas by a half league for every fifty 

animals they owned, or roughly ninety-nine hectares. Small-scale criadores who lacked 

sufficient land to graze their animals, in some cases, engaged in informal arrangements 

with other landowners, for access to land; in other cases, as heirs, they relied on pastures 

in jointly-held properties.^ 

^ Manoel Correia de Andrade, The Land and People of Northeast Brazil, trans. Dennis V. 
Johnson (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1980), 158; Ceara, Colegdo das 
Leis daprovincia do Ceara, resolugao 2136 and 2115, quoted in Eduardo Campos, 



112 

But obviously, such options were not open to all small-scale ranchers, who as a 

result, found themselves forced to engage in over-grazing. As provincial president Jose 

Julio de Albuquerque Barros would later remark, in his 1878 report, too often, 

"speculators raised their livestock in the open fields" and in this manner "frustrate the 

calculations of provident ranchers, who find it impossible to stop the invasion of other 

people's cattle in grazing fields.Indeed, the analysis of land registries presented in 

chapter 1 clearly indicates that many small proprietors lacked sufficient land to graze 

their livestock. The evidence from post-mortem inventories from the municipality of 

Jucas points in the same direction. For instance, when Antonio de Souza Bezerra died in 

1867, his family declared ownership of seventy-eight bra9as of land in the Sftio da 

Mutrica in Jucas. A multiplication of this frontage size by one league (the largest depth 

noted in land registries) gives an equivalent of 113.2 hectares of land, not enough space 

to graze the twenty head of cattle that the family kept, along with eleven goats and two 

horses. 

The rapid decrease in the amount of land available for open-range grazing and the 

multiplication of small ranches not only translated into abusive pasturing, but also led to 

the grazing of animals beyond areas designated for that purpose by municipal ordinances. 

Since the mid-nineteenth century, municipal councils had attempted to regulate zones for 

Cronica do Ceard agrdrio, (Fortaleza: Stylus, 1988), 80; on the use of grazing fields by 
owners of joint landholdings, see Angelina Nobre Rolim Garcez, Fundos de pasto: Um 
projeto de vida sertanejo (Bahia: Instituto de Terras da Bahia, 1987), 21-37; on informal 
arrangements for use of the range, see Joaquim Alves, Historia das secas: Seculos XVIII 
eZZZ(Fortaleza; Edifoes do Instituto do Ceara, 1953), 95. 

Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1878), 20. 
Jucas, Inv., 4, 89; 9, 1867, APEC. 
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ranching and agriculture. Generally, municipal ordinances established that the lands on 

the tops or slopes of hills and mountains or in the valleys between certain low mountain 

chains should be used exclusively for agriculture. Often, the ordinances allowed draft 

animals in these regions only under supervision, or in corrals. Municipal laws sometimes 

gave farmers the right to compensation when service animals not adequately kept or 

loose pigs, goats, and sheep invaded their fields. In some localities, the laws required 

leaving a clearing of about two leagues between the edge of planting lands on the slopes 

of a hill and the areas for open range grazing in the neighboring sertoes. In primarily 

ranching areas, or zones designated for both ranching and agriculture, farmers were 

12 required to build fences in order to protect their crops from roaming animals. Yet, the 

evidence from criminal cases and other sources indicates that animals often invaded the 

planted fields of neighboring farms. Moreover, during the summer months and during 

droughts, such as the one affecting some regions of Ceara in the mid 1860s, and the Great 

Drought of 1877-79, cattle raisers moved their animals to the fresh serras or elevated 

areas within each municipality and consequently destroyed planted fields.''* 

12 For ordinances on loose livestock and draft animals, see, e.g.. Law 536, 1850, 
"Posturas do Ipu," art. 10; Law 646, 1854, "Posturas de Barbalha," art. 14; Law 645, 
1854, "Posturas de Crato," art. 50, in Ceara, Leisprovincials do Ceard . . . 1835 a 1861, 
3 vols. (Rio de Janeiro: Typographia Universal de Laemmert, 1863), 2: 204, 450, 444. 
For ordinances on land clearing and fences between landed properties, see, e.g.. Law 538, 
1850, "Posturas de Granja," art. 54; Law 647, 1854, "Posturas de Santa Cruz," art. 35; 
Law 699, 1854, "Posturas de Telha," art. 24, in Ceara, Leisprovincias, 2: 217, 456, 555. 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 27, 1863; 2, 13: 9, 1869; 3, 14: 21, 1873; 7, 10: 15, 1877, 
APEC. 

On the shortage of land for open-range grazing, see Thomaz Pompeu de Sousa Brasil, 
Ensaio estatistico daprovincia do Ceard, 2 vols. (Fortaleza: Typographia de B. de 
Mattos, 1863), 1: 380. On the transfer of cattle to serras during droughts, see, e.g, Ceara, 
Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1878), 21; Waldir Uchoa Ribeiro, 
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The unfettered expansion of agriculture also came into conflict with the pastoral 

activities of the sertao and caused destruction of forested lands with reserves of wood. As 

Roger Cunniff has noted, the slash-and-bum agriculture that sertanejos practiced with 

ever growing intensity during these years endangered pasturelands and devastated the 

reserves of timber available in mountain slopes. As agriculture continued spreading into 

the hillsides, forests were destroyed with great rapidity. With that destruction came the 

loss of the scrubland trees and bushes that Cearenses used to feed cattle, especially during 

the long summer months and droughts.Municipal laws once again attempted to slow 

the effects of deforestation, by prohibiting or imposing fines on the cutting of trees 

located along springs and creeks. Ordinances also required farmers to plant trees near 

sources of water. However, the laws were not enough to slow the damaging effects of 

the reckless advance of agriculture in the sertao. The system of slash-and-bum agriculture 

and other voracious farming methods practiced in the smallholdings resulted in the 

reduction of soil productivity over time. In this context, poor free Cearenses faced great 

difficulties in attaining the increasing access to arable lands that they needed, as well as 

17 to woods. Consequently, they competed bitterly for these resources. 

Jaguaribe, minha terra: A intendencia, 3 vols. (Fortaleza: Premius Editora, 2001), 3: 12-
14; Rodolpho Theophilo, Historia da secca do Ceard (Fortaleza; Typographia do 
Libertador, 1883), 90. 

Roger L. Cunniff, "The Great Drought: Northeast Brazil, 1877-1880" (Ph.D. diss.. 
University of Texas at Austin, 1970), 55-61; Theophilo, Historia, 27; Thomaz Pompeu de 
Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento e estado das industrias nesta provincia," in Ceara, Falla 
(da Costa Barradas—Assembleia Legislativa, 1886), 12. 

E.g. Law 662, 1854, "Posturas de Pereiro," art. 51, in Ceara, Leis Provinciais, 2: 481. 
See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 6, 17; 19, 1877; Tamboril, 4, 7: 23, 1872, APEC. 
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Access to water was another matter of severe contention in the interior of Ceara, a 

drought-prone province, where rivers and streams flowed only during the rainy season, 

and availability of permanent water was restricted to mountaintops. Sertanejos from all 

racial and class groups faced enormous difficulties in irrigating their ro^as and in 

providing water for themselves and their animals. Moreover, some appropriated natural 

water sources, as in the case of the residents of Crato, who according to an observer 

"believed they needed one spring for themselves," which resulted in continuous tension.'^ 

Municipal legislation makes it abundantly clear that it was customary in some places to 

divert streams and small rivers and that some landholders used branches, woods, or 

fences to impede the free flow of water. Ordinances from many municipalities required 

farmers who built small reservoirs, or agudes, in elevated areas to let water run 

downward during specific periods so that enough water flow would reach the lower river 

and streambeds. Ordinances that required ranchers to dig and preserve wells, or 

cacimbas, in the streambeds on their fazendas prohibited building fences around the wells 

or requiring payments for their usage. Nevertheless, landowners such as Dona 

Francisca Gonfalves de Moura, from the municipality of Soure, kept fences around the 

Antonio Jose da Silva Paulet, "Descrip9ao geografica abreviada da capitania do 
Ceara," RIHGB 60 (1897): 242. 

Law 536, 1850, "Posturas do Ipu," arts. 17, 34; law 645, 1854, "Posturas de Crato," art. 
64; law 646, 1854, "Posturas de Barbalha," art. 21 in Ceara, Leis Provincials, 2: 204, 
206, 447, 451. 
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cacimbas in order to restrict the usage of those waters by the "general populace" of their 

') A 

localities." 

The accelerated competition for resources brought about by the expanding 

agricultural and ranching economies that developed in a context of scarce natural 

resources operated as a disintegrating force of backlands society. Intra-community 

conflict among neighbors and co-proprietors in joint landholdings arose as people 

competed for productive resources. Verbal and sometimes physical fights broke out 

between neighbors when loose animals damaged rofas. In some cases, angry neighbors 

killed invading cows or goats. Livestock owners, in tum, accused their neighbors of 

21 keeping rofas without fences and therefore refused to pay reparations. Moreover, the 

ability of some landholders to restrict water usage seems to have generated grave 

tensions. For instance, during the dry winter of 1859, in the municipality of Baturite, a 

group of armed men destroyed the walls of a large reservoir that belonged to Lieutenant 

Colonel Hermenegildo Furtado de Mendonfa.^^ Smallholders also challenged each 

others' claims to possession of certain lands and encroached on plots that others declared 

as their own. Thus, they set afire or axed down fences, fruit trees, houses and planted 

Oficios, 25 January 1859, 28 January 1859, Livro de Correspondencia da Secretaria da 
Policia com diversas autoridades desta provincia, 1859. Fundo Secretaria da Policia, ala 
19, est. 414, liv. 326, fis.12, 14, APEC. 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 11, 1864; and 27, 1865; 2.13: 9, 1871; 5.16: 17, 1877; 
Tamboril, Crime, 7, 10: 19, 1876, APEC. 

Oficios, 19 and 20 January 1859, Livro de Correspondencia da Secretaria da Policia 
com diversas autoridades desta provincia, 1859, ala 19, est. 414, liv. 326, fls. 9, 10, 
APEC. 



fields on land that belonged to their neighbors or to others co-owners of joint 

landholdings." 

In sum, during the period of economic prosperity, sertanejos competed against 

each other over access and usage of scarce resources such as grazing and arable lands, 

water, and wood. These struggles reveal the limitations of an agricultural and ranching 

expansion that came about in a context of small landholdings. But even more 

fundamentally, these conflicts demonstrate the highly competitive association between 

agriculture and ranching in the province of Ceara, where agriculture never displaced 

cattle grazing, and where both activities coexisted and expanded through the use of the 

same insufficient resources. In fact, intra-community conflict for scarce resources during 

these years was so bitter and intense that it threatened to bring about the disintegration of 

the very social relations that were crucial to guarantee access to the same resources over 

which sertanejos so fiercely struggled against each other. 

Land. Animals. Water, and Honor 

As chapter 1 has demonstrated, a land tenure pattern characterized by 

smallholdings had emerged in Ceara by the mid-nineteenth century. This pattern allowed 

access to land to a significant segment of poor farmers and ranchers. Yet, the land tenure 

structures in place in Ceara and the rest of Brazil were remarkably fragile, and land 

boundaries between the increasingly subdivided, and often jointly-held plots, remained in 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 4, 1865; 35, 1864; 2, 13: 14, 1870; 15, 1870; 3, 14: 6, 
1866; Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 19, 1864; 19b, 1864, APEC. On violent conflict among 
neighbors and proprietors of joint landholdings, see chap. 5 below. 
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a generalized state of confusion. These legal and economic conditions, within the context 

of accelerated competition for productive resources, made a family's ability to claim, 

maintain, and use land contingent upon continual human intervention. 

Several factors account for the fragility and ambiguity in land tenure practices in 

Ceara during these years. First, since the colonial period, the limits of most sesmarias, or 

royal land grants, had not been properly established through judicial surveys. Thus, as the 

subdivision of sesmarias took place through inheritance and sales, boundaries between 

the increasingly smaller plots became even more uncertain. During the nineteenth 

century, legal demarcation of lands remained an expensive civil process that involved 

requesting an initial survey, measurement of the lands, and placement of markers from 

the municipal judge. This judicial procedure also required the presentation of titles and 

the summoning of immediate neighbors to all the proceedings as defendants, so that they 

could expound their cases. While setting legally-ruled land markers did not necessarily 

involve a legal quarrel, contested claims over the same lands and questions regarding the 

validity of each party's titles could lead to lengthy litigations.^^ Most small farmers and 

Despite royal regulations that required sesmeiros, or land grantees, to have their lands 
judicially demarcated, in practice, few of them carried such delimitations. This created 
problems even during the colonial period, since the lack of surveys resulted in the 
overlapping designation of the same lands in sesmarias of different grantees. See Warren 
Dean, "Latifundia and Land Policy in Nineteenth-Century Brazil," HAHR 51,4 
(November, 1971): 606-625. Yony Sampaio has also pointed out that legal demarcation 
of the "unattractively" small plots derived from the original sesmaria of Barbalha only 
began in the early twentieth century. Yony Sampaio, "Forma9ao territorial do Nordeste," 
paper presented at the International Congress of the Latin American Studies Association, 
Guadalajara, April 1997, 6. 

This discussion is based on analysis of fifteen cases of land demarcation for the 
municipahty of Jucas, from the years 1837 to 1885, and on two others of contested 
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ranchers who had inherited or purchased lands derived from sesmarias could not afford 

such procedures or lacked the contacts or titles necessary to pursue legal demarcation of 

their lands. 

Second, the practice of joint landholding seems to have been in widespread use in 

the backlands. According to a study offundos de pasto, or cattle ranching communities 

situated in the backlands of Bahia, groups of related sertanejos, who jointly held land and 

collectively raised cattle and grew subsistence crops, began forming in the Northeast 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. The study further points out that these 

communities resulted from both the geographic conditions and the landholding patterns 

of the sertao. The imprecise limits between increasingly subdivided sesmarias and the 

lack of legal clarity regarding landed property rights of the many heirs determined the 

formation of joint landholdings among people from the same families, who collaborated 

26 to survive in the harsh environment of the backlands. 

While the available documentation does not allow for an in-depth analysis of the 

economic functioning of these properties, an examination of the land registry from the 

parish of Sao Gon^alo da Serra dos Cocos do Ipu indicates that joint landholding was a 

27 significant form of land tenure arrangement at least in this township. For instance, of a 

total of 856 landholdings listed in the surviving portion of the land registry, 327, or 38 

percent, were held in common. The entries describe these landholdings variously as 

demarcation. Jucas, DT, 2.69-A, 1834-1938, Procs. 3 to 21; Jucas, Cfveis, 1-A, 2: 30, 
1874; Tamboril, Civeis, 1, 1: 35, 1864, APEC. 
26 Garcez, Fundos de pasto, 21-37. 
•jn 

RT, Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos, Comarca do Ipu, in RT, Freguesia da Senliora 
Santa Ana da Telha, liv. 35, APEC. 
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terras incorporadas or englobadas (incorporated lands), terras unidas com outros do 

mesmo sitio (joint landholding with others in the farm), or terras envolvidas (lands 

involved with those of others). It is necessary to stress that the entries in the land 

registries make clear that delimitation of internal boundaries within these jointly-owned 

landholdings was non-existent. 

Third, as chapter 1 has shown, after 1822 the formal end of the distribution of 

sesmarias brought about a process of occupation of public lands without legal 

demarcation of boundaries, or the requirement of land titles. As several scholars have 

pointed out, the lack of land legislation between the years 1822 and 1850 implied the 

continuation of "effective occupation"—a legal recourse authorized by the Ordenagdes 

Filipinas—as the most common method to sanction rights to land and its usufruct 

throughout Brazil. According to Warren Dean, lands alienated by effective occupation 

9 0 
instead of formal grant came to be known as posses. Under this landholding regime, the 

fact of occupation engendered subsequent rights to control, as well as to sell, buy, and 

bequeath posses. These transactions were then recorded in documents such as deeds of 

purchase and partilhas (documents attached to post-mortem inventories detailing the 

legal division of assets among heirs), though descriptions of posse boundaries were 

typically vague. Hebe Mattos has described two types of posses that were common 

among smallholders in Campos de Goitacases and the Reconcavo da Guanabara in the 

province of Rio de Janeiro during the first half of the nineteenth century. The first 

On posses and the implications of the lack of a land policy for land occupation patterns 
in the Empire until 1850 and after, see Dean, "Latifundia," 606-625; Roberto Smith, 
Propriedade da terra e transigdo: Estudo da formagdo dapropriedade privada da terra e 
transigdopara a capitalismo no Brasil (Sao Paulo, Editora Brasiliense, 1990), 99-149. 
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arrangement referred to the posse of planted fields and land improvements, sometimes 

called situagdes, which generated property rights over them, but not rights of ownership 

over the land where they were located. The second posse arrangement generated a form 

of property rights over a specific extension of land. What is most significant about the 

posse regime is that because it originated in effective occupation, it required neighbors' 

acknowledgement and recognition of one's claims to specific plots of land, planted fields, 

and land improvements in order to function and to generate land titles and other legal 

documents.^^ 

Fourth, after the enactment of the 1850 land law, neighbors' recognition of claims 

to plots of land and planted fields remained central to guarantee land usufruct and 

property rights in Ceara. The law, which required the general registration of lands, in 

principle de-legitimized customary relations. Nevertheless, the land law of 1850 could 

not completely abolish the public's reliance on these arrangements because of the 

30 imprecise and vague descriptions of plots and their boundaries in the land registries. For 

example, entries in the land registries from Ipu and Telha consistently left out the number 

of bra9as and leagues of each landholding. In some cases, the local vicars who prepared 

the registries recorded landholders stating that they did not know how much land they 

had, that their plots had "no certain boundaries" because they were held in common, or 

Hebe Mattos, Das cores do silencio: Os significados da liberdade no Sudeste 
escravista, Brasil, seculo XIX, 2d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: EditoraNova Fronteira, 1995), 74-
81; on situa96es, see also Stanley Sein, Vassouras: A Brazilian Coffee County, 1850-
1890 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985); Hebe Maria Mattos de Castro, Ao sul 
da historia: Lavradores pobres na crise do trabalho escravo (Sao Paulo: Brasiliense, 
1987); and Nancy Priscilla Smith Naro, "Customary Rightholders and Legal Claimants to 
Land in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 1870-1890," The Americas 48, 4 (April, 1992): 485-517. 

Dean, "Latifundia," 618-625, Mattos, Das cores, 81-86. 
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that the number of bra9as was unknown because of lack of measurement and 

demarcation. In one particularly humorous case in Ipu, the vicar entered the information 

of a landholder who had "one piece of grazing land in the place (he forgot) of this parish 

of Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos."^^ Deeds of purchase, partilhas, and post-mortem 

inventory entries that served as land titles were no more explicit in their description of 

landholdings' boundaries. For the most part, they referred merely to the names of the 

owners of neighboring sitios as the confinantes (immediate neighbors); sometimes they 

mentioned only previous or passed-away landowners of a neighboring sitio, while some 

included the names of the actual neighboring sitios along with references to ambiguous 

32 markers such as a camauba tree, a specific rock, or less often, a creek. 

As chapter 1 has shown, by the mid-nineteenth century, an increasing number of 

poor sertanejos came to obtain various forms of stable access to land. Due to the 

ambiguity in the documentation, it is difficult to establish to what extent, poor free 

Cearenses enjoyed access to posses or situafoes. Yet, the sources consulted make it very 

clear that the landholdings that those poor free Cearenses bought, inherited or occupied 

were not properly delimited. Thus, as more and more of the free poor became 

smallholders of situa9oes or posses, the potential for widespread conflict over land 

utilization greatly augmented. In addition, other factors, such as the high mobility of 

agregados, the frequent absenteeism, particularly of wealthy landholders, the increasing 

land sales, and the continued subdivision of lands further complicated the problem of 

RT, Sao Goncalo da Serra dos Cocos, entries 439,450, 492, 494, 818, 879 among 
others, APEC. 

Deeds of purchase were included in most civil cases about land matters, and in a few 
criminal cases. See, e.g., Jucas, DT, 2, 69-A, Procs. 3 to 21, 1834-1938, APEC. 



land delimitation and issues of land utilization. Civil suits from Tamboril and Jucas 

illustrate the veritable state of confusion in which landholding and land usage issues 

remained during these years. For instance, the Alves Vianas, a well-to-do family, had 

moved from Tamboril to Maranhao during the 1845 drought and returned to the Sitio 

Cedro, in Tamboril in 1865. At their departure, they had left their possessions under the 

supervision of a morador. But upon their return, they found that the Ribeira Campos, a 

family of co-proprietors who also held titles to the Sitio Cedro, had built a house, had 

brought cattle to graze in what they considered to be farming lands, and had even allowed 

33 three families of moradores of their own to settle in lands they claimed as theirs. 

Another example from Jucas demonstrates the difficulties created by increasing land 

sales within poorly-delimited jointly-held properties. In 1869, Francisco Moreira da Silva 

initiated a civil action against his neighbor Manoel de Bezerra Barros. Through the 

proceeding, Francisco attempted to prevent Manoel from grazing his animals in lands he 

considered his own. In Francisco Moreira's words, Manoel, under "the excuse" of having 

bought lands from other heirs in the sitio, was "damaging" his land improvements.^"* 

In a milieu where land boundaries were, for nearly all practical purposes, non

existent, inter-personal relationships were the main medium through which neighbors, co-

proprietors and other members of joint landholdings, negotiated land usage. They relied 

on consensus to organize these matters as they mutually recognized a specific stream, 

hill, or even a tree as a boundary to their possessions. Landholders expected 

acknowledgment of their "traditional" rights to specific areas when they and their 

Tamboril, Civeis 1, 1: 9, 1865, APEC. 
Jucas, Civeis, 1-A, 2; 19, 1869, APEC. 
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forebears had been established in there for generations. The construction or destruction of 

land improvements, such as corrals, fences, houses, ro9as, water reservoirs, and sugar 

mills required informal permission from co-proprietors when they were located on shared 

properties and from neighbors when they were situated on or around the presumed 

boundaries between properties.^^ In estates whose owners engaged in both grazing and 

planting, co-owners sought neighbors' approval to plant or graze in particular locations 

whose ownership was unclear. 

This fragile system regulating land boundaries and land utilization became 

increasingly insufficient in guaranteeing access to land and other resources, as poor 

sertanejos tended to violate their pacts and advance over each other's lands in an attempt 

to benefit from the economic expansion of the second half of the nineteenth century. As 

demonstrated above, sertanejos often destroyed their neighbors' lands, ro9as and land 

improvements. Invading cattle fi-om neighbors and co-proprietors devastated arable lands 

and planted fields. Thus, it is in this context that the constant assertion of rights over land 

and other resources and the backing up of such claims by respectable reputations became 

essential to maintain access to landed resources and, paradoxically, to avoid violent 

conflict between neighbors and co-proprietors. 

According to criminal cases, poor free Cearenses who had purchased, inherited or 

even occupied plots of land often boasted about holding titles of senhores and 

See, e.g., Jucas, Ci'veis, lA, 2; 9, 1866; Crime, I, 12; 4, 1865; 35, 1864; 2, 13; 14, 
1870; Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8; 3, 1873, APEC. These practices were common in the 
backlands of Paraiba as well. See Irineo Joffily, Notas sobre a Parahyba (Rio de Janeiro; 
Typographia do Jomal do Commercio, 1892), 210. 

E.g., Tamboril, Crime, 6, 9; 11, 1875, APEC. 
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proprietarios after they had gained access to those lands. Moreover, they endowed these 

titles with meanings of assertiveness regarding their own productive decisions and the use 

they made of their landholdings.^' For example, an illiterate rancher from Tamboril had 

begun using the camauba woods that grew in the sitio where he had bought a small piece 

of land in order to build his house, fences and corrals. When a priest who was a co-

proprietor in the sitio complained that those woods belonged to him, the small rancher 

replied that he "had rights over them," since "he was also a proprietor in the sitio" 

[emphasis added]. In the municipality of Jucas, a wealthier and influential member of 

interior society prefaced his accusation regarding his illiterate neighbors' destruction of 

property and the farming of ro9as in lands he considered his as the actions of people who 

'''claim the title of senhores for themselves" and show the greatest "lack of respect of 

property rights" [emphasis added] As these examples suggest, smallholders not only 

took pride in the designation of "proprietor," which they deployed as a badge of honor 

and independence; in effect, the smallholders also attempted to enforce their own designs 

on land utilization in their plots through the emphatic use they made of such honorable 

designations. 

To identify men who appear as witnesses, plaintiffs and defendants in criminal cases in 
class terms, I have relied on an analysis of their stated or recorded occupation, surname 
(absence or presence of distinctive surnames associated with locally influential families), 
and literacy. While taking into account the first two variables, in all my work with court 
cases, I have used illiteracy as a proxy for poverty. It is true that illiteracy was 
widespread in the sertao, even among some members of the elite. Nevertheless, I have 
also observed in court cases and town council documents that even when illiterate, or 
partially illiterate, wealthier sertanejos more often than not represented themselves as 
literate. 

Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7; 23, 1870; 4, 7; 25, 1870, APEC. 
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Because this system of allocation and usage of resources was necessarily unstable 

and vulnerable to shifts according to people's changing fortunes or relative power to 

negotiate, poor sertanejos in fierce competition for scarce resources placed a premium on 

keeping and boasting about their respectable reputations during these years. Honor 

became even more necessary as the agricultural expansion accelerated the need for arable 

and grazing lands and non-related people, as new residents who had no knowledge of 

previous arrangements, bought plots of land within joint landholdings or occupied lands 

in neighboring areas.^^ It is not surprising then, that popular poets from the second half of 

the nineteenth century emphasized the importance of honor for poor sertanejos by 

reciting lines such as sou pobre, dou-me a respeito (I am poor, nevertheless I am 

respectable)."^^ 

Smallholders counted on the public recognition of their honor to engage in face-

to-face negotiations regarding land utilization and to enforce the fialfillment of those 

pacts. A poor farmer or rancher's loss of his claim to honor entailed the loss of his rights 

to use better quality lands and water sources within joint landholdings. For example, 

sertanejos showed much sensitivity to being called "thieves," an insult that expressed the 

questioning of a man's honor. On close examination, this preoccupation betrays their 

normally accurate apprehension that the offenders were not only calling into question a 

Plaintiffs and defendants in criminal cases detailing land disputes sometimes 
mentioned that new neighbors who had moved into the fazendas planted or grazed in 
lands where already-resident neighbors or co-proprietors and previous neighbors never 
"judged themselves entitled to do so." See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 6. 9: 11, 1875; 5, 8: 14, 
1873; 4, 15:26, 1875, APEC. 

This verse was part of the desafio between Jeronimo de Junqueiro [.y/d and Zefinha do 
Chabocao that the poet Cego Sinfronio had memorized. "O Cego Sinfronio," in Mota, 
Cantadores, 44. For the chronological location of these verses, see chap. 4, n. 1 below. 



poor man's honor and claims over certain landholdings or animals; they were also 

endeavoring to prove in this manner their own right over those same assets.'^^ 

It is clear that honor was not only an affirmation of the poor Cearenses' newly 

acquired social prestige and that honor constituted the sertanejos' leverage to sway 

different kinds of negotiations to their own benefit within the face-to-face exchanges 

necessary to guarantee land usage during these years. But, just as important, honor served 

to defer the violent resolution of conflicts for access to resources within this context of 

heightened competition. Criminal cases from Jucas and Tamboril demonstrate that, by 

and large, violent conflict over issues of land usage broke out between neighbors and co-

proprietors only after inter-personal relations had been severed over long periods of time. 

When one party had broken agreements made to regulate land usage, had repetitively 

destroyed land improvements, or had persisted in planting or grazing in areas claimed by 

the other, neighbors and co-proprietors resorted to violence as a way to put an end to such 

actions. In his deposition in a criminal case, a farmer stated that his neighbor, Candido 

Batista Duarte, had promised to leave a clearing between their planted fields. But, at the 

request of his son, Duarte had begun planting on the clearing again, and consequently a 

fight ensued. Witnesses in criminal cases often declared that the fighting parties were 

enemies due to land issues or that old "intrigues" existed between them for competing 

rights over landed property, implying that the room for negotiation had become very 

small. 

Jucas, Crime. 1, 12: 11, 1853; 2, 13; 2, 1867; 9, 1869; Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7: 8, 1870, 
APEC. 

Jucas, Crime, 3, 14; 19, 1872; Tamboril, Crime, 6, 9; 17, 1876, APEC. 
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Among smallholders, access to the open range for pasturing, allocation of grazing 

areas, and management of cattle also required mutual understandings between members 

of joint landholdings and neighbors. The frequent movement of animals for watering, 

feeding, treating, and marketing,coupled with the open range system, and the conftising 

land delimitation practices of the backlands, generated uncertainty and anxiety regarding 

the state of ownership of livestock. While provincial and municipal legislation 

established regulations intended to clear confusions regarding ownership of livestock, 

ranchers, both large and small, often relied on personal relations with neighbors, 

vaqueiros and others to guarantee their possession of highly mobile cattle head."^"^ 

According to backlands custom, vaqueiros and ranchers memorized the shapes of their 

neighbors' brands in order to return animals to their rightful owners, when they had 

trespassed into their fields. The convention also held that, if an unmarked head of cattle, 

or one with an unknown mark appeared in somebody's grazing areas, the criador or 

vaqueiro was to retain the animal in his fields, until somebody claimed it. If nobody did, 

the animal was to remain under that rancher's care until its death, and was not to be 

sold.'^^ Collaboration among neighbors and fellow ranchers was central even to certain 

Marchantes, or middlemen, bought livestock directly from ranchers at local markets or 
even in their own fazendas while on the road to town fairs where they resold them. 
Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 26; Koster, Travels, 1: 246. 

A provincial law of 1841 established the obligatory registration of cattle brands. 
Ordinances from several municipalities required that all persons who, for any reason, 
transported cattle with marks other than their own carry with them official notes from 
police authorities with the name of the stock seller and his or her brand. Tamboril, Crime, 
1,4: 16, 1843, APEC. 

Silvio Julio, Terra epovo do Ceard (Rio de Janeiro; Livraria Carvalho Editora, 1936), 
173; Gustavo Barroso, Terra de sol (natiireza e costumes do Norte) (Rio de Janeiro: 
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aspects of cattle treatment, such as the yearly roundups, or the tracing and catching of 

head of cattle gone astray."^^ 

A reputation for trustworthiness was necessary in all these face-to-face dealings 

regarding the management of cattle. Sertanejos could only count on the worth of their 

"word," which according to popular poets was "harder than iron," in order to retain their 

credibilit}' with other community members.'^^ The surviving verses that complete the 

popular poem at the start of this chapter underscore that, regardless of color, free 

sertanejo men saw themselves as honorable because they knew how to keep their word. 

Venha cd, Seu Secundino, 
Dance no samba daqui, 

Que estes caboco sao pobe, 
Mais tern honra consigo. 

Mas tern honra consigo, 
E toitigo no cupim, 

So nao sao da cor de kite 
E nem da cor de alfenim: 

Quando dizem: Ndo! td dito, 
Nao trocam, nao, pelo Sim, 

Nem mesmo cabra chamurro, 
Nem mesmo caboco ruim 

Come here Mr. Secundino, 
Dance in this party. 

These caboclos are poor, 
But they have honor in themselves. 

But they have honor in themselves. 
And good sense in their curly heads. 
Only they are not the color of milk 

Livraria Francisco Alves, 1930), 201; Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 12, 1862; 3, 6: 8, 1865, 
APEC. 

Koster, Travels, 1: 234-235; Tamboril, Crime, 1, 4: 9, 1859, APEC. 
On the solidity of the male sertanejos' word, see "O Cego Sinfronio," in Mota, 

Cantadores, 46. 
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Nor of white sugar dough: 
But when they say: No! that's their last word, 

They will not change their mind. 
Not even if they are simple half-castes [cahra], 

48 Not even if they are damned caboclos. 

Access to highly-needed water sources in a terrain where no permanent rivers or 

creeks flowed largely depended on mutual arrangements between co-proprietors of 

fazendas or sitios where water reservoirs and drinking wells had been built. For example, 

Joao Lucas de Oliveira, a farmer from Jucas observed that in a sitio with many co-

owners, taking down the walls of an afude (when a reservoir overflowed, for instance) 

had to be the result of consensus among all the proprietors, and not the decision of only 

one of them."^^ 

Nevertheless, in a context of fierce competition for scarce water resources for 

expanding planted fields and for increasing numbers of cattle, co-proprietors began to put 

their own needs ahead of those of all their neighbors. Joao Lucas had been so outraged at 

the destruction of the reservoir walls of the Sitio das Bezerras that he began insulting 

whoever was responsible for the action, by calling him a thief Invoking shared 

understandings about the good character or honor of those who were participants in joint 

landholdings, he explained that "only a thief, and therefore an outsider" could do such 

The references to skin color and lack of "whiteness" of the cantadores point to the 
significance of racial constructs in the backlands. Nevertheless, the popular poets who 
sang these verses indicate that they had honor and sense, and the only thing they did not 
possess was "the color of milk." Therefore, the verses demonstrate that an honorable 
reputation could help men overcome racially-based limitations. I have translated the word 
cabra (literally, "the goat") as half-caste instead of a racial mix between "white" and 
"black" ancestry in order to highlight the pejorative connotation that this term had. Paiva, 
Dona Guidinha, 16. 

Jucas, Crime, 2, 13:2, 1867, APEC. 
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action in a secretive manner, without regard for the losses that he would cause to so many 

people. His shock was great when he discovered that the co-owner Matheus Bezerra had 

in fact destroyed the walls of the reservoir without authorization from anybody in the 

Sitio das Bezerras. Bezerra, in turn, justified his actions by saying that his intention in 

taking down the walls of the agude was to remove the overflowing waters of the afude 

that were destroying his fields. He also declared that the afude was his, and that Joao 

Lucas calling him a thief only proved that he wanted to appropriate himself of the 

reservoir. 

In sum, poor free men relied on honor to assert and maintain rights to land and to 

use resources within a context where clear boundaries between properties did not exist 

and where joint landholding was common. Furthermore, the accelerated levels of 

competition for scarce resources among the free poor who participated in the expanding 

agricultural and ranching economies of these years led to a heightened concern about 

masculine reputation. Honor functioned as the leverage with which poor sertanejos 

sought to maintain land claims and resolve questions over land usage, as well as the 

means through which they upheld property rights over cattle, and obtained access to 

highly needed water sources. Likewise, as long as the weight of honorable reputations 

could regulate negotiations regarding access to and utilization of scarce resources, the 

need for violence between neighbors and co-proprietors was obviated. Thus, it was in an 

environment that pitted competition against scarcity, a small degree of prosperity against 

Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 2, 1867, APEC. 



fragility in access to economic resources, that poor free men came to feel the need to 

assert constantly their respectable reputations. 

Labor and Honor 

Poor free farmers and ranchers did not only need land, water, and animals to 

ensure survival and a measure of prosperity in the growing agricultural and livestock 

economies of the second half of the nineteenth century. Access to reliable forms of labor 

was also necessary, especially in the face of an assertive and mobile poor free population. 

As chapter 1 has shown, for the most part, poor sertanejos refused to work for others so 

long as they could eke their sustenance out of their own plots of land. 

Because of the smallholding pattern of land tenure, poor Cearenses could rely 

largely on family labor to perform agricultural and ranching tasks, as well as other 

activities necessary for household survival. For this reason, sertanejos put a premium on 

large families. According to Freire Alemao, the huts and houses of the poor caboclos 

who, in his analysis, constituted the majority of the poor free population of Ceara, were 

always "full of children," with an average of ten per family.Post-mortem inventories 

from the municipality of Jucas reveal that the average number of surviving children per 

family in the 1850s was seven.^^ Thus, it can be argued that for smallholders who directly 

Francisco Freire Alemao, "Papeis da Expedi9ao ao Ceara," 81 (1961): 210. Sir 
Richard Burton observed that poor free women from the sertoes of Bahia and Minas 
Gerais gave birth to ten to twenty-five children, not of all whom lived. See Richard 
Burton, Explorations of the Highlands of the Brazil, 2 vols. (New York: Greenwood 
Press Publishers, 1969; reprint, London: Tinsley Brothers, 1869), 2: 432 (page references 
are to reprint edition). 

Jucas, Inv., 2, 84: 1830-1845; Jucas, Arrol., 3,41: 1865-1873, APEC. 
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participated in the agricultural and ranching economy of Ceara, as for those from other 

regions of Brazil, the constitution of families was a precondition for the prosperity they 

could derive from their land. 

The whole family contributed in various ways to tasks that guaranteed household 

production and survival during the second half of the nineteenth century. Men worked 

in cattle grazing activities and agriculture, and typically traveled the longer distances to 

fairs where they sold livestock and commercial crops. But women and children also 

actively participated in production tasks that went beyond domestic work. Women, 

working alongside men and children, cleared fields, planted, and harvested com and 

beans in small rofas. Men, women, and children worked in cotton harvests and prepared 

the crop for sale by drying it and removing the seeds by hand. Women were in charge of 

tending and selling chickens and other animals that they raised in the corrals adjacent to 

the houses, as well as of selling surplus agricultural products in weekly markets. 

Recent studies that analyze the survival strategies of poor free people who participated 
in regional markets for foodstuffs and other crops during the colonial period and the 
nineteenth century emphasize the centrality of the family as the basis for their agricultural 
production. See, e.g., Sheila de Castro Faria, A Colonia em movimento: Fortuna e familia 
no cotidiano colonial (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1998), 153-158; Metcalf, Family 
and Frontier in Colonial Brazil: Santana de Parnaiba, 1580-1822 (Berkeley: University 
of Califomia Press, 1992), chap. 5; Mattos, Das cores, 60-61. 

The following discussion of family labor is based on descriptions of life in the sertao 
found in Juvenal Galeno, Lendas e cangoespopulares, 2 vols. (1st ed., 1864; Fortaleza: 
Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1965), 1: 32; Koster, Travels, 1: 214, 229; Irineu 
Pinheiro, O Cariri, seu descobrimento, povoamento, costumes (Fortaleza: R. Senador 
Pompeu, 1950), 118, 120; Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 212, 219, and Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 
19, 1876, APEC. See also Miridam Knox Falci, "Mulheres do sertao nordestino," in 
Historia das mulheres no Brasil, org. Mary del Priore (Sao Paulo: Editora Contexto, 
1997), 250; Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 86. On family labor in peasant households in 
the Northeast from the 1950s onward, see Raul Afranio Garcia Junior, O sul: Caminho do 
rocado: Estrategias de reprodugdo camponesa e transformacdo social (Brasilia: Editora 
Universidade de Brasilia, 1989). 
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Likewise, women, along with daughters and female slaves—when the family possessed 

them—spun cotton into thread and wove it into cloth on simple looms to make garments 

and hammocks for the family. Female household members, including slaves, also worked 

at home producing rendas, or bobbin lace. Women obtained additional family income 

from these textiles by selling them in the markets and peddling them in town streets. In 

some cases, daughters worked as agricultural laborers for wages to supplement the 

family's cash earnings. Thus, the various members of rural households participated in an 

array of activities that generated income and performed agricultural and ranching chores 

that helped sustain rural families. 

When family labor was insufficient to complete certain tasks, small farmers and 

ranchers relied on mutual help from neighbors, co-proprietors, agregados, and the like. 

For instance, rural families collaborated with each other during cotton harvests. The 

labor-intensive process of scraping and transforming manioc roots into farinha also drew 

the assistance of non-household members.For these forms of collaboration to function, 

sertanej os relied on an ideology of honor. According to custom, the neighbor who 

received help from others in harvests or other tasks was "indebted" and had to repay the 

service to the others at a later date.^^ 

Thomaz Pompeu de Sousa Brasil, A cultura do algoddo especialmente no Ceard 
(Fortaleza: Typografia Lito Gadelha, n.d.), 37, quoted in Ana Cristina Leite, O algoddo 
no Ceard: Estrutura fundidria e capital comercial, 1850-1880, (Fortaleza: Secretaria da 
Cultura e Desporto do Estado do Ceara, 1994), 66; on collaboration in transforming 
manioc into farinha, see, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 13, 1872, APEC 

Barroso, Terra do sol, 65; Emani Silva Bruno and Diaulas Riedel, Historias e 
paisagens do Brasil: O sertdo, o boi e a seca: Maranhdo, Piaui, Ceard e Rio Grande do 
Norte (Sao Paulo: Editora Cultrix, 1959), 18. 
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Reliance on family labor and community collaboration allowed the more 

successful, but still poor farmers and ranchers, to accumulate the resources necessary to 

hire, periodically, wage laborers and, in some cases, even to buy a few slaves. For 

example, Rodolpho Theophilo noted in his Historia da secca do Ceard that small cotton 

farmers paid Rs. 1$280 a day to workers during clearing, planting, and especially 

harvesting seasons and that they preferred to use the labor of their few slaves in 

• • 57 subsistence activities. 

It is true that provincial authorities and contemporary observers often stated that 

free labor was the most common arrangement in Ceara and elsewhere in the Northeastern 

CO 
backlands in the nineteenth century. Likewise, the older historiography argues that 

slavery was, for the most part, incompatible with ranching, small-scale production of 

cotton and the other economic activities in the sertao.^^ But the newer research on various 

parts of Northeast Brazil has begun to challenge this argument. For example, Luiz Mott 

identified the substantial use of slave labor in colonial ranching in the backlands of Piauf 

in his 1985 study Piaui colonial: Populagdo economia e sociedade.^'^ 

cn 

Theophilo, Historia, 27. 
See, e.g., Ceara, Relatorio (Rodrigues Pereira—Marcondes Homem de Mello, 1865), 8; 

Ceara, Relatorio (Gon9alves da Silva—Assembleia Legislativa, 1867), 8; Francisco 
Ignacio Marcondes Homem de Mello, "Excursoes pelo Ceara, S. Pedro do Sul, e S. 
Paulo," RHIGB 25 (1872): 80-169. 

This perspective is best represented in Celso Furtado, Formagdo economica do Brasil, 
7th ed. (Sao Paulo; Companhia Editora Nacional, 1967); Caio Prado Junior, Formagdo 
do Brasil contempordneo: Coldnia (Sao Paulo: Martins Editora, 1942); Andrade, The 
Land and People. 

Luiz Mott, Piaui colonial: Populagdo, economia e sociedade (Teresina: Projeto 
Petronio Portella, 1985). Other studies that document the presence of slaves in the 
Northeastern sertao include Flavio Versiani and Jose Vergolino, "Slaveholdings in the 
Nineteenth-Century Brazilian Northeast: Sugar Estates and the Backlands," paper 
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The available information for Ceara also points to the use of slave labor in the 

sertao in the nineteenth century. According to estimates, slaves represented 20 percent of 

the total population of the province in the late 1830s, 7 percent in the late 1860s, and 4.4 

percent in 1872, a level that remained more or less stable until the final abolition of 

slavery in Ceara in 1884. Furthermore, available estimates indicate that the presence of 

slaves was not restricted to hilly and mainly agricultural municipalities, such as 

Maranguape, where by 1857, slaves represented 14 percent of the total population. On the 

contrary, slaves accounted for 12 percent of the total population of Quixeramobim and 

11.6 percent of the total number of inhabitants of Sao Joao do Principe, two largely 

cattle-producing municipalities located in the dry sertoes. 

Post-mortem inventories from the municipality of Jucas indicate that slaveowning 

was very common among the wealth holding population that had at least enough assets to 

merit the expense and effort of drawing up an inventory. Forty four percent of the total 

number of analyzed inventories for the 1840s listed slaves as inheritable wealth. This 

figure rose slightly to 46 percent of the total number of inventories consulted for the 

presented at the XIII Congress of the International Economic History Association, 
Buenos Aires, July 2002. For Ceara, see Euripedes Antonio Funes, "Negros no Ceara," in 
Uma nova historia do Ceara, org. Simone de Sousa (Fortaleza: Edi96es Democrito 
Rocha, 2000), 103-132; Geraldo Nobre, O Ceara em preto e branco (Fortaleza: 1988); 
Eduardo Campos, Revelagoes da condigdo de vida das cativos do Ceara (Fortaleza: 
Secretaria de Cultura e Desporto, 1984). 

Fimes, "Negros no Ceara," 107; and Francisco Nascimento, "Sintese Historica da 
Escravidao Negra," in Historia do Ceara, org. Simone de Souza (Fortaleza: Funda9ao 
Democrito Rocha, 1995), 172-174. 
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1850s. Of the post-mortem inventories for the 1860s, 24 percent listed slaves as part of 

62 the total inheritable assets. 

Even more important, the documentation from Jucas demonstrates that a sizeable 

stratiim of very modest wealth holders could be coimted among the slaveowning 

population of the municipality. In the early and mid-nineteenth century, participation in 

an expanding market economy with the use of family labor allowed many small farmers 

and ranchers to acquire slaves. Thus, in the 1840s, half of all slaveholding families in the 

sample fell into the lowest wealth bracket, which is approximately Rs. 1:000$000. In the 

1850s, families from the same group still accounted for a substantial share of all 

slaveowners (33.3 percent). The slaveowning small farmers and ranchers of Jucas 

generally owned only a few slaves. Estates from the 1840s and 1850s with an appraised 

value of Rs. 1:000$000 or less never listed more than four slaves; and, in those few cases 

where four slaves were listed, that number typically included young children and even 

infants, along with slave women. Furthermore, slaveholding among all wealth groups in 

the interior of Ceara was on small scale. No more than a handful of individuals in Jucas 

in the mid-nineteenth century owned more than seven slaves; in some cases, inventoried 

families owned only shares on the value of slaves, which were the result of subdivision of 

slave property among legal heirs. The largest single holding consisted of seventeen 

These figures derive from a total sample of 120 post-mortem inventories from Jucas, of 
which thirty date from the 1840s, thirty from the 1850s, and sixty from the 1860s. 
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slaves. As a rule, the wealthiest 50 percent of all inventoried estates list only one to six 

slaves. 

The structures of slaveownership were not as precarious as those of landholding. 

Nevertheless, mutual arrangements between those family members who shared slave 

property were necessary to organize the use of slave labor among all those who claimed 

ownership over slaves.Honor mediated these pacts. Relatives distributed the tasks of 

slaves among themselves and relied on their word to allow access to the slave's labor to 

all the concerned slaveholders. When these agreements were violated, conflicts could 

ensue.^^ 

In sum, most poor farmers and ranchers relied primarily on family labor and on 

the obligations of mutual reciprocity with neighbors and others—^which required the 

mediation of honor—for labor provision in their lands. The efficient management of 

family labor and collaboration from neighbors allowed the most successful ones to 

contract wage laborers and to buy a few slaves. In turn, as chapter 1 has shown, 

slaveholding became a symbol of the prosperity and autonomy of small-scale farmers and 

These findings on the small-scale pattern of slaveholding in Ceara closely match the 
results of recent research on Brazil as a whole, beginning with the pioneering article by 
Stuart Schwartz, "Patterns of Slaveholding in the Americas: New Evidence from Brazil," 
AHR 87, 1 (February, 1982): 55-86; on small and medium-sized slaveholdings, see, e.g., 
Francisco Vidal Luna and Iraci del Nero da Costa, "Posse de escravos em Sao Paulo no 
inicio do seculo XIX," Estudos economicos 13, 1 (January-April, 1983): 211-221; B. J. 
Barickman, A Bahian Counterpoint: Sugar, Tobacco, Cassava and Slavery in the 
Reconcavo, 1780-1860 (Stanford; Stanford University Press, 1998); and Laird Bergard, 
Slavery and the Demographic and Economic History of Minas Gerais, Brazil, 1720-1888 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999). 

Falci, "Mulheres," 250. 
See, e.g., Jucas, Civeis, 01-A, 2: 4, 1839, APEC. 
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ranchers and one of the material basis on which they constructed their honorable 

masculine identities. 

Honor and Family 

Historical studies on constructions of honor in Brazil and elsewhere in Latin 

America have reached a consensus regarding notable families' need to defend family 

honor—centered on control of women's sexuality—as a strategy to assure legitimacy and 

convenient marriage alliances. According to the historiography, defense of family honor 

served to preserve those families' economic wealth, especially in the form of landed 

property, and political power in different contexts.^^ A more problematic area of analysis 

See, e.g., Alida Metcalf, "Fathers and Sons: The Politics of Inheritance in a Colonial 
Brazilian Township," HAHR 66, 3 (1986); 455-484; idem, Family and Frontier, Muriel 
Nazzari, Disappearance of the Dowry. Women, Families and Social Change in Sao 
Paulo, Brazil (1600-1900) (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991); idem, "An Urgent 
Need to Conceal," in The Faces of Honor, ed. Lyman Johnson and Sonya Lipsett-Rivera 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1998), 103-126; Linda Lewin, Politics 
and Parentela in Paraiba (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), esp. chap. 3; 
idem, "Who Was 'o Grande Romano'? Genealogical Purity, the Indian 'Past' and 
Whiteness in Brazil's Northeast Backlands, 1750-1900," Journal of Latin American Lore 
19 (1996): 129-179; Dain Borges, The Family in Bahia, Brazil, 1870-1945 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1992), 225-226. On regulation of marriage choices and honor 
in Spanish America, see, e.g., Verena Martinez-Alier, Marriage, Class and Colour in 
Nineteenth-Century Cuba: A Study of Racial Attitudes and Sexual Values in a Slave 
Society (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1974); Susan Socolow, "Acceptable 
Partners: Marriage Choice in Colonial Argentina, 1778-1810," in Sexuality and Marriage 
in Colonial Latin America, ed. Asuncion Lavrin (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
1989), 209-251; Patricia Seed, To Love, Honor and Obey in Colonial Mexico: Conflicts 
over Marriage Choice, 1574-1821 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988); Ramon 
A. Gutierrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers Went Away: Marriage, Sexuality and 
Power in New Mexico, 1500-1846 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991); Ann 
Twinam, Private Lives, Public Secrets: Gender, Honor, Sexuality and Illegitimacy in 
Colonial Spanish America (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999); Nancy Van 
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for the existing scholarship has been the assessment of the importance of women's sexual 

purity for the construction of notions of honor among poor families. In the Brazilian case, 

confronted by analyses of elite families that conceptualize honor, legitimacy and property 

as intrinsically linked, most scholars, with a few exceptions, have shied away from an 

explanation of the significance of female sexuality for the lower classes' notions of 

honor. Moreover, since the scholarship on honor among the poor in Latin America has 

argued that, as a group, the lower class did not possess property or other elite markers of 

honor, the centrality of female sexuality for poor families' honor has been described as 

merely the result of the prescription of an honor code in which men's control of women 

was necessary to retain social prestige. 

Yet, as this chapter has illustrated, poor families in Ceara had landed patrimonies, 

although small and poorly-delimited, as well as other inheritable assets, such as livestock, 

and even slaves. Thus, it is highly possible that poor families in Ceara were concerned 

with issues of inheritance and division of property, especially during the competitive 

years between 1845 and 1870. It is also conceivable that the sertanejos' so-called cultural 

Deusen, Between the Sacred and the Worldly: The Institutional and Cultural Practice of 
Recogimiento in Colonial Lima (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001). 

Important exceptions to this pattern are works by authors who examine the conflict and 
at times correspondence between judicial and popular notions of female honor and 
virginity in the city of Rio de Janeiro during the early twentieth century. See, e.g., Martha 
de Abreu Esteves, Meninas perdidas: Os populares e o cotidiano do amor no Rio de 
Janeiro da belle epoque (Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, 1989); and Sueann Caulfied, In 
Defense of Honor: Sexual Morality, Modernity and Nation in Early Twentieth-Century 
Brazil (Durham: Duke University Press, 2000). 

See, e.g., Peter Beattie, The Tribute of Blood: Army, Honor, Race, and Nation in 
Brazil, 1864-1945 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001); and Joan Meznar, "The 
Ranks of the Poor: Military Service and Social Differentiation in Northeast Brazil, 1835-
1875," HAHR 72, 3 (1992): 335-351. 
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need to defend family honor, centered on women's sexuality, was a strategy to manage 

poor families' resources and the subdivision of assets among heirs. A concern with 

succession among the rural poor in Ceara makes sense within the Luso-Brazilian system 

of partible inheritance that divided property equally among all heirs and civil laws that 

allowed even some illegitimate children to easily inherit their parents' wealth. 

Due to a lack of primary source information on marriage practices in the 

backlands, a place to begin an analysis of family constitution and issues of inheritance 

among the free poor is an examination of illegitimacy rates. Here, the available evidence 

based on baptismal records indicates that, although illegitimacy was a significant feature 

of backlands society, legally constituted marriages were not all that uncommon in Ceara. 

The proportion of illegitimate births in the mimicipality of Jucas between 1857 and 1860 

was 25 percent. According to Sousa Brasil's calculations based on baptismal records 

from thirty-three interior parishes and Fortaleza during the same time period, the 

provincial rate of illegitimacy was even lower: just imder 20 percent.^^ 

The rates of illegitimacy found in Ceara are consistent with proportions found in 

agricultural areas of the Brazilian Southeast during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. The scholarship has found illegitimacy rates ranging between 20 and 35 

70 percent of the total number of registered births in various locations of that region. These 

rates sharply contrast with the 45, 55 and even 60 percent of illegitimate births in urban 

Sousa Brasil, Ensaio estatistico, 1: 314. 
For a comparative analysis of rates of legitimacy in rural, agricultural areas and in 

urban and mining areas of the Brazilian Southeast during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, as presented by the existing historiography, see Faria, A Colonia, 55. 
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71 
and mining districts of the Southeast. As Sheila de Castro Faria has noted for the 

colonial period, the lower rates of illegitimacy in rural agricultural areas seem to have 

been related to individuals' need to establish familial and matrimonial bonds as a way to 

72 ensure the reproduction of households and continued control over rural property. Thus, 

it is highly possible that, under similar circumstances, poor free Cearenses living during 

the second half of the nineteenth century strove to create legal family units as a way to 

guarantee the provision of labor as well as the succession of property. 

Yet, attaining a legal marriage presented financial and other practical difficulties 

in the interior. Above and beyond the payment of fees to priests, a problem that poor free 

Cearenses might have found with more regularity when trying to obtain the legal 

consecration of their unions was the shortage of priests. Several authors have noted that 

sertanejos rarely encountered members of the clergy to perform basic Catholic rites, and 

that often, visiting priests performed marriages and baptisms, on those occasions when 

they visited fazendas and interior locations. Thus, it is highly possible that in Ceara, 

consensual unions and marriage existed in a fluid relationship to one another, as 

Elizabeth Kuznesof has suggested for other regions. Under such an understanding, 

On higher rates of illegitimacy in mining regions see, e.g., Iraci del Nero da Costa, Vila 
Rica: Populagdo (1719-1826) (Sao Paulo: IPE-USP, 1979), 227; Maria Luiza Marcflio, ^ 
cidade de Sao Paulo: Povoamento epopulagdo, 1750-1850 (Sao Paulo: Livraria Pioneira 
Editora, 1974), 157-159. 

Faria, A Colonia, 52-54; on the constitution of families as a pre-condition for 
developing agrarian activities among the free poor in the Southeast, see Mattos, Das 
cores, 60. 
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individuals might have seen concubinage as a step towards obtaining a formal marriage 

when that became a possibility. 

The available data for Ceara do not reveal the class or racial groupings with the 

highest proportion of illegitimacy. Nevertheless, research in other areas of the Northeast 

indicates that formal marriage was less common among the poorer segments of society— 

which included a large number of blacks, mesti90s and pardos. The offspring resulting 

from these "illicit" unions was then, technically illegitimate.'"^ For example, a study based 

on baptismal records from the Cathedral parish in Salvador between 1830 and 1874 

demonstrates that 33.5 percent of the offspring of white mothers, 81.3 percent of the 

offspring of mesti90 mothers, and 86.3 percent of the progeny of black mothers were 

illegitimate.'^ The Brazilian historiography as a whole confirms that, in most areas, 

illegitimacy was by far more common among the lower classes, and especially the 

populations of color both during the colonial period and the nineteenth century. 

On the shortage of priests and work of visiting vicars in the interior of Ceara and the 
Northeast during the nineteenth century, see Gardner, Travels, 213-214; Billy Janes 
Chandler, The Feitosas and the Sertdo dos Inhamuns (Gainesville: University of Florida 
Press, 1972), 145; Levine, Vale of Tears, 31; Lycurgo Santos Filho, Uma comunidade 
rural do Brasil antigo (Sao Paulo; Companhia Editora Nacional, 1956), 187. On the fluid 
relationship between concubinage and marriage, see Elizabeth Kuznesof, "Sexual 
Politics, Race and Bastard-bearing in Nineteenth-century Brazil: A Question of Culture 
or Power?," Jowrna/ of Family History 16, 3 (1991): 241-260. 

Falci suggests that poor free people and slaves in the Northeastern backlands did not 
routinely engage in legally sanctioned marriages. "Mulheres," 241-277. 

Kuznesof, "Sexual Politics," 247 (who cites ressearch by Johildo Lopes de Athayde). 
l f \  

See, e.g., Donald Ramos, "Single and Married Women in Vila Rica, Brazil, 1754-
Journal of Family History 16, 3 (1991): 261-282; Luiz Mott, "Os pecados da 

familia na Bahia de Todos os Santos (1813)," chapter in Escraviddo, homossexualidade e 
demonologia (Sao Paulo; Icone Editora, 1988), 49-79; Faria, ̂ 4 Colonia, 54-56; Renato 
Pinto Venancio, "Nos limites da sagrada familia; ilegitimidade e casamento no Brasil 
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Nevertheless, the central issue regarding division of property, even among the 

poor, is that the peculiarities of the Brazilian inheritance system worked to divide family 

property, regardless of legal marriage. Portuguese inheritance laws established partible 

inheritance among all heirs, independent of age and sex. Thus, all recognized children 

received equal parts of the paternal and maternal wealth. In the case of deceased children, 

the grandchildren, spouse, relatives to the tenth degree or the state were to receive equal 

shares of the paternal or maternal inheritable assets. Furthermore, Portuguese inheritance 

law considered "natural" children (those bom of unmarried parents that were legally able 

of marrying by the time of the child's birth) as legal successors of their parents' wealth. 

They were capable of inheriting ab intestato, that is, without the requirement of a will. In 

fact, in cases when they were the only offspring of an otherwise marriageable couple that 

had not consecrated their union, these children were the exclusive heirs in succession, as 

long as they were recognized by their parents at baptism or later. Moreover, as Kuznesof 

has argued, illegitimacy could exist "on a kind of continuum" with legitimacy. A child 

who was "natural" by the time of birth could be legitimized by the subsequent marriage 

* 77 of his or her parents. 

As Chapter 1 has shown, the system of partible inheritance was one of the major 

factors that contributed to the transformation of landholding patterns from the large 

sesmarias of the colonial period to the majority of smallholdings observed by the mid-

Colonial," in Historia e sexualidade no Brasil, ed. Ronaldo Vainfas (Rio de Janeiro: 
Edi96es Graal, 1996), 108-123. 

On inheritance laws in Brazil, see Linda Lewin, Surprise Heirs, 2 vols. (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2003); idem, "Natural and Spurious Children in Brazilian 
Inheritance Law from Colony to Empire: A Methodological Essay," The Americas 48, 3 
(1992): 351-396; and Kuznesof, "Sexual Politics," 241-260. 
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nineteenth century. But inheritance practices continued fragmenting the smallholdings of 

poor free Cearenses, whether legally married or not, after 1850. In 1858, an editorialist 

for the Araripe newspaper demanded government measures to stop the subdivision of 

landed properties in the Cariri area. He argued that sitios "had been transformed into 

hundreds of small predios (land parcels)" and that if this practice continued, 

smallholdings were going to "end up reduced to the size of capoeiras (small enclosures 

for keeping domestic animals)." Foreign travelers and other observers noted the same 

practices of land subdivision in the dry areas of the interior.^^ If outsiders anxiously 

remarked on this pattern, there is no reason to believe that the sertanejos who lived off 

these increasingly smaller holdings were not concerned with land division. 

Facing this trend towards fragmentation of small landed properties, it is 

conceivable that men as heads of households, or as those in charge of economic 

decisions,attempted to devise strategies to reintegrate the family patrimony. Jane 

78 Araripe, 16 October, 1858, quoted in Pinheiro, O Cariri, 123; Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 
246. On land subdivision along the middle Sao Francisco River, see Burton, 
Explorations, 2: 432. 
79 Scattered evidence indicates that when women were married or in other form of stable, 
but non-formalized union, men made economic decisions or represented women in 
business matters. For instance, an entry in the Land Registry of Ipu shows that the 
illiterate Manoel Nunes Barbosa registered a land plot that his wife (mulher) Louren9a 
Maria da Concei9ao's possessed as the surviving meeira, or holder of one-half of the 
community property she had held with her deceased first husband. Manoel's registration 
of this plot of land contrasts with other entries where adult women—^presumably widows, 
single females, or those who were temporarily away from their male conjugal partners— 
registered their holdings themselves, even if literate men signed the entries for them 
(most women, whether poor or wealthy, were illiterate). Other sources also demonstrate 
that men made decisions regarding issues of property. Witnesses testifying in a criminal 
case from Jucas noted that Jeronimo Pereira de Oliveira sold a plot of land that belonged 
to his wife Maria without her knowledge. See RT, Sao Gon9alo da Serra dos Cocos do 
Ipu, in RT, Freguesia da Senhora de Santa Ana da Telha, liv. 35, entry 988; Jucas, Crime, 
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Schneider has argued that this is the case among some contemporary Mediterranean 

societies of pastoralists and agriculturalists that share characteristics, including equal 

inheritance, with the interior of Ceara of the mid-nineteenth century. The author notes 

that those strategies are especially necessary to prevent the disintegration not only of 

landholdings, but of entire families, since competition for fragmented resources within 

the family can cause rivalries and feuds between fathers and sons as well as between 

brothers. According to Schneider, a common interest in, and regulation of, the sexual 

comportment of women by fathers, brothers, and other male family members in these 

communities is one of the main strategies to unify men and to maintain family patrimony. 

Thus, the ideology of honor, with its focus on women as repositories of family honor, 

"helps shore up the identity of a group (a family or a lineage), and commit to it the 

loyalties of otherwise doubtful members."^*^ 

These insights seem particularly useful in arriving at an understanding of the 

relationships between poor men's concern with family honor and the regulation of 

women's sexuality within the context of great pressure on family and communal 

resources in Ceara during the second half of the nineteenth century. Competition for 

scarce resources and land subdivision generated conflict among family members and 

threatened to place fathers against sons. For example, in 1861, the father of Francisco 

Rodrigues da Costa—a twenty-two year-old illiterate young man from Tamboril— 

6, 17: 28,1880, APEC. On the meanings of the word mulher, see n. 93 below. On the 
community property regime among husbands and wives, see Lewin, "Natural and 
Spurious," 359. 
OA 

Jane Schneider, "Of Vigilance and Virgins: Honor, Shame and Access to Resources in 
Mediterranean Societies " Ethnology 10, 1 (January, 1971): 16-21. 
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flogged him with a leather whip because he insisted on building a separate house for him 

and his wife in the same lands where the entire family lived. Along the same lines, the 

author of the Araripe editorial that called for change of the partible system of succession 

also remarked that the small landholders who inherited increasingly subdivided plots 

often fought for water and wood.^' 

In this context, it is plausible that control of women's sexuality, as a symbol of 

honor, provided poor Cearense men with an incentive to overcome their differences and 

unite in the common defense of family honor. This type of male solidarity was often 

observed in the backlands in the rescuing of kidnapped women. Rapto, or kidnapping of 

young women, seems to have been a fairly common practice in the interior not only of 

Ceara, but in other regions of Brazil as well. It included a promise of marriage and 

entailed removing, usually on horseback, the young woman from her parents' house and 

then placing her in the care of friends or relatives. Then, the young couple engaged in 

sexual relations and, if possible, established their own household. Kidnapping thus 

accomplished the objective of publicly consummating a consensual union or forcing a 

* 82 * marriage. Despite the regularity with which rapto occurred, the Criminal Code 

prescribed the kidnapping of women (virgins or not) with "libidinous objectives" as a 

Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 5, 1861, Araripe, 16 October 1858, quoted in Pinheiro, 
O Cariri, p. 123. 
82 For a discussion of rapto among upper classes in the Northeast, see Falci, "Mulheres," 
266-267; for a more general discussion of rapto and seduction in Brazil in the colonial 
period, see Maria Nizza da Silva, Sistemas de casamento no Brasil colonial (Sao Paulo: 
Editora da Universidade de Sao Paulo, 1984), 75-80. 
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crime punishable by jailing and obligation to pay a dowry to the offended woman.A 

sample of criminal proceedings for rapto illustrates the implications of women's sexuality 

on relations among male members of families and joint landholdings. 

In some cases, poor fathers, brothers and other male relatives, in "agreement" 

with the kidnapper "allowed" the flight of their daughters. The young women could also 

consent to their kidnapping. But when these unions did not meet the approval of the 

woman's family, the males took it upon themselves to return the kidnapped woman to the 

parental house. This endeavor entailed a highly theatrical display of masculine prowess 

and male solidarity. Cousins, brothers, uncles, and other male residents in joint 

landholdings worked as one in the removal, usually on horseback, of the young woman 

from the house where she had been placed. Criminal proceedings also provide evidence 

that the killing of a kidnapper could generate solidarity among family males. For 

example, Bernardo Jose Pinheiro, an eighteen-year-old illiterate farmer from Jucas, 

murdered Joao Vieira de Souza two days after he had kidnapped his sister Maria Teresa 

de Jesus. The black farmer Antonio Joaquim da Lima, who was the head of the household 

and Maria Teresa's stepfather, upon learning about her kidnapping, exclaimed that "this 

can only be avenged with death," thus, showing his approval of his stepson's action. 

Literary works and travelers' accounts also indicate that fathers and brothers worked 

together in the pursuit and killing of men who had kidnapped family women with the 

83 Arts. 226, 227, J. M. P. de Vasconcellos, Codigo criminal do Imperio do Brasil (Rio de 
Janeiro: Eduardo & Henrique Laemmert, 1859), 93. 

See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 1, 4: 15, 1855; Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 24, 1865, APEC. 
See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 1, 12:24, 1865; 2, 13: 20, 1869; Tamboril, Crime, 1, 4: 18, 

1857, APEC. 
Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 13, 1872, APEC. 
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• » » 87 
intention of marrying them or engaging in sexual relations against family wishes. These 

examples show that poor Cearense men conceptualized access to and regulation of female 

sexuality as a family business, and most particularly, as a male affair. Thus, collaboration 

among family men to control female sexuality could unify potential rivals and promote 

association in other arenas. In this way, poor free men confronted the disintegrating 

effects of inheritance laws in family's landed patrimony within the milieu of increased 

competition for scarce resources. 

Beyond the symbolic realm and the male solidarity between relatives and 

neighbors in common landholdings, male regulation of women's sexuality was a way to 

channel women's childbearing capacities to further family interests. Sertanejo families 

relied on their large number of children as a labor resource to be employed in family plots 

of land. But, when women's, and in particular, daughters' and sisters' choices of sexual 

partners did not meet with men's approval, and especially when offspring resulted from 

those relationships, confrontations could arise. This was the case detailed in a criminal 

proceeding dealing with a murder due to the defense of family honor. The farmer 

Ildefonso Atunes Pereira killed Manoel Francisco Gomes de Matos in the Lugar Canga, 

in Jucas. According to the witnesses' and Ildefonso's declarations, the defendant had 

murdered Manoel Francisco "in defense of the honor of his sister, and consequently of 

the honor of his family." Manoel Gomes had kidnapped Quiteria, Ildefonso's sister, who 

was widowed, and had placed her in the house of a woman named Januaria. There, 

Manoel and Quiteria had maintained "illicit relations" for a long time, and Quiteria had 

R7 • Queiroz, Memorial, 101; Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 286. 
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borne a son. It was at this point in the relationship that Ildefonso decided to confront the 

offense to the honor of his family by killing Manoel.^^ 

Male control of women's sexuality and mobility not only served to maintain 

family unity, mutual collaboration among members of joint landholdings, and provision 

of labor for rural households. Through the delineation of gendered pacts of obligation in 

conjugal relations, male management of women's sexuality also validated patriarchal 

power at home. As various historians have noted, explicit understandings regarding men 

and women's rights, privileges, and mutual obligations regulated both consensual unions 

and marriages in various regions of Latin America. In the context of poverty and 

scarcity of Ceara, a fiindamental concern for women was men's fiilfillment of the role of 

economic providers, especially for their offspring. This seems to have been true even 

when women held their own remunerated employment and actively participated in 

household reproduction activities. For example, Vivencia Tomasa de Andrade, a single 

domestic worker from Tamboril, was in a consensual union with the army corporal 

named Mandau, and together they had a baby girl. Vivencia clearly expected the corporal 

to contribute to providing for the baby's sustenance. Thus, on a day when he left the town 

of Tamboril in an official proceeding without leaving "money to buy food for their 

Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 30, 1871, APEC. 
89 See, e.g., Susan Socolow, The Women of Colonial Latin America (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 66-72; Steve Stem, The Secret History of Gender: 
Women, Men and Power in Late Colonial Mexico (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1995), 87-91; Sandra Lauderdale Graham, "Honor among Slaves," in The 
Faces of Honor, 201-228; idem, Caetana Says No: Women's Stories from a Brazilian 
Slave Society (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 2002). 
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daughter," she ran after the corporal, and confronted him, an action that ended up in a 

fight.'" 

Fulfilling the role of effective providers for their families, in turn, served as a 

basis for men to construct their own notions of honor as chapter 1 has shown. But 

sertanejo men also used their fulfillment of that role to justify their efforts at 

monopolizing sexual access to wives and amdsias (consensual wives) and to structure 

relationships of authority with family women at home. The following case, even though 

from an earlier period, offers a detailed illustration of a poor man's—in fact a slave's— 

conceptualization of his relation with his wife as an exchange between economic 

provision and sexual possession. According to his own narrative in 1807, Manoel, a 

shoemaker, despite his condition as a slave, had "put together a rancho (provisional 

dwelling, such as a hut)" to live with Isabel, an Indian woman. There, the record stated, 

"they had lived peacefiilly," and Manoel "had treated the said Indian with love and care, 

economically sustaining her according to his possibilities, providing nourishment and 

clothing." But, one day, Manoel traveled to the house of his master and, when he came 

back at night, found Isabel having illicit relations with an army soldier in his own rancho. 

Demonstrating his indignation of Isabel's unfaithfulness and disruption of a marital pact, 

Manoel sought judicial punishment against Isabel by filing an official accusation against 

her for adultery.'^ 

Tamboril Crime, 7, 10: 20, 1876, APEC. 
Auto de Querella de 1807, 33, quoted in Antonio Otaviano Vieira Junior, "O cotidiano 

do desvio: defloramentos e adult&ios no Ceara colonial, 1750-1822," (M.A. thesis, 
Pontificia Universidade Catolica de Sao Paulo, 1997), 68. The document reproduced by 
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As part of these reciprocal pacts, husbands and amdsios (male consensual 

partners) expected to exercise control over their wives' and consensual partners' physical 

mobility, even if they had to use violence to do it. For instance, a police soldier from 

Barbalha stabbed his amasia because she insisted on visiting her girlfriend in another 

92 town. Yet, poor sertanejos did not tolerate a comparable restriction on their own 

movement and their own sexual freedom by their wives or amasias. When women 

attempted to impose such restrictions, they could face violent attacks at home. For 

example, Jose Borges de Oliveira from Jucas declared in a criminal case in which he was 

accused of killing his mulher^^ that he did not kill her and that "he never really mistreated 

her, except for a few small beatings he gave to her, because she deserved them since she 

was extremely jealous."^"^ Thus, the ideology of honor as a regulator of women's 

movement and sexual power was not only useful to protect family patrimony and 

economic interests. It also allowed men to exercise patriarchal authority over family 

women. Moreover, even if contracts regulated mutual obligations between married and 

consensual partners, men and women did not enjoy the same power in those relations. 

Vieira Junior is the formal accusation by Manoel of his wife's adultery and, therefore, 
does not include the result of the legal proceedings. 

"Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Falla (Araujo Freitas—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1870), 2. 
93 * The ambiguous language used to describe women's status in the available 
documentation attests to the fluidity in conjugal relationships and their public perceptions 
in Ceara. Criminal cases referred to women who appear as adulteresses with the term 
mulher de to indicate they were engaged in some form of stable relationship with a man, 
but without providing any additional proofs of marriage or consensual partnership. 
According to the Diciondrio Houaiss, the usage of the word mulher (literally, woman) to 
indicate both conjugal partner and wife in Brazil dates back to the sixteenth century. The 
Diciondrio Houaiss also notes that mulher has the meaning of girlfriend, and generally 
constant sexual partner of a man. Diciondrio Houaiss da lingua portuguesa, s.v. mulher. 

Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 19,1876, APEC. 



With the assistance of male violence, marital pacts reproduced a hierarchical order in 

which poor men exercised unequal power and authority over women at home. 

In sum, a concern with maintaining access to precariously-held landed property 

and protecting it from disintegration in a context of partible inheritance goes far in 

explaining the poor free men's emphasis on protecting family honor, as predicated on 

control of women's sexuality during the period between the mid 1840s and the mid 

1860s. Collaboration among men to avenge a family's honor when the kidnapping of 

female kin had sullied that honor served as an integrating force that counterbalanced the 

effects of accelerated competition for scarce resources among families and members of 

joint landholdings. In turn, defense of honor gave men the moral justification to exercise 

patriarchal authority over women, by endeavoring to monitor their physical mobility and 

by regulating their sexuality. Moreover, sertanejo men exercised patriarchal power over 

wives, daughters, and sisters as they attempted to manage women's sexuality as an 

important economic resource. The channeling of women's sexuality to bear many 

children ensured provision of labor for the poor free Cearenses' economic activities. 

Conclusions 

During the years between 1845 and 1870, poor sertanejos ardently disputed with 

each other for access to and utilization of scarce strategic resources necessary for 

agricultural and livestock production, which in turn, guaranteed their survival. Intra-

community conflict resulted from the accelerated levels of competition for insufficient 

resources among an increasing number of poor farmers and ranchers who sought to 
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benefit from the expanding agriculture and ranching economies of the interior. Yet, the 

fragile and inadequate system of land delimitation in place in the sertao also contributed 

enormously to exacerbate intra-community conflict among poor free Cearenses during 

these years. The weakness of legal means to establish land rights translated into a general 

lack of legal demarcation of landholdings, especially those claimed by smallholders, and 

an imprecise or non-existing definition of land boundaries. Moreover, the common 

practice of joint landholding within a pattern of sketchy land demarcation only added 

further confusion to the overall regulation of land possession and usufruct rights in the 

interior. 

It was in this context that poor free Cearenses were forced to rely on inter

personal relations and the continual assertion of their claims to land and their designs on 

land utilization as strategies to organize land-related questions in the highly competitive 

years of 1845 to 1870. In all those personal relations, poor male sertanejos counted on 

the weight of their honor to sway personal negotiations to their benefit and to enforce the 

fulfillment of mutual agreements. Strategies of mutual assistance that male sertanejos 

used to guarantee property rights over highly mobile cattle and to organize labor 

collaboration among neighbors and co-proprietors were also arbitrated by honorable 

masculine reputations. Moreover, honor was central in the negotiations that guaranteed 

access to water sources within joint landholdings and those that regulated slave labor 

provision among people who shared ownership of slaves. Thus, the rapid social and 

economic change of those years, by exacerbating demand and competition for resources 
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whose use relied on patterns of mutual assistance and collaboration, greatly strengthened 

the importance of masculine honor among the poor. 

The ability of sertanejos to reach consensuses regarding land utilization and the 

management of other resources on the basis of honorable reputations deferred the 

widespread use of inter-personal masculine violence as the main strategy to resolve 

conflict for economic resources. This, despite the fact these years were marked by 

incredible levels of intra-community conflict. Thus, honor served as an engine that 

prevented the total breakdown of community relations in face of the powerful 

disintegrating force that competition for resources within a fragile land tenure system 

represented. 

The centrality of personal reputation in the management of access to strategic 

resources largely explains why poor free Cearense men were extremely concerned with 

asserting and defending masculine honor during these years. Defense of honor among the 

poor families in the sertao also included a preoccupation with women's sexuality and 

mobility. But protection of women as symbolic repositories of family honor was not only 

the result of a cultural prescription. Instead, control of women's sexuality was 

intrinsically linked to a poor family's ability to manage and safeguard scarce economic 

resources. Sertanejos relied on women's generative power to bear many children that 

were the main laborers in family plots. Yet, because of the system of partible inheritance 

in effect in Brazil during the nineteenth century, large families also threatened to 

fragment further the small landed properties the poor held. Thus, men created relations of 

solidarity that ensured collaboration among male members of families and joint 
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landholdings by acting as one in seeking revenge against those who had offended the 

family's honor through sexual transgressions with female kin. Male control of women's 

sexuality also had the practical effect of charmeling their reproductive capacity to bear 

children as sanctioned by family interests. 

Poor male sertanejos did not deploy understandings of honor only in order to 

protect family patrimony during the competitive years of 1845 to 1870. In effect, they 

conceptualized their restriction of women's mobility and sexuality as part of a social pact 

within the family by which they expected to exercise patriarchal control over women in 

exchange of their provision of economic sustenance. Thus, honor was not merely an 

ideology that assisted poor free Cearenses in negotiating and protecting scarce resources; 

it was also a gender construct that guaranteed unequal power relations within the home. 

Nonetheless, as chapter 3 will demonstrate, the broad transformations that began 

to take place in the late 1860s threatened the ability of poor farmers and ranchers to 

remain as autonomous rural producers. In fact, the rapid social change of the last third of 

the nineteenth century generated widespread physical and social-economic displacement 

among poor free families. The years between the late 1860s and the 1880s and beyond 

represented a period of disintegration of the community relations that had allowed 

sertanejos to survive, and some to thrive in the previous years. In that context, poor male 

Cearenses did not only lose access to the resources necessary for their survival, but also 

to the symbols of masculine honor that they had began to define during the prosperous 

years. 
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CHAPTER III 

A CHANGING WORLD: DOWNWARD MOBILITY, DISLOCATION, 

AND DISHONOR, 1865-1889 

"It was a sad picture indeed," was the beginning of Rodolpho Theophilo's 

description of the flocks of retirantes (drought refugees) from the backlands that began 

arriving in Fortaleza as early as June 1877. By that month, it had become clear that no 

rains would fall and a drought dawned again in the interior. Theophilo continued his 

harrowing narrative of the trials of seemingly countless victims during the Great Drought 

of 1877-79 with the following words: 

True live skeletons, with the skin stuck to the bones and darkened by the dust of 
the roads. They stretched their bony hands to whomever they saw, and begged for 
alms. Their sight made you pity them. The wretched fathers sacrificed themselves 
carrying on their backs two, three and even four little children, who, defeated by 
heat exhaustion and hunger, emaciated and skeletal, represented a vivid picture of 
despair. The unfortunate women, the wretched mothers, overcoming the fragility 
of their sex, like heroines, carried bundles of clothes, the only symbols of past 
fortunes, along with one and even two small children, iimocent victims of such 
terrible calamity.^ 

The Great Drought was indeed a disaster of enormous proportions that plagued 

most of the province and caused widespread dislocation and misery, as well as great 

mortality, especially among the poor. Yet, as this chapter will demonstrate, this 

catastrophic event in the history of Ceara, and the Northeast more broadly, was not the 

sole cause of far-reaching hardship during the late nineteenth century. Instead, a series of 

economic, political, and social transformations affecting the sertao from the late 1860s on 

' Rodolpho Theophilo, Historia da secca do Ceard, 1877 a 1880 (Fortaleza: Typographia 
do Libertador, 1883), 109. 
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began disrupting the lives of backlanders, especially the rural poor. These changes 

progressively undermined the livelihoods of small farmers and ranchers and caused the 

gradual loss of their meager resources, leaving them extremely vulnerable to any form of 

calamity. In fact, the period between 1865 and 1889 represents the end of the brief 

moment of prosperity that a sizable group of poor free Cearenses had come to enjoy since 

1845. When the disastrous drought struck in 1877, families of sertanejos already 

suffering impoverishment and social dislocation were reduced to the condition of 

nomads, refugees who migrated to the coastal cities and even to other provinces in search 

of work, food, and charity. As Linda Lewin has argued, widespread social change 

precipitated deep economic and social disorientation in much of the Northeast during the 

last decades of the nineteenth century. 

In this chapter I seek to demonstrate that poor free sertanejos lived this period of 

intense economic, physical, and social dislocation as a true "state of emergency" in the 

sense that Walter Benjamin applied to the term in his last reflections on the eve of World 

War II. "The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the 'state of emergency' in which 

we live is not the exception, but the rule," wrote Benjamin. He added that "We must 

3 * • attain to a conception of history that is in keeping with this insight." While this approach 

has often been used to illuminate the generalized terror caused by state institutions in 

^ Linda Lewin, "The Oligarchical Limitations of Social Banditry in Brazil," Past and 
82 (February, 1979): 120. 

Walter Benjamin, "Thesis on the Philosophy of History," in Illuminations, ed. Hannah 
Arendt (New York: Schoken Books, 1968), 257. 
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societies facing repressive military dictatorships or other forms of terrorism,"^ I see its 

value in helping to demonstrate the everyday hardship that marked the lives of poor 

sertanejos during the last decades of the nineteenth century. Moreover, Benjamin's 

understanding of a "state of emergency" as a rule for the "oppressed," instead of the 

exception, seems useful in my attempt to make sense of the hopelessness and despair that 

accompanied the sertanejos' everyday lives as they navigated these difficult years. 

In tracing the trials and tribulations affecting the lives of poor free sertanejos, the 

groups that were most vulnerable to hardship, and the strategies that they developed to 

contend with it, this chapter seeks to reveal the effects of broad social change on local 

conceptualizations of masculine honor. Thus, the chapter begins with an examination of 

how the end of the cotton boom, the recruitment of young men to the Paraguayan War 

(1865-70), and the Great Drought, contributed to hardship and resulted in downward 

mobility for poor free Cearenses. The chapter also analyzes the particular vulnerabilities 

of poor young families to deprivation during these years. An examination of the 

diversification of survival strategies among poor families follows, underscoring the 

sertanejos' increasing reliance on wage labor to supplement household income and out-

migration of men to far-away locations. The last section of the chapter examines how 

these broad transformations undermined the sertanejos' achievement of a form of 

masculine honor that was contingent on access to, and possession of, material resources 

E.g., Michael Taussig, "Terror as Usual: Walter Benjamin's Theory of History as a 
Stage of Siege," Social Text 23 (Fall-Winter, 1989): 3-20; Nancy Scheper-Hughes, Death 
Without Weeping: The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1992), chap. 6. 
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and control of women's sexuality, and analyzes the sertanejos' experience of dishonor 

during these trying years. 

A Changing World 

During the late 1860s and 1870s social change and environmental pressures began 

straining the livelihoods of poor free Cearenses. As autonomous, but small-scale 

participants in the expanding agricultural and ranching economies that emerged out of the 

1845 drought, these poor farmers and ranchers were also extremely vulnerable to any 

change that would disrupt their ability to survive from their agrarian enterprises. The 

combination of a variety of factors that gradually worked to dispossess them of land, 

labor, animals, and other resources resulted in widespread dislocation and the onset of a 

true "state of emergency" characterized by continuous hardship among the rural poor. 

Between 1865 and 1870, Brazil was involved in the Paraguayan War, the longest 

and most exhausting international military conflict in its history. According to Peter 

Seattle's study of the military in Imperial and early Republican Brazil, the armed forces 

deployed to Paraguay more than four times as many troops as they had in any prior 

conflict. The study further points out that almost half or 48 percent of all troops 

mobilized hailed from the Northeast. The province of Ceara alone sent almost 6,000 men, 

a number that made up approximately 6.5 percent of all the Brazilian troops deployed to 

Paraguay,^ 

^ Peter Beattie, Tribute of Blood: Army, Honor, Race and Nation in Brazil, 1864-1945 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 38, 41; Ceara, Falla (Araujo Freitas— 
Assembleia Provincial, 1870), 17. 
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The burden of military service in Ceara, as in the rest of Brazil, fell most heavily 

on poor free men during peace time. But the enormous military effort undertaken during 

the Paraguayan War only exacerbated what contemporaries called the exaction of the 

"tribute of blood" from the poor. As Beattie has shown, recruitment practices reliant on 

impressment (forced recruitment) of the poor and unprotected greatly intensified, and 

even eroded the power of wealthy patrons to shield those toward whom they extended 

their patronage. ^ Moreover, it is clear that, although recruitment laws in effect during the 

war exempted from service those who were economically active, army recruiters 

impressed and deployed small farmers and ranchers, as well as day laborers employed in 

n 

agriculture and ranching. 

The demanding and drawn out process of wartime mobilization effectively 

disrupted livelihoods and brought hardship to the rural poor. Recruitment removed young 

men from families of small farmers and ranchers reliant on the labor of all able-bodied 

household members. Consequently, those families who could not meet their labor needs, 

lost animals and other resources. According to the newspaper Constituigdo, poor older 

ranchers began losing cattle because they could not count on the assistance of their 

impressed sons to treat and feed their small herds. Typically, young men performed the 

work of manually feeding the branches of juazeiro trees (a type of tree that remains green 

^ On the relationship between the Brazilian army and the poor during the Imperial period 
see Hendrick Kraay, Race, State and Armed Forces in Independence-Era Brazil, Bahia, 
1790s-1840s (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991); Joan Meznar, "The Ranks of 
the Poor: Military Service and Social Differentiation in Northeast Brazil, 1830-1875," 
HAHR 72, 3 (1992): 335-351; and, Beattie, Tribute of Blood, chaps. 1-2; on impressment 
during the war, see, ibid., 38-58. 
^ For a more detailed discussion of the recruitment laws, exemptions and methods of 
impressment in Ceara during the war, see chap. 6 below. 
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during the dry season) to cattle during droughts. A regional drought that affected some 

areas of the interior in 1865 and 1866 thus exacerbated this problem and the losses of 

poor families. The recruitment not only took young men away from their households and 

habitual labor; the widespread panic of impressment also caused many poor men to flee 

to larger towns, mountains, and caves, where they hid for months at a time. For instance, 

the Cearense reported that, in Aquiraz and Maraguape, it was impossible to find "even 

one individual of the masculine sex, except for some old men, and perhaps a boy, because 

Q 
all the other ones had emigrated or fled." 

Contemporary observers noted that the flight and recruitment of young men 

interrupted the provision of labor in coffee, cotton, and sugar harvests.^ But even more 

important, impressment for the Paraguayan War disorganized the survival strategies of 

poor rural families. For example, in his trips to the interior of Ceara, Juvenal Galeno met 

an old man who derived his sustenance mainly from the labor his young son performed at 

their small farm. When recruiters took away his son, the old man, no longer able to work, 

was forced to become a beggar in a small town. Galeno also met a recruit who had been 

the main source of sustenance for his old and widowed mother before impressment. 

According to the author, as the recruit waited for his deployment, he wondered about the 

"Recrutamento e designa9ao," Constituigdo, 1 February 1866, 1; "Recrutamento e 
designa9ao," Constituigdo, 30 August 1865, 1-2; "Recrutamento," Cearense, 1 
September 1866, 2. 
^ Pedro II, 5 October 1867, 1; "Recrutamento e designa9ao," Constituigdo, 30 August 
1865, 1. 
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fate that might befall his mother and whether she would be subjected to wTetched poverty 

because of his absence/" 

The last years of mobilization of young men for the Paraguayan War coincided 

with the onset of the end of the cotton boom, which further contributed to the hardship 

that poor free Cearenses endured during these years. With the end of the United States' 

Civil War in 1865, and the gradual return of American cotton to the international market, 

British buyers began to reject the lower-quality product from Brazil.'' According to 

Roger Cunniff, as early as 1868, Cearense merchants found out that thousands of bales of 

Brazilian cotton lay unsold in British warehouses. By the late 1860s, cotton acreage in 

Ceara, as well as other northeastern provinces, began to diminish. Cotton cultivation 

gradually disappeared from the more remote municipalities, such as Ipu, where costly 

overland transport, coupled with declining cotton prices, made cultivation of the crop 

increasingly unprofitable. During the early 1870s, cotton prices fell precipitously, 

reaching Rs. $416 per kilo (about US $ 0.20) in 1875, which was less than half of what 

they had been in 1865.'^ Consequently, exports of cotton—a crop largely produced by 

small farmers—^began to fall from the peak they had reached in the year 1871-72. 

Yet, the drop in cotton production in Ceara was not absolute. For most of the 

1870s, and until the Great Drought, the province of Ceara continued exporting cotton in 

Juvenal Galeno, "A esmola" and "O recruta," in Lendas e cangdespopulares, 2 vols., 
3d ed. (1st ed., 1864; Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1965), 2: 67-69; 200-
205. 

On the burst of the Brazilian cotton boom in the late 1860s and early 1870s, see 
Stanley Stein, The Brazilian Cotton Manufacture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1957), 45. 

Roger L. Cunniff, "The Great Drought: Northeast Brazil, 1877-1880" (Ph.D. diss.. 
University of Texas at Austin, 1970), 94; on cotton prices, see idem, 81. 
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quantities that largely exceeded those of the years before the boom. Even more important, 

with the persistent downward trend in cotton prices, Cearense farmers sought to 

compensate their losses by cultivating additional cotton trees, and opening up new plots. 

They increasingly neglected the cultivation of manioc and beans in order to transform 

1 ^ • • • 

whatever was left of their smallholdings into cotton fields. Thus, it is not surprismg 

that, despite falling prices, the province exported 7,253, 893 kilos of cotton in 1870-71 

and 8,324,258 kilos inl 871-72—more than double of the cotton exports of 1867-68 and 

1868-69. (See table 1.4.) 

Declining prices on the Liverpool cotton exchange resulted in heavy borrowing 

and eventually dispossession of their meager properties among the poor cotton farmers 

who had enjoyed a degree of prosperity during the boom years. According to Theophilo, 

large and small producers became indebted to merchants and other money lenders, as 

they tried to remain afloat and counterweight decreasing cotton prices. But the credit 

system of the rural backlands worked largely against the cash-starved and often illiterate 

small farmers. The mostly literate merchant-lenders from towns such as Aracati, Baturite, 

Ico, and Fortaleza furnished farmers with cash advances for crop production and 

increasingly for subsistence goods on credit at high interest rates, ranging from 12 to 24 

percent per annum. In turn, the farmers handed over their entire cotton harvests at 

Theophilo, Hist or ia da secca, 27. 
Theophilo, Historia da secca, 27-28. 
See, e.g., Francisco Freire Alemao, "Papeis da Expedi9ao ao Ceara,"^5// 81 (1961): 

341. Interest rates in Ceara are available in Thomaz Pompeu de Sousa Brasil, 
"Desenvolvimento e estado das industrias nesta provmcia," in Ceara, Falla (da Costa 
Barradas-Assembleia Provincial 1886), 30; and "Relatorio da Associa9ao Comercial," in 
Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos—Assembleia Provincial, 1872), 6. 
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decreasing prices to cover these advances, but still remained unable to repay the 

expensive money they had borrowed. As their debts mounted and cotton prices 

continued dropping, small cotton farmers became more and more vulnerable to the 

pressures of wealthier merchants, who often sued them in civil courts for payment of 

debts. Unable to pay for lawyers to defend them, a number of poor farmers lost their 

* 17 lands, few animals, and slaves, when they had them, during these years. 

If the early 1870s were marked by adversity and difficulties for poor farmers and 

ranchers, the onslaught of the Great Drought only deepened their misery and provoked 

widespread dispossession and death. Geographical location and climatic patterns have 

made periodic drought a persistent problem for the inhabitants of the sertao since 

recorded history.'^ Yet, the length and severity of the Great Drought, combined with the 

changing social and economic conditions in the backlands before the calamity, and the 

woefully inadequate and self-centered Imperial, provincial, and municipal responses to 

the crisis, contributed to make it the greatest disaster in Brazilian history.'^ 

An 1878 report by the provincial president of Ceara claimed that small 

landholders, subsistence peasants, and wage laborers were the groups most severely 

On business transactions between illiterate sertanejos and merchant-lenders, see 
Raimundo Girao, Historia econdmica do Ceara (Fortaleza: Editora Institute do Ceara, 
1947). 387-388. 

See, e.g., Tamboril, Cfveis, 1,1: 5A, 1875; 6: 1875; 13: 1873; 2, 2: 105, 1876; 19, 
1876; APEC; on loss of landed property and animals of small cotton farmers to their 
creditors, see Theophilo, Historia da secca, 28. 

On periodic droughts in Ceara and their dates, see Barao de Studart, Datas e factos 
para a historia do Ceara, 2 vols. (Fortaleza: Typographia Studart, 1896); Joaquim Alves, 
Historia das secas: Seculos XVII e XIX(Fortaleza: Edi9oes do Institute do Ceara, 1953). 

On the exploitative and inadequate nature of the relief system during the Great 
Drought, see Gerald Greenfield, The Realities of Images: Imperial Brazil and the Great 
Drought (Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2001). 
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00 
affected by the drought. Having very little land to raise subsistence crops, smallholders 

quickly consumed the supplies of com and beans that they customarily kept for survival 

91 
during the dry summer months. Unable to harvest any crops due to the lack of rains, and 

too poor to buy subsistence items, which were scarce or sold at exorbitant prices, many of 

these formerly prosperous farmers and ranchers became retirantes who migrated to 

mountain lands, the coast, and even other provinces, in desperate search of work for 

22 wages or relief help. 

In his study of the impact of the Great Drought, Cunniff notes that in areas such 

as the Uruburetama hills, where the end of the cotton boom had left "a particularly 

disjointed society," smallholders anxiously requested support from the provincial 

government to migrate to the Amazon, once it became clear that the rains would not 

arrive. He further notes that in other areas in the interior, where smallholders had been 

able to produce commercial crops during the prosperous years, ties of patronage between 

small farmers and larger landowners had loosened or had become permanently severed. 

In his analysis, this partly explains the extreme susceptibility of smallholders and 

subsistence peasants to climatic disaster, as well as the inability of reciprocal relations 

Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial do Ceara, 1878), 43. 
Oficio, 16 May 1877, Comissao de Socorros, Jucas, Oficios expedidos e recebidos; 

Oficio, 23 October 1878, Correspondencias Expedidas, Camara Municipal de Sao 
Mateus, ala 20, est., 431, caixa 80, APEC. 
22 On scarcity of food and elevated prices, see, e.g., Cearense, 11 March 1877, 2; 
Cearense 18 April 1877, 3; Cearense, 9 August 1877, 2; Cearense, 14 September 1877, 
2. On migrations by retirantes, see Cunniff, "The Great Drought", chaps 3,5. See also 
Marco Antonio Villa, Vida e morte no sertdo: Historia das secas no Nordeste nos seculos 
XIXe XX(Sao Paulo: Editora Atica, 2000), chap. 2. 
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between wealthier fazendeiros and small farmers and ranchers to guarantee the welfare of 

23 the rural poor during the drought. 

The heavy borrowing in which many sertanejos had engaged as the cotton boom 

drew to a close also accounted for the vulnerability to dispossession that small farmers 

and ranchers experienced during the drought. According to the Cearense, as small 

farmers and ranchers struggled simply to survive during the first dry months, merchant-

lenders quickly moved to discharge their debts. Thus, creditors took away the sertanejos' 

last few goats, sheep, oxen, or even jewels, in forceful acts of foreclosure, and left them 

empty-handed, and thus more determined to migrate.^"^ 

A class-based accessibility to water from the largest and deepest reservoirs 

capable of holding enough water to withstand the crisis also played an important role in 

worsening conditions for the rural poor that prompted their desperate migration. For 

many sertanejos, those conditions resulted in death during the Great Drought. Whiile it is 

true that sertanejos regarded water sources as communal property and that conventions 

regulated the usage of reservoirs in joint landholdings, only wealthier fazendeiros, with 

the help of provincial funding, had been able to build large a9udes since the early part of 

the nineteenth century. Ever since the enactment of the 1832 provincial law that 

established subsidies to cattle ranchers and farmers who built a9udes in their lands, a total 

of sixty-seven private reservoirs were built throughout the province.^^ The construction of 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 127, 130, 155. 
Cearense, 8 July 1877, 2. 
On the 1832 reservoir law, see Eduardo Campos, Cronica do Ceard agrdrio: 

Fundamentos do exercwio agrondmico (Fortaleza: Stylus, 1988) 87; on the number of 
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reservoirs intensified as the expanding agricultural and livestock economies of the second 

half of the nineteenth century required ever-increasing amounts of water to flourish. But 

only wealthier families had the means to build dams, either on their own or with the help 

of provincial subsidies.^® Moreover, landovmers restricted access to the reservoirs and 

even used them as tools to attempt to fix highly mobile sertanejos on their land as 

laborers, even though the a9ude law specified that use of reservoir water was to remain 

public?^ 

During the Great Drought, wealthier families counted on the dams as a resource to 

sustain themselves, and even profit from the lack of rains, while poorer sertanejos had 

access only to public or communal a9udes, which in many cases were small and did not 

afudes built with the assistance of provincial ftinds, see Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 
63-64. 

For example, an observer described the "notable" reservoir that an influential family of 
agrarian entrepreneurs built in Pacatuba for a total price of Rs. 54:000$000 during the 
1860s. Another traveler noted a large a9ude near Ic6 which coasted his owner, a major in 
the National Guard, Rs. 80$000. Marcondes Homem de Mello, "Excursoes pelo Ceara, S. 
Pedro do Sul e S. Paulo," RIHGB 34 (1872): 88; Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 294. A list of 
fifty-four private reservoirs built throughout the whole municipality of Jucas by 1882 also 
reveals an overwhelming concentration of ownership of large reservoirs among the 
wealthiest and most influential families fi-om this municipality; thirty-four out of the 
fifty-four dams listed belonged to members of the Silva Pereira and Oliveira Bastos 
families, two of the most politically dominant and economically well-off families from 
the municipality. Among these owners, it is possible to identify various past town council 
presidents, councilmen, one police deputy, two National Guard commandants, and 
several men who had served as jury members in a number of criminal proceedings. 
Oficio, 17 January 1882, Camara Municipal, Correspondencias Expedidas, Sao Mateus, 
ala 20, est. 431, caixa 80, APEC. 

See, e.g., Oficios, 19, 20 January 1859, Oficios from Sour4 25, 28 January 1859, Livro 
de Correspondencia da Secretaria da Policia com diversas autoridades desta provincia, 
1859, ala 19, est. 414, liv. 326, fis. 9, 10, 12,14, APEC; on conditioning the use of water, 
see "Situa9ao Agricola da Comarca do Crato," Araripe, 2 April 1859, 2. 
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hold enough water for longer than a year. Theophilo, in his vivid description of the 

horrors of the drought, pointed out that families of fazendeiros who possessed large dams 

were able to irrigate some vazantes, and grow fruits, such as melons and watermelons, as 

well as beans and manioc, which they sold at substantially inflated prices. He also 

observed that, when these fazendeiros were able to keep thieves away, they enjoyed a 

9Q 
large supply of fish to help them go through the famines associated with droughts. An 

1877 report from a committee that investigated the drought also stated that the bigger and 

better built afudes had been instrumental in saving most of the cattle and some of the 

plantings of their owners. Commenting on the opposite trend, the presidential report of 

1878 noted that peasants and day laborers were ill-equipped to deal with the crisis, and 

* 30 consequently, they quickly lost their few animals, and small ro9a plantings. 

The relief programs undertaken during the Great Drought largely used Imperial 

and provincial funds to pay wages to the masses of wretched refugees for the construction 

of public projects, including water reservoirs. Those programs further reinforced the 

control that wealthier landowners exercised over water.^^ Retirantes built at least seventy-

three a9udes and thirty-one wells throughout the interior between 1877 and 1879. While 

these water projects were to be located in public areas and open for the general use, the 

opposite was often true. The Cearense pointed out that some of the a9udes built with 

78 « 
See, e.g., Alves, Histdria das secas, 215; Oficio, 23 January 1885, Camara Municipal, 

Correspondencias Expedidas, Tamboril, ala 20, est. 431, caixa 86, APEC. 
Theophilo, Historia da secca, 89. 

^ A 
Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 21 (for the findings of the 1877 report); Ceara, Falla 

(Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial 1878), 43. 
o 1 

On relief programs during the drought and the birth of the drought industry, see 
Curmiff, "The Great Drought," chap. 4; Greenfield, Realities. 
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retirante labor benefited only the owners of the estates where they were located and not 

32 the population of the neighboring areas at large. 

As Cunniff has demonstrated, small farmers and ranchers, subsistence peasants, 

squatters, and day laborers were the greatest victims of the drought. Through a series of 

calculations, the author estimates that the total number of drought-related deaths in Ceara 

between 1877 and 1879 was 127,243. For the Northeast as a whole, Cunniff calculates an 

approximate total of 220,725 drought deaths. The interaction of the drought with the 

increasing control over water sources by wealthier backlanders, and the greater 

vulnerability to sudden crisis that independent, but extremely poor farmers and ranchers 

had come to experience since the prosperous years, helped set in place an enduring 

pattern of out-migration from the interior. During the Great Drought, Cearenses not only 

migrated from the backlands to the mountaintops or the coast. They also represented the 

largest proportion of inter-provincial migrants. The main destinations were the provinces 

of Piaui, Maranhao, Espirito Santo, Rio de Janeiro, and particularly Para. According to 

Curmiff s estimates, almost 83,000 people from Ceara migrated by foot and by sea to 

other provinces in 1877 and 1878. The migration to the Amazon basin—and, 

specifically, the provinces of Para, Amazonas, and Maranhao—continued during the 

1880s, as a rubber boom blossomed with the large-scale participation of Cearenses as 

laborers. 

On dams built by retirantes, see, e.g., Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1880), 44; on the location of those dams, see, e.g., "Correspondencia do 
Interior, Assare," Cearense, 14 September 1877, and "Correspondencia do Interior, 
Cruz," Cearense, 14 October 1877, 4. 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 282, 283, 295. 
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In sum, since the late 1860s, the combination of a series of factors brought to an 

end the brief moment of prosperity that small farmers and ranchers in the interior of 

Ceara had began to enjoy from 1845 onwards. Recruitment for the Paraguayan War, 

declining cotton prices, indebtedness, an unfavorable credit system, and the Great 

Drought, all contributed to undermine the former prominence of poor free Cearenses. 

Yet, as the next section will demonstrate, still other factors played an important role in 

cutting short the brief prosperity that the poor free populations in the backlands had 

enjoyed: the end of the transatlantic slave trade, with the consequent decline in the slave 

population, and, closely, related, the continued and indeed intensified competition for 

scarce resources. Both factors worked to increase the vulnerability of small farmers and 

ranchers and led to their growing impoverishment and their loss of land during the last 

four decades of the nineteenth century. 

Downward Mobilitv 

The disruption of livelihoods caused by changing social, political, and economic 

conditions in the sertao, coupled with the disaster brought by the Great Drought, 

translated into downward mobility for a growing stratum of poor free Cearenses. 

Nowhere are these trends more apparent than in the increasing inability of poorer 

sertanejos to retain the slaves and landholdings that they had been able to acquire during 

the prosperous years. 

A decline in the slave population in the interior of Ceara, and in the Northeast in 

general during the second half of the nineteenth century, played a key role in bringing 
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about economic difficulties to poor farmers and ranchers. In 1850, the transatlantic slave 

trade that had furnished Brazilian planters, ranchers and other slaveowners with a steady 

supply of African slaves, came to an end, largely due to British pressure. An internal 

slave trade that delivered slaves acquired in the Northeast to the coffee plantations of the 

Southeast grew quickly.^"^ Between 1864 and 1874, the number of slaves in the Northeast 

declined from 774,000 (or 45 percent of all Brazilian slaves) to 435,687 (28 percent). 

Meanwhile, the coffee regions of the Southeast increased their slave population from 

645,000 (43 percent) to 809,575 (56 percent) during the same years. In Ceara, gradual 

manumissions facilitated by the establishment of an emancipation fund in 1868 further 

contributed to the overall declining rates of slaves in the interior. By 1854, slaves 

represented 8 percent of the total population of the province. In four years, this proportion 

had already been reduced to 7 percent. Between 1860 and 1872, the slave population of 

the province decreased by 3,528 slaves, which represented 4 percent of the total 

36 population of the province as listed in the 1872 census. 

Post-mortem inventories from Jucas demonstrate that the decreasing slave 

population diminished the capacity of poorer slaveowners to acquire slaves, and even to 

On the end of the transatlantic trade and the internal slave trade after 1850, see Robert 
Conrad, The Destruction of Brazilian Slavery, 1850-1888, 2d ed. (Malabar, Florida: 
Krieger Publishing Company, 1993), esp. chaps. 1-3. 

Leslie Bethell and Jose Murilo de Carvalho, "Brazil from the Middle of the Nineteenth 
Century to the Paraguayan War," in The Cambridge History of Latin America, ed. Leslie 
Bethell, 11 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 3: 758. 

Estimates available in Euripedes Antonio Fimes, "Negros no Ceara," m Uma nova 
historia do Ceara, org. Simone de Sousa (Fortaleza: Edi96es Democrito Rocha, 2000), 
107; F. S. Nascimento, "Sintese historica da escravidao negra," in Historia do Ceara, 
org. Simone de Sousa (Fortaleza: Fimda9ao Democrito Rocha, 1995), 172-174; Brazil, 
Directoria Geral de Estatistica, Recenseamento da populagdo do Imperio do Brazil a que 
se procedeu no dia lo de Agosto de 1872, 21 vols. (Rio de Janeiro: 1873-76), 4: 172. 
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hold on to their captives. Slave prices rose rapidly from Rs. 500$000 in the 1850s to Rs. 

900$000 in the late 1870s for a prime working-age slave.^^ Consequently, as the post

mortem inventories show, the families of smaller means lost their ability to purchase and 

retain slaves sooner than better-off families. Slaveowners located in the poorest half of all 

inventoried estates in the sample represent 32 percent of all slaveholders in the 1860s, 23 

percent in the 1870s, and 0 percent in the 1880s. These numbers in fact exaggerate the 

real slaveholding capabilities of individuals in this group because the calculations include 

increasing proportions of "parts" in the value of slaves that some heirs shared with others. 

Conversely, as a group, those families of slaveowners located in the wealthiest 50 percent 

of all inventoried estates were comparatively better able to retain their slaves until 

abolition, despite the overall decline of slavery in the region. (See figure lll.l.) 

Robert Slenes' analysis of the demography and economics of the internal slave 

trade further sustains the hypothesis that small cotton farmers and other poor free families 

in the interior of Ceara were the first to lose their ability to hold on to their captives 

during the late nineteenth century. According to his study, the volume of the internal 

trade in slaves from the North and Northeastern provinces to the Southeast increased 

dramatically during the 1870s. Slenes argues that the decline of the cotton economy in 

the Northeast—largely practiced by poor farmers—explains, in part, the high levels of 

slave sales to the Southeast. His calculations demonstrate that the provinces that exported 

the greatest proportionate number of captives between 1873 and 1881 were the cotton-

Prime working-age slaves include young adult slaves, both male and female, between 
the ages of sixteen and twenty-eight. Slave prices are based on appraisals found in post
mortem inventories from Jucas. 
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FIGURE III.l 

ACCESS TO SLAVES ACCORDING TO FAMILY WEALTH. 
JUCAS, 1850s-1880s 
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producing ones, especially Rio Grande do Norte, Ceara, Parafba, and Piaui. A second 

and, according to the author, more significant factor that explains the high out-migration 

of slaves from the four provinces was the impact of the Great Drought, which hit these 

very same areas harder than others of the Northeast. It is worth mentioning that the Great 

Drought also claimed the highest losses in lives and property among the humble 

populations of the interior. Consequently, between 1873 and 1881 Ceara lost 11,622 

slaves of the 30,905 bondsmen and bondswomen registered in 1873, or 37.6 percent of its 

slave population. By contrast, Pemambuco and Bahia—^provinces with larger and more 

diverse agricultural economies less affected by the end of the cotton boom and the Great 

Drought—lost only 8.0 and 8.2 percent respectively of the slave population registered in 

1873.^^ 

The loss of slaves among the poorer populations and the trend toward 

concentration in slaveownership among the wealthiest segments of the inventoried 

population roughly parallels a concentration of landholding capabilities among the better-

off population of wealth holders during the same years. Post-mortem inventories from 

Jucas indicate that the percentage of families with one landholding decreased from 43 

percent to 27 percent between the 1860 and the 1880s, whereas the number of families 

that held six or more pieces of land increased from 4 percent to 24 percent diiring the 

same years. (See figure III.2.) Moreover, families claiming two holdings or more 

represented an increasing share of the total sample, ranging from 57 percent in thel860s, 

Robert Slenes, "The Demography and Economics of Brazilian Slavery: 1850-1888" 
(Ph.D. diss., Stanford University, 1976), 191-197, 616. 
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FIGURE III.2 

INDIVIDUAL LANDHOLDINGS PER FAMILY. 
JUCAS, 1860s-1880s 
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64 percent in the 1870s to 73 percent in the 1880s. These figures contrast markedly with 

the 41 percent of families with two or more holdings in the 1830s. 

As chapter 5 will demonstrate, the deadly competition for scarce agricultural and 

grazing lands that began in the late 1840s continued, and even accelerated, during the 

years when farmers attempted to grow more cotton to offset the decreasing prices. In 

addition, the chapter will show that due to the general dislocation and movement of 

populations precipitated by the upheavals of these years, the old conventions that 

regulated land usage gave way, and neighbors advanced onto each other lands, ignoring 

the claims of others to possession of the same plots. Thus, through practices that included 

outright invasion and violent encroachment on neighbors or co-proprietors lands, 

alienation of lands of poor farmers in lieu of debts, and occupation of lands abandoned by 

retirantes, a new landholding pattern began to emerge in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

OA ^ 

century. In this more concentrated pattern of agrarian organization, prosperous 

proprietors progressively held more and more of the small and medium-sized plots of 

land, while the owners of one plot were unable to retain their smallholdings. Post-mortem 

inventories show that during the late nineteenth century, wealthier families owned 

considerable numbers of holdings, as many as seventeen, twenty-five and even forty-five 

plots, frequently in separate, rather than contiguous locations. On those lands, prosperous 

families kept large herds of cattle, grew commercial crops, installed engenhos or farinha 

Chap. 5 below will discuss in detail violent conflict for land during the years between 
1860s and 1880s; on sertanejos who were imable to recover their lands after the Great 
Drought, see, e.g., Ceara, Relatorio (Leao Veloso—Assembleia Provincial 1881), 41. 
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houses, built water reservoirs, and often raised draft animals to use in larger-scale 

transportation businesses.'^'^ 

The sweeping changes of the last four decades of the nineteenth century not only 

brought loss of slaves and land to the poorer sertanejos who had enjoyed an ephemeral, if 

small, degree of success since the late 1840s. Probate records demonstrate that these 

transformations brought measurable downward mobility and decreasing economic 

capacity for the poorest segments of the wealthholding population. A comparison of post

mortem inventories from Jucas for the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s shows that mean and 

median wealth per inventoried family was lower in the 1860s than what it had been in the 

1850s. Mean wealth fell from Rs. 2;108$313 in the 1850s to 909$ 134 in the 1860s. While 

the values of mean and median wealth increased slightly during the 1870s, and decreased 

slightly again in the 1880s, the proportion of all inventories with a gross value of less 

than Rs. 250$000 show an increasing trend over time. Thus, wealth holders with 

appraised estates worth Rs. 250$000 and lower represent 27 percent of the total number 

of inventories consulted for the 1860s, 29 percent of those for the 1870s, and 31 percent 

of those for the 1880s. Therefore, these figures demonstrate a trend of decline in wealth 

holding capacity of the poorest decedents, despite high levels of inflation, especially 

between 1850 and 1870."^^ 

See, e.g., Jucas, Inv., 5, 90: 16, 1870; and 22, 1872, APEC. 
Even though there are no studies on inflation in the interior of the Northeast, works on 

other regions indicate that inflation was in the rise especially between 1850 and 1870. 
Mircea Buescu's index for consumer goods in the city of Rio de Janeiro points to an 84 
percent increase in prices between 1850 and 1870. Katia Mattoso has calculated an 90 
percent rise in prices of basic goods in the city of Salvador in the same years. Mircea 
Buescu, 300 anos de inflagdo (Rio de Janeiro: APEC Editora, 1973), 173,176, 195, 213; 
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The privation of the poor farmers and ranchers during these years can also be 

illustrated by a quick examination of the types of assets that the poorest wealth holders 

had been able to retain until the time of their death. For instance, the total estate of Joao 

Ferreira Marques, worth Rs. 153$000 in 1857, included a landholding measuring 108 

bra9as, a house on the same land, four cows, six sheep, a small share on the value of an 

old slave named Inacia, and a pair of earrings. The estate of Isabel Maria da Concei9ao 

included only four cows and one pair of earrings, appraised at Rs. 66$000 by the time of 

her death in 1868. The estate of the poorest wealth holder in the sample, Joaquim Alves 

Ferreira, included only two goats, two hoes, one scj^he, an old shotgun, and a large 

bottle, worth a total of Rs. 7$440 in 1875.''^ 

The data reveal that the far-reaching social change of these years hit hardest the 

poorer segments of the free population and undermined their ability to hold on to 

household resources, especially land, slaves, and animals. Pressured by debts, falling 

cotton prices, and drought, poor free farmers and ranchers were no longer able to benefit 

from the smallholding pattern characteristic of the interior. Moreover, without access to 

slaves as a more dependable form of labor, poor free Cearenses began to lose the 

autonomy they had enjoyed during the prosperous years by growing their own foodstuffs 

and some commercial crops. Furthermore, the loss of the small herds of livestock that 

poor sertanejos routinely kept, and other meager possessions, signaled their complete 

dispossession and precipitated their migration. Under those circumstances, the problems 

Katia de Queiros Mattoso, Bahia, seculo XIX: Umaprovmcia no Imperio (Rio de Janeiro: 
EditoraNova Fronteira, 1992), chap. 29. See also Oliver Onody, ̂  inflagao brasileira 
(1820-1958) (Rio de Janeiro: 1960), 117. 

Jucas, ArroL, 3, 41: 5, 1857; Inv., 4, 89: 39, 1868; Arrol., 4, 42: 16, 1875, APEC. 
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of livelihood became urgent, leading to much distress and to the development of new 

strategies of survival. 

The Plight of the Young 

It is clear that, in last four decades of the nineteenth century, achieving economic 

security, and even survival in the Cearense sertao, was precarious for most among the 

rural poor. Yet, for one particular group more than any other, the end of the ephemeral 

affluence of the period between the late 1840s and late 1860s signified the loss of the 

faintest hopes of achieving success, honor, and respectability. Analysis of post-mortem 

inventories demonstrates that, between the late 1860s and 1890, young families 

experienced even greater difficulties than older families in acquiring and retaining the 

material resources necessary for survival, and a degree of prosperity as farmers and 

ranchers. It is true that studies of wealth holding in various societies point out that older 

individuals and families hold more wealth than younger ones, as a result of the passage of 

time and lifecycle, and the consequent ability of older individuals to accumulate more 

assets."*^ But what the probate records from Jucas demonstrate is that, over time, poor 

younger families were increasingly unable to acquire the assets necessary to subsist and 

to prosper in their rural economic activities. 

Because post-mortem inventories generally do not provide the age of the decedent 

wealth holder, this study relies on the age of the oldest surviving child listed as a proxy 

See, e.g., Carole Shammas, "The Determinants of Personal Wealth in Seventeenth-
Century England and America," Journal of Economic History 37, 3 (September, 1977): 
677. 
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for the age, or relative youth, of the decedent's family. Thus, the sample indicates that 

between the 1850s and the 1880s, younger families with an oldest surviving child aged 

fifteen or younger were consistently located at the lower end of the wealth holding 

population."^"^ Figures III.3 through III.6 indicate that the vast majority of families with an 

oldest surviving child under the age of fifteen were located in the 50 percent below the 

mean of roughly Rs. 1;000$000 during the period between 1850 and 1890. In fact, 

younger families with appraised estates worth less than Rs. 1:000$000 represent 65 

percent of all the inventories of young families in the 1850s, 93 percent of those for the 

1860s, and 91 percent of those for the 1870s, as well as for the 1880s. Even more 

important, the sample indicates an overall trend by which, over time, proportionally more 

and more of the younger families were located at the lowest end of the wealth range. 

Younger families with appraised estates worth less than Rs. 500$000 represent 57 percent 

of all the inventories of young families in the 1850s, 75 percent in the 1860s, 72 percent 

in the 1870s and 82 percent in the 1880s. 

By contrast, the majority of families with an oldest surviving child older than 

fifteen years old and often with a number of grandchildren were located on the top of the 

wealth range, especially during the 1850s (older families with appraised estates worth Rs. 

1:000$000 and more represent 70 percent of all the older families during this decade). 

The inventories further indicate that wealthier and older families were also vulnerable to 

the hardship that affected the backlands since the late 1860s. Nonetheless, these families 

This analysis is based on a sample of 185 post-mortem inventories from Jucas for the 
period between 1850 and 1890. 



FIGURE III.3 

TOTAL GROSS VALUE OF APPRAISED ASSETS ACCORDING TO THE 
AGE OF THE OLDEST SURVIVING CHILD. JUCAS, 1850-59 

0-499 500- 1000- 3000- more 
999 2999 5999 than 

6000 

Values in mil-reis 

Sources; Thirty post-mortem inventories from Jucas from the period 
between 1850 and 1859. 

90 
80 -

70 -

• Oldest child under 15 

• Oldest child 15 or older 



FIGURE III.4 

TOTAL GROSS VALUE OF APPRAISED ASSETS ACCORDING TO THE 
AGE OF THE OLDEST SURVIVING CHILD. JUCAS, 1860-69 
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FIGURE III.5 

TOTAL GROSS VALUE OF APPRAISED ASSETS ACCORDING TO THE AGE OF 
THE OLDEST SURVIVING CHILD.JUCAS, 1870-79 
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FIGURE III. 6 

TOTAL GROSS VALUE OF APPRAISED ASSETS ACCORDING TO THE 
AGE OF THE OLDEST SURVIVING CHILD. JUCAS, 1880-89 
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as a group were better able to reach the highest wealth holding levels during the trying 

1860s, 1870s and 1880s. (See figures III.3 through III.6.) 

This analysis of post-mortem inventories fi-om Jucas confirms the importance of 

the constitution of families for the establishment and success of farming-and-ranching 

households. Profiles of young men who appear as defendants, plaintiffs, and witnesses in 

criminal cases demonstrate that farmers and ranchers were married or engaged in stable 

consensual relations as early as the age of twenty-one years old."^^ But, for many young 

families, the obstacles that they needed to overcome in order to reach a degree of 

economic security seem to have become insurmountable, especially during the 1860s, 

1870s, and 1880s. With slave prices rising, and a mobile labor force, poor families had to 

rely more heavily on family labor. Broader pressures, such as recruitment for the 

Paraguayan War, disrupted the ability of young men from poor families to provide labor 

in family fields and ranches. Impressment practices singled out young poor men between 

the ages of eighteen and twenty-one. Recruiters impressed married men along with single 

males, under the excuse of detaining men with "bad behavior," even though the 

recruitment laws provided exemptions to married men."*^ 

Moreover, it is likely that the severe epidemics and droughts that assailed the 

backlands population during the second half of the nineteenth century diminished the 

labor force needed in peasant households, by decreasing the adult population, and 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 1, 1867; 5, 16: 1870; 4, 15: 13, 1875; Tamboril, Crime, 
2,5:6, 1860, APEC. 

"Mapa dos recrutas que sao remetidos pelo Delegado de Polfcia da cidade de Sobral," 
Secretaria da Policia do Ceara, Oficios Expedidos, ala 19, est. 393, caixa 7, APEC; 
Beattie, Tribute of Blood, 58. 
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reducing the survival rate of children. Until about the late 1850s, observers had noted the 

general healthiness of the sertao, and the good fortune of the Cearenses who had not been 

afflicted by a smallpox epidemic since the 1825 drought. But beginning in the early 

1860s, a wave of infectious diseases viciously attacked many localities in the interior, 

causing crippling illness and death. In 1862 a cholera epidemic undertook "horrendous 

proportions," especially in the municipalities located along the Jaguaribe River, as well as 

several of the mountainous areas such as Pacatuba, Maranguape, and the fertile Crato 

valley. The epidemic wiped out entire families and claimed the lives of at least 11,000 

Cearenses, most of them from the interior A new cholera outbreak took place in 1864, 

affecting especially the Southeastern and South central areas of the province and 

infecting almost 7,000 people, of whom about 900 perished.''^ Malaria, typhus, and other 

"intermittent fevers" also reached epidemic proportions in the interior during the 1870s 

and 1880s. According to provincial presidential reports, these fevers attacked mostly "the 

indigent" and quickly brought famine and greater poverty to their households.'^^ During 

these years, beriberi, a multiple-deficiency disease that caused crippling effects to its 

sufferers, began to spread into the Cearense sertao. According to Cunniff, nutritional 

deficiencies in the progressively insufficient food supplies available to the sertanejos 

Barao de Studart, Climatologia, epidemias e endemias do Ceard (Portaleza: 
Typographia Minerva, 1909), 38, 54-57. 

Guilherme Studart, Datas e factos para a historia do Ceard, 3 vols. (Portaleza; 
Typographia Studart, 1896), 2: 179-180; Barao de Studart, Climatologia, 59, 

E.g., "Relatorio da Inspectoria de Saiide Publica," in Ceara, Falla (Araujo Preitas— 
Assembleia Provincial, 1870,2); Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1872), 21; Ceara, Falla (Barao de Ibiapaba—Assembleia Provincial, 1874), 
14; Ceara, Falla (da Costa Barradas—Assembleia Provincial, 1886), 5. 
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explain the proliferation of this disease, as well as the rapid spread of contagious 

illnesses.'*^ 

The greatest epidemic of the nineteenth century was the outbreak of smallpox in 

1878. During the Great Drought, smallpox spread like a wildfire among the rapidly 

moving, concentrated, and undernourished population of retirantes. The disease first 

struck the port cities of Aracati and Fortaleza and then spread to the refugee camps in 

coastal and mountain towns. Furthermore, as those refugees who continued hoping for 

rainfall returned to the interior in January of 1879, they carried the infection deep into the 

backlands and into the Crato valley. An estimated 100,000 deaths associated with the 

Great Drought were most likely caused by smallpox in Ceara.^^ 

It is conceivable that this rash of infectious disease, coupled with the implacable 

effects of the drought, affected young children in particular, increasing infant mortality 

rates and thus contributing to greater economic insecurity among young families. Infant 

mortality rates were high throughout Brazil during the nineteenth century, not only in the 

backlands, but in other regions as well. Yet, it is very likely that these rates were 

especially high in Ceara during epidemic and drought years. Documents from drought 

relief commissions demonstrate that children were the first and perhaps most common 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 105. 
Curmiff, "The Great Drought," 213. 

52 • * • * According to Maria Luisa Marcilio, infant mortality was already considered a major 
public health concern in Brazil in the mid-nineteenth century. Due to the difficulties in 
research on this topic, studies with precise information on infant mortality rates during 
these years are scarce. For the most part, the existing literature present estimates of 
mortality rates only among abandoned children in urban areas. Maria Luisa Marcilio, "A 
etnodemografia da crian9a abandonada na Historia do Brasil; seculos 18 e 19," Latin 
American Population History Bulletin 28 (Fall, 1998): 2-11. See also Mattosso, Bahia, 
158. 
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victims of death from exposure during the Great Drought. For instance, of the nineteen 

people buried in the cemetery from the tovm of Jucas in the month of October 1877, 

seventeen were children between the ages of three months and ten years. Likewise, the 

medical doctor Barao de Studart expressed feelings of sorrow after observing a refugee 

camp in Maranguape, where mainly children were affected with smallpox and other 

infectious diseases during the Great Drought. According to Marco Antonio Villa, 

travelers commented on the poisoning especially of desperately hungry children from the 

ingestion of toxic plants, such as the mucund (a poisonous root).^"^ 

The absence of infant mortality estimates for the interior makes it difficult to 

calculate exactly how many children died during the Great Drought and the years of 

widespread epidemic disease. But a comparison of the number of children's deaths 

registered in Fortaleza in 1899, a year when another drought assailed the province 

causing dislocation and impoverishment, with those registered in the years following the 

drought, offers some insights into differential infant mortality rates related to natural 

calamity. In 1899, 1059 children between the ages of zero and ten years old died in 

Fortaleza. In 1900, the number was 1037, and only decreased to 393 in 1902.^^ These 

data suggest that drought, or other hardships such as epidemic disease that claimed the 

lives of children in proportions even higher than during regular years added to the 

economic insecurity and impoverishment of young families. During the years of natural 

Oficio, 29 October 1877, Comissao de Socorros, Jucas, Oficios expedidos e recebidos. 
See also, oficio, 14 November 1877, Comissao de Socorros, Jucas, Oficios expedidos e 
recebidos, APEC. 

Villa, Vida e morte no sertdo, p. 49. 
Barao de Studart, Climatologia, p. 72 
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calamity and epidemics, these families were increasingly unable to see their children 

survive at least until the first years of adolescence, a time when they could become 

significant contributors of labor for the household economy. 

Another factor that helps explain the inability of young poor families to establish 

themselves during these years is their decreasing capacity to inherit assets from their 

increasingly impoverished parents, which, in turn, deprived them from obtaining the 

minimum resovirces necessary for their survival. Because of the heavy indebtedness 

confi-onting many Cearense families, poorer parents had no valuable assets to bequeath to 

their young children. Legal procedure required the payment of debts of the deceased 

before the division of the estate among all heirs in the partilhas, and this left little to 

distribute.^^ For example, Jose Gon9alves de Melo and his wife Josefa Maria dos Santos 

from Jucas had accumulated an estate worth Rs. 599$000 including two landholdings, 

one engenhoca, the equipment to make farinha and three and a half sugarcane tarefas. 

They also had a total of Rs. 458$000 worth of debts to several wealthier men from the 

municipality. After Jose's death in 1869, the judges set aside the most valuable assets, 

such as the better located landholding, the sugar and farinha-making equipment, and the 

sugarcane plantings for the payment of debts, while the widow, and her three boys, ages 

two to fourteen, inherited only the smaller landholding, and a house worth Rs. 10$000.^^ 

In cases when the debts surpassed the total estate of a family at the time of one of the 

According to the Ordenagdes Filipinas, outstanding debts needed to be paid from the 
remaining estate of a deceased before the drawing of a partilha when there were at least 
two surviving successors. Candido Mendes de Almeida, Codigo Philippino ou 
Ordenagdes e Leis do Reino de Portugal, 5 vols, 4th ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Typopographia 
do Instituto Philomathico, 1870), liv. II, tit. LII, art. 5, 484. 

Jucas, Inv, 4, 89: 44, 1869, APEC. 
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spouses' death, the offspring could become truly dispossessed. For example, the total 

inheritable wealth of Maria Jose da Concei9ao and Manoel Leandro Correia from Jucas 

was Rs. 612$000, while their debt with just one merchant from Ico amounted to Rs. 

750$720 by the time of Maria Jose's death in 1867. After assigning to the merchant the 

planted ro9a (worth Rs. 300$000), the old house (appraised in Rs. 12$000) and Rs. 

300$000 on the proportion of the value of a slave that they owned, there was nothing left 

for the spouse and the offspring to inherit. Consequently, when the merchant collected 

the payments, Manoel Leandro and his three young sons, Antonio (who was twenty years 

old), Raimundo (sixteen years old) and Cipriano (thirteen years old) became completely 

destitute.^^ 

In sum, young Cearense families experienced serious difficulties in setting up and 

retaining viable and autonomous households for themselves during the calamitous years. 

They initiated family life without any or with few resources in the form of land, slaves, or 

animals to help sustain the household at a time when competition for land increased and 

food prices soared. Moreover, they were increasingly unable to raise their small children 

to the age when they could become effective providers of labor in family plots due to the 

periodic attack of epidemic disease and drought. It is difficult to imagine how, with the 

loss of the labor and protection of the young men who fled to the mountains to avoid 

recruitment or those who were in fact pressed into service in the Paraguayan War, these 

families escaped the abject poverty and dislocation of the 1870s and the years that 

followed the Great Drought. Within this context, young men as heads of new families 

Jucas, Inv., 4, 89: 14, 1867, APEC. 
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were increasingly incapable of achieving and retaining the signifiers of masculine honor 

that had come to be recognized in the sertao during the prosperous years. Without 

material resources, young men as a group became the most vulnerable among the 

masculine poor free population, to dishonor and shame. 

Diversification of Survival Strategies 

An increasing shortage of land and the reduced opportunities to earn an 

independent livelihood for the poorest segments of the free population of Ceara prompted 

them to develop alternative strategies to derive their sustenance and confront 

impoverishment. These strategies included the adoption of wage labor by men and 

women as well as long-term migration of male family members. 

As small farmers and ranchers began losing their meager resources, various 

members of rural households sought paid employment in a number of different activities. 

In doing so, they began joining those that they saw as dishonorable: people who 

depended exclusively on wages for their livelihood, and who had no material resources to 

uphold claims to honorable masculinity. The low wages paid for agricultural and other 

types of work in Ceara aggravated the situation of hardship of those backlanders who 

could no longer rely primarily on agriculture and ranching to survive. According to Sousa 

Brasil, the labor force in the province was abundant and therefore salaries were minimal, 

as compared to those paid in other provinces of the Empire, including Pemambuco, 

Amazonas, and Para.^^ Average pay for day laborers (jornaleiros) ranged from Rs. $400 

Sousa Brasil, "Desenvolvimento," 9. 
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(US $.20) to Rs. $600 (US $.30) by the 1860s, according to region and season in the 

agricultural cycle. Laborers in coffee and cotton harvests could make up to one mil-reis 

(US $.50) a day, in addition to meals, while children in agricultural work, field hands, 

and men in other occupations made Rs. $320 (US $ .16) for a day's labor. Wages for 

men who worked as cowboys or ranch hands in cattle ranches reportedly were even lower 

than those paid to agricultural workers.^" In some agricultural establishments, particularly 

in the coffee-producing regions such as Maranguape and Pacatuba, laborers worked 

under the empreitada system—a piece work form of labor contract by which they 

received one mil-reis and meals for one alqueire of picked coffee.^^ The decline of the 

cotton economy decreased wages for workers employed in cotton harvests. According to 

Theophilo, cotton laborers' daily wages plummeted from the Rs. 1$280 paid at the peak 

of the boom in the 1860s, to Rs. $500 at the end of the cotton boom in the 1870s.^^ 

What is striking about the living conditions in the interior is that overall wages 

remained stable from the late 1850s to the late 1880s^^ even though prices of basic foods 

increased steadily during the same years.A series of articles published in the Cearense 

See, on average wages at the provincial level, Thomaz Pompeu de Sousa Brasil, Ensaio 
estatistico daprovincia do Ceard, 2 vols. (Fortaleza: Typographia de B. de Mattos, 
1863), 1: 392-393; on wages in coffee-producing areas, Freire Alemao "Papeis," 200; 
and, for wages in cotton farms, Theophilo, Historia da secca, 27. Average wages in Jucas 
are included in Oficio, 27 October 1884, Correspondencias Expedidas, Camara 
Municipal de Sao Mateus, ala 20, est. 431, caixa 80, APEC. 

Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 200. 
Theophilo, Historia da secca, 27-28. 
The average wages paid in the interior as Souza Brazil reported in 1886 are comparable 

to those that Freyre Alemao reported in 1859. See Souza Brazil "Desenvolvimento," 9. 
The increase in food prices in Ceara during the second half of the nineteenth century 

was part of a broader pattern observed in Brazil as a whole. See Robert Slenes, "Os 
multiplos de porcos e diamantes: A economia escrava de Minas Gerais no seculo XIX," 
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indicate that increasing demand for cattle in neighboring provinces as well as in Ceara 

and the escalating cultivation of cash crops for export at the expense of subsistence items 

in many municipalities, began to drive food costs up as early as the late 1850s.^^ The 

1860s and 1870s witnessed a continued crisis in the supply of subsistence products within 

Ceara, with a parallel inflation of their prices. According to some authors, these trends 

demonstrated that the food shortage experienced in the province had reached the state of 

a famine even before the onslaught of the Great Drought in 1877.^^ By 1876, a kilo of 

fresh meat with bone sold for Rs. $560 in Fortaleza, more than half a day's wage of the 

better paid agricultural workers. During the catastrophic years of the Great Drought, 

contemporary daily wages were insufficient to feed a single person, let alone provide 

clothes and other necessities to a family. By August of 1877, a bowl of farinha sold for a 

Estudos econdmicos 18, 3 (September-December, 1988): 467-468; Stanley Stein, 
Vassouras, A Brazilian Coffee County, 1850-1900 (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1985), 48-49. Katia Mattoso's study on Bahia during the nineteenth 
century reveals rising prices of basic foods such as farinha, beef, beans and rice, 
especially during the late 1860s and throughout the 1870s. In the absence of true price 
series for the interior of Ceara and of a set of nationally comparable prices series, it is 
difficult to assess to what extent food prices in the interior of Ceara diverted from 
escalating prices elsewhere in Brazil. Nevertheless, it is likely that the factors that 
Mattoso has found significant in precipitating high food prices in Bahia, especially 
periodic droughts, epidemics and rapid demographic growth, were at play in Ceara as 
well, where similar conditions existed. These factors, in turn, might account for an even 
more severe increase in prices in the interior of the Northeast as compared to other 
Brazilian regions. Mattoso, Bahia, 564-567. See also, Buescu, 300 anos; and, Onody, A 
inflagdo. 

"A questao alimenticia II," Cearense, 11 December 1857, 2; "A questao alimenticia 
III," Cearense, 15 December 1857, 1; "A questao alimenticia IV," Cearense, 22 
December 1857, 1. 

Celia Guabiraba, Ceara: A arise permanente do modelo exportador, 1850-1930 
(Fortaleza: Institute Memoria do Povo, 1989), 67; Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 105. 



195 

whole day's salary, Rs. $400 (US $.20), a rapadura cake for Rs. $320 (US $.16), and a 

pound of meat for Rs. $200 (US $.10) when available in Jucas.^^ 

Because a single person's wages, even in combination with domestic farming, 

were insufficient to guarantee a family's survival, adult household members were forced 

to perform a variety of occupational roles. Men, in particular, employed themselves in 

activities that required high degrees of physical mobility and absence, often for prolonged 

periods of time, from their homes. Farmers worked in their own ro^as, but also sought 

employment as vaqueiros and ranch hands on larger estates. Laborers, who worked in 

agriculture, also employed themselves in public projects, such as road building and, 

beginning in 1870, railroad construction in Maranguape and Baturite.^^ Farmers and 

vaqueiros assisted comboieiros and merchants as cargueiros (loaders) in the 

transportation of cotton, coffee, rapaduras, and other products, in exchange for daily 

wages. Jomaleiros or others "without certain occupation" traveled to other locations, 

even to neighboring provinces, when they were inspecting cattle that they intended to buy 

for themselves or for re-sale.^^ 

Seasonal labor in agriculture also required mobility. The coffee harvests that drew 

large numbers of workers to larger establishments in the moxintainous areas of Baturite, 

Maranguape, and Pacatuba began in August and extended only until November or 

Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 104; oficio, 30 August 1877, oficio 3 November 1877, 
Jucas, Comissao de Socorros, Offcios expedidos e recebidos, APEC. 

On construction of roads in Baturite and other northern municipalities, see Andre Frota 
de Oliveira, A estrada de ferro de Sohral (Fortaleza: Expressao Grafica e Editora, 1994), 
37-38. 

SousaBrasil, Ensaio estatistico, 1: 393-394; Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 264; Tamboril, 
Crime 1,4:22, 1859, APEC. 
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December. Likewise, cotton, with its short cycle, did not require the attention of paid 

laborers year round. Clearing and preparation of ro9as took place between July and 

December, and planting was performed in January. Cotton harvests during the months of 

May and June attracted migrant workers to the Uruburetama hills, where larger-scale 

cotton establishments sought paid laborers. Work in sugarcane cultivation and harvesting 

and in making sugarcane brandy drew seasonal laborers to the Cariri area, as well as 

70 
Baturite, Maranguape and Pacatuba. Thus, Freyre Alemao commented on what he saw 

as the remarkable mobility of Cearense men as related to the work they performed: "I 

have noticed that most of the men here possess a more or less adequate knowledge of 

their province and even of the neighboring ones." he said. "They all have visited this or 

that far away location in the sertao. They speak about one place, and when asked how far 

it is, they confidently reply that it is located within sixty to one hundred leagues and even 

more."^^ 

Women also undertook paid employment in agricultural and other economic 

activities in order to meet household needs. For instance, visitors from the coast and 

popular poets observed married and single women doing fieldwork for wages along with 

men and children, especially in coffee-picking activities in Baturite and other 

On the cotton planting and harvesting seasons, see Manoel Correia de Andrade, The 
Land and People of Northeast Brazil, trans. Dennis V. Johnson (Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 1980), chap. 5; Alencastre, "Memoria," 66; on labor for sugar 
production, see "Relatorio do Inspector da Thesoureria provincial," in Ceara, Relatorio 
(Marcondes Homem de Mello—Assembleia Provincial, 1865), iv. 

Freire Alemao, "Papeis," 199. 
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T) 
mountainous regions. In fact, according to the 1872 census, women represented a 

sizeable proportion of all agricultural workers: they were 16 percent of all the "servants 

and day laborers" listed in the census. The census category "servants and day laborers" 

is, to be sure, somewhat ambiguous. Nevertheless, the fact that census takers assigned 

work in textiles, arts and crafts, manufacturing, commerce, and domestic service to other 

classifications indicates that this term defined agricultural workers. The census did not 

indicate whether these women were heads of household or members of households 

headed by their husbands, consensual partners, fathers or other male relatives. Yet, the 

figures do show women's significant participation in the agricultural labor force. 

Women's work in agriculture varied according to municipality. In Baturite and 

Pacatuba, two mostly farming regions famous for their production of coffee, sugar, and 

other crops, women accounted for 17 percent of the agricultural labor force. By contrast, 

in Quixeramobim, a mainly cattle-producing municipality, women were only 4 percent of 

all servants and day-laborers.^'^ 

Women found other ways to earn some regular cash income by employing 

themselves in domestic service and related activities. Opportunities in this area of paid 

female employment imdoubtedly rose as a result of the economic expansion, the 

demographic growth of interior towns and villages, and the gradual decline of slavery 

during the second half of the nineteenth century. According to the 1872 census, over 50 

Galeno, "No Cafezal" in Lendas, 2: 137-141, 243; "Azulao," in Leonardo Mota, 
Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertdo cearense, 3d ed. (1st ed., 1921; Fortaleza: 
Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1960), 94. 
73 Brazil, Recenseamento dapopulagdo, 4: 176. 
^^Ibid., 18, 75, 120. 
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percent of all the women in Ceara with a recorded occupation worked in domestic 

service; 19 percent were seamstresses, and 9 percent were laborers in clothes-making 

industries.'^ 

For poor families who were losing their resources and struggling to survive in a 

province where wages were low and food prices were on the rise, the possibility of 

migrating to neighboring provinces, and in particular to the promising Amazon basin, 

might have seemed a hopeful solution. Beginning in the 1860s, and continuing during the 

early twentieth century, a rubber boom in the provinces of Amazonas and Para enticed 

impoverished Northeasteners, and especially Cearenses, to make the trek northwards and 

westwards, and become seringueiros (rubber tappers). Rubber wages were high in 

comparison to those paid in Ceara, about one dollar a day in the Amazon. An estimated 

255,526 Cearenses emigrated to the Amazon between 1869 and 1900, even though the 

sources generally acknowledge that the greatest movement to the region was a result of 

the Great Drought.'^ 

The available information indicates that at least until the Great Drought, men 

often migrated to the Amazon on their ovm, leaving their wives and families behind. For 

instance, in 1869, 1,676 migrants from the Northeast, most of whom were Cearenses, 

arrived in Manaus. Of this total, 1, 348 were men and 328 were women. According to 

Samuel Benchimol, single and married Cearense men left their brides and wives with 

Ibid., 176. 
Girao, Historia economica, 393-394 
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promises to retumJ^ Robin Anderson argues that substantially more men than women 

migrated into the upriver province, and later state of Amazonas, to become rubber 

tappers. Her calculations of the changes in percentages of males and females in the total 

population of Para between 1856 and 1872 also point to a trend of male immigration to 

that province. In 1856, males represented 49.6 percent of the total population, whereas by 

70 
1872 the proportion of males had increased to 51.7 percent. Anderson also notes that a 

number of Cearense families migrated to and settled in Para as a result of official 

colonization programs. During the late 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s provincial authorities 

from Para devised subsidized immigration programs that sought to attract Northeastern 

• • 79 families not only to rubber, but to the production of subsistence crops in the region. But 

as Barbara Weinstein has suggested, this subsidized migration probably represented a 

80 tiny proportion of the overall migration to the Amazon from the Northeast. 

Samuel Benchimol, O Cearense na Amazonia: Inquerito antropogeogrdfico sobre um 
tipo de imigrante (Rio de Janeiro; S P V E A, 1965), 39-40 and, for the numbers of 
Northeasteners arriving in Manaus, 61. Benchimol also argues that as a result of the Great 
Drought and other droughts of the 1890s and early twentieth century, Cearenses 
emigrated as families and not as single individuals. On the scant migration of Cearense 
women to the Amazonian region of Acre during the 1870s, see Christina Scheibe Wolff, 
Mulheres da floresta: Uma historia. Alto Jurud, Acre (1890-1945) (Sao Paulo" Hucitec, 
1999), 51. For a more general discussion of isolated migrant rubber tappers during the 
crest of the rubber boom, see Joao Pacheco de Oliveira Filho, "O Caboclo e o Brabo: 
Notas sobre duas modalidades de for9a de trabalho na expansao da fronteira Amazonica 
no seculo XIX," Encontros com a civilizagdo brasileira 11 (May, 1979): 101-140. 
78 Robin Anderson, Colonization as Exploitation in the Amazon Rain Forest, 1758-1911 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999), 120-123. 

On the colonization programs and the presence of Cearenses, see Antonio Rocha 
Penteado, Problemas de colonizagdo e de uso da terra na regido Bragantina do Estado 
do Para (Lisboa: Junta de Investigafoes do Ultramar, 1968), esp. 58-68; Barbara 
Weinstein, The Amazon Rubber Boom, 1850-1920 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1983), 114-124; Anderson, Colonization, 118-123. 

Personal communication from Barbara Weinstein. 
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Male out-migration to the Amazon was one of the strategies that impoverished 

families used to cope with the distressing transformations of this period. Cearenses 

sought to "make their fortune" and escape poverty by moving to the Amazon and often 

o 1 

remitting part of their earnings to the families left behind in Ceara. A poem written by 

Juvenal Galeno in the 1860s does indeed suggest that out-migration to the Amazon was 

often one way that men tried to fulfill their role of providers for their families in the midst 

of hardship. 

Vou deixar a minha terra, 
Voupara os matos d'alem . . . 

Que aqui nao acho servigo 
Para ganhar meu vintem!. . . 

Mas, que fazer? Se os filinhos 
Precisam roupa . . . estdo nus . . . 
Se a mulher pede um vestido . . . 

Se vejo a fame, 6 Jesus?. . . 

Que espere, me dizem todos, 
Que passem tempos tdo maus: 
De que me servem conselhos... 

E do futuro OS mingaus? 
Aqui nao prosper a o pobre... 
Me empurro para Manaus. 

I am leaving my homeland 
I am going to the forests beyond ... 

Here I cannot find any work 
To earn my bread! . .. 

But what can I do? If my little children 
Need clothes ... They are naked ... 

If my wife wants a dress ... 
If all I see is hunger, oh Jesus? .. . 

Everyone tells me to wait, 

Wolff, Mulheres, 52. 
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That these bad times will go away 
But what is this advice good for ... 

And what is only porridge in the future good for? 
This is not a place for a poor man to prosper ... 

82 I am gomg to Manaus. 

A significant outcome of this type of migration was the separation of sertanejo 

families, whether temporarily or permanently. But other factors forced estrangement and 

perhaps even the disintegration of rural families during these years as well. Besides the 

recruitment of young men for the Paraguayan War and the flight of male household 

members to mountains and caves, banditry—an activity that proliferated during the 

1870s—^removed able-bodied men from their homes.Moreover, as chapter 4 will 

demonstrate, the widespread migration and dislocation occasioned by the Great Drought 

also caused the separation of family members and forced women to face the time of 

adversity on their own. 

hi sum, increased hardship led to diverse survival strategies among the growing 

population of poor free sertanejos whose fortunes and subsistence could no longer rest 

directly on land and animals. Poor free Cearense men and women adopted wage labor as 

a means to supplement the increasing void of agricultural production in their household 

income. Families resorted to alternative modes of survival that often required men to be 

absent from home. This, in turn, resulted in their separation from their wives and 

children. Moreover, the rise of the rubber boom in the Amazonian region attracted a large 

Galeno, "O emigrante," in Lendas, 2: 228. 
On the flight of young men and their fathers to remote areas in the sertao to avoid press 

gangs, see chap. 6 below; for a discussion of the intensification of banditry in the 1870s, 
see chap. 5 below. 
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population of impoverished Cearense men who tried to escape poverty and achieve the 

opulence that rubber tapping seemed to promise. As chapter 4 will show, these factors 

contributed to a rise in the number of women without husbands, fathers and other male 

relatives, which, in turn, had direct consequences on the reshaping of gender relations and 

patriarchy in the interior of Ceara. 

Despair and dishonor 

In tracing patterns of change and impoverishment, this chapter has emphasized 

the strong connections between land and livelihood for poor free Cearenses and how they 

responded to the loss of access to productive resources during the last four decades of the 

nineteenth century. But, just as the years of prosperity had shaped the hopes and 

ambitions of the male sertanejos and their elaboration of their own sense of honorable 

manhood, the distressing changes of these years and the sertanejos' own desperate 

responses to them, directly affected their masculine identities. 

For those poor free Cearenses who had enjoyed a brief period of very modest 

economic success and security in their livelihoods during the period between 1845 and 

the late 1860s, the "state of emergency" that engulfed them during the difficult last 

decades of the nineteenth century became a continuous source of shame. In particular, for 

sertanejo men whose honor derived from their autonomy as farmers and ranchers and 

their access to land, animals, and even slaves during the prosperous years, loss of 

resources, and the consequent reliance on wage labor, symbolized a personal failure and a 

sense of dishonor. As chapter 1 has demonstrated, sertanejos resisted wage labor because 
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it approximated them to the servility required from slaves. But, during these extremely 

difficult years, working for wages became tantamount to humiliation because, beyond 

servility, wage labor visibly laid bare the demise of small farmers and ranchers, and their 

loss of autonomy. Anselmo, a popular poet bom in Ipu in 1867, articulated the sense of 

masculine shame that working for wages represented by relating the fate of a fictional 

sertanejo after he lost his resources. 

Ficou o home em misera, 
Ao redd dos sens vizim, 

Foi trabaid alugado 
Pra sustentd dois fiim, 

So nao morrero de fame 
For Jesus se sen Padrim! 

Foi trabaid alugado 
Aos conhecido e aos estranho; 

Sua muie coitadinha, 
Lavava roupa de ganho, 

As vergonha para ele 
Eram de todo tamanho!. . . 

The man ended up in misery 
Among all his neighbors 

He hired himself out as laborer 
To sustain his two small children 

They did not die 
But only because Jesus was their Godfather! 

He hired himself out 
To both acquaintances and strangers; 

His poor wife, 
She took in washing. 

The humiliations for him 
Came in all sizes! .. 

"O Anselmo," in Mota, Cantadores, 179. 
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The fictional sertanejo's sense of shame in this poem not only derived from 

having to hire himself out as a laborer, but also from the fact that his wife had to take in 

washing, which publicly demonstrated his failure to fulfill the expected masculine role as 

provider for his family. The poem also reveals that ties of Active kinship with wealthier 

landowners had either loosened or were ineffective in guaranteeing the survival of 

downwardly mobile small farmers and ranchers in the sertao during these years. 

The increasing participation of women in wage labor and women's greater 

visibility outside of the household that resulted from the broad changes of this period 

challenged men's patriarchal authority within the home, an aspect that was central to their 

understandings of masculine honor. In particular, men were unable to effectively control 

the sexuality of increasingly mobile female family members. For example, the following 

verses that Leonardo Mota collected in the coffee-producing municipality of Baturite in 

the 1910s, illustrate the public perception that fathers faced serious difficulties in 

controlling daughters' sexual activity once they left home to work for wages in 

agricultural activities: 

Quem tive sua fia virge 
Ndo mande apanhd cafe: 
Se fd menina - vem moga, 
Se fd moga — vem muie . . . 

Whoever has a virgin daughter 
Don't send her to pick coffee 

If she is a little girl she will retimi pubescent 
85 If she is a pubescent, she will return transformed into a woman. .. 

"Azulao," in Mota, Cantadores, 94. According to the Diciondrio Houaiss, the word 
moga means a girl who has entered into puberty, menstruates, and therefore is considered 
ready to get married. The same dictionary notes that one of the meanings of mulher is a 
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Men's absences from their homes or towns of normal residence in combination 

with women's movement to work in fields or other forms of employment contributed to 

the weakening of ties between consensual partners and, to a diminished ability on the part 

of men to control effectively the movements and sexuality of women. For example, a 

woman whom the stonemason Antonio Pereira claimed was his mulher had become 

amasia of Antonio Joaquim Brasileiro during a trip that Antonio Pereira had made to the 

Fazenda Espirito Santo. It seems likely that Pereira's neglect of his economic obligations 

to his family largely motivated this decision, since, in his own testimony, he mentioned 

that Antonio Joaquim provided sustenance for his children and paid other expenses 

incurred by the Pereira household during his absence. As this example suggests, women 

could use men's absence due to out-migration, work, recruitment, or drought to end 

relationships that they considered no longer tenable for a variety of reasons. They could 

also cement such separations, or enlist the support of another man for themselves and 

07 
their children, by engaging in new consensual unions. 

In turn, sertanejo men who faced challenges to their manhood in various ways 

perceived the change of heart of their amasias as a public source of dishonor and, 

obviously, of pain. For instance, after his return from the Amazon where he had migrated, 

Joaquim Ferreira da Silva had gone to see his amasia in Baturite and found that she was 

woman who is no longer a virgin. Diciondrio Houaiss da linguaportuguesa, s.w. moga, 
mulher. 

Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 22, 1873, APEC. 
87 Joan Meznar mentions m passmg that one of the multiple outcomes of drought-related 
dislocation was women's separation from undesirable husbands. "Carlota Lucia de Brito: 
Women, Power, and Politics in Northeast Brazil," in The Human Tradition in Modern 
Latin America, ed. William Beezley and Judith Ewel (Wilmington, Delaware: Scholarly 
Resources Inc., 1997), 43. 
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88 already engaged in another consensual relationship. He then attempted suicide. In some 

cases, when amasias terminated their liaisons, the offended men sought revenge against 

them or their lovers with acts of violence designed to repair their wounded honor. Thus, 

the amorous triangle mentioned above ended when Antonio Pereira killed Antonio 

Joaquim, arguing that he was defending his honor. In other cases when women ended the 

relationship, amasios sought to punish them with violent attacks, which in turn illustrates 

their perception of women's actions as a public challenge to their masculine honor and 

their prerogative in making decisions regarding consensual unions. For instance, the 

police soldier Antonio Rodrigues de Oliveira shot his amasia with his police gun because 

she had "abandoned" him.®^ In another case from Paracuru, Liberato Barroso stabbed his 

amasia three times because she, "unable to tolerate the disorderly life he led," had 

returned to her parent's house.^° But women's "betrayals" were not the only public 

symbols of men's dishonor during these years. 

Male sertanejos saw the forced migration that resulted from loss of resources and 

relative status as a public symbol of their failed masculinities, demonstrated in their 

inability to sustain and effectively protect their families. Throughout the nineteenth 

century, sertanejos had faced periodic droughts, epidemics, search for land, and seasonal 

labor and, therefore, they had learned to coexist with a degree of physical mobility. 

Moreover, during times of family crisis, sertanejos moved to other locations in search of 

Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos—Assembleia Provincial, 1872), 5. 
Tamboril, Crime, 7, 10: 6,1877, APEC. 
See, e.g., Ceara, Falla (Barao de Ibiapaba—Assembleia Provincial, 1874), 6; "Relatorio 

da Secretaria da Policia," in Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia Provincial, 1887), 
5. 
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assistance from friends and relatives.^^ Nevertheless, when poor Cearenses came into 

contact with migration as the result of impoverishment and destitution, they experienced 

deep feelings of humiliation. An early 1860s poem from Galeno demonstrates an 

impoverished man's perception that moving away could be seen as a shameful act of 

acknowledgement of one's failure as a father and provider. 

Maria, vamos, Maria 
For esses mundos d'alem, 

Que nos per segue a desgraga. . . 
Ferinas dores tambem! 

Vamos, vamos esconder-nos, 
Onde ndo saiba ninguem . . . 

—Nova terra, nova sorte . . . 
Acharemos a ventura; 

Com estes nove filinhos 
Fujamos em noite escura . . . 

Let's go Maria 
Out into those worlds that lie beyond. 

For disgrace is hunting us . . . 
And savage pain as well! 
Let's go, let's go to hide. 

Where nobody will know . .. 

—New land, new luck ... 
We might find good fortune; 
With our nine little children 

09 
Let's flee in the dark of night... 

Contemporary novels also provide an opportunity to observe men's sense of 

failure as they became drought refugees. In his novel Dona Guidinha do Pogo, Oliveira 

See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime 6, 9: 19, 1876, APEC; "Boa terra e o Cariri," in Florival 
SerainQ, Antologia do folclore cearense (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria-UFC, 1983), 
70. 
07 

Galeno, "A desgra9a," in Lendas, 2: 22. 
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Paiva depicted a family of retirantes from Rio Grande do Norte, who after having lost 

their few animals and land arrived at the Fazenda P090 da Moita, along the Jaguaribe 

River, looking for shelter during the 1845 drought. Upon recognizing that the owner of 

the fazenda was an old acquaintance, Toinho, the head of the family of retirantes, 

hesitantly approached him requesting assistance. Toinho expressed his shame to his wife 

saying, ''Naufragado (sunk) as I am, I don't want to introduce myself to an acquaintance; 

I would do it only if he was a stranger." As this family of retirantes described their 

journey, they expressed the extent of their shame: "Ah, because of the drought. It would 

be better to be an animal than a baptized Christian ... You don't know what these eyes 

have seen...We were all like slaves. No, even worse, like dogs without owners, like 

bandits roaming in this land of God."^^ The statements clearly suggest that, for 

dispossessed Cearenses, becoming retirantei' was the ultimate culmination of their loss of 

honor, which otherwise served to separate them from slaves, beggars, and bandits. As 

drought refiiges, they were only part of an undifferentiated lower class of desperate 

people in search of the most basic necessities, such as food, water, and shelter. 

The need to rely on the handouts that others were willing to give as charitable acts 

contrasts sharply with the male sertanejos' celebrated resourcefulness, assertiveness, and 

the valuation of independence that once had defined their honor. In the eyes of others, the 

drought refugees could be "tamed, resigned, and unpretentious." Their humiliation 

showed in their worn-out walk and their cabisbaixo (head bowed) demeanor. They had 

Dona Guidinha do Pogo was originally published in literary magazines in Fortaleza in 
the years 1894 and 1895. A first edition of the entire novel was published in 1952. 
Oliveira Paiva, Dona Guidinha do Pogo, 2d ed. (Fortaleza: ABC Fortaleza, 2001), 20, 33. 
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become weak and were dirty and naked.^"^ As the crisis drew out and retirantes turned to 

petty thievery of basic foodstuffs—com, manioc or mucunas—^to avoid death from 

exposure, they became subject to violent punishment designed to debase them; in some 

cases, they were even killed.^^ For instance, after a group of twenty men, including some 

slaves, were found stealing mucunas from lands belonging to the wealthy fazendeiro 

Manoel Leite da Silva in Jucas, they were tied dovm and transported to the fazenda's 

main house. At this location, and imder the orders of the army detachment commander, 

the retirantes were punished with twenty lashes each and their dogs were shot.^^ These 

punishments dishonored refugees and equated their status to that of slaves. For, since the 

passing of the 1824 Constitution, slaves were the only social category, other than enlisted 

97 men, that was subject to punishment by whippmg. 

The social-economic and environmental conditions that forced sertanejos to beg 

or steal cattle out of sheer desperation and hunger during the Great Drought also 

exacerbated the retirantes' sense of shame and humiliation. For instance, the farmer 

Manoel Francisco de Prado from Jucas confessed that he had stolen a cow from the 

grazing fields of the Fazenda Boa Vista in June of 1877. Moreover, he admitted that he 

did so only to feed his family, since his children "could no longer resist their hunger." 

When asked why he did not buy meat instead of stealing, he answered that the cattle 

Cearense, 2 August 1877, 4; Cearense, 14 August 1877, 2. 
Cearense, 10 June 1877, 7; Cearense, 8 September 1877; 2, Cearense, 30 September 

1877,3. 
Cearense, 29 November 1877, 3. 
According to the 1824 Constitution, free people were not to suffer any form of physical 

punishment or whipping. See Thomas Holloway, Policing Rio de Janeiro (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1993), 60; and Beattie, Tribute of Blood, 9. 
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QO 
owners no longer sold livestock and refused to give meat away to the poor. The 

statements demonstrate Manoel Francisco's feeling of inadequacy due to the inability to 

fulfill his role as an economic provider and head of household; they also reveal the shame 

that he experienced as it became public that he had been reduced to the condition of a 

thief and beggar to sustain his family. Enraged ranchers, frustrated with animal theft, and 

facing a more inefficient police and judicial system than usual, took matters into their 

own hands and gave exemplary beatings to cattle thieves in the town's square, or even 

murdered them. Such violent punishments undoubtedly increased the sense of shame and 

failure felt by dispossessed and hungry sertanejos.^^ 

One of Galeno's poems also captured the despair of young families, who could 

not get ahead in life, despite their best attempts, in a context of low wages, epidemics, 

and serious hardship. In the following verses, a fiandeira (spinner), who lived in a hut 

with her husband or consensual partner, who was a day laborer, and their six young 

children, attempted to comfort him after he learned of their youngest daughters' death. 

—Sempre a dor segue a alegria 
Eis a vida. . . Oh, que destino! 
—Ndo te maldigas, Antonio. . . 

Foi vontade do Divino! 

Always pain follows happiness 
That is life ... Oh, what a fate! 

—Don't curse yourself, Antonio ... 
It was God's will!"^° 

Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 41, 1877, APEC. 
See, e.g., Cearense, 30 September 1877, 2; Offcio, 17 March 1879; Oficio, 23 June 

1879; Oficio, 25 August 1879, Secretaria da Policia da Provincia do Ceara, Oficios 
expedidos, 1878-80, ala 19, est. 393, caixa 12, APEC. 

Galeno, "O jomaleiro," mLendas, 2; 124. 
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These verses powerfully contrast with the hopeful prospects and pride that ro9a owners 

boasted of during the prosperous years. They also demonstrate that, when poor sertanejo 

families looked into the future, they did not see evidence of improvement or a return to 

the brief moment of success, at least while they stayed in Ceara. Clearly, the "state of 

emergency" was a time not only of dishonor, but also of despair and hopelessness. 

For the young men who were pressed to serve in the Paraguayan War, recruitment 

was not a source of honor, despite the official claims that the war was necessary to 

restore the collective honor of Brazil. Instead, recruitment was seen as a shameful act, 

capable of destroying a man's reputation, prospects, and future. Recruitment 

approximated the poor young men, who might have been successful cowboys, farmers or 

ranchers to slaves and criminals. The recruiters forcefully removed young men from their 

families and took them to local jails where they shared their living spaces with criminals 

until their deployment.'"^ According to Galeno's description of a town's jail, recruits 

were shackled and tied down with ropes. A recruit thus lamented: 

E ora vou como um escravo, 
Em breve jurar bandeira . . . 

. . . Ora preso e torturado 
Qual se fora um delinquente, 
Qual rola fraca e tremente 
Nas unhas do gavido . . . 

And now, like a slave, I am going 
Very soon to pledge my allegiance to the flag . . . 

. . .  N o w ,  a r r e s t e d  a n d  t o r t u r e d  
As if I were a criminal 

Like a weak and shaky sparrow 

On recruitment and enlisted military service as a source of dishonor, see, e.g., Beattie, 
The Tribute of Blood', Meznar, "The Ranks of the Poor." 
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Clearly, impressment stripped young sertanejo men of their autonomy, their freedom, and 

their honor, and made them, in Galeno's words, mere "prey" of the police. 

In conclusion, dispossession, displacement, recruitment, and punishment 

effectively divested the poor free sertanejos of the symbols of masculine honor that they 

had come to define during the brief moment of prosperity they experienced from 1845. 

No longer landholders, slaveowners, effective providers for their families, and guardians 

of the sexuality of women at home, these men had lost their honor—^that much-valued 

currency in face-to-face social relations—as well as their sense of self-worth, their 

autonomy, and even their patriarchal power. Stripped of honor as they had come to define 

it, they would engage in a process of devising other ways of proving their public value 

within the profoundly competitive society in which they lived, and in the midst of 

dislocation and misery that surrounded them. 

Conclusions 

Brazil's entry as a major participant in the Paraguayan War in 1865 signaled the 

start of another period of marked social change in the backlands of the province of Ceara. 

While the period of transformation that the sertao had imdergone during the first half of 

the nineteenth century allowed, after 1845, many poor farmers and ranchers to enjoy a 

degree of prosperity, the rapid transformations that began in the late 1860s had the 

opposite effect. Those changes effectively brought to an end the brief moment of 

Galeno, "O recruta," in Lendas, 2: 202. 
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prosperity for the rural poor, disrupted their livelihoods and caused enormous loss of 

property and lives. In short, this broad transformation created a true "state of emergency" 

for the poor free Cearenses, a continuous time of dislocation, and even death that 

stretched into the 1880s, and beyond. 

The long and drawn-out Paraguayan War exacted its "tribute of blood" from the 

poorest segments of the population of Brazil, including Ceara. Recruitment mobilized 

almost 6,000 Cearense men and displaced many others, who sought to avoid military 

service by fleeing. As significant providers of labor for the small agrarian enterprises of 

families of poor free farmers and ranchers, the removal of so many young men disrupted 

the ability of peasant households to derive their sustenance from subsistence agriculture, 

small-scale commercial agriculture and small-scale ranching. 

The end of the cotton boom during the early 1870s only aggravated the precarious 

position of poor Cearense farmers. Confronting declining cotton prices in the 

international market, small farmers continued cultivating ever increasing amounts of 

cotton at the expense of the planting of subsistence crops. Moreover, small farmers 

became progressively more indebted, as they borrowed money to stay afloat and to buy 

the basic breadstuffs that they could no longer derive from their own land. Burdened with 

debts and always-decreasing cotton prices, many lost their lands and meager resources to 

their creditors, who operated within a system of cash advances at high interest rates that 

worked against them. 

In many ways, the enormous hardship and dislocation created by the Great 

Drought resulted in the complete dispossession of small farmers and ranchers who had 
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begun dealing with adversity since the late 1860s. Unable to harvest any foodstuffs from 

their small plots and heavily indebted, those who had not already lost their landholdings, 

were unable to retain them any longer. Without access to water from the large reservoirs 

capable of holding water during the exceedingly dry months—^reservoirs that were for the 

most part the private property of wealthier fazendeiros—^poor farmers and ranchers 

quickly lost their animals and plantings and began to contend with hunger. Not 

surprisingly, as a group, small farmers and ranchers, along with subsistence peasants and 

day laborers, constituted the greatest victims of dislocation and death during the Great 

Drought. Attempting to escape disaster, they migrated over short and long distances in 

search of work and basic necessities. 

Two other factors were of pivotal importance in bringing to an end the ephemeral 

prosperity of the poor free Cearense farmers and ranchers. First, during the second half of 

the nineteenth century, a decline in the slave population in the interior that resulted from 

the end of the transatlantic slave trade and Ceara's active participation in the internal 

trade that remitted captives to the Southeast undermined the small slaveowners' ability to 

hold captives. Facing increasing slave prices and broader economic pressures, small 

slaveonwers were the first to lose their ability to retain their slaves and, consequently, 

their access to a more stable form of labor, precisely when they most needed it. Second, 

as chapter 5 will illustrate, competition for landed resources in the context of hardship 

and despair intensified during these years and mutual cooperation became increasingly 

ineffective in regulating usage of land and other resources. As a result, many of the poor 

lost their access to land and with it, their livelihood. In fact, during the late nineteenth 
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century, a new and more concentrated pattern of agrarian organization began to emerge. 

Under the new land tenure structure, wealthier individuals and families controlled more 

and more of the small plots that characterized the interior, whereas the poorest segments 

of the population increasingly lost access to even one small landholding. 

The inability of poor farmers and ranchers to hold on to their slaves and their land 

plainly illustrates that the deep transformations of these years hit hardest the poorest 

segments of the free population. Similarly, it was this group that was increasingly unable 

to retain any other form of property, such as animals, and, consequently, experienced 

rapid downward mobility during these years. 

Nevertheless, among the poor, it was the young families that faced even greater 

difficulties in acquiring and retaining the material resources necessary for survival. In 

tum, they experienced greater vulnerability and precariousness in their lives. Unable to 

count on the inheritance of even minimum amounts of land, or shares in slaves and 

livestock—as increasingly indebted parents could not bequeath anything to their 

children—^these young families did not have any initial resources for their households. 

The loss of men's labor due to recruitment and flight and these families' inability to raise 

their children into the teenager years—^the age at which children could become efficient 

helpers in family plots—due to epidemics and drought, further compromised their ability 

to function as peasant households. 

In the face of rapid change, downward mobility, and dispossession, poor free 

sertanejo families lost the autonomy and independence from wage labor that they had 

gained during the prosperous years. In their attempt to diversify their survival strategies. 
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men and women increasingly engaged in different forms of paid employment. Thus, the 

adoption of wage labor was one of the strategies employed to compensate for the loss of 

agrarian resources or to complement the small farmers' and ranchers' decreasing capacity 

as rural producers. Other strategies Cearenses used to escape poverty in effect contributed 

to the separation of many poor free families. Men began to migrate to the rubber estates 

of the Amazon River valley in the 1860s in search of higher wages, while others traveled 

long distances to perform odd jobs for extra income within Ceara or in the backlands of 

other Northeastern provinces. 

These deep transformations in sertanejo society profoundly affected the sense that 

poor male backlanders had of themselves and their place in rural society. During the 

prosperous years, poor farmers and ranchers began to construct their honor as predicated 

on the access to land, slaves, and animals that came to symbolize their success, even if on 

modest scale. But the material destitution of the last four decades of the nineteenth 

century deprived poor men of the markers of honor. Landless, with no property, and 

reduced to the category of drought refugees, poor Cearense men experienced the "state of 

emergency" as a time of dishonor. In the particular case of poor young men, hardship 

prevented them from acquiring resources and even maintaining any hopes of ever 

achieving the markers of masculine honor. Cearense men also constructed their honor as 

based on the patriarchal control they could exercise over women and, particularly, their 

ability to monitor women's mobility and sexuality. Yet, as this chapter has made clear, 

the increasing mobility of both men and women made it very difficult for men to control 

female kin and consensual partners. Unable to ensure women's sexual faithfulness in 
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consensual relations, sertanejo men perceived women's actions as "betrayals" and 

additional symbols of their dishonor. 

The following chapter will show that the "state of emergency" of the sertanejos 

brought about important changes to women's lives and the gender dynamics of poor 

families. These changes helped reshape the functioning of patriarchy and, in turn, 

affected the ways in which poor male sertanejos, who had lost their claims to honor, tried 

to reestablish them during the years of hardship and despair. 
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CHAPTER IV 

"WOMEN ALONE," VIOLENT PATRIARCHY, AND 

MASCULINE HONOR, 1865-1889 

Some time in the late nineteenth century, a memorable poetic contest between the 

Cearense cantador Jeronimo do Junqueiro and the renowned cantadora (female popular 

poet) Zefinha do Chabocao took place in the backlands of Ceara. Many of the better 

known popular poets, including Romano do Teixeira, attended the event, which had been 

organized as a poetic challenge initiated by Zefinha.^ In the following verses, later 

repeated by the poet Cego Sinfronio, Jeronimo expressed his first feelings upon meeting 

Zefinha and his apprehensions about the contest. 

Me assentei perante o povo, 
(Parecia uma sessao) 

Quando me saiu Zefinha 
Com grande preparagdo: 
Era baixa, grossa e alva, 
Bonita ate de feigdo . . . 

.. . Vinha tdo perfeitazinha, 
Bonitinha como o cdo! 
Para confeito da obra: 

Uma viola na mdo. 

^ While it is difficult to determine the date of this poetic contest, the reference to the 
attendance of Romano do Teixeira indicates that it took place some time during the 
second half of the nineteenth century. According to Linda Lewin's research on this 
famous bard, Romano was bom in Paraiba in 1835 and died in 1891. Moreover, he was 
already a celebrated popular poet during the early 1870s. Linda Lewin, "Who Was 'o 
Grande Romano'? Genealogical Purity, the Indian 'Past,' and Whiteness in Brazil's 
Northeast Backlands, 1750-1900," Journal of Latin American Lore, 19 (1996): 129-179. 
For the narrative of the encounter between Jeronimo and Zefinha, see "O Cego 
Sinfronio," in Leonardo Mota, Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertdo cearense, 3d 
ed. (1st ed., 1921; Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1960), 41-47. 
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Ai chamaropra janta, 
Eu fui pra comparece: 

Levava o bocado a boca 
Mas ndo podia desce 

Maginando na vergonha 
Que eu havera de sofre 
Andando na terra aleia 

E uma muie me vence . . . 

I sat down in front of everyone 
(It looked more like an assembly) 

When Zefinha came out 
All made up: 

She was short, plump and fair 
With a beautiful countenance ... 

. . .  S h e  h a d  m a d e  h e r s e l f  u p .  
And looked pretty as the devil! 

To complete the picture: 
She carried a guitar [viola] in her hand. ̂  

Then, they called everyone for dirmer, 
I presented myself at the table. 

I put the food in my mouth 
But it would not go down my throat 

Just from thinking of the shame 
That I would suffer, 

If I walked along in other people's land 
And everyone knew a woman had prevailed over me.^ 

As soon as dinner was over, Zefinha began the dispute by asking where the poet 

that had come to sing against her was. An exchange of rhythmical improvisations, 

through which the poets measured their rhetorical abilities, immediately followed. But in 

the end, Jeronimo defeated Zefinha by asking her a question to which she did not know 

^ A viola is a small guitar, typical of the Northeastern backlands, that cantadores use to 
accompany their sung poetry. 
^ "O Cego Sinfronio," in Mota, Cantadores, 42. 
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the answer. As a result, Jeronimo's mascuhne honor remained intact; a woman had not 

publicly defeated him and therefore he had no reason to feel shame. 

The poetic contest between Jeronimo and Zefinha illustrates at least some changes 

in gender relations that resulted from the profound social transformations of the last third 

of the nineteenth century. Zefinha's prominent presence as a famous cantadora (an 

occupation dominated by men) vividly reflects the increasing visibility of women as 

autonomous actors in backlands society. In fact, as this chapter will show, the social 

disorganization and widespread hardship of the years between 1865 and 1889 forced an 

increasing number of women to become the main source of sustenance for their families 

and to navigate public spaces, without the support of husbands or other male relatives. 

Jeronimo's fear of losing his honor if defeated by a woman in a poetic competition 

represents a rising masculine preoccupation with the preservation of honor in a context 

where the expanding public presence of autonomous women challenged traditional forms 

of familial patriarchy and male privilege. The fact that Zefinha dared Jeronimo to a poetic 

competition illustrates the challenge that women who lived outside of patriarchal control 

represented to men and to a society that upheld patriarchal values. But, while Jeronimo 

was able to defeat Zefinha in poetic improvisations and in this manner maintain his 

masculine honor, most poor free Cearense men did not have an equivalent opportunity to 

demonstrate their manhood. The changes and disruptions of the last third of the 

nineteenth century divested poor free men of the material symbols of honor that 

sertanejos had come to assert during the prosperous years. Seeing themselves as 

dishonorable and publicly defied by women who lived outside of patriarchal control, men 



resorted to violent acts as a way to reassert their honor, when these women publicly 

challenged their reputation. But this male violence and hostility toward women was not a 

simple reaction to worsening social and economic conditions in the sertao. Rather, this 

gendered form of aggression reflected a shift in the functioning of patriarchy and the 

increasing importance of public forms of patriarchy that sought to establish male 

precedence and affirm normative gender roles in the sertao. 

The Emergence and Rising Importance of "Women Alone" 

in Backlands Society 

The broad social change of the last third of the nineteenth century disrupted the 

lives and livelihoods of poor free Cearenses as well as the male sertanejos' possibilities to 

attain the symbols of masculine honor recognized during the brief moment of prosperity 

(1845 to 1870). But the deep social transformations of the last third of the nineteenth 

century also tore families of poor sertanejos apart. Recruitment for the Paraguayan War 

and the widespread flight of men to the wilderness to avoid impressment divided them 

from their families for extended periods of time. Some of the strategies that poor 

sertanejos undertook to confront the effects of poverty also took men away from their 

families. Male migration to the Amazon River valley, other provinces, or other 

municipalities deprived interior communities of a significant share of their masculine 

population, whether intermittently or permanently. The increase in banditry in the 
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backlands during these years also tore families apart, since men lived away from their 

families for various months or years at a time, while participating in bandit gangs."* 

The separation of families and the long-term or short-term absence of men 

precipitated the emergence and increasing visibility in backlands society of a large 

number of women whose fathers, brothers, husbands, lovers, sons and other male 

relatives had left behind. The significant presence of these women in the sertao of Ceara 

and other Northeastern provinces has been documented even for the period before the 

Great Drought of 1877-79. Juvenal Galeno indicated that young women, many of whom 

were orphans or abandoned children, roamed in the sertao in search of work, housing, 

and other forms of assistance. Ralph Delia Cava's study on a popular religious movement 

in Ceara in the early twentieth century also provides evidence of a visible and increasing 

population of poor women who did not have familial support in the interior, as early as 

the 1860s. According to Delia Cava, Father Jose Maria Ibiapina founded four charity 

houses—institutions that constituted a mix of orphanage, school for the daughters of 

wealthy landowners and convent—in the Cariri Valley and another eighteen elsewhere in 

the arid Northeast during the 1860s. While Ibiapina had hoped the houses would attract 

some elite women, most of the women who entered and who in effect became beatas 

(female mystics who dedicated their life to prayer) were poor.^ 

On the increase in banditry, see chap. 5 below. 
^ Juvenal Galeno, Lendas e cangdespopulares, 2 vols. (1st ed.,1864; Fortaleza; Imprensa 
Universitaria do Ceara, 1965), 1: 34. Ralph Delia Cava, Miracle at Joaseiro (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1970), 19; on orphans and abandoned children in general in 
the backlands during the second half of the nineteenth century see Joan Meznar, 
"Orphans and the Transition from Slave to Free Labor in Northeast Brazil: The Case of 
Campina Grande, Journal of Social History 21: 3 (Spring, 1994): 499-515. 
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The widespread migration and dislocation occasioned by the Great Drought 

ftirther disrupted sertanejo families, causing their separation and forcing women to 

confront the horrors of the calamity and its aftermath on their own. Contemporary 

observers commented on the disproportionate number of women who arrived and 

remained alone in refugee camps in Fortaleza and other coastal cities, citing begging and 

prostitution as a common fate.^ Roger Cunniff s study of lists of refugees aided by relief 

commissions from Ceara and other Northeastern provinces indicates that the same 

disproportion also prevailed in backlands towns, where large groups of retirantes 

congregated. The most telling figures presented in his study come from the town of 

Palmares in Pemambuco. There, of 1795 family heads that received aid on June 5, 1878, 

436 were wives without spouses and 688 were widows; only 671 were married men. 

Cunniff also argues that the official policy of removing men from the camps, relocating 

them to public works sites and providing them with food only if they worked contributed 

n 

to men's lower representation in refugee camps and to the disintegration of families. 

Eyewitnesses also noted that the disorganized and rushed manner in which retirantes 

were embarked and shipped to other provinces resulted in the bewildering separation of 

o 
families and additional pain and suffering. 

^ E.g., Rodolpho Theophilo, Historia da secca do Ceard (Fortaleza: Typographia do 
Libertador, 1883), 109; Jose Aurelio Saraiva C^ara, Fatos e documentos do Ceard 
provincial (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universit^ia da UFC, 1970), 118. 
' Roger L. Cunniff, "The Great Drought: Northeast Brazil, 1877-1880" (Ph.D. diss., 
University of Texas at Austin, 1970), 235, 237. 
^ Joaquim Alves, Historia das secas: Seculos XVIII e XIX (Fortaleza: Edi9oes do Instituto 
do Ceara, 1953), 233; Samuel Benchimol, O Cearense na Amazonia: Inquerito 
antropogreogrdfico sobre um tipo de imigrante (Rio de Janeiro: SPVEA, 1965), 35. 
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Another factor that helps explain the disparity of men and women in the 

distribution of refiigees in camps in Ceara and Piaui is the excess of widows in relation to 

widowers amongst them, which bears witness to the fact that, increasingly, women 

lacked marital networks of support. CunnifP s analysis of the marital status of refugees 

aged eighteen and older in relief colonies in Piauf in 1878 reveals a number of seventy-

nine widows and thirty-eight widowers. He also demonstrates that these figures are not 

quite so unusual because widows in Piaui, according to the 1872 national census, 

outnumbered widowers 5,187 to 3,705. The widowed population in Ceara was also 

elevated. According to the same census, widows there outnumbered widowers 14,597 to 

9,299. 

The military recruitment of retirante men in Fortaleza and other coastal cities also 

helps to account for the relative absence of men from family circles and refugee camps in 

Ceara during the Great Drought. According to Peter Beattie, Ceara's provincial president 

secured special permission from the Minister of War in 1877 to recruit drought victims 

beyond quota levels. Designed as a drought relief measure, the recruitment provided male 

refugees with an opportunity to escape disaster. Thus, the president of the province noted 

that every day about sixty civilians "volunteered" for army service, hoping to stay in their 

native province. Nevertheless, as Beattie notes, drought victims who enlisted were most 

^ Cunniff, "The Great Drought," 236, 238; Brazil, Directoria Geral de Estatistica, 
Recenseamento dapopulagao do Imperio do Brazil a que se procedeu no dia lo de 
Agosto de 1872, 21 vols. (Rio de Janeiro: 1873-76), 4: 176. 
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likely to be transferred to distant garrisons and were unable to remain close to their 

families as they had hoped when they volunteered into the army."^ 

As a substantial number of women became separated from their husbands or other 

male relatives, they had to enact a variety of survival strategies to cope with misery and 

hardship. In order to analyze these strategies, the conditions in which these women lived 

and their position in backlands society, this chapter classifies adult orphaned, immarried, 

widowed, and separated women who were apart from their fathers, husbands, consensual 

partners or other male relatives for longer or shorter periods of time under the single 

category of "women alone." In doing so, this work applies Maura Palazzi's 

conceptualization derived from the Italian donna sola to the study of women's lives in 

Ceara during the late nineteenth century. For Palazzi, "women alone" is a category that 

includes women in different conditions, whose "solitude" is not a simple function of 

marital status, but rather the consequence of a suspension of normative gender roles that 

result from moments of living apart from men.'^ 

"Women alone" constituted a significant segment of the refugees who 

concentrated themselves in coastal cities and other towns during the Great Drought. 

Contemporary novels demonstrate that female retirantes eked out the subsistence for 

themselves and their families on their own and, thus, reversed prevalent gender norms. 

For example, Luzia, the main character in Domingos Olfmpio's naturalist novel Luzia-

Peter Beattie, Tribute of Blood: Army, Honor, Race and Nation in Brazil, 1864-1945 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 132-133. 

Maura Palazzi, "Work and Residence of 'Women Alone' in the Context of a Patrilineal 
System (Eighteenth- and Nineteenth- Century Northern Italy)," in Gender, Kinship, 
Power: A Comparative and Interdisciplinary History, ed. Mary Jo Maynes and others 
(New York: Routledge, 1996), 216-228. 
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Homem was an orphan who lived with her sick and old mother in a hut, and who worked 

in the construction of Sobral's jail during the 1877 drought.^^ A series of poems that 

Galeno wrote in the 1860s also depict the lives of "women alone" who supported 

themselves from their own work as a seamstress, laundress and in one case as an ironing 

woman. The women are characterized as living in rural towns and getting much of their 

business from the wives of wealthier fazendeiros, State officials, and elite members of the 

National Guard who resided there for much of the time. Through the use of the first 

person, the seamstress, who is the subject matter of "^4 costureira," narrated her life story. 

She declared herself to be an abandoned woman who found herself without bread or 

clothes, until she acquired skills in sewing and repairing dresses. These poems describe 

women workers without husbands, consensual partners or other family members, which 

contrasts with other poems by Galeno where the voices of male day laborers, recruits and 

farmers express the need to make a living to sustain their wives and children or their old 

1 T 
fathers and mothers. 

Domingos Olfmpio, native of Sobral, Ceara, wrote the naturalist novel Luzia-Homem 
in 1903 from his observations of the despair and dislocation of drought refugees in his 
native town during the Great Drought. Olfmpio, Luzia-Homem (1st ed., 1903; Fortaleza: 
ABC Fortaleza, 1999), 16-17 

Galeno, "A costureira," "A lavandeira," and "A engomadeira, " in Lendas, 2: 25-28, 
63-67, 111-114; examples of poetry by Galeno depicting the lives of male family 
providers are "O pobre feliz," "O meu rofado," in Lendas, 1: 43-47, 100-103; and "O 
jomaleiro," in Lendas, 2: 116-125. For references to laundresses and ironing women 
working in the interior of Ceara and other Northeastern provinces see Irineu Pinehiro, O 
Cariri, sen descobrimento, povoamento, costumes (Fortaleza: R. Senador Pompeu, 1950), 
119-120; Richard Burton, Explorations of the Highlands of Brazil, 2 vols. (New York: 
Greenwood Press Publishers, 1969; reprint, London: Tinsley Brothers, 1869), 2: 358 
(page references are to reprint edition). 
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As the life of the character Luzia in Luzia-Homem and those of the main 

protagonists of these three poems suggest, "women alone" not only became an 

increasingly more visible segment of the interior population, but also were forced to step 

into the position of heads of their own households. By itself, the title of Olimpio's novel 

Luzia-Homem suggests the inversion of gender roles in the case of a young retirante 

woman who, as a result of performing the role of provider, came to be seen as homem, a 

man. Therefore, it is likely that, facing the short-term or more prolonged absence of male 

relatives or husbands, many women, like Luzia, had to take on the masculine role of 

providers and became the main and perhaps even sole earners of their own sustenance 

and that of their children. 

Researchers have, so far, not located household censuses that would allow for 

detailed analysis of household composition and headship in the interior of Ceara in the 

nineteenth century. Nevertheless, studies of family organization and household structure 

in various regions during the late eighteenth century and early nineteenth century 

demonstrate that female-headed households were not uncommon in Brazil. Those studies 

show that female household heads constituted between 10 and 40 percent of all heads in 

rural areas of the Southeast as well as in two parishes of the Reconcavo of the 

Northeastern province of Bahia during the early nineteenth century. There is no reason 

For instance, based on manuscript parish censuses, Donald Ramos established that in 
the agrarian area of Cachoeira do Campo, Minas Gerais, 35.1 percent of all households 
were headed by women in 1838. Elizabeth Kuznesof found 31.4 percent female-headed 
households in three rural parishes around the city of Sao Paulo in 1836. B.J. Barickman 
and Martha Few identified 27.8 percent of female-headed households in two rural 
parishes of the Bahian Reconcavo, the hinterland immediately adjacent to the city of 
Salvador. Donald Ramos, "Single and Married Women in Vila Rica, Brazil, 1754-1838," 
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to believe that the sertao of Ceara, or of other Northeastern provinces, were any exception 

to this pattern. Indeed, scattered evidence from Piaui points to the fact that female-headed 

households existed in that cattle-grazing province during the late eighteenth century. For 

instance, 28.8 percent of all households listed in a 1762 manuscript census of the 

backlands town of Oeiras were headed by women. Therefore, it would be surprising if a 

similar proportion did not characterize the interior of Ceara. And even more surprising, if 

in the wake of the broad and far-reaching transformations that overtook the Cearense 

backlands, the proportion of female-headed households did not increase in the second 

half of the nineteenth century. 

"Women alone," such as those depicted in Galeno's poems, were able to engage 

in remunerated employment in domestic activities as the decline of slavery in the 

backlands opened up opportunities for women in these areas. But women as household 

Journal of Family History 16, 3 (1991): 265; Elizabeth Kuznesof, "Household 
Composition and Headship as Related to Changes in Mode of Production: Sao Paulo 
1765 to 1836," CSSH22, 1 (1980): 86; B.J. Barickman and Martha Few, "Ana Paulinha 
de Queiros, Joaquina da Costa, and Their Neighbors: Free Women of Color as Household 
Heads in Rural Bahia (Brazil), 1835," in Beyond Bondage: Free Women of Color in the 
Americas, ed. David Barry Caspar and Darlene Clark Hines (Urbana: University of 
Illinois Press, forthcoming). Other studies that have identified considerable rates of 
female-headed households include Luciano Raposo de Almeida Figuereido, Barrocas 
Familas: Vida familiar em Minas Gerais no seculo XVIII (Sao Paulo: Hucitec, 1997), 
139-140; Ramos, "Marriage and the Family in Colonial Vila Rica," HAHR 55,2 (1975): 
200-245; Alida Metcalf, Family and Frontier in Colonial Brazil: Santana de Parnaiba, 
1580-1822 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), 145; Sheila de Castro Faria, 
A Colonia em movimento: Fortuna e familia no cotidiano colonial (Rio de Janeiro: Nova 
Fronteira, 1998), 53. 

The 1762 manuscript census of Oeiras is published in Miridam Britto Falci, "A cidade 
de Oeiras do Paiuf," RIHGB A1 (April-June, 2000): 255-291. Based on the same census, 
Luiz Mott demonstrates that single women and widows headed households located in 
more rural areas, where the main economic activities were cattle ranching and 
subsistence agriculture. Luiz Mott, Piaui Colonial: Populagdo, economia e sociedade 
(Teresina: Projeto Petronio Portella, 1985), 83. 
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heads could also obtain sustenance for themselves and their families from farming, when 

they were able to retain some form of access to land and labor. The 1872 census indicated 

that 19.5 percent of all lavradores, or farmers, in Ceara were women. The census figures 

do not provide information about the proportion of female farmers who could be 

classified as poor; nor do they indicate how many of those women were the main source 

of support for their families. Yet, their appearance in the census as farmers shows that 

single women were not always subsumed under the occupation of male family members 

and points to the possibility that they headed their own households. Other sources 

indicate that women earned the sustenance for themselves and their families through 

farming. For instance, Rodolpho Theophilo noted that poor women were often cotton 

farmers during the late 1860s and early 1870s. Criminal cases corroborate that 

information. For instance, Maria Rosa, a poor free single woman had access to land as a 

moradora on a property belonging to Gongalo Martins Chaves, where she cultivated 

cotton. Poor widows who did not re-marry and single women appear as farmers in post

mortem inventories. For example, the widow Teresa Maria de Jesus in all likelihood 

cultivated the one thousand manioc covas, or small mounds where manioc roots were 

planted, in her family's field with the help of her children. She had a twenty-three year 

old daughter Florinda, a nineteen-year old son Jose, a fourteen-year old daughter 

Joaquina and an eleven-year old son Luis.^^ 

Brazil, Recenseamento dapopulagdo, 176; Theophilo, Historia da secca, 26; Tamboril, 
Crime, 3,6:5a, 1865, APEC. 

Jucas, Inv. 4, 89; 28, 1868. See also Jucas, Inv. 7, 92: 2, 1887, APEC. 
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The fact that Rosa Maria and Teresa Maria de Jesus appear in the documentation 

as cotton and manioc farmers in itself might be of special significance. Cotton and food 

crops, such as beans, manioc and com, could be planted in smallholdings and harvested 

and processed with the help of children, other family members, or when available, a 

couple of slaves; the cultivation of other crops that required larger investments in land, 

18 labor and equipment was in all likelihood beyond the means of poor "women alone." 

Those autonomous women who retained access to comparatively larger landholdings and 

could count on the labor of their children or slaves could also be small ranchers. The 

1872 census indicates that women were 7.2 percent of all criadores, or ranchers, at the 

provincial level, although, as in the case of the farmers, these data do not specify the 

number of poor free women who were ranchers. 

Criminal cases also demonstrate the presence of "women alone" who provided for 

themselves and their families from their own work. For example, only 11 percent of the 

total of poor free women whose profiles appear in criminal cases from Tamboril and 

Jucas between 1865 and 1889 claimed to live off the labor of their husbands or to live in 

their "parents' company," a phrase used in the case of minors who did not have 

occupations of their own. The other 89 percent was comprised of poor women who were 

On the choice of cultivation of crops compatible with family labor, and particularly 
tobacco, over more labor-, land- and capital-intensive crops, such as sugar, by poor free 
female household heads in Bahia, see Barickman and Few, "Ana Paulinha," 28-32. 

Brazil, Recenseamento dapopulagao, 176. 
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laundresses, seamstresses, ironing women, spinsters, midwives, quitandeiras (small-scale 

90 
fruit and vegetable vendors), and domestic servants. 

While sertanejo "women alone" could turn to a variety of strategies to sustain 

themselves and their children, it is clear that the absence of husbands, boyfriends, fathers, 

brothers or other male relatives meant additional hardship, dislocation, and further 

economic and physical insecurity. That women feared such outcomes is evident in a 

series of incidents that took place in Tamboril and a few other mimicipalities in 1876. 

According to a Provincial presidential report, some women, "mothers, wives, daughters 

and sisters, terrified by the new Recruitment Law [of 1874] ..., invaded the locations 

where enrollment boards functioned in Tamboril, Uniao, Santa Quiteria, and Acarape, 

and destroyed enrollment records."^' The Recruitment Law of 1874 established a draft 

lottery by which Brazilian men from all social classes could be drafted so that the burden 

of military service would not fall exclusively on the poor. Even more important, the law 

did away with marriage as an exemption for military service. The protests demonstrate 

that sertanejo women saw the law as jeopardizing the already precarious existence of 

poor free families, by threatening to press into service male family providers. Indeed, as 

Beattie has shown, the draft of a male family member to a six-year, low-paying contract 

could mean severe hardship to impoverished households and even dislocation if families 

' )() 

This percentage is calculated from a total of fifty-two women that appear as witnesses, 
defendants, and plaintiffs in criminal proceedings in Jucas and Tamboril between 1865 
and 1890. 
91 

Ceara, Falla (Faria Lemos—Assembleia Provincial, 1876), 5. 
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99 decided to uproot themselves to accompany draftees. As this chapter will further 

elaborate below, for women, the loss of their husbands or male family members also 

meant additional vulnerability to violence from other men and other forms of humiliation. 

Consequently, women who would have to take up the responsibility of their households 

on their own feared such outcomes and protested against the law. 

Extreme precariousness and economic hardship could drive "women alone" and 

young girls to prostitution or part-time prostitution as an alternative to earn money. 

According to the poet Galeno, the tutorias, or guardianships, system neither protected 

property nor guaranteed the well-being of the large pool of orphan girls who roamed 

around in the interior. Instead, powerful men or even poorer relatives of female orphans 

who became their guardians at the time of their fathers' death often took sexual 

advantage of them. Tainted by the stigma of being "lost" when they reached legal 

emancipation from their tutors, these female orphans did not receive any stipend, and 

Beattie discusses at length the parliamentary and public debate regarding the passing of 
the Recruitment Law of 1874, and its broader implications in Brazil in Tribute of Blood, 
chaps. 3, 4; on resistance to the law as a protest from the honorable poor in the Northeast 
against a legal change that undermined the old system of exemptions, see Joan Meznar, 
"The Ranks of the Poor; Military Service and Social Differentiation in Northeast Brazil, 
1830-1875," HAHR 72: 3 (1992): 335-351. 
9-2 

The Brazilian legal inheritance practice regulated by the Ordenagdes Filipinas 
established the tutorias system as a way to protect the material possessions and guarantee 
the well-being of orphans who were minors by making provisions for the minors' 
guardianship by the time of passing of one of their parents. Under the system, legally-
appointed guardians were required to take charge of orphans and teach them skills that 
would allow their survival after they reached legal majority. Guardians were also 
required to deposit a yearly stipend in the municipal treasury which was to be given to the 
orphans by the time they reached legal age, or married. On the workings of the tutorias 
system in the Northeast, see Meznar, "Orphans," 499-515. 
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often turned to prostitution as a means to survive.^'' Contemporary observers commented 

on the fate of prostitution that befell many retirante women during their travels of penury 

in the interior and once they arrived in coastal towns. Mothers of small children who 

became separated from their male relatives on the trip, widows, and orphan girls engaged 

in prostitution in exchange for food and shelter. 

The extent of the practice of prostitution among poor women, even when they had 

some form of remunerated employment, can be partially illustrated by information from 

an 1887 manuscript census of Fortaleza that Eni de Mesquita Samara consulted. 

According to the data, 10.3 percent of all 1,984 women without property listed 

prostitution as their main occupation, while fourteen other women were seamstresses, 

domestic workers, ironing women, weavers as well as part-time prostitutes. Full-time and 

part-time prostitution in the interior was in all likelihood less prominent than in Fortaleza, 

since backlands towns were smaller and presumably did not have the same proportion of 

male clientele. It is also likely that this census reflects an increased proportion of 

prostitutes in Fortaleza as a result of the dislocating effects of the Great Drought.^^ 

Nonetheless, travelers who visited the sertao during the second half of the nineteenth 

Galeno, Lendas, 1: 34-35. 
25 * See, e.g., Theophilo, Historia da secca, 104; Olimpio, Luzia-Homem, 4; see also the 
discussion of prostitution during the Great Drought in Marco Antonio Villa, Vida e morte 
no sertdo: Historia das secas no Nordeste nos seculos XIXe XX(Sao Paulo: Editora 
Atica, 2000), 65-68. 

In listing prostitution as an occupation this is an usual source, since other censuses, 
such as the 1872 national census, do no include prostitution as an occupation. Eni de 
Mesquita Samara, "Mao-de-obra feminina, oportunidades e mercado de trabalho no 
Brasil, seculo XIX," paper presented at the International Congress of the Latin American 
Studies Association, Washington, D.C., 1995, 18. 
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century noted that prostitution was widespread and that the number of women who 

9 7  
dedicated themselves to this occupation was "quite large." 

In sum, the rapid and dislocating social change experienced in the interior during 

the last third of the nineteenth century tore families apart and created an increasingly 

visible population of "women alone" who were the main soiarce of sustenance for their 

families. Poor free women increasingly worked for wages in domestic service and textile 

production. "Women alone" also grew cotton and manioc when they were able to retain 

some form of access to land and could count on the labor of family members or a few 

slaves. Through these various activities, women attempted to keep their families afloat in 

the midst of hardship. Nevertheless, the living conditions of these women and their 

children were undoubtedly worsened as a result of the absence of their consensual 

partners, husbands, fathers and other male relatives. The economic situation of these 

women and their children was precarious, at best, which often drove some to compensate 

their income through prostitution. 

"Women alone." violent patriarchy and masculine honor 

What effects did the rise in visibility of "women alone" and female household 

heads have in patriarchal relations in the Cearense backlands? Did conceptualizations of 

the position of men and women in rural society change as a result of the broad social 

transformations of the period between 1865 and 1889, which forced many women to 

E.g., Francisco Freire Alemao, "Papeis da Expedicao ao Ceara,"^5A^ 81 (1961): 210; 
Antonio Bezerra, Notas de Viagem (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1965 
[1884]), 247. 
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become the main or sole providers for their families? In order to answer these questions, 

it is first necessary to engage in a dialogue with the extensive historiography on the 

family and patriarchy in Brazil during the late colonial period and the nineteenth century. 

Since its first publication in 1933, Gilberto Freyre's Casa-grande & senzala, 

translated into English as The Masters and the Slaves, has become one of the most 

influential works in the study of family history in Brazil. Centering his analysis on the 

sugar-producing regions of the Northeast, Freyre sought to demonstrate that the 

patriarchal structure of the wealthy families of sugar planters constituted the basis of the 

Brazilian society that emerged in the colonial period. According to Freyre, the sugar 

planters as patriarchs held power over all family and household members as they were in 

effect "the lords of the earth," as well as of the men and the women living under their 

tutelage.^^ But as B.J. Barickman shows, Freyre did not clearly define who exactly made 

up the sugar planters' households and whether their families were predominantly nuclear 

or extended. This ambiguity in Freyre's work in turn has been significant in shaping the 

way in which his seminal study has been interpreted by more recent scholars who have 

9 0  •  •  
designed their work as a revisionist critique of Freyre. Furthermore, in 1951, Antonio 

Candido published an essay on the Brazilian family in which he presented some findings 

that approximated those of Freyre's. But unlike Freyre, Antonio Candido explicitly 

Gilberto Freye, Casa-grande & senzala: Formagdo da familia brasileira sob o regime 
da economiapatriarcal, 43d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Record, 2001). The work has been 
translated into English as Gilberto Freyre, The Masters and the Slaves: A Study in the 
Development of Brazilian Civilization, trans. Samuel Putnam, 2d ed. (New York: Knofp, 
1971); on the sugar planters as "lords," see Freyre, Masters and Slaves, xxxv. 

B. J. Barickman, "Revisiting the Casa-grande: Plantation and Cane-Farming 
Households in Early Nineteenth-Century Bahia," HAHR, forthcoming. 
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defined the extended family household as the most significant family type in colonial and 

nineteenth-century Brazil. As Barickman demonstrates, more recent revisionist scholars 

have merged the findings from these two studies and considered them the main sources of 

what is commonly called the "traditional view" of the Brazilian family during this period. 

According to this perspective, ostensibly put forth by both Freyre and Antonio Candido, 

the patriarchal extended family that originated in the sugar-producing regions of the 

Northeast became the predominant family type in the colonial period and the nineteenth 

century, as it spread to other regions of Brazil. Moreover, according to the revisionist 

interpretations of the "traditional view," white sugar planters and other large landowners 

retained control and authority over all members of their households, which included their 

wives, children, mistresses, illegitimate children as well as all the slaves, dependents and 

O 1 
other inhabitants of their extensive landholdings. 

Since the late 1960s, this large body of revisionist studies has challenged the so-

called classic or "traditional" understanding of the patriarchal extended family as the 

most significant form of family organization during the colonial period and the nineteenth 

O A  

Antonio Candido [de Mello e Souza], "The Brazilian Family," in Brazil: Portrait of 
Haifa Continent, ed. T. Lynn Smith and Alexander Marchant (New York: Dryden Press, 
1951), 291-312. 
o 1 

On the integration of the findings of Freyre and Antonio Candido into a "traditional 
view" and for references of the works that regard works by the two authors as a common 
source for this view, see Barickman, "Revisiting the Casa-grande," 3-5, 47-49. For a 
criticism of the revisionist scholarship, see also, Ronaldo Vainfas, Tropica dos pecados: 
Moral, sexualidade e Inquisigdo no Brasil (Rio de Janeiro: Campus, 1989), 110-112; and 
Sheila de Castro Faria, A Colonia, 48-49. An example of the revisionist criticism to the 
"traditional view" is Mariza Correa, "Repensando a familia patriarcal brasileira (notas 
para o estudo das formas de organizagao familiar no Brasil)," in Colcha de retalhos: 
Estudos sobre a familia no Brasil, ed. Maria Suely Kofes de Almeida and others (Sao 
Paulo: Brasiliense, 1982), 13-38. 
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century. In particular, demographic studies which rely on household census materials 

from the Southeast have identified a diversity of family and household arrangements in 

various locations. Research has shown that family organization in Brazil has been highly 

flexible and adaptable to changing social and economic conditions and that nuclear 

families were the most common form of family arrangement in most locales both among 

elite and lower class groups. Through census analysis of household composition and 

headship, scholars have also found high rates of female-headed households and 

matrifocal families in various locales. Thus, the revisionist research demonstrates that 

family structure in the Brazilian Southeast during the colonial period and the early 

nineteenth century was decidedly more diverse and complex than the perspective 

presented by the "traditional view," which supposedly derives from the works of Freyre 

and Antonio Candido. 

But, if the revisionist scholarship has succeeded in challenging the idea that 

extended family household was the norm at least in the Southeast of Brazil, it has been 

less successful at demonstrating the significance of its findings to understanding the 

fiinctioning of patriarchy in Brazil. A good example of this overall weakness in the 

revisionist literature is the treatment of patriarchy by those works that deal with female-

32 * * See, e.g., Maria Luiza Marciho, A cidade de Sao Paulo: Povoamento e populagdo, 
1750-1850 (Sao Paulo: Pioneira/ EDUSP, 1973); Iraci del Nero da Costa, Vila Rica: 
Populagdo (1719-1826) (Sao Paulo: IPE-USP, 1979); Eni de Mesquita Samara, ̂ 5' 
mulheres, opoder e a familia: Sao Paulo, Seculo XIX (Sao Paulo: Marco Zero, 1989); 
Ramos, "Marriage," 200-225; idem, "Single," 261-282; Elizabeth Kuznesof, Household 
Economy and Urban Development: Sao Paulo. 1765 to 1836 (Boulder, Colorado: 
Westview Press, 1986); Maria Odila Silva Dias, Power and Everyday Life: The Lives of 
Working Women in Nineteenth-century Brazil, trans. Ann Frost (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1995). 
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headed households in the Southeast. The authors of these studies seek to challenge the 

idea that patriarchal social structures were common and widespread by showing that 

women were heads of their own households. Moreover, they have shown that in some 

locations, as a result of broad social and economic change, women played active 

economic roles and sustained their families, independently of men.^^ Yet, these works 

have not addressed the question of whether local conceptualizations of gender hierarchy 

forced different forms of subordination precisely on female household heads that lived 

outside familial patriarchal control. These works have also failed to examine whether the 

social transformations that prompted increases in female-headed households in some 

regions were accompanied by changes in patriarchal understandings regarding normative 

gender roles. As Ronaldo Vainfas notes in a general criticism of the revisionist literature 

based on census materials, the finding that a variety of household arrangements 

coexisted, "does not diminish the dominant patriarchal structures, unless we wish to 

assert that, just because they lived outside of the casa-grande [the sugar planter's 

household], the so-called 'alternative families' were not influenced by patriarchal power 

and prevalent patriarchal values." In his criticism of the revisionist literature, Barickman 

also points out that it is problematic to attempt to derive an understanding of patriarchy 

See, e.g., Samara, As mulheres; idem, "Tendencias atuais da historia da familia no 
Brasil," in Pensando a familia no Brasil, ed. Cameiro Almeida and Paula Gon9alves (Rio 
de Janeiro: Espa90 e Tempo, 1987), 25-36; and, Dias, Power, Ramos, "Marriage," 201-
225. 
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and the patriarchal family, by analyzing exclusively household composition and structure 

as revealed in census materials.^"^ 

An examination of the stigmatization of and aggression against "women alone" in 

the interior of Ceara during the period between 1865 and 1889 as revealed in criminal 

proceedings and other sources will demonstrate that patriarchal values did not diminish as 

a result of the separation of family members and the increasing visibility of women as 

household heads. Instead, due to the increasing inability of husbands, consensual 

husbands, fathers, and other male family members to control women's mobility, sexuality 

and labor during the dislocating period, forms of familial patriarchy gave way to the 

increased significance of public patriarchy. Men, including poor free sertanejos in Ceara, 

did, indeed, insist on enforcing patriarchal claims and authority over "women alone," 

even if they were not from their own family. During these years, men saw themselves as 

the guardians of a social order in which unsupervised "women alone" were to be kept 

subordinated and restrained as a way to ensure the continuation of at least some form of 

male precedence in backlands society. The conditions that determined an increase in the 

number of female headed households, within a society where patriarchal values were 

upheld, in fact subjected women, who found themselves alone and unprotected, to 

additional forms of humiliation and even violence. 

A first place to see the stigmatization of "women alone" is in the treatment of a 

female popular poet by her male peers. In his 1921 anthology of Northeastern popular 

poetry, Leonardo Mota indicates that Rita Medeiros, a cantadora from the northwest of 

Vainfas, Tropica, 110; on the problems of using census materials to disprove 
patriarchy, see Barickman, "Revisiting the Casa-grande," 41. 
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Ceara, was extremely popular, especially among the black population of the area during 

the late nineteenth century. Yet, male cantadores composed a series of "obscene 

parodies" of her own poetry that they repeated to male-only audiences. Some of these 

verses reveal that male cantadores scorned Rita Medeiros. In the following lines, the 

cantador Anselmo, bom in Ipu in 1867, expressed this masculine disdain for a woman 

who did not fit accepted patterns of feminine behavior in the interior. 

Vase embora, esgalopada 
Que ndo tern quem Ihe aguente, 

Vase embora pros inferno 
Que ndo tem quem Ihe sustente! 

Go away, gluttonous woman 
For nobody can bear you. 

Go to hell now 
For you have no one to maintain you! 

Here, Anselmo's poetry criticized Rita for not having a male provider. According 

to the predominant patriarchal constructions, a woman needed a husband, lover, or other 

masculine figure of authority to sustain her as well as to protect her honor. Another 

portion of the poem reveals that Rita in fact lived off the money she earned as a cantadora 

and also worked in comboios, or cart drives, that transported goods. Therefore, Anselmo 

was correct in pointing out that Rita did not have a male provider, since she seems to 

have been economically independent. But the absence of a male provider in Rita's life 

also subjected her to impertinent remarks about her sexual propriety. Anselmo mentioned 

in different sections of the poem that Rita e muie do Vicente, "is Vicente's woman," 

or 
"O Anselmo," in Mota, Cantadores, 176. 
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"claims to be a virgin," and "wants to marry him."^^ All of these qualifications, of course, 

amount to a construction of Rita as a dishonorable woman, who lacked sexual modesty. 

According to understandings of honor and patriarchy in the Cearense sertao, a woman's 

honor lay tied to her sexual purity. Moreover, as chapter 2 has shown, family men were 

in charge of defending and protecting women's honor and restraining their sexuality. 

Thus, these verses reveal that sertanejo men saw "women alone," who were independent 

of familial patriarchal power, as sexually uncontrolled and dishonorable and, therefore, 

the deserving objects of insults and humiliation. 

The condemnation of Rita's reputation as revealed in the poems could be 

considered extreme and perhaps unrepresentative. Most working women in the interior 

were not cantadoras, who moved in a predominantly masculine world and competed 

against men in public improvisations. Instead, they were seamstresses, laundresses and 

domestic servants, women who performed work that was considered suitable for 

37 females. Nevertheless, questioning of the reputation of "women alone" as centered on 

their sexual propriety also becomes explicit in criminal cases that offer details about the 

lives of some of these women. For example, a notable male citizen of Tamboril 

challenged the validity of two single women workers' declaration in a criminal case by 

"O Anselmo," in Mota, Cantadores, 175-177. 
37 * In his study of honor in contemporary Mediterranean societies, Julian Pitt-Rivers notes 
that women can be seen as dishonorable if they engage in actions or occupations that 
society deems as proper to men. See, The Fate of Shechem, or the Politics of Sex 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 44. 
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saying that they were "immoral" and "accustomed to exchanging their desires for 

money," implying that they were prostitutes.^^ 

The fact that, due to the precariousness of their lives despite their work, "women 

alone" often engaged in part-time prostitution, or at times accepted help from men in 

exchange of sexual favors, undoubtedly exacerbated the perception that these women 

were irmnoral. For example, Guilhermina, a woman who according to some witnesses 

reluctantly had become Lieutenant Colonel Raimundo Gomes de Oliveira's lover, earned 

a reputation of being "lost" even before meeting the Lieutenant because she had drifted 

"from house to house" searching for assistance. 

As these examples suggest, the broad changes that disrupted families and forced 

an increasing number of "women alone" into abject poverty, into prostitution, and into 

heading their own households, subjected these women to public humiliation, which often 

centered on accusations of sexual impropriety. But, as Rita Medeiro's case makes clear, 

regardless of whether they actually engaged in prostitution, "women alone" earned a 

dishonorable reputation due to the absence of male figures in their lives and their 

subversion of normative gender roles. According to backlands constructs of patriarchy, 

men were the appropriate protectors and defenders of women's honor, as well as the 

effective controllers of women's sexuality and labor. Thus, as women living outside 

38 • • • • Scribes in criminal cases used the common phrase "lives of her own work" to describe 
these women's occupations, but did not specifically declare what their occupations were. 
Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7: 18, 1871, APEC. 

Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 42,1874. See also, Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7: 18, 1871, APEC. On the 
bad reputation of seamstresses and other female workers in Sao Paulo, see Dias, Power, 
135-136. 
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patriarchal control, "women alone" were seen as sexually unrestrained and therefore a 

danger to the social order. 

An examination of criminal cases from Jucas and Tamboril reveals that "women 

alone" were also objects of violence from men who were not their relatives, husbands, or 

consensual partners. "Women alone" were the most common victims of reported 

incidents of male violence against females in the two municipalities. Of a total of thirty 

court cases detailing various episodes of aggression against women, 60 percent, or 

eighteen cases involved surras, or floggings, beatings, or other violent attacks, on poor, 

single, or widowed women as well as women who obviously did not have male relatives 

to protect them. This proportion of violent crime against "women alone" sharply 

contrasts with Susan Socolow's findings in her analysis of reported crime in the province 

of Buenos Aires during the second half of the eighteenth century. The author indicates 

that the overwhelming majority of reported incidents of physical abuse against females in 

Buenos Aires involved acts of aggression perpetrated by husbands and consensual 

partners against women."^^ Even though a great deal of domestic violence undoubtedly 

went unreported in Ceara, the high proportion of "women alone" as victims of male 

violence is in itself indicative of their broader visibility in the backlands, and their 

specific vulnerability to male assault during the period under study. 

"Women alone" who appear in criminal cases as victims of male floggings are 

almost always described in the court records as poor and being unable to sustain their 

Susan Migden Socolow, "Women and Crime, Buenos Aires, 1757-97," in The Problem 
of Order in Changing Societies, ed. Lyman Johnson (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1990), 4-5. 
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children. In a good number of cases, the women who had been victims of surras at the 

hands of non-related men were widows."^' Yet, while these women clearly were poor and 

in some ways even helpless, they had publicly asserted some form of power vis-a-vis a 

man of their acquaintance.''^ For example, Apolonia de tal, from Jucas, had performed 

witchcraft against the illiterate farmer Francisco Americo, which according to him and 

his friends had, in fact, provoked an illness. The old Ana Morena, who worked tending 

clothes (it is not clear whether she was a laundress or an ironing woman), angered the 

illiterate farmer Estevao da Mota Silveira by refiising to leave a meeting with friends in 

order to return his clothes and break larger currency into change, as he ordered her to do. 

Maria Jose de Carvalho, who "lived of her own work," had attempted to defend her 

mother, whom she lived with, from the farmer Tome Alves da Cruz's attacks, and in the 

fight had called him "drunk." Senhorinha Ferreira de Carvalho, who performed 

agricultural work in the Fazenda Mutuca, had refused the sexual advances of the illiterate 

The emphasis on these women's poverty is part of the structure of the criminal justice 
system itself since indigent people had to prove their "state of misery" in order to obtain 
the assistance of public prosecutors in criminal courts, hnpoverished people who could 
prove that they were too poor to pay the cost of a lawsuit could obtain assistance from 
public prosecutors to pursue their cases. In order to do this, they were required to obtain 
"certificates of poverty" in which priests or neighbors attested that it was public 
knowledge that the plaintiff in question was undergoing hardship. In such cases, lawsuits 
for physical offenses, seduction or other private crimes became public criminal 
investigations headed by the public prosecutor. 

Only in one of these cases the attackers were relatives of the victim and in another, 
they were the victim's neighbors. 
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farmer Andre."^^ In a few other cases, women "had spoken" of some men's character or 

questionable actions, and in this way tainted their reputation."^"^ 

According to the male offenders, the actions or words of these women were 

"provocations" that invited violence in retribution because they challenged their social 

standing. A close reading of the cases shows that these women's "provocations" 

involved public assertions of power—at the expense of the reputation of a particular 

man—by women whose way of life was already suspect due to their independence from 

patriarchal control. In the case of Apolonia de tal, her magical powers publicly 

challenged, even if temporarily, a man's activity and freedom of movement. Using Ruth 

Behar's words, Apolonia "tum[ed] the world upside down" and exercised control over a 

vital aspect of a man's life, by causing him an illness.^^ The other women also subverted 

the patriarchal social structure when they publicly flouted men's orders or challenged 

men's perceived right to sexually seize women at their discretion or to fight in order to 

defend honor. Aggrieved by these women's actions, poor men typically sought violent 

retribution and rounded the help of other, normally younger, illiterate men, ambushed 

women and flogged them with leather whips, tree tnmks with thorns, and clubs. In some 

cases, men attacked and wounded women with knives. 

Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 19,1875; 7, 1875; Tamboril, Crime, 3, 6: 1, 1865; Jucas, Crime, 6, 
17: 2, 1868; another case of a woman who refused a man's sexual advances and 
consequently was flogged is Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 9, 1876, APEC. 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 36,1873; 40, 1874; 6, 17: 1, 1875; 29, 1881; Tamboril, 
Crime, 6, 9: 16, 1876, APEC 

Ruth Behar, "Sexual Witchcraft, Colonialism and Women's Power," in Sexuality and 
Marriage in Colonial Latin America, ed. Asimcion Lavrin (Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1989), 178-206. 
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It is true that this type of aggression was inserted in a context in which male 

violence against women was common in a variety of situations."^^ Yet, the violent 

lashings of "women alone" during the period between 1865 and 1889 speak to the 

specific effects of the rapid social transformations of this period on the functioning of 

patriarchy in the sertao and on men's understanding of their honor. On the one hand, as 

chapter 3 has shown, the difficult conditions of the late nineteenth centur}' effectively 

divested poor free Cearense men of the symbols of masculine honor and social status, as 

well as of their ability to exercise effective patriarchal control over family women. On the 

other hand, women's increasing visibility as household heads and providers for their 

families placed them in prominent public positions, but without the backing of men who 

could protect them and vouchsafe for their honor. This often resulted in forms of 

humiliation against women. But, even more important, for poor free men whose honor 

was undermined, the increasing visibility of "women alone" in itself represented a 

challenge to the patriarchal order in which men effectively controlled women's sexuality, 

mobility and labor. Therefore, "women alone" defied the masculine honor of poor 

sertanejos. In this context, bold actions or words from "women alone" were seen as 

powerfiil symbols of impudence and perhaps even reminders of men's decreasing social 

status and honor. In the absence of husbands, brothers, or other family members who 

Women as wives, consensual partners, sisters and even mothers of men were surrogate 
victims of violence directed to their loved ones when those who had issues of contention 
(including land disputes, non-payment of debts or indemnities for destruction of property) 
sought to settle with violence and did not find them in their homes. Wives and female 
consensual partners suffered domestic violence at the hands of their husbands or male 
partners, including slaves, and girls received disciplinary floggings from their fathers. 
See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 1, 4: 9, 1848; 2, 5: 10, 1863; 3, 6: 5a, 1865; 24, 1870; 6, 9: 2, 
1875; Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 12, 1870; 5, 16: 17, 1872, APEC. 
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could discipline and control these women, non-related men took it upon themselves to 

punish them with violence, by deploying a language of legitimacy and authority in 

correcting urmianageable women. In doing so, these men effectively sought to enforce 

public patriarchal authority over "women alone" and regain their honor. 

The words the assailants directed to their victims while they attacked them reveal 

that violence against "women alone" constituted an attempt on the part of men to reaffirm 

male authority and masculine precedence in interior society. For example, Estevao da 

Mota said to Ana Morena that he was beating her because she had "refused to obey him" 

when he told her to get the clothes and change for him. Gonfalo Gabriel told Imaria 

Alves that he stabbed her so that she would "leam not to interfere in men's fights," since 

she had defended a man in a confrontation he had with Gabriel."^^ Words such as these 

bear witness to men's use of violence as a way to restore their offended honor and to 

teach those women they saw as insolent a lesson regarding respect for men and the place 

of women in a patriarchal society. 

Some of the men who committed acts of violence against "women alone" framed 

their actions as responses to the damage to their reputations that these women's words 

and gossip had caused their lives. A farmer from Jucas began beating Matilde Maria da 

Concei9ao and asked her "what have you been saying about me?" But these violent acts 

also reveal that, through the use of violence, men who were unrelated to "women alone" 

sought to impose the patriarchal control that family men normally enforced over 

women's ability to talk. The English traveler Henry Koster noted that, in the early part of 

Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 7, 1875; Tamboril, Crime, 6, 9: 16,1876, APEC. 
Jucas, Crime, 6, 17: 29, 1881, APEC. 
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the nineteenth century, sertanejo women very seldom took part in conversations when 

their husbands were present, and when the men were talking, women stood or squatted 

down, merely listening.'^^ 

The public character of most of the assaults on "women alone" also reveals that 

the attackers saw their actions as legitimate and as forms of humiliation that would teach 

wayward women to keep their place. Batterers grabbed the women in their houses, 

dragged them by the hair into town streets, roads or even bean fields, and freely beat 

them. In some cases the assaulters even stripped the women and openly flogged their 

naked bodies. 

Clearly, these women did not have any male protectors. Otherwise, unrelated men 

would not have dared to attack them and instead would have attempted to defend their 

honor by fighting with their husbands, fathers or brothers. Yet, the criminal cases also 

make clear that other men, such as neighbors or acquaintances of "women alone," refused 

to intervene in forms of violence that sought to re-establish masculine precedence and 

honor. Only in one case did a man who appears to have been a neighbor of the victim, 

Senhorinha Ferreira, mention that he had attempted to stand up for her. Nevertheless, he 

was unable to do so because the offenders held him, dispossessed him of his knife and 

forced him to witness the whole whipping and raping of Senhorinha. Indeed, one case 

reveals what appears to be a man's refusal to help his neighbor since, in all probability, 

he did not want to interfere with the perceived male right to reclaim through violence 

Henry Koster, Travels in Brazil, 2 vols., 2d ed. (London: Longman, Hurst, Rees, Orme 
and Brown, 1817), 1: 230; on the silence of Cearense women in the presence of their 
husbands during the mid-twentieth century, see Bechimol, O Cearense na Amazonia, 63. 

E.g., Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 7a, 1868; and, 7b, 1868, APEC. 
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patriarchal authority. The tailor Raimundo Jose Bezerra lived next door to Micaela Maria 

da Concei9ao and confessed that he had heard her screaming, but he did not help her 

because, by the time he put on his pants (he had been undressed) and ran to her house, the 

"executor" of the thrashing had left.^^ 

Without the assistance of any men to defend them, "women alone" suffered 

severe injuries at the hands of their assailants as they learned a lesson in public 

patriarchy. In a few instances, women either died or miscarried as a result of the brutality 

of the whippings. In two of the incidents where women had refused men's sexual 

advances, the flogging was accompanied by violent rape that left the women's sexual 

organs bleeding and swollen. In other instances, the eyewitnesses described the victims as 

"bathed in blood," and left "prostrate" in the middle of the road. 

This highly theatrical form of humiliation of "women alone" centered on their 

bodies, since the body is, as Michel Foucault argues, a privileged site for the inscription 

of meanings of power and, in short, for forcing submission on the victim. Surras of 

women were clear attempts on the part of men with already degraded masculinities and 

honor to inscribe forcefully on these women's bodies the meanings of a patriarchal order 

that demanded women's respect toward men or, at least, the appearance of 

acknowledgement of the privileges of patriarchy. Beatings of women differed sharply 

On the whipping and raping of Senhorinha, see Jucas, Crime, 6, 17; 2, 1868; on the 
flogging of Micaela Maria, see Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 39, 1864, APEC. 

On miscarriage and death as a result of flogging, see, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 14; and, 
19, 1875; on rape, see, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 6, 17: 2, 1868; Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 13b, 
1865; on women bathed in blood, see, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 36, 1873, APEC. 

Michel Foucault, "Docile Bodies," in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 1984), 179-187. 
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from fights between men, even though they also constituted violent attempts to restore 

men's wounded honor. Masculine fights were contests, in which the action of winning 

allowed the ultimate encoding of meanings of honor and submission on the body of the 

loser. By contrast, the flogging of a woman was not a contest, but a simple and brutal 

assertion of power. 

Clearly, poor free Cearense men engaged in violent actions against "women 

alone" as a way to defend patriarchal power and privilege and to reassert their masculine 

honor. In committing these acts of aggression, poor sertanejo men built and association 

between reputation and power and a male capacity to inflict pain. For instance, according 

to eyewitnesses, after beating Maria Pereira, the illiterate farmer Antonio Lindo da Silva 

had taken his knife out of its casing and said that he "wanted to know who dared defend 

Maria Pereira."^"^ 

In sum, female household heads and other "women alone" in the interior of Ceara 

were subject to violent patriarchy during the last four decades of the nineteenth century. 

Thus, these findings confront the large body of historical research that depicts the 

widespread existence of female headed households in various regions of Brazil as a 

challenge to patriarchal social values. Precisely because "women alone" remained free 

fi-om the control of husbands and other male relatives for shorter or longer periods of 

time, the main form of patriarchy that sought to reverse their disruption of normative 

gender roles and power was not familial, but rather public. Likewise, as a result of the 

increasing visibility of "women alone," loss of access by poor free men to the material 

Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 14, 1875, APEC 
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symbols of honor, and the masculine inability to control female kin, the presence, actions 

and speech of "women alone" came to be seen as poignant challenges to patriarchal 

power and to the masculine honor of poor free men. Seeing their position threatened by 

increasingly visible and "unrestrained" women, these men turned to the use of insults, 

humiliation and violence as a way to uphold patriarchal values that determined a gender 

hierarchy in the interior. Violent patriarchy also served to restore poor free men's 

masculine honor, when "women alone" had confronted them and, in some way, sullied 

their reputation. 

Conclusions 

The social-economic dislocation of the last third of the nineteenth century as well 

as some of the strategies that sertanejos used to contend with broad social change during 

this period tore many poor free families apart. Women remained behind in the interior 

when their husbands, lovers, brothers, or fathers migrated away in search of better 

opportunities, marched as forced recruits to the Paraguayan War, enlisted in the army to 

escape misery during the Great Drought, or joined bandit gangs. Consequently, a 

population of "women alone" who were either temporarily or permanently separated 

from male family figures and who were forced to head their own households became 

increasingly visible in the sertao. Through a variety of activities, ranging from wage labor 

as laimdresses and servants to small-scale farming and ranching, from petty trade to lace-

making and sewing, "women alone" attempted to provide a livelihood for their families 
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within the precarious conditions of the period. Many were even forced to engage in 

prostitution in a desperate attempt to survive. 

But lack of economic security and a slide into prostitution were not the only 

menaces that "women alone" had to confront as they sought to sustain themselves and 

their families. The separation of women from their husbands and other male relatives and 

their economic autonomy within a society that upheld patriarchal values subverted 

prevalent gender norms. According to conceptualizations of honor and patriarchy, family 

men were the guardians of women's honor—centered on their sexual purity—as well as 

of their mobility and even their speech. Due to the absence of family male guardians in 

many women's lives, backlands society, and in particular men, saw these "women alone" 

as unrestrained, dishonorable, and immoral. Even more important, in the absence of 

family men, male sertanejos, including poor free men, saw themselves as the rightful 

custodians of this patriarchal social order and the agents in charge of restraining the 

actions, mobility, and words of independent women. Through the use of insults, obscene 

parodies, and other forms of humiliation, men stigmatized "women alone" and sought to 

demonstrate that these women were dangerous and a threat to the patriarchal social order. 

The public enforcement of patriarchy also included the use of violence against 

autonomous females, especially when these women's actions or words directly 

challenged a man's reputation or social standing. In such cases, men, including poor free 

men, publicly flogged women, invoking a language of legitimate authority, as they 

sought to teach unrestrained women a lesson on gender hierarchy and patriarchal power 

in the interior. 
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Yet, the social, economic and political transformations that brought dispossession 

and hardship to the rural poor and changed relations between men and women during 

these years shaped the meanings of this gendered form of violence in other ways. As poor 

free families lost access to land, animals, and slaves—^resources that had become 

important signifiers of masculine honor in the sertao—many poor free Cearense men saw 

their masculine precedence in backlands' society slipping away. Thus, poor free men's 

decreasing social status coupled with women's increasing public visibility and autonomy 

in the sertao amplified the significance of women's challenging actions and words in 

encounters or confrontations with men. Divested of other symbols of honor, and feeling 

increasingly defied in public by the presence of "women alone," men violently attacked 

these women, when they perceived their actions or words as threats to their individual 

reputation as well as to the patriarchal order of the backlands. In doing so, poor free 

Cearense men began to redefine the ways in which they proved their masculine honor: 

they emphasized their capacity to use violence, even against women who had no male 

defenders, as a means to reestablish masculine reputation. 

The following chapter will show how the growing reliance of young men on 

fights to prove their manhood, the increasingly violent competition for land and other 

productive resources, and the expansion of banditry all combined to strengthen the link 

between masculine honor and violence and to incite violent masculinities in the interior 

during the trying years between 1865 and 1889. 
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CHAPTER V 

ADVERSITY, VIOLENCE, HONOR, AND MANHOOD, 1865-1889 

O nosso Zuza Tomds 
E homem de opiniao . . . 

Ndo vejo neste sertdo 
Quern desfaga o que ele faz: 

Apaga fogo com gas, 
Rebate bala com a mdo, 

Tem mais forga que Sansdol 
Um dia, ele estando armado, 

Apanhou de um aleijado 
Mas deu num cego d traigdoU!. . . 

Our Zuza Tomas 
Is a man of his word ... 

I don't know any other in this sertao 
Who can undo what he does; 

He puts out the fire with kerosene. 
He repels bullets with his hand. 
He has more force than Samson! 

One day he was armed, 
And was beaten by a disabled man 

But he paid the treason by beating a blind man!!! ... ̂ 

With these words, the late-nineteenth century popular poet Lufs Dantas Quesado 

described the defining characteristics of a man of his word, a man who commanded the 

respect of those who knew him or came into contact with him. According to the verses, a 

man's worth was contingent on a perceived natural capacity to exercise force, regardless 

of its objective. In this definition of honorable masculinity, a sertanejo's material 

possessions and his ability to provide for his family and to control family women were no 

^ "Luis Dantas Quesado," in Leonardo Mota, Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertdo 
cearense, 3d ed. (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitma do Ceara, 1960), 114. 
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longer significant emblems of honor. After all, the intense dislocation that poor Cearense 

families experienced as a result of the deep social-economic and political change of the 

last third of the nineteenth century gradually dispossessed many moderately prosperous 

small farmers and ranchers. Consequently, poor sertanejos were increasingly unable to 

prove their honor by emphasizing their material possessions, their capacity to support 

their families or to control women's mobility and sexuality. But a good reputation was 

still necessary to initiate a new life, migrate to another location, or simply survive with 

dignity in a hierarchical society in the midst of despair, material loss, and catastrophe. As 

psychological studies have shown, honor is an attribute that helps people maintain a sense 

of self-worth even in the face of intense situations of humiliation, including natural 

calamities and declining social position.^ Clearly, the changes in the material and social 

circumstances of poor free backlanders forced a shift in their definition of masculine 

honor. But why did this definition, as expressed by the poet Luis Dantas Quesado, 

underline a masculine capacity for violence as the main marker and guarantor of a man's 

honor? 

This chapter addresses that question. It examines the intersection between, on the 

one hand, the routinization of a notion of honor that emphasized a man's physical 

strength and mastery in the use of weapons and, on the other, the reliance by poor 

Cearenses on violence as the main strategy to navigate the broad social change of the last 

four decades of the nineteenth century. Thus, the chapter analyzes the implications of the 

^ For references to the psychological literature on the relationship between honor and 
humiliation, see Lia Ades, "Em nome da honra: reafoes a uma situa9ao de humilha9ao" 
(M.A. thesis, Universidade de Sao Paulo, Instituto de Psicologia, 1999), 1-44. 
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use of violence among poor young men who competed for status and reputation, poor 

farmers and ranchers who disputed access to land and other productive resources, and 

dispossessed men who turned to banditry to survive, in the elaboration of their identities 

and their emphasis on competence in aggression as the main marker of masculine honor. 

Young Men. Honor and Violence 

An extensive body of research produced within the field of anthropology has 

analyzed the relationship between inter-personal violence and honor in contemporary 

Mediterranean societies. According to Julian Pitt-River's classic formulation, honor 

encompasses a man's evaluation of his own worth as well as the social validation of that 

estimation. Honor functions through an interplay between virtue (socially-valued 

conduct) and precedence (a right to superiority or privileged power and social status). 

Because the social recognition of a claim to honor is pivotal in attaining honor, a man's 

honor is always insecure—as it can be contested—and requires constant proving. The 

precariousness of honor is particularly felt in hierarchical societies and, in turn, 

determines a high degree of competition among men as they seek to affront and defend 

honor. These contests always occur in public, since public opinion serves as the ultimate 

tribunal that asserts or revokes a man's honor. In this conceptualization, the reliance on 

violence to publicly settle matters of honor relates to the intrinsic relation between honor 

and the physical person. For instance, respect is paid to others through actions centered 

on the body, such as bowing, lifting of a hat, or covering the head. The right to status is 

also displayed through the body, or at least through bodily postures. In this context, 
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physical violence becomes an ideal vehicle both to claim and to defend honor, since 

violence involves an attack on the body—^the ultimate repository of honor. From a 

psychological perspective, the honor of the winner augments in proportion to the 

humiliation of the vanquished in violent confrontations. 

Historians of Latin America, and in particular those interested in researching the 

meanings and behaviors associated with notions of honor among the poor in various 

Spanish-speaking countries of the region, have also studied the relationship between 

honor and violence. According to these studies poor men displayed an intense anxiety 

about honor, especially as the precarious economic situations in which they lived 

threatened to reduce them to forced labor, imprisoimient, and complete misery. 

Moreover, following Pitt-Rivers' conceptualization of the structure of honor, historians 

have argued that the lower classes did not possess honor as precedence due to their lack 

of property, birth right and status. Instead, poor men tended to equal their honor with 

virtue, or the display of adequate and honorable behavior, including the violent defense 

of honor. Through analysis of criminal cases, historians have shown that poor men were 

very sensitive to insults and other forms of humiliation and often engaged in what the 

interdisciplinary research terms "honor-related violence," or acts of aggression through 

^ On the classic conceptualizations of honor in contemporary Mediterranean societies, see 
Julian Pitt-Rivers, The Fate of Shechem or the Politics of Sex: Essays in the 
Anthropology of the Mediterranean (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1911)-, 
collections of anthropological studies on the region are J.G. Peristiany and Julian Pitt-
Rivers, eds. Honor and Grace in Anthropology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992); and, J.G. Peristiany, ed.. Honour and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean 
Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966); on the relationship between honor, 
the physical person, and violence, see Pitt Rivers, The Fate of Shechem, 4-5; for a 
psychological perspective of honor-related violence, see Ades, "Em nome da honra," 22. 
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which they displayed strength and physical power in public contests for masculine 

4 reputation. 

An examination of criminal cases detailing "honor-related violence" in the 

municipalities of Jucas and Tamboril during the period between 1865 and 1889 reveals 

that poor free Cearense men, like their counterparts in other regions of Latin America, did 

defend their manhood and reputation through the use of violence. From a total of forty-

six men who appear as perpetrators and victims in twenty-eight criminal cases of honor-

related violence, 76 percent were illiterate and, therefore, most likely, poor. But even 

more important, the overwhelming majority of men featured in these cases were not only 

poor, but young. Males between the ages of sixteen and thirty constituted 74 percent of 

the perpetrators and victims in these cases while 26 percent were older than thirty. These 

numbers powerfully contrast with the age of those men involved in fights and assaults in 

disputes for landed property and other productive resources. From forty-two men 

described in thirty-seven criminal cases of this type, 67 percent were older than thirty 

years old, while only 33 percent were between the ages of sixteen and thirty. 

Historical works on honor and violence among poor men in Latin America include 
Lyman Johnson, "Dangerous Words, Provocative Gestures, and Violent Acts: The 
Disputed Hierarchies of Plebeian Life in Colonial Buenos Aires," in The Faces of Honor, 
ed. Lyman Johnson and Sonya Lipsett-Rivera (Albuquerque; University of New Mexico 
Press, 1998), 127-151; Pablo Picatto, City of Suspects; Crime in Mexico City, 1900-1931 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2001) chap. 5; John Charles Chasteen, 
"Violence for Show: Knife Dueling on a Nineteenth-Century Cattle Frontier," in The 
Problem of Order in Changing Societies, ed. Johnson and Lipsett-Rivera, 47-64. See also 
Sarah Chambers, From Subjects to Citizens; Honor, Gender and Politics in Arequipa, 
Peru, 1780-1854 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University, 1999), chap. 5; and, 
Richard Boyer, "Honor among Plebeians," in The Faces of Honor, ed. Johnson and 
Lipsett-Rivera, 152-178. 
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Clearly, there was a relationship between violent conflict for masculine honor and 

age in the backlands of Ceara during the last four decades of the nineteenth century. 

Scholarship in the fields of anthropology and ethnohistory has explained the link between 

differential degrees of masculine status according to age and the reproduction of violence 

in various regions. Studies on masculinity and on recurring warfare among mobile and 

village-based societies around the world have shown that young males between the ages 

of fifteen and thirty tend to participate in violent conflict more often than older men and 

are more willing to take life-threatening risks as a way to reach social status in their 

communities. For example, in an ethno-historical study of indigenous warfare in the 

North American Subartic during the late eighteenth century and the nineteenth century, 

Katherine Reedy-Maschner and Herbert Maschner demonstrate that men often relied on 

violence in absence of other avenues to establish status and prestige. Therefore, young 

males who had not attained social, economic, or political power formed coalitions for war 

against other indigenous groups to obtain Western weapons and furs. These goods had 

become the new means for men to achieve prestige in their communities as a result of 

British, and later, Spanish, French, and Russian expansion in the area.^ 

The findings of these studies point to the possibility that age might be an 

important, and so far overlooked, variable that interacts with the structure of honor and 

^ On violence, drinking and other destructive practices through which young men prove 
manhood cross-culturally, see David Gilmore, Manhood in the Making: Cultural 
Concepts of Masculinity (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1990), 56-58, 
61-62; Margo Wilson and Martin Daly, "Competitiveness, Risk Taking and Violence: 
The Young Male Syndrome," Ethology and Sociobiology 6,1 (1985): 59-73; on 
indigenous warfare and young men in the North American Subartic, see Katherine 
Reedy-Maschner and Herbert Maschner, "Marauding Middlemen: Westem Expansion 
and Violent Conflict in the Subartic," Ethnohistory 46, 4 (1999): 708-710, 731-732. 
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results in the reproduction of "honor-related violence." In the particular case of Ceara 

during the last third of the nineteenth century, the achievement and maintenance of honor 

was even more precarious for young men than for older men. As chapter 3 has shown, the 

factors that brought hardship to the rural poor targeted especially young families; 

consequently, young sertanejos were incapable of establishing themselves or remaining 

as independent small farmers and ranchers. Under these conditions, poor free young men 

as a group consistently failed to achieve or retain the signifiers of what the classical 

literature calls honor precedence. They could not own or retain land, animals and other 

material resources that symbolized a farmer's or rancher's success and honor in the 

sertao. Moreover, these men failed at fulfilling the role of effective providers for their 

families, a task that was also central to the sertanejos' formulation of masculine honor. It 

is also likely that as young families migrated and became separated in their desperate 

search for opportunities or simply food and water during the Great Drought, poor yomg 

men lost their ability to control family women's mobility and sexuality and with it their 

capacity to demonstrate their masculine honor. 

Thus, it is likely that in the Cearense sertao of the late nineteenth century, the 

factors that brought hardship and dislocation especially to young families undermined 

young men's achievement of honor as precedence and determined their increasing 

reliance on behavior, and especially violence and competition, as the only means to 

establish honor. Poor young men proved and contested honor in certain masculine spaces 

and social occasions where they could display their daring and physical prowess. 

Competition in cards and other games—often accompanied by the consumption of 
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alcohol—^tested a man's boldness. These contests sometimes resulted in violence when 

losing parties refused to accept challenges to continue playing. There were other 

masculine spaces of sociability, such as the derrubada da vaca, literally, overturning 

cattle, where men displayed their dexterity in dealing with cattle, which, in turn, could 

attest to a man's honor. In these contests, verbal abuse of a man's abilities could prompt 

physical fights among young men. For example, the thirty-year old and illiterate farmer 

Francisco Alves Bezerra used a hoe to wound two teenagers who questioned whether he 

really had skills in handling cattle or he had only enjoyed a streak of luck at a derrubada 

in Tamboril. Youths were particularly prickly and ready to defend their honor when they 

were insulted in public places, such as markets, and sambas, or dance parties. Moreover, 

once a brawl broke out, young men often thought it necessary to continue fighting in 

order to avoid further humiliation. Young sertanejos were very sensitive to gossip and 

responded with public acts of violence—designed to repair their reputation—against 

those who they thought had been "telling stories" about their actions. A slap in the face 

was an offense that required retribution in kind, and thus could initiate fights that 

sometimes ended in murder.^ Young sertanejos felt the need to respond with violence to 

any provocation in which an opponent implicitly invited them to violence. For instance, 

Louren90 Alves Bezerra, a twenty-one year-old illiterate farmer fi-om Jucas, attacked 

Antonio Francisco Gomes because he saw his unconcealed knife as a provocation. Saying 

^ Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 7, 1872; 6, 9: 14A, 1876; Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 33,1864;3, 14: 43, 
1874; 5, 16: 8, 1876. Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 6, 1872; 13, 1875; 6, 17: 17, 1879; "Relatorio 
do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Falla (Barao de Ibiapaba—Assembleia Provincial, 1874), 
6 Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 7, 1872; 13, 1874. Tamboril, Crime, 1, 4: 17, 1857; 5, 8: 19, 
1874. Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 6, 1860; 3, 6: 24, 1870, APEC. 
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that "he was not afraid of Antonio's knife," Lourenfo wounded Antonio in the head and 

hand.' 

In the backlands and elsewhere in slaveholding Brazil, those who sought to 

belittle people of color used racial insults. Interacting in a slaveholding society where 

African men and women and their descendants were held as human property and 

therefore as dishonorable, free people of color and whites alike used racial stereotypes to 

mark their presumed social superiority. Moreover, in the racial hierarchy of the sertao, 

non-slaves thought themselves entitled to ridiculing and committing acts of violence 

towards slaves and those constructed as such by virtue of their race or lowly status, 

without the expectation of retribution. After all, those who had no honor were not 

expected to defend it. Thus, some young men used racial insults as a way to re-establish 

their own precarious honor during these years. This, in turn, provoked violent conflict. 

For instance, in 1867 a young soldier from Tamboril boasted that he was "not afraid of 

insulting a man, and even less so of insulting a negro [black man or slave]." The insulted 

young man replied to this with an attack on the soldier, and a fight ensued. 

Aside from causing or engaging in fights and brawls in parties and public spaces, 

poor young men were often the ones that provided the manpower in armed land invasions 

or in the violent destruction of property of older men. Young men also figured 

prominently as the purveyors of beatings of men and women at the request of third 

parties and as the armed companions in rapto attempts and the removal of kidnapped 

' Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 18, 1875, APEC. 
^ Tamboril, Crime, 3, 6: 18, 1867, APEC. 
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women, conflicts that often ended up in violence.^ In addition, poor young men 

overwhelmingly constituted the police and army detachments deployed throughout the 

interior, and, as Chapter 6 will illustrate, were regularly predisposed to make use of their 

weapons. Young men with besieged masculinities and facing high levels of physical 

mobility came to rely on prickliness and violence in an attempt to establish their 

reputation anew in less familiar places. It is telling that 62 percent of the men involved in 

"honor-related violence" as revealed in criminal cases from Jucas and Tamboril were not 

originally from the communities where they had engaged in fights and had been arrested. 

Thus, it is clear that, divested of other symbols that could command the respect 

entitled to those who had honor, poor young men used their capacity for violence to 

enforce such consideration in Ceara. Popular poets celebrated the violent deeds of young 

men in verse and, by traveling throughout the sertoes and singing about courageous 

masculinities, contributed to broaden the reputation of tough men. For instance, the Cego 

Sinfronio repeated the following verses of the "Cantiga do Vilela", which exalts the 

"bravery" of a violent man who established his reputation from a young age: 

Com doze anos de idade, 
Numa vespa de S. Jodo, 
Vilela mais o seu mano 
Tivero uma altercagdo: 

So por causa dum cachimbo 
Vilela mata o irmdo. 

When he was twelve years old. 

^ On young men manning armed gangs in land disputes, see, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 1,12: 4, 
1865; 2,13: 14, 1870; 4,15: 26, 1875; on young men's participation in armed groups that 
kidnapped women, see Francisco Freire Alemao, "Papeis da Expedi9ao ao Ceara," ABN 
81 (1961): 287; Jucas. Crime, 3, 14: 44, 1872; 4, 15: 14, 1875; 16, 1874; 6, 17: 17, 1879; 
and, Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 13b, 1865, APEC. 
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In the night before the feast of Saint John 
Vilela and his brother 

Had an altercation: 
Just because of a pipe 

Vilela murdered his brother. 

By popularizing the bravery of young sertanejo men, cantadores played a part in 

emphasizing a man's ability to exercise violence as an important marker of honorable 

masculinity in the backlands. This association, in turn, appealed to the needs of poor 

young men who, in all likelihood, listened to and celebrated the verses of popular poets. 

According to a foreign traveler who visited the backlands during the first half of the 

nineteenth century, young men in particular congregated on Sunday afternoons in cattle 

fazendas, where they entertained themselves by joking around, drinking alcohol, and 

often singing and listening to the songs and verses of popular poets.'' 

In sum, for young men who, as a group, failed to achieve the material and 

symbolic emblems of honor during the conflictive last third of the nineteenth century, 

inter-personal violence became an alternative and perhaps the exclusive means to attempt 

to gain and defend honor. Through fights, displays of bravado, and drunken brawls, these 

young men sought to prove their manhood and to establish a reputation for themselves in 

their communities. In this way, young men emphasized a notion of masculine honor that 

no longer depended on possession of material resources, ability to provide for a family or 

"O cego Sinfronio," in Mota, Cantadores, 48. The "Cantiga de Vilela" was a 
"traditional" song of the backlands, which different cantadores performed. While it is 
impossible to date the "Cantiga," its references to the "monarch" and the "emperor" 
locate it during the Imperial period. 
" Principe de Wied-Neuwied Maximiliano, Viagem ao Brasil nos anos de 1815 a 1817, 
trans. Edgar Sussekind and Flavio Poppe de Figuereido, 2 vols. (Sao Paulo: Companhia 
das Letras, 1958), 2: 427, 457. 
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control of women's sexuality. The following section will show that the reliance on 

violence for other ends, such as the dispute for access to productive resources, served to 

bolster the importance of violence as the main marker of honor in the definition of 

masculine identities among the poor. 

Access to Resources, the Court Svstem. Violence, and Honor 

The far-reaching social-economic transformations that brought downward 

mobility and hardship to poor free farmers and ranchers during the last third of the 

nineteenth century resulted in increasing competition for productive resources, especially 

among those who were able to retain them. In fact, in an attempt to compensate for the 

negative effects of the end of the cotton boom, the drought and other calamities, 

sertanejos encroached on each other's lands and undermined the system of conventions 

that regulated access to and use of resources in the interior. Chapter 2 has shown that 

customary relations between neighbors and co-proprietors were of paramount importance 

in regulating land issues and resource utilization in the interior of Ceara, where land 

tenure structures were remarkably fragile, and land boundaries remained in a generalized 

state of confusion. Yet, as that chapter also demonstrated, fights tended to break out 

between neighbors and co-proprietors in joint landholdings, even during the brief 

moment of prosperity that the fi-ee poor experienced between 1845 and the mid 1860s, 

when accelerated competition for resources rendered honor-sanctioned conventions 

unworkable. 
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Nevertheless, the precariousness and the proximity to ruin that resulted from 

environmental and social-economic factors during the late nineteenth century intensified 

tensions about land and resource utilization to the point that sertanejos were completely 

unable to share resources or reach compromises with their neighbors. For instance, during 

the Great Drought of 1877-79, Jose de Castro Torres stabbed his neighbor Delmiro 

Ferreira de Oliveira after Delmiro complained that Jose's removal of his horses from 

their joint capoeira had been harmful to his interests, since his animals were too thin and 

needed to be inside the enclosure. Jose de Castro claimed the horses were destroying 

1 9 
what was left of his plantings in the capoeira. 

Moreover, as the disruption of livelihoods persisted over the years, and small 

ranchers and farmers persevered in their attempt to fully utilize resources, conflict and 

competition between neighbors and co-proprietors became long-lasting. Such conditions 

profoundly strained community and inter-personal relations, which, in turn, precipitated 

enduring rivalries. For instance, the farmer Raimundo Ferreira Saraiva, resident in the 

Lugar Olho d'Agua sustained an enmity with Jose de Castro Silva for ten years, between 

1866 and 1876. According to their neighbors, both of them "judged that they have rights 

1 ^ 
over the lands where Jose's house was built in 1866." 

Evidently, the social relations that were crucial to guarantee access to scarce 

productive resources, and in particular to land and water, were fast eroding. 

Consequently, judicial demarcation of land or an alternative means of defining property 

Tamboril, Crime, 7, 10: 15, 1877, APEC. 
Tamboril, Crime, 6, 9: 17, 1876. See also, e.g. Jucas, Crime, 1, 12:4, 1865; 2,13: 14, 

1870; 15, 1870; Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 19, 1864, APEC. 
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boundaries became necessary. Yet, a series of conditions restricted the access of poor 

farmers and ranchers to the courts, despite the fact that, as chapter 6 will show, judicial 

districts and municipal judgeships expanded during the second half of the nineteenth 

century. For instance, land delimitation through civil justice proceedings was out of reach 

for most small landholders because these processes required the presentation of deeds of 

sale, notarized copies of sesmaria grants, and less often, copies of partilhas, to prove the 

legitimacy of a person's claims to land. Poor farmers and ranchers often did not possess 

such documents, nor did they have enough resources to pay lawyers to prepare their 

cases. In addition, contested claims over the same lands and questions regarding the 

validity of each party's titles could lead to lengthy and costly litigations that were beyond 

the reach of most poor farmers and ranchers.'"^ 

Poor Cearenses who disputed their neighbors' or co-proprietors' right to landed 

property or other resources typically could not defend their positions or settle their 

disagreements in civil courts due to the high cost of legal fees and attorneys. For instance, 

only two illiterate farmers and ranchers were plaintiffs in the examined collection of civil 

proceedings related to land disputes (including citations for payment of indenmities, 

eviction actions, and suits for adjudication of lands) from the municipalities of Jucas and 

Tamboril.^^ The popular poet Quesado observed the class-based accessibility to the civil 

This discussion is based on analysis of fifteen cases of land demarcation for the 
municipality of Jucas, from the years 1837 to 1890 and two other cases of contested 
demarcation. Jucas, DT, 2, 69-A, 1834-1938, Procs. 3 to 21; Jucas, Civeis, 1-A, 2: 30, 
1874; Tamboril, Civeis, 1, 1: 35, 1864, APEC. 

From a collection of thirty-two civil suits related to land issues from the municipalities 
of Jucas and Tamboril between 1850 and 1889, only two cases were initiated by illiterate 
farmers and ranchers. These civil suits are included in the following packages; Tamboril, 
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justice system and the inability of poor sertanejos to access the courts to protect their 

interests and commented on that matter with these words: 

Hd quatro coisas no mundo, 
Que e dificil de se ver: 

E pobre fazer agdo, 
Rico deixar de morrer, 

Branca querer bem a negro, 
Terra boa sem chover. 

There are four things in this world, 
That are very difficult to encounter: 

The poor pursuing a suit, 
The rich being kept Irom dying. 
White people caring for blacks. 
And good land without rains. 

Poor farmers and ranchers not only had great difficulties in gaining access to the 

civil justice apparatus. They also faced eviction and even confiscation of property as a 

result of their inability to defend themselves in legal suits against them for "squatting" on 

land they considered their own. Illiterate, without land titles, connections, or money to 

pay lawyers, people such as the cotton farmers Manoel Jose de Souza and his wife Ana 

Alves de Brito, from Tamboril, and the manioc farmers Antonio Rodrigues Barreto and 

his wife Germana Maria de Jesus, from Jucas, lost their access to land and their 

livelihoods as a result of eviction proceedings. By 1884, residents of the region of 

Ibiapaba decried larger and more powerful landowners' use of the civil courts as a means 

to deprive poorer neighbors of land by narrating a legend that told of the fate brought to 

the soul of a wealthy resident of Sao Bento. According to the legend, this greedy 

Civeis, 1, 1, 1853-1875; 2, 2, 1876-1884; Jucas, Civeis, 01-A, 2, 1837-1879; DT, 2, 69-
A, 1834-1938, APEC. 

"Luis Dantas Quesado," in Mota, Cantadores, 118. 
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landowner who had dispossessed his poor neighbors of land through the use of civil 

courts, became a hairless dog after his death, and in a certain season of the year 

17 desperately ran barking through the whole mountain chain, paying for his offense. 

Typically, small farmers and ranchers could engage the mediation of civil courts 

in land delimitation disputes only when they were co-proprietors or had ties of patronage 

with more powerfial landowners. For instance, illiterate and presumably poorer farmers 

and ranchers appeared as plaintiffs in land delimitation proceedings in Jucas only when 

they held lands jointly with wealthier and powerful individuals, such as Lieutenant 

Colonel Manoel da Silva Pereira Costa Leal, and Captain Joao da Silva Pereira, members 

1 8 
of the very influential Silva Pereira family of this municipality. 

Poor farmers and ranchers who sought to use the criminal courts in their disputes 

for land or other productive resources with their neighbors or co-proprietors also needed 

the assistance of wealthier landowners or local notables in order to pursue their cases. 

Landholders who suffered damage to property brought by the actions of second parties 

could initiate a criminal suit demanding reparations from the offenders for the crime of 

dano (damage of property). Article 266 of the Criminal Code defined dano as the 

demolition or destruction of someone else's property, and article 267 described this crime 

as destruction of the means to delimit properties. In such cases, plaintiffs attempted to 

prove that defendants caused ruin to their fields or cattle by demolishing fences or 

burning ro9as, or that the defendants' cattle destroyed their plantings by invading their 

Tamboril, Cfveis, 1, 1: 27, 1853; Jucas, Civeis, 01-A, 2: 32, 1875, APEC; Antonio 
Bezerra, Notas de Viagem (Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do Ceara, 1965 [1884]), 
166. 

Jucas, DT, 2, 69-A: 14, 1867; 16, 1869, APEC. 
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holdings. In lieu of payment of indemnities for the losses, the Criminal Code stipulated 

incarceration of the guilty parties as sentences/^ Criminal procedure established dano as 

a "private crime" whose punishment was of concern only to one party (as opposed to the 

social body as a whole). Consequently, a queixa, or private communication of an offense 

to the police or judicial authorities, was necessary to initiate criminal proceedings. In 

principle, any offended person, regardless of class, could present a queixa to the 

municipal judge or police authorities in his absence. Certain conditions in the criminal 

procedure, however, limited the ability of poor, and often illiterate, farmers and ranchers 

to pursue these cases on their own. First, the accuser needed to sign the queixa, and if he 

or she did not know how to write, the court had to first sanction an acceptable 

procurador, or a person with power-of-attomey, as the one who could sign the document 

for the accuser. Second, because these criminal cases were private, the offended parties 

had to pay all the fees associated with the initial investigations. When the municipal 

judges or police authorities established that the accusers were "impoverished" and could 

not afford the cost of a lawsuit, the private accusations of these "miserable people" 

became public criminal investigations, headed by the district attorney. Nevertheless, in 

order for the court to undertake such a case, it first had to establish the actual "state of 

misery" of a poor person, by demanding a letter from the local priest or other witnesses 

who attested to the "recognized" poverty of the accuser, as well as to his or her good 

name. 

J. M. P. de Vasconcellos, Codigo criminal do Imperio do Brasil (Rio de Janeiro: 
Eduardo & Henrique Laemmert, 1859), 105-106. 

J. M. P. de Vasconcellos, Roteiro dos delegados e subdelegados de policia (Rio de 
Janeiro: Typografia de J. Villeneuve e Comp., 1857), 83-85. 
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It is not surprising then that only those poor farmers and ranchers who had 

connections with wealthier landowners or local notables could use the criminal system to 

press for reparations when their property had been damaged, invaded, or encroached on 

by land-hungry neighbors. For example, the illiterate farmer Joaquim Ferreira Diniz, 

asserted that the also illiterate farmer Manoel Souza had the support of an influential 

local notable and had enjoyed the assistance of the municipal judge and the public 

prosecutor in opening a criminal case against his family. The accusers sued Diniz and his 

family for payment of indemnities for the destruction of a property that Souza considered 

21 his own. 

Ties of patronage not only influenced the possibility of initiating these cases, but 

also affected their outcome. Partial judges could order the arrest of those without 

powerful connections after indicting them for dano, without requesting land titles or 

surveying the landholdings in dispute. This was the experience of the cowboys Eufrasio 

Pereira da Silva and Estanislau de Oliveira Bastos from Jucas in 1864.^^ 

Larger and more powerful landowners in competition for resources with smaller 

farmers and ranchers were comparatively more able to dispute their neighbors in criminal 

courts. In fact, the majority of plaintiffs in a sample of criminal cases for dano from the 

municipalities of Jucas and Tamboril during the period between 1865 and 1889 were 

literate, and presumably wealthier. These prosecutions typically targeted poor and 

Jucas, Crime, 2, 3: 15, 1870, APEC. 
While the Criminal Code did not require the presentation of titles, judges had to 

ascertain the uncontested right to property to be able to come to a decision regarding 
payment of reparation in dano cases. See Jucas, Crime, 2, 13; 15, 1870; and, 1, 12: 35, 
1864, APEC. 
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illiterate farmers and ranchers as defendants.^^ Moreover, larger and wealthier 

landholders could exercise influence not only over judges but also over police officials, 

who, in turn, further victimized unconnected farmers and ranchers and weakened their 

ability to hold on to landed resources. For instance, the semi-literate farmer Manoel 

Souza Bezerra from Jucas declared that his literate co-proprietor Jose Raimundo Ferreira 

along with a police detachment "despotically" removed him and his brothers from a 

property that they were clearing and that according to him belonged to his father.^"^ 

Poor farmers and ranchers who found themselves targeted by criminal 

proceedings for reparations faced additional hardship and a decreasing economic position 

as a result of arrests. In an attempt to pay bail, some of them mortgaged their properties, 

and if found guilty faced jail sentences of twenty days to four months. The prospect of 

such a bleak future undoubtedly forced some small holders who found themselves 

involved in land disputes to seek help from powerful patrons who could pay lawyers for 

their defense, thus minimizing the risks of reliance on public defenders who had no 

vested interest in their cases. They also appealed to wealthier patrons to finance their 

bails, as was the case of the illiterate farmer Antonio Ferreira de Lima who got assistance 

from Pedro Alves de Oliveira and Joao Batista de Oliveira to pay his Rs. 5:000$000 bail 

in a criminal case for dano.^^ 

From a total of eighteen reparations cases from Jucas and Tamboril for the years 1865 
to 1889, twelve featured literate plaintiffs, whereas eleven featured illiterate defendants. 

Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 4, 1865, APEC 
See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 19, 1864; 3, 6: 9; 13, 1866; Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 26, 

1875, APEC; on sentences prescribed for the crime of dano, see Vasconcellos, Codigo 
criminal, 106. 
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The criminal justice system in Imperial Brazil was subject to and promoted ties of 

patronage. Informal networks of patronage linked influential notables to local judges and 

police authorities. Judicial favors in exchange for promises of votes to the authorities' 

political party marked this relationship, while large landowners provided protection to 

'y/r 

some among the poor in exchange for loyalty and the actual delivery of those votes. 

Within that milieu, those poor free Cearenses who sought to use the criminal courts to 

seek redress against their offenders had to relinquish their cherished autonomy and 

establish relations of loyalty with powerful patrons. 

The limitations that poor sertanejos experienced in using the criminal and civil 

justice systems effectively barred them from judicially delimiting their landholdings or 

asserting their rights over landed property in a non-violent manner. Thus, fights erupted 

in ro9as when one party attempted to keep the other from planting or harvesting, or from 

building fences or other land improvements. For instance, in 1876, Antonio Francisco 

Ribeiro, an illiterate farmer from Tamboril, physically injured his neighbor Antonio 

Alves with a hoe, after Alves had told him that he could not continue working on a ro9a 

because he "did not have lands here." In 1871, Pedro Antonio de Souza and Jose Gomes 

da Mota murdered Antonio Batista in the Lugar Trai9ao in Jucas, after Batista along with 

a group of armed men had attacked them with shotguns and accused them of taking the 

harvest that belonged to him. In some cases, sertanejos engaged the help of other men to 

perform assaults or armed attacks against those who had become their enemies due to 

On patronage and dispensation of justice in Imperial Brazil, see Thomas Flory, Judge 
and Jury in Imperial Brazil, 1808-1871 (Austin and London: University of Texas Press, 
1981), chap. 9; and Richard Graham, Patronage and Politics in Nineteenth-Century 
Brazil (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 22-24. 
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competition for resources. For instance, in 1874 the farmer and rancher Antonio 

Rodrigues de Almeida sent a group of six men to attack Alexandre da Cunha Marreiro 

with knives and clubs. The group threw Alexandre on the ground and cut an ear and an 

arm to retaliate for his having cut some sugarcanes from lands that he considered his, but 

97 
that Antonio regarded as his own. 

As they faced deadly competition for shrinking resources, an inability to reach 

consensus with neighbors and co-proprietors and the lack of access to a criminal and civil 

justice system which often victimized and dispossessed them, small farmers and ranchers 

also used bravado as the means to attempt to retain access to productive resources. For 

instance, the farmer Antonio Rodrigues de Almeida had said in front of a large group of 

people that "for Alexandre [the farmer who had destroyed the sugarcane plantings located 

in lands they disputed] he did not want justice, because he could enforce it with his own 

two hands." Illiterate farmers told their neighbors that they would pay the reparations for 

the damage caused by their invading cattle into planted fields "with the tip of a knife" or 

that a co-proprietor "better shorten" his steps and those of his goats on his way to his own 

ro9ado. Furthermore, some poor sertanejos emphasized their capacity to use violence— 

by carrying knives and machetes to planting fields, and destroying land improvements 

with the help of armed gangs of men—as a way to put limits on their neighbors' ability to 

28 challenge their intentions and use of contested lands. 

See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7: 11, 1873; Jucas, Crime, 01, 12: 4, 1865; Tamboril, 
Crime, 7,10: 7, 1876; Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 22, 1871; and, Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 14, 
1874, APEC. 

Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 14; 4, 7: 19, 1871; Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 27, 1863; see also the 
case of the illiterate farmers from the Rodrigues and Ferreira families of Jucas who 
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By relying on inter-personal violence and bravado to attempt to resolve conflict 

for resources, poor sertanejos engaged in a process of redefining the signifiers of 

honorable masculinity in the backlands. No longer confident proprietors of land, slaves, 

and animals, who could utilize their honorable reputation as leverage to ensure favorable 

agreements with their neighbors, poor free farmers and ranchers relied on violence to 

defend their resources and, consequently, their masculine precedence. Nevertheless, this 

emphasis on violence and bravado was not limited to small farmers and ranchers 

determined to preserving their resources from encroachment and usurpation. A surge of 

banditry in the backlands of the late nineteenth century reinforced the significance of 

violence as the main guarantor of masculine honor during the conflictive last third of the 

nineteenth century. 

Banditry and Honor 

From the 1870s onwards, the backlands of Ceara and other Northeastern 

provinces witnessed a significant intensification of banditry. Armed gangs of men who 

roved the sertao committing murders, stealing cattle, and pillaging fazendas were not, 

however, new to the sertao. Banditry had constituted a recurring problem since the late 

seventeenth century due to the fragility of the institutions of law, order and justice under 

colonial rule. The weakness of the colonial State in the backlands translated into a virtual 

domination of the hinterlands by landowning clans who exercised ample private power 

through the use of violence and patronage. In turn, disputes for land or local power 

worked in the fields with weapons, and gang-destroyed ro9as claimed by Major Francisco 
de Abreu Barros in Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 6, 1866, APEC. 
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between rival family clans precipitated a series of bloody feuds which resulted in the 

formation of private, if short-lived, bands of kinsmen, their cowboys and other 

dependants. These gangs avenged wrongdoings through theft, murder and pillage of the 

property of their enemies or those associated with them. During the decades after 

independence, when severe political instability meshed with inter-familial rivalries, 

bandit activity became associated with struggles between political adversaries. Local 

potentates either organized armed gangs or hired bandits to attack the property and life of 

"70 their political enemies. 

The bandit activity of the late nineteenth century sharply differed from that of the 

late colonial and early Imperial periods. Since the 1870s, professional bands of brigands. 

9Q 
On family feuds and violence in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in Ceara and 

elsewhere in the Northeast, see, e.g., Nertan Macedo, O da dos Inhamuns, umafamUia 
de guerreiros e pastores das cabeceiras do Jaguaribe (Fortaleza: Edi96es A Fortaleza, 
1967) and O bacamarte dos Mouroes: Roteiro de andanga e guerra de Alexandre e seus 
irmdos (Fortaleza: Editora Instituto do Ceara, 1966); Billy Jaynes Chanlder, The Feitosas 
and the Sertdo dos Inhamuns: The History of a Family and a Community in Northeast 
Brazil, 1700-1930 (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1972). See also Luiz de 
Aguiar Costa Pinto, "Lutas de familias no Brasil," Revista do Arquivo Municipal de Sao 
Paulo 88 (January-February, 1943): 1-125. On relations between the State and the private 
power of the landowning clans, see Victor Nunes Leal, Coronelismo, enxada e voto: O 
municipio e o regime representativo no Brasil (Rio de Janeiro; Revista Forense, 1949); 
on political banditry and the intersection between this practice and family feuds, see 
Abelardo Montenegro, Fandticos e cangaceiros (Fortaleza; Editora Henrique Galeno, 
1973), 196-204; Joao Brigido, Ceara: Homens e factos (Rio de Janeiro; Typografia 
Besnard Freres, 1919). On the colonial origins of banditry in the Northeast, see, e.g., 
Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz, Os Cangaceiros (Sao Paulo; Duas Cidades, 1977), 43-
55; Amaury de Souza, "The Canga90 and the Politics of Violence in Northeast Brazil," in 
Protest and Resistance in Angola and Brazil, ed. Ronald Chilcote, (Berkeley; University 
of Califomia Press, 1972), 109-131; Billy Jaynes Chandler, The Bandit King: Lampido of 
Brazil (College Station; Texas A&M University Press, 1978), chap. 1. See also, E. J. 
Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the 19 th 
and 20th Centuries (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1959), chap. 2; and, Linda 
Lewin, "The Oligarchical Limitations of Social Banditry in Brazil; The Case of the 
'Good' Thief Antonio Silvino," Past and Present, 82 (February 1979): 116-146. 
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whose spheres of operation were wider than those of kin-related bandit gangs, became 

increasingly common in the interior. Thus, small and larger bands of cangaceiros (a term 

that came into use in the late nineteenth century and that denoted a professional bandit) 

lived off looting and robbery, extortion and other illegal activities. Lasting anywhere 

from a few months to two years, and, in a few cases, ten to sixteen years, brigand bands 

such as the "Viriatos," "Brilhantes," and "Pereiros [sic]," caused widespread fear, as they 

attacked and murdered those who posed resistance to their actions and those whom they 

counted as their enemies. This type of bandit activity became even more visible during 

the Great Drought, when bands of armed men reportedly sacked fazendas, attacked food 

deposits where relief commission stored foods, killed cattle, and even assaulted drought 

refiigees. In some cases, these bandit groups performed private "services," such as 

murders or other assaults as requested by local notables who paid them or offered them 

protection from police and judicial prosecution.^" 

Some of the standard interpretations of the cangago (a term that refers to the way 

of life of late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century professional bandits) recognize a 

On the professionalization of bandit gangs in the late nineteenth century, see, e.g., 
Queiroz, Os Cangaceiros, 199-213; Souza, "The Canga90," 109-131; Chandler, 
"Brazilian Cangaceiros as Social Bandits: A Critical Appraisal," in Bandidos: The 
Variety of Latin American Banditry, ed. Richard Slatta, (New York: Greenwood Press, 
1987), 97-112; Boris Fausto, "Brazil: The Social and Political Structure of the First 
Republic, 1889-1930," in The Cambridge History of Latin America, ed. Leslie Bethell, 11 
vols. (Cambridge: Cambride University Press, 1986), 3: 805-806; and, Lewin, "The 
Oligarchical Limitations," 117-146. On the activities of bandit gangs in late-nineteenth 
century Ceara, see Oficio 453, 22 September 1879, Secretaria da Polfcia do Ceara, 
Oficios expedidos, 1878-80, ala 19, est. 393, caixa 12, APEC; Cear4 Falla (Albuquerque 
Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1878), 5; Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1880), 5; Ceara, Relatorio (Senador Leao Veloso—Assembleia Provincial 
1881), 41. 
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31 link between banditry and issues of honor among the leadership of bandit gangs. 

According to the scholarship, bandit chieftains typically came from middling or wealthy 

families who were experiencing downward mobility or had been defeated in their 

struggles for land, or political power by rival families. Often, the violent death of a 

relative in a long-standing feud sparked bandit chiefs to commit their first crime as an act 

that avenged the honor of their family. Persecuted by police authorities, whose presence 

gradually increased in the interior from the mid-nineteenth century, and unable to resume 

32 their normal lives, these men formed bandit gangs that led lives of crime and violence. 

As useful as this interpretation has been in establishing the significance of honor for elite 

and middling families in the interior, and the connections between familial honor and 

Another line of historiographical analysis of Northeastern banditry, and more broadly, 
of Latin American forms of banditry addresses the question of whether or not these 
brigands can be considered "social bandits" in the sense that Eric Hobsbawm gave to the 
term in his influential work Primitive Rebels and in his Bandits (New York: Pantheon, 
1969). According to Hobsbawm, rural bandits like Lampiao and others engaged in 
outlawed activities that represented a challenge to capitalist structures as well as a pre-
political form of resistance to oppression by members of the rural masses. Examples of 
the revisionist scholarship are the articles by Chandler and Lewin published in the 1987 
collection Bandidos: The Varieties of Latin American Banditry, edited by Richard Slatta, 
which represents a comprehensive and empirical critique to Hobsbawm's model. In these 
articles, the authors emphasize that rather than being primarily Robin Hoods who stole 
from the wealthy to favor the poor. Northeastern bandits survived from alliances they 
made with elite families, and were part and parcel of oligarchic politics in their localities. 
For a useful critique of the revisionist scholarship and for suggestions on other 
approaches to understanding peasant social action in Latin America, see Gilbert Joseph, 
"On the Trail of the Latin American Bandits: A Reexamination of Peasant Resistance," 
Latin American Research Review 25, 3 (1990): 7-53. 

On the elite or middling social origins of bandit chieftains, see Queiroz, Os 
Cangaceiros, 43-55; Chandler, "Brazilian Cangaceiros," 100-101; Fausto, "Social and 
Political Structure," 805; Gustavo Barroso, Heroes e bandidos (os cangaceiros do 
Nordeste) (Rio de Janeiro: Livraria Francisco Alves, 1917), 49-53; Raimundo Nonato, 
Jesuino Brilhante, o cangaceiro romdntico, 1844-1879 (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Pongetti, 
1970), 8-15. 
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violence, the existing scholarship has yet to unveil the links between honor and banditry 

for the rank-and-file of bandit gangs who, in all likelihood, represented a much larger 

proportion of the population of bandits. 

But who were the followers of the famous cangaceiros, and why did they join the 

bands? Even though it is difficult to establish the social origins of the membership of 

bandit gangs, scattered sources indicate that most rank-and-file bandits were recruited 

from among the poor. For instance, according to criminal records, Jose Alves and 

Gon9alo de tal^^ members of an unnamed group of bandits from Parafba, who were at 

work in Jucas in 1877, were illiterate, and presumably poor, and declared farming as their 

occupation. In addition, both of them were eighteen years old at the time of their arrest. 

Police chief and provincial presidential reports from Ceara and other Northeastern 

provinces confirm that the rank and file of the bandit groups that emerged in the late 

nineteenth century was constituted by members of the lower classes. A list based on these 

sources compiled by Hamilton Monteiro de Mattos shows that bandit gangs were 

comprised of "common men," "miserable people," "run-away slaves," "deserters from 

the army and police forces," "unfortunate men," "men who have been dislocated by the 

Paraguayan War," "vagrants," "illiterates," "criminals," and the "unemployed. 

In his study of the backlands of Inhamuns, Chandler noted that adding de tal to a given 
name in official documents indicates that a person's last name was not known, or perhaps 
more commonly, that his or her social status, and that of their family, was so insignificant 
that it was not worth mentioning it. Chandler, The Feitosas, 93. 

Jucas, Crime, 6, 17; 24, 1877; 5, 16; 37, 1877, APEC; Hamilton Monteiro de Mattos, 
Crise agrdria e luta de classes: O Nordeste brasileiro entre 1850 e 1889 (Brasilia; 
Horizonte, 1980), 71-72. 
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The deep social and economic dislocation that backlanders faced during these 

years and the lack of access to land, labor, water and other resources necessary for 

survival left many economically uprooted men with few options for survival. Thus, a life 

of banditry attracted poor men with the promise of opportunity and perhaps even a degree 

of upward mobility. Through bandit activities men could at least have meat in their diets, 

and often partook in the distribution of money and booty. The better-organized and larger 

bandit gangs at the turn of the twentieth century paid wages to the rank and file, which 

reportedly, were higher than those paid in more legal forms of employment. Moreover, 

although, as Linda Lewin has shown, bandit gangs also had their own structures of 

patronage, bandit life, in all likelihood, exercised an attraction as an activity that 

35 demonstrated a degree of independence and autonomy. 

A search for material wealth was not the only incentive for poor sertanejos' 

adherence to the canga90. According to Amaury de Souza, the confluence of two lines of 

development explains the rise in professional banditry in the backlands during the late 

nineteenth century, and the widespread participation of poor men in the bands. On the 

one hand, a decline in the patriarchal power of large landowners that resulted fi-om broad 

social and economic change eroded their capacity both to sponsor violence and to provide 

protection for their dependants. Factors such as the emigration of poor men to the 

Amazon, the recruitment and return of soldiers from the Paraguayan war, the rise and fall 

of the cotton boom, and the Great Drought, contributed to a rupture of social ties between 

people of different classes in the backlands. On the other hand, the expansion of the 

On living conditions, wages and feelings of autonomy of bandits, see, e.g., Souza, "The 
Cangago," 116, 125; Lewin, "The Oligarchical Limitations," 139-143. 
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Imperial state, which, as chapter 6 will demonstrate, only achieved limited success in 

bringing order to the interior, challenged the private power of large landowners, but 

failed to protect the masses of the rural population from violence. Caught between 

landlords and public authorities that often committed acts of aggression against the rural 

poor, men from this group sought refuge in bandit gangs as a form of protection. For poor 

men who were run-away slaves, deserters from the army, escapees of recruitment efforts, 

and for those who had some run-ins with the law in one manner or another, protection 

was even more important. Then, it is not surprising that at least in one case, a deserter 

from the army who joined a known bandit from the area of Tamboril declared that, when 

he decided to travel with this bandit, he knew of his criminal way of life and the fact that 

the authorities were searching for him. Still, he felt that his own well-being was "more 

36 guaranteed, more secure" once he enjoyed the protection of a tough man. 

But beyond protection from state persecution and violence as well as aggression 

from landlords or enemies, poor free men who joined the canga9o derived masculine 

honor from their bandit activities. For instance, an interview with a cangaceiro, although 

from a later period, demonstrates that involvement in bandit groups could bring 

masculine respect to poor sertanejos. Volta Seca, a man who had served as a cangaceiro 

in the band of the famous bandit Lampiao, active in the interior of Bahia and other 

northeastern states in the 1920s and 1930s, recalled his first years in the band, where he 

began working from the age of eleven on, in this manner: "I loved my new life. We were 

respected everywhere. Fearful sertanejos watched us pass by and that pleased me." In this 

Souza, "The Canga90," 109-123; Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 20, 1874, APEC. 
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particular case, a bandit life for this man had meant a change from dependence on his 

impoverished father's smallholding, and the selling of small quantities of beans, rice and 

fruits in his youth, to a more independent way of life, where he enjoyed the fear and 

admiration of others, as well as a good diet. Indeed, Volta Seca expressed how his 

involvement in banditry allowed him to shape his masculine identity, by declaring that 

sertanejos "saw in me a cangaceiro, a solid man, despite my young age." This example 

suggests that for poor men, and especially youths who had no other means to establish 

masculine reputation, a life of banditry offered the possibility to obtain respect from other 

•57 
sertanejos, an admiration that could easily be confused with fear. 

Popular verses from cantadores confirm that the respect and social precedence 

that bandits, including the rank and file, enjoyed was closely associated with the fear their 

presence created among the people living in the villages and fazendas they passed by, 

precisely due to their capacity for violence. For instance, in the following verses a 

popular poet expressed the fears that townspeople felt of Cabeleira, a late-eighteenth-

century bandit from Pemambuco. 

Fecha a porta, gente, 
Cabeleira ai vem: 

Matando mulheres, 
Meninos tambem. 

Close the door, people 
Cabeleira is coming: 

Killing women. 

37 • Queiroz, Os Cangaceiros, 160-161. In his study of the social origins of Lampiao's 
bandits. Chandler shows that most came from the small-property owning classes and 
interestently, most ranged in age between eighteen and thrity-five years old. See The 
Bandit King, 214-217. 
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oo 
And children as well. 

Contemporary fiction provides further evidence of this association between 

respect and masculine competence in inflicting pain and spreading fear. In his 1876 

naturalist novel O Cabeleira, Baturite-bom writer Franklin Tavora fictionalized the life 

story of this famous bandit. In Tavora's narrative, when Cabeleira was a little boy, his 

father trained him in the expert use of a knife. Upon hearing Cabeleira's mother 

complaining that he was teaching the boy to be a murderer, the father exclaimed; "I will 

teach him to be courageous. I will teach him to use the knife and not to faint when he sees 

blood ... Don't you know that a murderer is respected and feared? Do you want to have 

a son whom nobody respects?" Thus, under certain circumstances, the sertanejos' 

emphasis on respect and masculine reputation could become indistinguishable from the 

masculine ability to produce pain and fear. As Cabeleira's father said, "whoever is a man 

does not cry. Whoever is a man makes others cry."^^ 

The respect accorded to members of bandit gangs was available to men regardless 

of class and age because the reputation of a cangaceiro depended on personal courage and 

competence in the use of weapons and not on his ability to sustain his family, his success 

as a farmer or rancher, or his access to land. Thus, the growth of professional banditry 

during the late nineteenth century further contributed to the sertanejos' emphasis on 

violence as the sole means to achieve honor. Participation in bandit gangs allowed poor 

men who constituted the rank and file of the cangago to achieve honorable status, even 

38 "Romance do Cabeleira," in Anfsio Mello, Estorias e lendas do Norte e Nordeste (Sao 
Paulo: Livraria Editora Iracema, 1961), 76. 

Franklin Tavora, O Cabeleira (1st ed., 1876; Fortaleza: ABC Editora, 2001), 46. 
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though they had lost their material resources, and other symbols that attested to a poor 

man's precedence during the years of prosperity. This new social recognition depended 

exclusively on a man's capacity for violence. It is precisely for this reason that black 

males, caboclos and other poor men of color who distinguished themselves in bands of 

cangaceiros were able to achieve masculine honor, despite the fact that race, along with 

other social notions, determined individual social position in the backlands. Thus, for 

example, five of the main comrades of Antonio Silvino, the famous cangaceiro who was 

active in Paraiba between 1897 and 1914, were men of color, whose deeds and bravery 

became legendary and were celebrated by popular poets. In the following verses, the poet 

Francisco das Chagas Batista (1882-1930) praised the abilities of Moita Brava, the third 

companion of Silvino: 

O terceiro e um mulato 
Que acode por Moita Brava, 

Este cabra e mais valente 
Do que um touro na cava; 

Muitas vezes a pai dele 
Ao ve-lo se assombrava! 

The third one is a mulatto 
Known by the name of Moita Brava 

This cabra"^® is more fearless 
Than a bull in an den 
Many times his father 

Was astounded when he observed him."^^ 

The word cabra (literally, "the goaf) refers to an individual of mixed race, the product 
of a combination of Indian, white and African ancestry. Diciondrio Houaiss da Ungua 
portuguesa, s.v. cabra. The word also denoted indeterminacy in the racial categorization 
of a person of color and had a pejorative connotation. Nonetheless, bravery, like an 
honorable reputation, was a quality that popular poets and others backlanders celebrated, 
regardless of the "race" of those who possessed it. 

"Antonio Silvino," in Barroso, Heroes e bandidos, 242-247. 
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As poor men joined the forces of the canga90 and increasingly relied on 

aggression and a capacity for violence to gain respect, they constructed masculine 

identities that emphasized bravery, courage, and mastery in the use of weapons as the 

measure of a man. For instance, the verses above demonstrate that the manhood of Moita 

Brava was not in question, despite the fact the he was racially mixed, due to his bravery. 

Indeed, Moita Brava had proved his masculinity even to his father, by being courageous. 

Moreover, Billy Jaynes Chandler has shown that since the late nineteenth century, 

cangaceiros adopted a distinctive dress, which, in itself, became an emblem of honor. 

They wore the traditional northeastern vaqueiro leather hats and stamped the bandit way 

of life by stitching them with gold or silver coins. Thus, cangaceiros appropriated the 

cowboy hat as a symbol of honor—a form of masculine reputation that sertanejo society 

had traditionally recognized as belonging to vaqueiros, who displayed courage in the 

handling of livestock. In addition, cangaceiros wore two ammunition belts over their 

shoulders, intersecting at the chest, which created an impressive and often menacing sight 

and gave them additional firing power. Some celebrated bandits, such as Antonio Silvino, 

provided the members of their bands with old uniforms that had belonged to National 

Guard or police soldiers. These rank-and-file cangaceiros then paraded in their uniforms 

and took pride in the golden bottoms or other insignias that showed recognition of their 

talent in the use of weapons, and thus of their masculine honor.''^ 

Popular poets celebrated and romanticized the courageous deeds of bandits, the 

confluence of fear and admiration that qualified the respect that they elicited fi-om the 

Chandler, "Brazilian Cangaceiros," 99; "Antonio Silvino," in Barroso, Heroes e 
Bandidos, 228; Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels, chap. 2. 
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backlands population and their enjoyment of such recognition. In the following verses, a 

cantador mythologized the life of Antonio Silvino by adopting the perspective of this 

famous cangaceiro as the narrator and by describing the commotion that Silvino's 

presence created, even in heaven and hell: 

Cai uma banda do ceu 
Seca uma parte do mar, 

O purgatorio resfria, 
Ve-se o inferno abalar. . . 

As almas deixam a degredo, 
Corre o Diabo com medo, 

O Ceu Deus manda trancarl 

Admira todo o mundo 
Quando eu passo em um lugar. . . 

. . .  O S  m o n t e s  d i z e m  a o s  c a m i n h o s :  

—Deixai Silvino passar!. . . 

A piece of the sky if falling, 
A portion of the ocean is drying up. 

Purgatory is getting cold, 
Hell is in commotion 

The souls leave their banishment 
The Devil runs in fear 

God orders the doors to Heaven to be locked! 

Everybody admires me 
When I go through a place . . . 

. . .  T h e  m o u n t a i n s  s a y  t o  t h e  r o a d s :  
—Let Silvino pass through! ... 

Recurring themes in the popular poetry that celebrated the lives of famous 

cangaceiros of the late nineteenth century were the violent encounters between bandits 

and the police soldiers sent to arrest them, as well as the ultimate triumph of the 

cangaceiros over the representatives of the State. As chapter 6 will show, a process of 

Luis da Camara Cascudo, Vaqueiros e cantadores (Porto Alegre: Livraria Globo, 
1941), 119. 
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expansion of the Imperial State into the backlands and other remote areas of the Brazilian 

Empire was under way during the second half of the nineteenth century. This process 

included the gradual deployment of police and army units to patrol the sertao in an effort 

to fight banditry and other forms of crime. Yet, the regulative capacity of the Imperial 

State was weak, and, consequently, attempts to arrest bandits often ended in violence, as 

criminals resisted their capture and State agents worked to beat cangaceiros into 

submission. Cantadores, sympathetic to the cause of the bandits, depicted these violent 

confrontations as contests of honor. The following verses of a traditional song from the 

sertSes of Rio Grande do Norte celebrated the honor of Jesuino Brilhante, a late-

nineteenth century bandit who died in combat with authorities: 

Jd mataram Jesuino 
Acabou-se o valentdo! 

Morreu no campo da honra 
Sem se entregar d prisdo . . . 

They have killed Jesuino 
The courageous man is finished! 

He died in the field of honor 
Without turning himself to a jailing sentence .. 

As these verses suggest, the honor of a bandit did not refer to his possessions or 

aptitude to provide for a family, but rather to his personal courage in violently resisting 

capture. The popular poem entitled "Cantiga de Vilela," which mythologized the life of a 

gunman and killer of the Northeastern backlands, shows that the measure of manhood for 

bandits and their admirers was bravery and ability to kill men, especially those sent to 

apprehend them. According to the "Cantiga," the gunman Vilela responded to a police 

Nonato, Jesuino Brilhante, 78 
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second lieutenant, who had gone to his house with 180 police soldiers to take him to jail, 

with these words: 

Seu Alfere Delegado, 
Largue de tanto zumzum, 

Que o home que mata cem, 
Pode interd cente eum . . . 
Eu hoje ainda ndo comi, 

Seu Alfere, 
Com voce quebro o jejum! 

Mister Second Lieutenant and Police Commissioner, 
Stop your blah blah blah, 

A man who can kill one hundred 
Can  eas i ly  k i l l  one  hundred  and  one  . . .  

And today I have not even had breakfast yet, 
Mister Second Lieutenant, 

With you I will break my fast!"^^ 

In sum, poor free Cearense men of the late nineteenth century joined bandit gangs 

as a means to derive their sustenance, as well as to obtain protection from police or other 

forms of aggressive persecution. But bandit life lured poor sertanejos who could no 

longer construct their honor on the basis of material resources, control of women's 

sexuality and effective provision of their families with a promise of social recognition 

and an opportunity to prove their manhood through violent prowess. In adopting the 

identity of successful and admired bandits, poor free sertanejos emphasized their capacity 

to inflict pain through the expert use of violence as the main signifier of masculine honor. 

The expansion of the Imperial State into the backlands, with its consequent increasing 

nimibers of police and army soldiers who used violence in their attempts to restrain 

bandits, further contributed to the emphasis on honor as a value that depended on a man's 

"O Cego Sinfronio," in Mota, Cantadores, 52. 
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ability to use violence effectively. In addition, popular poets who celebrated the 

personalities, deeds and honor of famous bandits strengthened the emphasis on personal 

bravery, courage and mastery in the use of weapons as the main signifiers of masculine 

honor in the sertao. 

Conclusions 

This chapter began with the popular poet Luis Dantas Quesado's enumeration of 

the different aspects that guaranteed respect to the sertanejo Zuza Tomas: courage, 

strength and quickness in the manipulation of violence. The qualities that Quesado 

stressed, however, must be set against important changes in the social-economic context 

of the late nineteenth century and the place of violence in interior society during those 

years. As chapter 3 has shown, the dislocating conditions of these years resulted in the 

sertanejos' loss of access to land, slaves, animals and money—^the material signifiers of 

honor—as well as their ability to provide for their families and to control women's 

sexuality—two other important emblems of honor. Chapter 4 has demonstrated that 

during those years, poor free men with denigrated honor perceived the increasing 

visibility of "women alone," as well as their "uncontrolled" actions and speech, as 

challenges to masculine reputation and to the patriarchal order of the backlands. In an 

attempt to enforce patriarchal authority, and in the absence of husbands and male family 

members, poor Cearense men committed violent acts against "women alone," especially 

when these women defied poor men's reputation. Through these acts of aggression, poor 
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sertanejos sought to repair their honor and to restore patriarchy to a society that was 

undergoing social disintegration. 

The poor sertanejos' use of violence against "women alone" as a means to 

reestablish patriarchal authority and honor draws attention to their emphasis on the link 

between honor and violence as defining aspects of masculine identity. This association 

was further strengthened by the effects of social-economic change on the lives of young 

poor sertanejos and on their reliance on violence to achieve honor. The dislocation of the 

last third of the nineteenth century especially undermined yovmg men's ability to attain 

honorable reputations based on the possession of material resources, control of female 

sexuality, and provision for family members. Unable to establish themselves and succeed 

as independent farmers and ranchers, poor young men as a group engaged in "honor-

related violence" against other young men as a way to measure their manhood and 

establish their honor. Thus, masculine honor for young men became contingent on their 

physical capacity for violence, instead of the demonstration of other qualities or the 

possession of resources. 

This examination of the reproduction of "honor-related violence" against the 

backdrop of the declining capacity of Cearense men to achieve honor reveals that 

conditions such as age and deprivation exacerbate the "intrinsic instability" of the honor 

complex as conceptualized by Pitt-Rivers. Furthermore, it is clear that broader social-

economic conditions intensify what the historiography on honor in Latin America 

commonly describes as a class-based or culturally-prescribed "sensitivity" of poor men to 

public humiliation and insult. But a loss of resources and inability to establish honor in 
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non-violent ways were not the only factors that determined the sertanejos' emphasis on 

competence in violence as the main guarantor of a man's honor during the second half of 

the nineteenth century. 

The reliance on violence as the main means to negotiate access to productive 

resources during the conflictive last four decades of the nineteenth century contributed to 

the routinization of a notion of honor that underscored aggression, courage and physical 

force among poor free men. Violent conflict resulted from the increased competition for 

scarce resources and the failure of the old system of conventions between neighbors and 

co-proprietors to guarantee property boundaries and designs on land utilization. Just as 

important, even in the face of the insufficiency of customary relations, poor farmers and 

ranchers were unable to deploy the expanding civil and criminal justice systems to settle 

their land and resource disputes due to their lack of titles, resources, and connections with 

powerfiil patrons who could help them navigate the justice system. Thus, poor free 

Cearenses who had any property left to defend turned to inter-personal violence and 

bravado as the primary medium through which they sought to maintain access to badly 

needed resources. 

The expansion of banditry in the backlands since the 1870s further bolstered the 

emphasis on violent masculine identities and on violence as the main signifier and 

assurance of honor for the poor. As increasing numbers of destitute Cearenses turned to 

banditry as a means of survival they emphasized masculine competence in violence as the 

main signifier of honor. Sertanejos-tumed bandits displayed bravado, weapons, and 

military-like insignias as emblems of honor. In turn, rank-and-file bandits, regardless of 
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age, class or race, commanded respect from the rest of the backlands population due to 

their courage in violent confrontations and not due to their possession of material 

resources. This notion of respect, however, included a mix of fear and admiration of a 

cangaceiro's skill in violence, among the populace. 

The rise of banditry within a context of expansion of the Imperial State into the 

backlands further contributed to the reproduction of violent masculinities and the 

emphasis on a capacity for aggression as central to the acquisition of honor among 

sertanejos during the late nineteenth century. On the one hand, police and army soldiers 

used violence to try to control and defeat criminals. On the other hand, bandits violently 

resisted their capture by State representatives. This exacerbation of violence, in turn, 

bears witness to the limited capacity of the Imperial State in subordinating bandits and 

bringing order to the backlands. This irony was not lost on popular poets. They celebrated 

the cangaceiros' daring in facing and defeating the police and armed forces. In this way, 

cantadores contributed to broaden the appeal of a sense of masculine honor that relied on 

a man's physical capacity for violence among the rural poor. 

This analysis demonstrates that the lower-class members of the rank and file of 

brigand groups saw themselves as "bandits of honor," and that this title was not limited to 

the leadership that emanated from the wealthier families of the interior, as the 

historiography on the canga90 has argued. But while upper-class cangaceiro leaders 

emphasized their lineage as the source of their honor, the rank and file stressed virtue and 

specifically their ability to use violence effectively as the means to gain the populace's 

respect. Even more important, the emphasis on honor as derived from the rank and file's 
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skill in the use of weapons was inserted in a context where violence had become the 

foremost means to resolve conflict of various kinds in the interior. 

Thus, as sertanejos relied on violence as the main medium to navigate the various 

dimensions of economic, social, and environmental transformation of the last third of the 

nineteenth century, they underscored the importance of violence for the achievement of 

honor. The following chapter demonstrates that the process of expansion of the Imperial 

State with its paradoxical weakness in bringing order to the interior exacerbated inter

personal masculine violence during the second half of the nineteenth century. In turn. 

State formation failed to break the link between honor and violence among poor men, 

and, in fact, contributed greatly to the incitement of violent masculinities in the 

backlands. 
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CHAPTER VI 

STATE FORMATION IN THE BACKLANDS: DISORDER, 

VIOLENCE, AND HONOR, 1850-1889 

In 1867, the prominent British explorer Sir Richard Burton visited the sertoes 

bordering the middle Sao Francisco River in the province of Bahia. In his travel memoir. 

Burton related his encounter, on 28 October, with a squad of fourteen men who helped 

apprehend and transport ten recruits who were called to serve in the Paraguayan War. 

According to Burton, the armed escorts were "wild-looking fellows, servile as well as 

free, and only the chief man had a horse; the dress was old-fashioned shirts and tight 

smalls of strong homespun cotton, leather hats, waistcoats and sandals." On the same day 

when he met the recruiting squad, Burton witnessed the capture of another recruit who 

had run into the bush in a vain attempt to escape the mounted men sent to press him into 

service. Reflecting on the scenes of the day, Burton wrote: "No wonder that these places 

look like the ruins which the slave wars have made on the Lower Congo."^ 

Burton's reflection nicely encapsulates the extent of disorder and violence that 

enveloped the Northeastern backlands, including those of Ceara, as a result of mounting 

recruitment efforts for the Paraguayan War, and more broadly, the expansion of the 

Imperial State during the second half of the nineteenth century. Burton's description 

clearly demonstrates that the geographic remoteness of the Northeastern backlands did 

^ Richard Burton, Explorations of the Highlands of Brazil 2 vols., (New York: 
Greenwood Press Publishers, 1969; reprint, London: Tinsley Brothers, 1869), 2: 388 
(page references are to reprint edition). 
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not insulate the sertanejos from being dragooned to fight a war in the far-away 

Southwestern border with Paraguay. In a more general sense, distance did not shield poor 

free Cearenses from the effects of the process of consolidation of Imperial State power 

during this period. But Burton's observations also reveal that this growing Imperial State 

presence in the hinterlands had its limitations. Evidently, the men that made up a press 

gang in the interior of Bahia were common sertanejos. 

This chapter analyzes the process of Imperial State formation in the backlands of 

the province of Ceara between the years 1850 and 1889 and its effects on the lives and 

masculine identities of poor free sertanejos. It first examines the goals behind the mid-

nineteenth-century expansion of the highly centralized Imperial State that emerged out of 

a conflictive process of consolidation of the post-colonial State in Brazil during the first 

half of the nineteenth century. The chapter then analyzes the inadequate functioning of 

expanding State institutions in the Cearense hinterland as well as the effects of the 

shortcomings in the regulative capacity of the State in the reproduction of violence 

among poor men. The final section focuses on the implications of the exacerbation of 

inter-personal violence related to policing, punishing and recruiting on the definitions of 

masculine honor among the poor free sertanejos who came into contact with the State 

apparatus during these years. 

Consolidation and Expansion of the Imperial State. 1822-1889 

In order to understand the meanings, practice, and effects at the local level of the 

expansion of the Imperial State during the second half of the nineteenth century, it is first 
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necessary to analyze the changing ideology and structures of the Imperial political system 

during the first half of the nineteenth century. Certainly, the process of experimentation 

and consolidation of a post-colonial State in Brazil during the years between 1822 and 

1850 laid the foundations for the accelerating construction of a centralized Imperial State 

after mid-nineteenth century. 

From Unity to Order: The Path towards Centralization of the 

Imperial State, 1822-1850 

During the three decades following independence in 1822, Brazil experienced 

considerable social and political instability. The process of establishing a workable 

government in a vast and diverse country that did not share a national identity exposed 

the deep racial, social, and regional divisions that Brazil had inherited from its colonial 

past. Rebellions and armed movements in support of provincial autonomy, radical 

liberalism, centralized rule, as well as slave rebellions and racially-defined clashes, 

challenged the precarious unity of the Empire, the hierarchical social order inherited from 

colonial rule, and slavery. Out of these conflicts emerged a united ruling class that by the 

mid-nineteenth century succeeded at putting into place a highly centralized State that 

preserved unity and safeguarded slavery as an institution. Once the goal of unity was 

achieved, the ruling elites maintained State centralization and favored the expansion of a 

centralized State apparatus as a way to impose order in all comers of the Brazilian 

Empire. 
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Brazil in 1822 did not constitute a nation, nor did it have economic unity. Since 

the early part of the eighteenth centiiry, the captaincies of the Southeast (Minas Gerais, 

Espirito Santo, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo) and the South (Santa Catarina and Rio 

Grande do Sul) had become more or less integrated economically. But they remained 

separate and distant from the captaincies of the Northeast (Bahia, Pemambuco, Paraiba, 

Rio Grande do Norte, Ceara, Maranhao and Piauf) and from the Northern captaincy of 

Para, which included the present-day state of Amazonas. Some of the captaincies of the 

Northeast had engaged in regional trading with their neighbors. Nevertheless, 

communication between the Northeast and the Southeast and far South and between 

captaincies was extremely precarious, which helps to account for the strong distinct 

'J 
identities that the captaincies adhered to by the time of independence. 

The movement for Brazilian sovereignty was not a geographically and socially 

broad-based revolution.^ Instead, a dominant elite made up mainly of large planters from 

^ Leslie Bethell and Jose Murilo de Carvalho, "Brazil from Independence to the Middle 
of the Nineteenth Century," in The Cambridge History of Latin America, 11 vols., ed. 
Leslie Bethell, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 3: 679-746. On the lack 
of a national identity by the time of independence, see Roderick Barman, Brazil: The 
Forging of a Nation, 1798-1852 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1988); and Jose 
Murilo de Carvalho, A construgdo da ordem: A elite politica imperial (Brasilia: Ed. 
Universidade de Brasilia, 1981). 
^ This paragraph and the following discussion of the political events until 1850 are 
drawn, except where otherwise noted, from Emilia Viotti da Costa, "The Political 
Emancipation of Brazil," in From Colony to Nation: Essays on the Independence of 
Brazil, ed. A.J.R. Russell-Wood From Colony to Nation: Essays on the Independence of 
Brazil (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975); esp. 67-70; idem. The 
Brazilian Empire: Myths and Histories, rev. ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1985); chaps. 1-3; the summaries by Leslie Bethell and Bethell and Carvalho, "The 
Independence of Brazil" and "Brazil from Independence," in The Cambridge History, 3: 
157-196, 679-746; Richard Graham, Patronage and Politics in Nineteenth-Century Brazil 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 43-70. 
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the economically more successful Southeast, as well as bureaucrats and merchants based 

in Rio de Janeiro, led the efforts towards the separation of Brazil from Portugal in 1821. 

Subsequently, elites from other regions with similar interests to those of the Southeast 

supported Dom Pedro I, the son of Dom Joao VI, King of Portugal, in his proclamation of 

independence, and later his coronation as the first emperor of independent Brazil. Most 

among this planter class allied with Pedro I as they saw in the prince of the House of 

Bragan9a the best possibility to ensure the continuation of the basis of the colonial social-

economic structure, namely slavery, the plantation system, and the agriculturally-based 

export economy, within an independent society that at least in name adopted liberal 

institutions."^ 

The coalition that had supported Pedro I's declaration of independence and the 

creation of the empire of Brazil quickly began to crumble when Pedro I arbitrarily 

dissolved an elected constitutional assembly that was drafting Brazil's first constitution 

and inserting some limitations on his power in that charter. The Council of State (a 

committee of ten advisors to the executive chosen by the emperor) drafted another 

document, which Pedro I promulgated in 1824. The Constitution of 1824 followed many 

of the liberal provisions of the one drafted by the assembly, but it introduced important 

modifications that in practice established a centralized political system and granted the 

^ On the similarities in training, ideology and interests between dominant elites from 
various Brazilian regions, and their role in fostering national unity during the Empire, see 
Carvalho, A construgao da ordem\ Barman, The Forging of a Nation-, Eul-Soo Pang and 
Ron Seckinger, "The Mandarins of Imperial Brazil," CSSH14, 2 (1972): 215-244; 
Barman and Jean Barman, "The Role of the Law Graduate in the Political Elite of 
Imperial Brazil," Journal of Inter-American Studies and World Affairs 18, 4 (1976): 423-
450. 
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emperor extensive powers. For instance, even though the Constitution estabUshed a 

legislative power consisting of an elected Chamber of Deputies and an appointed Senate, 

the emperor was entrusted with the "moderating power" and had the ability to dissolve 

parliament, to appoint senators, and to sanction and veto laws. 

Pedro I's absolutist tendencies and the highly centralized system imposed during 

his reign, also called the First Empire, caused discontent among his supporters in the 

Southeast, and precipitated a vigorous threat of secession in the Northeast. For example, 

in March of 1824, an armed revolt led mainly by radical liberals in Pemambuco spread 

into the neighboring provinces of Rio Grande do Norte, Ceara, and Paraiba. Fearing a 

provincial loss of autonomy under the strong central power exercised from Rio de 

Janeiro, the rebels declared independence and proclaimed the formation of a republic, the 

Confederation of the Equator. Imperial troops quickly put down the rebellion. The rebels 

and their supporters were tried in unconstitutional military courts and some were put to 

death. 

Opposition to Pedro I mounted from several other quarters as he consistently 

demonstrated a lack of commitment to constitutionalism, favoritism toward Portuguese-

bom cabinet members and a strong interest in the royal succession in Portugal. Urban 

popular discontent, often expressed in anti-Portuguese riots in Rio and other coastal cities 

deepened the political crisis.^ Finally, in April of 1831, Pedro I abdicated the throne in 

^ On social conflict in Rio de Janeiro and the expression of a popular form of national 
identity, see Gladys Sabina Ribeiro, A liberdade em construgdo: Identidade nacional e 
conflitos antilusitanos noprimeiro reinado (Rio de Janeiro: Relume Dumara, 2002) 
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favor of his five-year-old son Pedro II. After the abdication, a three-man Regency was 

appointed to govern the empire until Pedro II reached his majority. 

The news of Pedro Fs abdication did not bring order to the nascent Empire. 

During the Regency (1831-40), a series of regional uprisings and local disturbances 

threatened Brazil's precarious territorial unity. Most of these revolts were urban in 

character, although some significant rural movements erupted, particularly in the 

Northeast. Ideologically, the insurrections and riots expressed federalist, liberal, nativist, 

or restorationist agendas. For instance, in 1832, a bloody rebellion broke out in the 

municipality of Jardim, in Ceara, which quickly spread throughout the Southern portion 

of the province and even into Pemambuco. The movement that began as a regional 

dispute for local power gained momentum as its leaders, especially Joaquim Pinto 

Madeira, a potentate from Jardim, and the priest Antonio Manoel, advocated the 

restoration of Pedro I as one of the main items in their agenda. The rebels mobilized the 

support of over four thousand men from the lower classes. Indeed, the most significant 

aspect of the uprisings of these years is that they drew wide involvement from the poor 

free populations and in many cases, even from slaves. Moreover, in some provinces, such 

as Bahia and Pemambuco, slave flight and slave rebellions begun to put in jeopardy not 

only public order, but more importantly, slavery.^ 

^ On the Pinto Madeira rebellion, see Joao Alfredo de Sousa Montenegro, Ideologia e 
conflito no Nordeste rural (Pinto Madeira e a revolugao de 1832 no Ceard) (Rio de 
Janeiro: Tempo Brasileiro, 1976); on slave flight and slave rebellions in the Northeast, 
see Joao Jose Reis, Slave Rebellion in Brazil: The Muslim Uprising of1835 in Bahia, 
trans. Arthur Brakel (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993); Marcus J. M. de 
Carvalho, Liberdade: Rotinas e rupturas do escravismo no Recife, 1822-1850 (Recife: 
Ed. Universitaria da UFPE, 1998). 
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The faction of the political elite that came to exercise power during the Regency 

was made up of Brazilian liberals, called moderados, or the moderate ones, to 

differentiate themselves from the more radical exaltados or farroupilhas. The moderados 

advocated decentralizing reforms (some even pressed for federalism) as a vehicle to a 

more meaningful form of liberalism. Yet, they remained committed to a monarchical 

system in Brazil as a way to maintain unity within the Empire. Likewise, since many of 

the moderados were slave-owners or had connections with the export economy, their 

commitment to liberalism did not include the abolition of slavery. Some of the most 

important reforms undertaken during the Regency were designed as an attack on the 

power of magistrates and judges (normally Portuguese-bom) to act arbitrarily and 

authoritatively. Thus, in 1832 the Code of Criminal Procedure was adopted, which 

prescribed police and judicial functions to locally-elected justices of the peace. The code 

also introduced the jury system, and gave jurors, who were elected, ample powers in 

certain criminal cases. In 1834, the Additional Act to the Constitution was passed. 

Among other reforms, the Additional Act created provincial assemblies and granted them 

power to control the police corps, an institution that it also established. The Regency also 

n 

created the National Guard. 

^ The National Guard was created in 1831 as a substitute for the colonial militias, called 
ordenangas. Made by unpaid citizens, the National Guard had the duty of helping to 
ensure obedience to the law and assisting the army in defending the borders and 
coastlines. Its creation represented an attempt by the central government to curb the 
potential power of a disorderly military. Service in the Guard, either in high office or in 
the rank and file, was affected by social class, which turned the institution into an 
instrument of clientelistic politics during the Imperial period. High-ranking officers, who 
were elected before 1850 and appointed after that date, had to prove legitimate birth and 
the ownership of substantial property to attain those posts. A nomination to these 
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These decentrahzing reforms had the paradoxical effect of intensifying power 

struggles among notables at the provincial and local levels, which led to an escalation of 

social conflict and rebellion, particularly in the interior of the Northeast and the far South. 

For instance, a rebellion known as Balaiada (because one of its leaders was called balaio, 

or basket-maker) broke out in 1839 in the eastern portion of Maranhao, and from there 

spread into most of the territory of Piaui and the western municipalities of Ceara, lasting 

until 1847. The rebellion began as a conflict between elites with liberal views who had 

been dislodged from their positions of power as a result of the actions of a conservative 

provincial president in Sao Luis. But the balaios mobilized more than 11,000 poor free 

men, among them small farmers, cowboys and artisans, as well as slaves. A parallel 

rebellion which drew at least 8,000 run-away slaves, who periodically joined the balaios, 

took place at the same time. In fact, the large-scale participation of excluded groups in 

positions symbolized local prestige and served as a venue to further local potentates' 
political purposes, since they nominated their clients to guard posts. Guard officers 
vouched for their clients' meeting the annual minimum income of Rs. 200$000 to enlist 
as National Guardsmen, which, in turn, granted enlistees inmnmity from army 
recruitment. This minimum income also made the clients eligible to vote. On the National 
Guard during the Imperial period, see Jeanne Berrance de Castro, A miUcia cidada: A 
guarda nacional de 1831 a 1850 (Sao Paulo: Editora Nacional, 1977); Fernando 
Uricoechea, O minotauro imperial: a burocratizagdo do estado patrimonial brasileiro no 
seculo XIX(Rio de Janeiro: DIFEL, 1978); see also Hendrick Kraay, Race, State, and 
Armed Forces in Independence-Era Brazil, Bahia, 1790s-1840s (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2001), chap. 8; and, Antonio Edmilson Martins Rodrigues, Francisco 
Jose Calazans Falcon, and Margarida de Souza Neves, A Guarda Nacional no Rio de 
Janeiro, 1831-1918 (Rio de Janeiro: Pontificia Universidade Catolica do Rio de Janeiro, 
1981); on the guard as an institution that promoted ties of patronage, see Joan Meznar, 
"The Ranks of the Poor: Military Service and Social Differentiation in Northeast Brazil, 
1830-1875," HAHR 72, 3 (1992): 335-347; Graham, Patronage, 29-32; on the National 
Guard and clientelist election politics, see Victor Nunes Leal, Coronelismo, enxada e 
voto: O municipio e o regime representativo no Brasil (Rio de Janeiro: Revista Forense, 
1949); Raimundo Faoro, Os donos dopoder, 5th ed. (Porto Alegre: Globo, 1979), 378-
379; Graham, Patronage, 89-97. 
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the Balaiada and other rebelhons of the Regency represented a clear, and from the 

perspective of the elites, dangerous challenge to unity as well as to the maintenance of the 

racial hierarchies and the institution of slavery that underpinned the planter class' project 

of nation-building. 

This serious instability swayed the political elites in Rio de Janeiro to support the 

creation of a strong, central government. Both Liberals and Conservatives, who began 

organizing themselves in parties from the late 1830s on, supported the coronation of the 

young Pedro II before he reached his majority as a measure to maintain territorial and 

political unity. But very soon after he assumed the throne in 1841, Pedro II turned toward 

the Conservatives, and allowed them to control the cabinet and the parliament. It is 

necessary to note that the Conservatives, who are credited with initiating what is 

commonly called the regresso, or the trend toward recentralization of political power, 

endorsed generally liberal principles. Even some moderate liberals became 

Conservatives. But by the 1840s, a consensus among all political elites favored a 

centralized political system in order to counter what many saw as the effects of 

experimentation with the decentralizing reforms of the 1830s: a lax and corrupt criminal 

o 
On the popular agendas of lower-class rebels in movements such as the Balaiada and 

others, see Matthias Rohrig Assun9ao, "Elite Politics and Popular Rebellion in the 
Construction of Post-colonial Order. The Case of Maranhao, Brazil (1820-41)," 
of Latin American Studies 31 (1999): 1-38; Maria Amelia Freitas, "A Balaiada no Piaui," 
in Movimentos populares no Nordeste no perwdo regencial, org. Manoel Correia de 
Andrade (Recife: Editora Massangana, 1989), 10-15; Hendrik Kraay, '"As Terrifying as 
Unexpected': The Bahian Sabinada, 1837-1838," HAHR 72, 4 (1992): 501-527; David 
Cleary, '"Lost Altogether to the Civilised World:' Race and Cabanagem in Northern 
Brazil, 1750 to 1850," CSSH40, 1 (January, 1998): 109-135; John Charles Chasteen, 
"Cabanos and Farrapos: Brazilian Nativism in Regional Perspective, 1822-1850," Locus 
7, 1 (Fall, 1994): 31-46; Nancy Priscilla Naro, "The 1848 Praieira Revolt in Brazil" (Ph. 
D. diss., University of Chicago, 1981). 
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justice system that failed at preserving the unity of the Empire and consequently put at 

risk the slave-based export economy.^ 

One of the main reforms of the conservative regresso was the 1841 reformulation 

of the Criminal Code, which strengthened the central government by establishing an 

extensive and centralized police administration and judicial bureaucracy. The law created 

the office of the provincial chief of police—appointed by the emperor—and granted this 

official the power to select delegados and subdelegados (police commissioners and 

deputies) at the municipal level. The law also vested these police authorities with judicial 

powers to arrest, press chargers and convict suspects in a series of lesser offenses. In 

addition, the reform of the Code abolished the police functions of the justice of the peace 

and provided for the appointment of municipal judges, district judges and local 

prosecutors by the central government. The re-centralization also included the restoration 

of the moderating power created under the Constitution of 1824, but suspended during 

the Regency. 

By 1850, these and other measures had created a highly centralized Imperial 

State. This State functioned through a complex machinery of patronage that linked local 

^ On the historical processes that accoimted for a similar conservative ideology among 
Liberals and Conservatives, see Ilmar Rohloff de Mattos, O tempo saquarema (Sao 
Paulo: Hucitec, 1987); on the problems plaguing the criminal justice system in Brazil 
during the Regency, see Thomas Flory, Judge and Jury in Imperial Brazil, 1808-1871: 
Social Control and Political Stability in the New State (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1981), 120-127; for Ceara, see Ceara, Falla (Souza e Mello—Assembleia Provincial, 
1838), 8-13; Oficio 23, 30 March 1846, Registro dos oficios dirigidos ao Ministro dos 
Negocios da Justi9a, 1843-1850, ala 19, est. 404, liv.132, APEC; Joao Brigido, "Tirania 
Judiciaria", in Ceara: Homens e factos (Rio de Janeiro: Typografia Benard Freres, 1919), 
41-45; Raimundo Girao, Historia economica do Ceara, (Fortaleza: Editora Instituto do 
Ceara, 1947), 259; Hugo Victor, Chefes de policia do Ceara (Fortaleza: Typografia 
Minerva, 1943), 26. 
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notables to provincial elites and then to the central government in Rio de Janeiro. In 

effect, the State that emerged out of the political-administrative experimentation of the 

1830s and that relied on centralization of the police and criminal justice systems had 

succeeded in maintaining unity among the various regions and safeguarding slavery. 

Once unity had been achieved, preserving order became the central concern for the 

planter class that constituted the ruling elite. The notion of order, however, did not denote 

just the absence of rebellion. Rather, it designated a concern with the perpetuation of the 

social order that the centralizing reforms had been able to maintain: a hierarchical society 

based on slaveholding and racial inequality and the promotion and protection of the 

export economy of agricultural products, with the use of slaves, or other forms of cheap 

and disciplined labor. With the purpose of maintaining this order, the ruling elites pushed 

the expansion of a centralized State into every comer of the Empire. 

Expansion of the Imperial State into the Backlands 

of Ceara, 1850-1889 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the consolidation of the post-

colonial State in Ceara involved, above all else, an effort to curb the private power that 

large fazendeiros had retained throughout most of the colonial period and their capacity 

to sponsor violence. During the late seventeenth century and through much of the 

eighteenth century, large potentates who received royal nominations as officers in the 

On the goals of the ruling elites during the second half of the nineteenth century, see 
Carvalho, Teatro de sombras: A poUtica imperial (Sao Paulo: Vertice, 1988); and Mattos, 
O tempo saquarema. 
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militia performed State functions such as arresting criminals, expelling undesirables from 

a community, and informing the governor of the captaincy of happenings in the interior. 

The power of the fazendeiros was large indeed, as they lived in the isolation of interior 

towns and fazendas, where representatives of the Crown only occasionally appeared. 

Moreover, potentates commanded militia units or, conversely, their own private armies 

made up of vaqueiros, farmers, and artisans, who often were their dependants and with 

whom they established social bonds of patronage. These large landowners in effect ruled 

the backlands, and as they competed for lands, power, or other resources with rival 

family clans and their armies, they regularly resorted to violence, which resulted in 

virtual warfare in the sertao.'^ 

During the late colonial period, officials of the captaincy progressively exercised 

authority over potentates of the interior. Yet families of large landowners retained much 

influence in their communities through control of the municipal councils, their continued 

positions as high officers of the militias, and their capacity to inspire fear and exercise 

violence. Thus, after independence, and until about the 1840s, hnperial authorities 

deployed to the province showed a steadfast resolve to subordinate the large fazendeiros, 

as they attempted to consolidate the power of the State and to preserve the unity of the 

On private power in the backlands of Ceara, and elsewhere in the Northeast during the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Nertan Macedo, O da dos Inhamuns, uma 
familia de guerreiros e pastores das cabeceiras do Jaguaribe (Fortaleza: Edi96es A 
Fortaleza, 1967); and O bacamarte dos Monroes: Roteiro de andanga e guerra de 
Alexandre e seus irmaos (Fortaleza: Editora Instituto do Ceara, 1966); Billy Jaynes 
Chandler, The Feitosas and the Sertdo dos Inhamuns: The History of a Family and a 
Community in Northeast Brazil, 1700-1930 (Gainesville: Florida, 1972). See also Linda 
Lewin, Politics and Parentela in Paraiba. A Case Study of Family-Based Oligarchy in 
Brazil (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1987), chap. 1. 
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nascent Empire. After all, some of the most threatening secessionist movements and 

restorationist rebellions of the First Empire and the Regency had been initiated by large 

fazendeiros in their struggles for power against their rivals/^ 

The first concerted campaign to end what contemporaries called the "climate of 

lawlessness" that reigned in the interior of Ceara came in the mid 1830s, under the 

leadership of the politician-priest and moderate liberal Jose Martiniano de Alencar. As 

provincial president of Ceara between 1834 and 1837 and again between 1840 and 1841, 

Alencar enacted a series of laws and policies designed to pacify and disarm the interior. 

For example, in 1835 and in accord with the Additional Act of 1834, he established a 

provincial police corps, which he charged with the fimction of arresting and punishing 

criminososprepotentes e de sequito; that is, domineering criminals who had toughs at 

their service. President Alencar also established gratifications for police agents and even 

civilians who apprehended these offenders or killed them if they resisted the authorities. 

Nevertheless, great difficulties in terms of budget and human capacity to patrol the vast 

interior, which was only scantily populated, undermined the ability of the police corps to 

accomplish the mission of ridding the backlands of tough fazendeiros and their armed 

gangs. Moreover, between 1835 and 1837 most of the police soldiers, from Ceara 

On attempts to tame the power of Cearense fazendeiros during the late colonial period 
and the first decades of the Empire, see Chandler, The Feitosas, chap. 4; Macedo, 
Bacamarte, 41-79; Victor, Chefes depoUcia, 26-28. 
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remained in Para, where they had been deployed to assist in the suppression of the 

Cabanagem^^ and thus had to neglect the interior of Ceara. 

Policing the sertao and catching violent criminals from influential families was 

not the only State function that represented an enormous challenge to authorities in 

Ceara. In his 1835 speech to the provincial assembly. President Alencar asserted that the 

innovations in the criminal justice system that resulted from the adoption of the Code of 

Criminal Procedure of 1832 had met with only limited success in curbing the private 

power of landowning family clans in the interior. According to Alencar, the justices of 

the peace hesitated to carry out their functions, and many accepted bribes. Moreover, 

families of potentates exercised a great deal of influence on jurors that ruled in criminal 

cases, and in this way, those who had been apprehended and tried for serious crimes were 

easily absolved.'^ The paradox of the expansion of State institutions that despite their 

enlarged reach were weak and insufflcient to subordinate rebellious backland populations 

was not limited to the initial decades of consolidation of Imperial power in the sertao. 

A five-year rebellion that claimed many lives, the Cabanagem began as a conflict 
between rival elite factions in Para but rapidly spread among the lower segments of the 
population, turning into a race war. See Cleary, "Cabanagem," 109-135. 

On the goals of the police corps, see Ceara, Falla (Martiniado D'Alencar—Assembleia 
Legislativa, 1836), 1; Paulino Nogueira, Presidentes do Ceara, 5 vols. (Fortaleza: 
Typografia Studart 1889), 3: 2; on laws to curb political banditry during Alencar's years, 
see. Law 8,1835, Law 51,1836, Law 86, 1837, Ceara, Compilagdo das leisprovinciais 
do Ceara. . . 1835 a 1861, 3 vols. (Rio de Janeiro: Typographia Universal de Laemmert, 
1863), 1: 10, 55-56, 142-143; on the difficulties in organizing and deploying the corps, 
see Ceara, Falla (Martiniano D'Alencar—Assembleia Legislativa, 1836), 2; Eusebio de 
Souza, Histdria militar do Ceara (Fortaleza: Editora Instituto do Ceara, 1950), 88-90, 
114; Joao Xavier de Holanda, PoUcia Militar do Ceara: Origem, memoria e projegdo, 2 
vols. (Fortaleza: Imprensa Oficial do Ceara, 1987), 1: 35-37. 

Chandler, The Feitosas, 79-84; Nogueira, Presidentes, 3: 2-60. 
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Instead, it became a recurrent trend in the process of State formation in the interior during 

the nineteenth century. 

From 1840 onwards, and as a result of the conservative reaction that established 

an expanding and centralized police administration as one of the main tenets of 

government, Imperial and provincial authorities launched an even greater effort to deploy 

a stronger and more efficient State presence in the interior. Increased provincial revenues 

that resulted from the growth of Cearense agricultural and livestock exports since the 

Since the 1930s, students of Brazilian history and society have debated the successes 
and failures of State efforts to subordinate the private power of the landowning family 
clans during the colonial. Imperial, and Republican periods and the consequences of such 
efforts in the country's social and political organization. Classic studies include Sergio 
Buarque de Holanda, Raizes do Brasil, 26th ed. (Sao Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 
1995), originally published in 1936, Oliveira Vianna, InstituigoespoUticas brasileiras 
(Sao Paulo: Editora Itatiaia, 1987), first published in 1948, and Gilberto Freyre, Casa-
grande & senzala: Formagdo da familia brasileira sob o regime da economiapatriarcal, 
43d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Record, 2001), first published in 1933 and Sobrados e 
mucambos, 2 vols., 3d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Jose Olympio Editora, 1961), originally 
published in 1936. While Vianna emphasized the invasion of the public by the private 
power during the colonial and Imperial periods, Buarque de Holanda underscored the 
problems created by the transference of the personalistic and familiar aspects of Brazil's 
Iberian heritage as embodied in the private power of large landholders into the realm of 
the State. Freyre highlighted the continuity between private and public powers especially 
during the colonial and Imperial periods. By contrast, in his influential Coronelismo, 
enxada e voto: O municipio e a regime representativo no Brasil, Victor Nunes Leal 
argued that the reinvigoration of public authority, especially towards the late colonial 
period and during the Empire, and the decline in the private power of the landowning 
clans gave rise to coronelismo (large landowners' manipulation of the electoral system). 
This social phenomenon, most commonly associated with Republican politics, resulted 
from the adaptation of landowners-turned political bosses whose power was in decline to 
the strengthening presence of the public power of the State, for their survival and 
retention of a degree of local power. 
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1850s aided the provincial authorities in this task, as they could assign larger budgets to 

17 the police and other State institutions. 

For ruling groups in Imperial Brazil during the late 1840s and 1850s, a larger, a 

more effective and centralized State presence in the backlands of Ceara, as well as in the 

interiors of the other provinces, was necessary to maintain order—a hierarchical social 

order based on slaveholding and the promotion of commercial agriculture—in every 

comer of the Empire. Moreover, the meaning of the notion of order included the 

provision of disciplined laborers—whether slave or free—for commercial enterprises. 

Thus, during the second half of the nineteenth century, State repressive functions in 

Ceara ceased to aim primarily at taming the private power of large fazendeiros. Instead, 

State institutions, and particularly police work, focused on the subordination of the rural 

poor, and particularly, poor free men, as well as on efforts to undermine large 

landowners' power. 

Provincial and municipal police authorities granted special attention to the arrest 

and punishment of public-order violations, especially vagrancy and public drunkenness, 

among the poor. For the authorities, repression of vadiagem, or vagrancy, was necessary 

to instill work habits on the "indomitable" poor free populations of the interior and to 

prevent the incidence of violent crime. In fact, authorities saw police repressive action 

On increasing provincial budgets, see Ceara, Leis Provinciais, 3: 141-150, 221-228, 
371-376, 413-420, 506-569; "Relatorio do Inspector da Thesouraria," in Ceara, Relatorio 
(Marcondes Homem de Mello-Assembleia Provincial, 1865), Balan9o da receita e 
despesa; Ceara, Falla (Odorico de Moura—Assembleia Legislativa, 1885), 29. 

The Criminal Code established that persons who did not secure honest occupations 
after a first warning form a justice of the peace were to be incarcerated for a minimum of 
eight and a maximum of twenty-four days. The Code of the Criminal Procedure 
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as part of a broader project of "taming the customs" of backlands peoples and inculcating 

on them a "moral consciousness" that would allow them to recognize good from evil, and 

to become hardworking individuals. To be sure, the moralizing function of the repressive 

State was considered essential for the transformation of poor sertanejos—^whose access to 

land had allowed a degree of independence from wage labor—into disciplined and 

reliable workers. But the criminalization of vagrancy was not limited to the province of 

Ceara. Instead, after the end of transatlantic slave trade in 1850, and as Brazil 

experienced its transition from slavery to free wage labor, ruling elites at the Imperial and 

provincial levels increasingly expressed concern regarding the capacity of Brazilian 

workers to become dependable laborers. They, in fact, elaborated what Lucio Kowarick 

calls an "ideology of vadiagem" that emphasized the "inherent" aversion to work and 

"preference for idleness" of the poor free populations of Brazil. The repressive action of a 

centralized and strong police was thus needed to transform vadios, or vagrants, into 

disciplined workers. 

prescribed that those re-arrested for vagrancy, as well as beggars, habitual drunks, 
prostitutes who disturbed public peace, and ruffians who upset public tranquility with 
insults, were required to sign a termo de hem viver, or a pledge of good behavior, with 
local police officials. If these public offenders violated the termo, which in the case of 
vagrants required them to obtain employment within fifteen days, they were subject to 
three years of imprisonment. See arts. 295, 296, J. M. P de Vasconcellos, Codigo 
criminal do Imperio do Brasil (Rio de Janeiro; Eduardo & Henrique Laemmert, 1859), 
115-116; J. M. P. de Vasconcellos, Roteiro dos delegados e subdelegados de policia (Rio 
de Janeiro: Typografia de J. Villeneuve e comp., 1857), 45-46. 

On social control and vagrancy in Ceara see, e.g., Ceara, Relatorio (Gonfalves da 
Silva—Assembleia Provincial 1867), 10; "Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, 
Relatorio (Barao de Taquary—Assembleia Provincial, 1871), 4; "Secretaria da policia do 
Ceara," in Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia Provincial 1887), 4-5; on 
authorities' discourse and concern over vagrancy among the poor elsewhere in Brazil 
during the colonial period see, Laura de Mello e Souza, Desclassificados do ouro: A 
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Concern with disciplining the poor in Ceara gained even more significance since a 

series of broad social and economic transformations precipitated heightened levels of 

conflict and dislocation in the backlands, especially from the 1860s on. That social 

change also contributed to an exacerbation of violence, as well as the flaring up of 

banditry, and even some small-scale rebellions among the poor. Thus, in an attempt to 

restrain poor men's capacity to exercise violence in rebellions, bandit gangs, and fights, 

and acknowledging that the easy availability of rifles, daggers, knives and machetes 

hindered any effort to bring order to the sertao, police officials made the confiscation of 

90 
weapons an important part of social control efforts. 

The endeavor to subordinate poor free sertanejos and transform them into reliable 

laborers required a minimum of State presence in all interior localities. Accordingly, 

during the course of the second half of the nineteenth century, the police force— 

pobreza mineira no seculo XVIII (Rio de Janeiro: Edi96es Graal, 1982). For the Imperial 
period, see Liicio Kowarick, Trabalho e vadiagem: A origem do trahalho livre no Brasil 
(Sao Paulo: Brasiliense, 1987); Martha Knisely Huggins, From Slavery to Vagrancy in 
Brazil: Crime and Social Control in the Third World (New Brunkswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1985). See also, Maria Sylvia de Carvalho Franco, Homens livres na 
ordem escravocrata (Sao Paulo: Instituto de Estudos Brasileiros, 1969). On the 
discxrrsive relationship between lower-class crime and vagrancy and attempts at social 
control during the Old Republic, see Sidney Chalhoub, Trabalho, lar e botequim: O 
cotidiano dos trabalhadores no Rio de Janeiro da belle epoque (Sao Paulo: Brasiliense, 
1986), 36-58; Marcos Luiz Bretas, Ordem na cidade: O exercicio cotidiano da 
autoridadepolicial no Rio de Janeiro: 1907-1930, trans. Alberto Lopes (Rio de Janeiro: 
Rocco, 1997). See also, George Reid Andrews, Blacks and Whites in Sao Paulo, Brazil, 
1888-1988 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991), 49. 

On social change, dislocation, and violence in Ceara from the mid-1860s, see chaps. 3-
5 above. On localized rebellions by the Northeastern poor during the second half of the 
nineteenth century, see Hamilton Monteiro de Mattos, Crise agrdria e luta de classes: O 
Nordeste brasileiro entre 1850-1889 (Brasilia: Editora Limitada, 1980), 117-150; 
Barman, "The Brazilian Peasantry Re-examined: The Implications of the Quebra-Quilo 
Revolt, 1874-1875,"57, 3 (1977): 401-424. 
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organized in the fashion of a military institution—^underwent considerable growth. The 

number of police pragas (soldiers or privates) who were deployed into the interior as law 

enforcement agents experienced a marked increase. For instance, in 1851, a total of 196 

privates served in the police corps. During the late 1870s, in an attempt to deal with 

banditry, the number of pra9as augmented to six hundred. By 1887, three hundred 

21 enlisted privates served in the corps. 

Nevertheless, provincial authorities regularly complained that the police force did 

not possess enough pra9as to patrol the interior adequately. The Cearense sertao, with its 

population spread out in villages, fazendas and small sitios, represented a serious 

challenge for what amounted to be a very small police corps. Consequently, most small 

towns did not have even a minimum permanent police presence. Instead, police 

detachments were deployed to different locations as needs arose, and often, these units 

22 were made up of only a handfiil of pra9as. 

Due to the insufficient number of police troops, army personnel and particularly 

army privates (also called pra9as) were in charge of a variety of police functions in the 

interior, including making arrests, breaking up fights and other violent encounters, 

transporting prisoners as well as manning jails. At the request of police delegados and 

subdelegados, army detachments were routinely deployed to backlands towns to assist 

with immediate public order needs. Nonetheless, provincial authorities regularly 

Ceara, Relatorio (Silveira de Motta~D'Almeida Rego, 1851), 9; Ceara, Falla (Faria 
Lemos—Assembleia Provincial, 1876), 16; Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1887), 24. 

See, e.g., "Relatorio do Commandante do Corpo da Policia," in Ceara, Relatorio 
(Araujo Freitas Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 1869), 1-2; Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens 
de Mattos—Assembleia Provincial, 1872), 18. 
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complained that even with the assistance of the army pra9as, the personnel available for 

23 policing functions was simply in short supply. 

The expanding structure of the centralized police administration into the sertao 

was visible in the gradual increase of police jurisdictions such as delegacias and 

subdelegacias and their corresponding commissioners and deputies. As towns and 

villages grew in size and many became seats of independent municipalities more police 

officials were needed, especially because between 1841 and 1871, delegados and 

subdelegados had wide police and judicial powers that included issuing search warrants, 

preparing written cases, hearing witnesses and judging offenders on a variety of 

misdemeanor cases. Until 1871 these officials were the sole authorities responsible for 

accusing, pressing charges, judging and sentencing those who committed public order 

violations such as vagrancy and begging, or possessed and used illegal weapons.^"^ Thus, 

by 1865 there were thirty-two delegacia districts and 105 subdelegacia jurisdictions in 

On the reliance on army personnel to perform policing tasks in Brazil, see Peter 
Beattie, The Tribute of Blood: Army, Honor, Race and Nation in Brazil, 1864-1945 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 135; on insufficient persormel for policing 
functions in Ceara, see, e.g., Ceara, Relatorio (Gon9alves da Silva—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1867), 14; Ceara, Fa//a (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1878), 
12-13. 

Police officials had full jurisdiction to investigate, press charges and judge crimes that 
the Criminal Code punished with up to three months in jail or with fines of up to one 
hundred mil-reis. Vasconcellos, Roteiro, 55-57. The crime of use of illegal weapons was 
punishable by fifteen to sixty days in prison. Art. 297, Vasconcellos, Codigo criminal, 
116-117. 
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Ceara. In 1877, there were fifty jurisdictions of delegacia and 138 of subdelegacia. And 

* 25 by 1887 there were fifty-seven delegacias and 175 districts of subdelegacia. 

Despite the increase in the number of delegados and subdelegados, police 

jurisdictions were not adequately staffed to patrol the vast and sparsely populated interior 

and to repress public order offenders effectively. Instead, inspeitores de quarteirao, or 

ward inspectors who were unpaid civilian auxiliaries of the delegados and subdelegados, 

oficiais de justiga, or paid lower-ranking court officials, and men from the general 

populace who witnessed criminal or threatening acts were the ones in charge of arresting 

those who upset the public order. These men often lacked legitimacy in their ftinctions 

among both the wealthy and the poor. Moreover, they performed the arrests in a violent 

and disorderly fashion, let partisan loyalties and old enmities interfere in their work, and 

often failed to leave any records of their actions that could be used by the police structure 

26 in making judicial decisions regarding public order offenders. 

The criminal justice structure also expanded rapidly into the interior during these 

years. By 1861 the province was divided into fourteen comarcas, or judicial districts, and 

all of them were staffed with district judges and public prosecutors. The comarcas were 

divided into twenty-nine judicial subdivisions called termos with their own municipal 

judges and substitutes and jury tribunals. In 1874 a High Court, or Relagdo, was 

established in Fortaleza in order to expedite appeals and other judicial processes that 

Ceara, Relatorio (Marcondes Homem de Mello—Rodrigues Pereira, 1865), 7; 
"Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Falla (Estellita Cavalcanti Pessoa—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1877), 14; Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia Provincial, 1887), 20. 

See, e. g., Tamboril, Crime, 3, 14: 18, 1873; 4. 7: 18, 1871; 5, 8: 18, 1873; Jucas, 
Crime, 3, 14: 18,1873, APEC. 
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previously were sent to Pemambuco. By 1887, there were twenty-eight comarcas in the 

interior with their own district judges and public prosecutors, thirty-one subdistricts, each 

with their municipal judges and substitutes, and fifty-six jury tribunals. The increase in 

the number of municipal judgeships took on an added significance after the judicial 

reform of 1871 limited the judicial powers of police delegados and subdelegados to 

arbitrate decisions in cases of public order offenses and transferred these functions to the 

municipal and district judges. Police officials were still in charge of conducting criminal 

investigations, but they were required to draw up reports and deliver them to judges and 

27 prosecutors for final decision. 

Nevertheless, serious problems undermined the administration of criminal justice 

by this expanding judicial structure in the interior. Droughts or inclement weather slowed 

down the regularity with which juries met to decide criminal cases at the municipal level. 

Judges and public prosecutors also abandoned the interior when epidemics or droughts 

threatened the lives of its inhabitants. According to provincial presidents, the lack of 

familiarity with the law by judges, who were not always formally trained in jurisprudence 

and by jurors undermined their capacity to exercise justice, especially when wealthy 

defendants hired knowledgeable lawyers who manipulated the presentation of evidence in 

criminal proceedings. Moreover, despite their growing number, the comarcas covered 

enormous territories. The comarca district judges were required to supervise and approve 

every legal procedure in municipal courts in two or three termos, a task that, given the 

Ceara, Relatorio (Nunes Gon9alves—Pinto de Mendon9a, 1861), 2; Ceara, Fala 
(Araujo Torreao—Assembleia Provincial, 1887), 10; on the judicial reform of 1871, see 
Thomas H. Holloway, Policing Rio de Janeiro: Repression and Resistance in a 19th-
century City (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), chap. 6. 
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difficulties of transportation and communication, significantly delayed decision making 

or resolution of criminal cases. 

According to provincial presidents, the influence of patronage and political 

loyalties in rulings on criminal cases by jurors and judges was the "cancer" that beset the 

administration of criminal justice in the backlands. Jurors routinely absolved criminals 

from influential families or promised absolution in favor of local notables' dependants as 

they enacted their part in relations of reciprocity with powerful patrons. Judges promised 

despronuncias, or dismissal of charges, of indicted offenders in exchange of assurances 

of votes for their political party. In fact, at least in the eyes of Jose Julio de Albuquerque 

Barros, provincial president of Ceara in 1880, despronuncia and acquittal due to influence 

of local notables were the rule in the criminal process, and not the exception. These 

problems created, according to the provincial presidents, a lack of legitimacy of the 

criminal justice system in the interior. But they also demonstrated that the expansion of 

the centralized criminal justice system did not succeed at suppressing the private power 

of large landowners. Instead, local notables interacted in various ways with the public 

9Q 
power of the State and continued exercising considerable influence in their regions. 

Another facet of the expansion of the State into the backlands was the 

construction and repair of prisons. As authorities emphasized the punishment of public 

order offenses, along with major violent crimes, they saw a need for increasing the 

See, e.g., Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1878), 18; Ceara, 
Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1880),12-13. 

Ceara, Relatorio (Araujo Freitas Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 1869), 12-13; 
Ceara, Relatorio (Gon9alves da Silva—Assembleia Provincial, 1867), 11; Ceara, Falla 
(Velho Cavalcanti de Albuquerque—Assembleia Provincial, 1868), 7-10; Ceara, Falla 
(Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1880), 12-13. 



number of jails in the province. In 1848, a provincial law authorized the building of a 

penitentiary in Fortaleza, designed according to the Auburn system of individual cells 

and common spaces for workshop labor during the day. By 1858, the Fortaleza prison 

served as a provincial center of detention. The number of cadeias, or jails, in the 

backlands also increased during the period between 1850 and 1877. In 1851, there were 

only three proper cadeias in interior towns, and a few rented houses served as jails in 

several other municipalities. But by 1870, seven locations in the interior had their own 

• 30 jails, while twenty-three other towns rented houses to serve as detention quarters. 

Still, provincial authorities noted that many of these jails were not secure, and that 

prisoner flight was common. These conditions forced authorities to rely on a system of 

transporting detainees and indicted criminals from the small, crowded, and unhealthy 

dimgeons in the villages to the larger jails located in principal towns. But the system 

proved challenging because it occupied police and army pra9as from the already-

insufficient battalions to escort the criminals. Moreover, it was precisely during these 

trips that detainees and indicted criminals fled, often with the covert or overt assent of 

their escorts.^' 

The Great Drought of 1877-79 greatly aided municipal and provincial authorities 

who saw the construction of jails in the main interior towns as an important instrument in 

bringing order to the backlands. Commissdes de socorro, or relief commissions 

Law 454, 1848, arts. 1-4, in Ceara, Leis Provinciais, 2: 42-43; on the numbers and state 
of prisons in the interior, see Ceara, Relatorio (Silveira de Motta—D'Almeida Rego, 
1851), 6-1-, Ceara, Falla (Araujo Freitas Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 1869)18. 

"Relatorio das prisoes," in Livro do registro dos relatorios da Secretaria da Poli'cia do 
Ceara ao Ministerio da Justi9a, 1858, 1, APEC. 
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established at the municipal level, requested and received money from the provincial 

coffers to provide labor in public work projects to hundreds of drought refiigees. 

According to the rationale of relief personnel, retirantes earned wages that would allow 

them to survive and to hone their habits of disciplined labor and, in turn, stay put in their 

own houses in the interior. One of the public work projects that received great favor 

among municipal authorities was the construction of buildings that served as jails on one 

floor and city halls on another floor, where municipal town councils could establish their 

headquarters, and juries could meet to deliberate court cases. By 1880, forty-three jails 

32 had been built, refurbished or enlarged in the interior with retirante labor. 

By 1881 the provincial chief of police acknowledged that most major cities and 

towns in the interior had jails, although not all of these fifty prisons could be considered 

establishments of correction because many lacked space for the separation of prisoners 

according to age or type of crime conmiitted. But, according to provincial authorities, the 

elevated number of small jails spread out in the sertao had become a problem, since their 

maintenance came from provincial ftinds. Furthermore, guarding so many jails depleted 

the already poorly staffed army and police corps, and reduced their capacity to perform 

33 other surveillance or criminal justice tasks. 

In sum, the regulatory capacity of the Imperial State apparatus expanded into the 

backlands during the second half of the nineteenth century. Reflecting the political elites' 

Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1880), 7-8; on the official 
rationale behind the provision of relief help in exchange of labor, see Gerald Michael 
Greenfield, The Realities of Images: Imperial Brazil and the Great Drought 
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 2001), chap. 1. 

Ceara, Relatorio (Leao Velloso—Assembleia Provincial, 1881), 32-34; Ceara, Fala 
(Araujo Torreao-Assembleia Provincial 1887), 21-22. 
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goal of bringing order into every comer of the Empire, a centralized police and criminal 

justice administration reached many localities in the interior. Moreover, in an attempt to 

subordinate backlanders and transform them into reliable laborers for the expanding 

agricultural and ranching economies of the province, authorities increasingly sought to 

control the poor. Nevertheless, this expanded State apparatus, with its expanding policing 

functions, was not strong. The police corps was understaffed and completely unable to 

patrol the vast interior of the province. The insufficient nimiber of delegados and 

subdelegados created a situation in which they could not fulfill their fiinction of 

maintaining public order in all towns, villages and fazendas; and, therefore, they left 

police matters in the hands of civilian auxiliaries, who lacked legitimacy in their actions. 

The Imperial State also failed to curb the private power of large landowners. Instead, 

local notables swayed criminal justice decisions through structures of patronage and in 

this way maintained control in their localities. Thus, even though the Imperial State had 

reached many areas of the interior, the functioning and structure of this State was faulty 

and deficient. The following section will demonstrate how the weaknesses inherent in the 

process of State formation in the backlands determined a lack of success in achieving the 

ruling elites' goal of bringing and maintaining order. 

State Formation. Disorder and Violence Among the Rural Poor 

The paradoxical expansion of repressive State institutions that did not have 

sufficient power, resources and legitimacy contributed to undermining the Imperial and 

provincial authorities' goal of bringing order to the backlands. Indeed, the shortcomings 
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in police organization and in the performance of social control tasks in the interior 

generated a measure of disorder and exacerbated inter-personal violence among poor free 

men. 

Police soldiers, army pragas, and disorder 

Throughout the nineteenth century, the police corps in Ceara, as well as those 

created in other areas of Brazil, drew their rank-and-file members from the same lower 

classes that were significant targets of social control. At least in principle, the police was 

organized as a military institution that followed strict standards of discipline and a 

hierarchical order. As Thomas Holloway has demonstrated for the case of Rio de Janeiro, 

the rationale behind the military organization of the police during the Empire implied that 

discipline and hierarchy would control the use of force by all members of the police, and 

direct it only to the specific targets of repression. The belief in the efficiency of a military 

organization coupled with the difficulties in staffing the low-paid positions of police 

privates and corporals resulted in the extensive use of forced recruitment of men from the 

lower classes to work in these positions in Ceara. Moreover, according to provincial 

authorities, the police recruits generally were men who had committed petty crimes, 

participated in bandit gangs, or were vagrants. Clearly, authorities saw the recruitment of 

these men as a way to channel the sertanejos' unsanctioned use of violence or the 

offensive ability to roam the sertao into service for State institutions, which, in turn, 

would spread and enforce order. Some poor sertanejos volunteered to serve in the police. 

But police officials at the provincial level also noted that the very low salary and almost 
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no benefits that pohce soldiers received when they retired attracted men full of "vices" as 

volunteers into the corps, and that those who were "losf in lives of crime often sought 

careers in the police as a way to guarantee their safety 

The police corps was not the only State institution with social control functions 

that relied on undisciplined poor men as soldiers. The army also played a crucial role in 

enforcing the law. Moreover, as Peter Beattie has shown, the army had the double duty of 

punishing and disciplining the minor criminals and vagrants who were forcefully 

recruited into service and who largely constituted its rank and file. According to his study 

of the army in Imperial Brazil, during the last third of the nineteenth century, at least half 

of the pra9as that were recruited had committed some form of criminal offense. 

Furthermore, since the army depended heavily on impressment, most of the enlisted men 

35 came from the ranks of the poor who lacked powerful patrons to protect them. In the 

backlands, both authorities and the populace regarded the army as a repository for 

thieves, vagrants and other threats to both the wealthy and the poor. And it was these 

poor men—who often had a violent and shady past—^that performed arrests, transported 

On the military organization of the police, see Holloway, Policing, 36-37; on the 
assimilation of criminals into the police corps, see "Relatorio do Commandante do Corpo 
da policia" in Ceara, Relatorio (Barao de Taquary—Assembleia Provincial, 1871), 1; for 
similar practices in Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America, see Paul Vanderwood, 
Disorder and Progress: Bandits, Police and Mexican Development, 2d ed. (Wilmington, 
DE: Scholarly Resources Inc, 1992), chap. 5. Daily wages for police pra9as were Rs. 
$500 in 1860, about half of what they were in cotton-picking activities at the peak of the 
cotton boom. See Ceara, Leis Provinciais, 3: 402; on wages paid during the cotton boom, 
see chap. 3 above. 

Beattie, Tribute of Blood, 141; on recruitment into the army as social control, see also 
Graham, Patronage and Politics, 27-29; Chandler, The Feitosas, 86-88; and, Tamboril, 
Crime, 7, 10: 1, 1877, APEC. 
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36 prisoners, or engaged in other law enforcement tasks. The popular poet Sinfronio 

expressed this paradox in verse, by narrating what a police delegado had told a dangerous 

criminal as a way to force him to surrender: 

. . . Eu trago a tropa da linha 
Do Monarca-Imperadd. . . 

. . . Trago cento e oitenta praga 
Negro nascido em baruio, 

Criado em meio de desgraga. . . 

... I am bringing troops 
From the army of the Emperor... 

... I bring 180 soldiers 
Blacks who were bom in disorder 

Raised in the midst of misfortune... 

Predictably, police and army soldiers used violence in their interactions with 

civilians as they performed their duties. After all, as agents of the State, pra9as had the 

power and even the function of exerting physical force over non-compliant and wayward 

subjects of the Empire. But criminal records from Tamboril and Jucas show that the 

State-sanctioning of violence for reasons of repression often led to police brutality. For 

example, in 1875, two police privates assaulted the vaqueiro Fortunato Alves da Fortuna 

during his arrest, and continued beating him all through the streets of Tamboril until they 

arrived to the jail.^^ Additionally, pra9as often engaged in the physical intimidation of 

suspects and the excessive use of force against detainees, even though these actions did 

not have any legal foundation. In fact, instructions from the central government 

prohibited the "mistreatment" of prisoners, unless they resisted arrest or attempted to flee. 

Joan Meznar, "The Ranks of the Poor," 335-347. 
"O Cego Sinfronio," in Leonardo Motta, Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertdo 

cearense, 3d ed. (1st ed., 1921; Fortaleza: Imprensa UniversitMa do Ceara, 1960), 52. 
Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 25, 1872, APEC. 
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In addition, at least once, a police chief from Ceara forcefully exhorted the delegados not 

to assent to the use of violence and mistreatment of detainees by the agents of public 

force.^^ 

What is more, despite their hierarchical organization, the police corps and the 

army did not have sufficient resources and manpower to subordinate the undisciplined 

prafas and channel what authorities saw as their "criminal instincts" only toward the 

exercise of State-sponsored violence. The tasks of patrolling the sertao, arresting bandits 

or vagrants, or deploying detachments to areas where elections, drought or other factors 

caused upheavals were seen as so urgent that the police corps regularly sent recent 

recruits who had no training, no weapons, and sometimes even no uniforms, into the 

interior. Foreign travelers even remarked on the spectacle of army and pohce pra9as who 

had no shoes, and were armed with clubs, like bandits in the backlands."^" 

Consequently, the deployment of poorly-trained, undisciplined, and often 

unsupervised army and police detachments into the interior caused a great deal of 

disorder and violence. For example, judicial authorities from the municipality of 

Tamboril complained that an army unit deployed to the town of Telha in 1876 had 

Vasconcellos, Roteiro, 53; Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia Provincial 1887), 
4. 

See, e.g., Ceara, Fala (Cavalcanti de Albuquerque—Assembleia Provincial 1868), 18; 
"Relatorio do Commandante do Corpo da Policia, in Ceara, Relatorio (Araujo Freitas 
Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 1869), 2-3; "Relatorio da Secretaria da Policia, " in 
Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos—Assembleia Provincial, 1872), 4; on foreign 
travelers' observations of army soldiers, see Principe de Wied-Neuwied Maximiliano, 
Viagem ao Brasil nos anos de 1815 a 1817, 2 vols., trans. Edgar Susseking de Mendonfa 
and Flavio Poppe de Figuereido, 2d ed. (Sao Paulo: Companhia Editora Nacional, 1958), 
2: 459-462; and, George Gardner, Travels in the Interior of Brazil (New York: AMS 
Press Inc., 1970; reprint, London: Reeves Brothers, 1846), 255 (page references are to 
reprint edition). 
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brought veritable terror to the population. In particular, the authorities described the 

actions of one pra9a who whipped several townspeople and desecrated the church. 

Apparently this private was so uncontrollable that the police commandant "did not know 

what to do with him." During the Great Drought, army units deployed to interior towns 

to defend them from bandit attacks performed beatings on townsmen, seduced young 

women, and even insulted police officials."^^ 

Pra9as' unchecked violent behaviors, unruliness, and incompetence in their jobs 

undermined various areas of police work. For example, a group of police soldiers 

attacked and beat two men in the streets of Tamboril. When the police commandant 

ordered them to end their attack, they replied that "no delegado could stop them." When 

transporting prisoners between interior villages and larger tovras, police and army pra9as 

regularly collaborated with detainees and allowed them to escape. In other cases, their 

negligence of their functions as escorts of indicted criminals allowed the flight of 

prisoners. In one instance in Tamboril, a police soldier who had resisted arrest due to his 

participation in an incident of prisoner flight from a transporting squad responded that the 

reason why he did not respond to the call for his detention was that "he did not want to" 

and not that he was disobedient as the accusation stated."^^ 

The insubordination of police and army pra9as and their unsanctioned use of 

violence became evident in their involvement in crimes of various types. Police chief 

reports repeatedly presented examples of army and police privates who killed or wounded 

Tamboril, Crime, 7, 10: 22, 1876; Oftcios, 17 April 1879, 18 May 1879, Secretaria da 
Policia do Ceara, Oficios expedidos, 1878-80; ala 19, est. 393, caixa 12, APEC. 

Tamboril, Crime, 3, 6: 18,1867; 4, 7: 15, 1871; 5, 8: 1, 1871; 5, 8: 2, 1867; 6,9: 9, 
1875; 7, 10:22, 1876, APEC; 
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prostitxites, lovers, other service men or civilians in violent displays of anger, and often 

with the use of State weapons while off-duty. Authorities often remarked on the 

"immorality" of privates who took sexual advantage of young and unprotected women. 

While some police authorities at the municipal and provincial levels demonized the 

criminality of pra9as by calling them "veritable cannibals" or "barbarians," others more 

soberly noted that army and police privates failed to be examples for the society they 

were trying to reform. 

Despite this outcry, contradictions inherent in the functioning of the police and 

criminal justice systems in the interior let pra9as who committed crimes against civilians, 

neglected their duties, or engaged in police brutality, virtually scot-free, even when they 

were accused and brought to trial for their offenses. For instance, when a drunken police 

private Manoel Raimundo Gomes beat Sergio Antonio de Souza to the point that he never 

recovered and died a few days later, a judge disregarded the case arguing that what 

produced Sergio's death was not the beating, but the effects of a rotten watermelon that 

he had eaten."^"^ 

Criminal cases featuring police and army privates accused of a variety of crimes 

in the municipalities of Tamboril and Jucas reveal that jurors treated pra9a offenses with 

the same degree of permissiveness that they did other offenders. From a total of twenty-

seven police and army privates accused of various crimes, twenty-one were acquitted. 

See, e. g., "Relatorio da Secretaria da Policia," in Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos-
-Assembleia Provincial, 1872), 5; "Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Relatorio 
(Barao de Ibiapaba—Assembleia Provincial, 1874), 4-5; Ceara, Falla (Faria Lemos— 
Assembleia Provincial, 1876), 5. 

Tamboril, Crime, 4, 7: 7, 1870, APEC. 
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while only two were condemned. The remaining four cases were dismissed after initial 

investigations. In four instances of acquittal, district judges appealed the decisions and 

ordered the re-installment of the cases. The crimes for which pra9as were tried included 

attempted murder, rape, severe injuries, disobedience, and laxity in the job leading to 

escape of prisoners. Provincial police reports confirm the leniency of the criminal courts 

at least with privates of the police corps. According to the Police Commandant of Ceara, 

during the year 1869, eight pra9as were incarcerated and awaiting jury decisions in 

several cities from the interior. Most of them, in fact, expected the decisions of second 

jury sessions, since the first one—invariably an acquittal—^had been appealed by district 

judges. The crimes for which they had been tried included allowing prisoners to escape, 

releasing a convict from prison, and injuries made in physical fights. By contrast, pra9as 

who had been tried in military courts for the crimes of desertion, threats and physical 

injury to a superior were all convicted and serving sentences in local jails. The provincial 

president report of 1870 presents a similar situation. Of eighteen police pra9as serving 

sentences in local jails throughout the province, seventeen had been tried for military 

crimes, and only one for a civil crime."^^ 

This official neglect of army and police soldiers' use of violence against civilians 

and their irresponsibility in professional matters reflects another one of the paradoxes of 

State formation in the interior. While police delegados and subdelegados insisted on 

tougher social control, jury members were typically lenient in their decisions. District 

"Relatorio do Commandante da Policia do Ceara," in Ceara, Relatorio (Araujo Freitas 
Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 1869), 2; Ceara Falla (Araujo Freitas Henriques— 
Assembleia Provincial, 1870), 15 
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judges sometimes exercised their right to overturn verdicts when they found them faulty, 

but usually political partisanship meddled in these decisions, instead of zeal for bringing 

justice. Moreover, as Hendrick Kraay has argued for the case of the army in Bahia during 

the first half of the nineteenth century, judges and juries as members of the upper classes 

did not much care about displays of soldier violence, as long as they did not affect 

them."^^ By absolving pra9as who committed crimes, got involved in fights and were 

neglectful of their functions, and by disregarding their actions, judges and juries, and not 

only pra^as, contributed to bringing more disorder, instead of order to the interior. In this 

sense, the peculiar process of State formation in Ceara exacerbated the reproduction of a 

violent model of masculinity among the poor. 

In sum, the reliance on undisciplined and violent police and army soldiers to 

perform police work and other social control tasks and the failure of the police, army and 

criminal justice system to curb the pra9as' use of violence on and off-duty aggravated the 

problems of disorder and violence and incited violent masculinities among the poor. As 

the following section will show, other inadequacies in the process of expansion of the 

State into the interior also contributed to undermining the achievement of the goals of 

ruling elites, in particular, the attempt to rid the sertao of weapons. 

Sertanejos, weapons and social (dis)control 

One of the central concerns for police authorities who sought to discipline 

rebellious backlanders and transform them into hard-working men was to curtail their 

Kraay, Race, 213. 
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access to knives, rifles, and other arms. Thus, police authorities focused a great deal of 

attention on the confiscation of illegal weapons and the arrest of those among the poor 

caught using them. From a legal perspective, the impounding of weapons or arrest of 

those who bore them was not a class-specific measure. The Criminal Code made illegal 

and subject to punishment the unlicensed use of guns, rifles, knives, daggers and other 

puncturing instruments. Nevertheless, notable citizens, by virtue of their high-raking 

positions in the National Guard with authorization to carry and use weapons or by 

possessing licenses to bear arms, were effectively excluded from arrest for carrying 

weapons. By contrast, poor free men and slaves who, according to their own depositions, 

customarily carried knives and rifles to protect themselves as well as to kill destructive 

animals, skin cattle, or cut hides, became targets of arrest and judicial prosecution for 

offenses related to the possession and use of illegal weapons. Authorities even prohibited 

what they called the "vulgar use among the lower classes of wearing untucked shirts on 

top of the pants," in order to foment "decency" and prevent the concealment of 

weapons.'^^ 

On arrests due to possession and use of illegal weapons see, e.g., Ceara, Relatorio 
(Nunes Gon9alves~Pinto de Mendonfa, 1861), 2; "Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in 
Ceara, Falla (D'Oliveira Dias—Assembleia Provincial, 1883), 2; Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 19, 
1861; 2, 13: 18, 1870; 3, 14: 10. 1872; 4, 15: 27, 1871; 5, 16: 38, 1872; Tamboril, Crime, 
2, 5: 1, 1860; 5, 8: 18, 1873, APEC; on the legal basis of confiscation of weapons, see 
arts. 297, 298, Vasconcellos, Codigo criminal, 116-117; on the sertanejos' practice of 
carrying weapons, see Tamboril, Crime, 1, 4: 19, 1857; 2, 5: 1, 1860, APEC; "Relatorio 
do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Falla (Araujo Freitas Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 
1870), 4; "Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Relatorio (Barao de Taquary— 
Assembleia Provincial, 1871), 5; for the regulations of sertanejos' clothing, see Ceara, 
Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial 1880), 6. 
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Police statistics on the total numbers of offenders captured in the province during 

these years reflect that the crime of using illegal weapons in the sertao did receive 

increasing attention on the part of police authorities. For instance, in 1853, the police 

statistics reported only five detentions for this crime, whereas in 1857, thirty-nine 

apprehensions were reported. In 1859 the figure rose to forty-seven men, and in 1860 it 

decreased again to twenty-four. In 1865, only nine cases of use of illegal weapons were 

reported at the provincial level. These numbers also suggest that during the Paraguayan 

War other social control necessities came to the forefront, displacing the attention from 

the use of illegal weapons to other crimes such as forcefully releasing detainees and 

48 recruits from jails. 

The efforts to detain and punish those who used or carried illegal weapons met 

with resistance on the part of some poor sertanejos. Criminal cases from the 

municipalities of Jucas and Tamboril reveal that fights between men caught in possession 

of illegal weapons and police authorities or their representatives broke out at the moment 

of arrest. These clashes sometimes ended with the murder or severe injury of some of 

those involved, including ward inspectors and subdelegados. Clearly, poor free men and 

slaves did not accept the State's claims on having the monopoly on bearing and using 

weapons, and consequently resorted to violence to preserve their knives, rifles and 

daggers."*^ 

48 Ceara, Relatorio (da Cunha Figuereido Junior—Assembleia Provincial, 1863), 6. 
See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 1, 12; 19, 1861; 3, 14: 10, 1872; 4, 15: 27, 1871; 5, 16: 38, 

1872; Tamboril, Crime, 2, 5: 4, 1861; 1, 1860; APEC. 
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Yet, despite the emphasis of delegados and poHce chiefs on arresting and 

prosecuting some among the poor who possessed illegal arms, it is clear that the State 

representatives did not have enough resources or even legitimacy to rid the sertao of 

weapons. For instance, in an incident that took place in 1870, the second substitute of the 

subdelegado of Quixara failed to arrest four men who were armed with illegal weapons 

because he confessed he was afraid of being "insulted, offended and physically 

assaulted" by them.^'' 

Even more important, the serious staffing problems that the police corps 

experienced forced authorities to rely heavily on unpaid volunteers from among the poor, 

who were "invited" to perform everyday police work, such as confiscating illegal 

weapons, as well as apprehending criminals and conducting detainees to jails in larger 

towns. These unpaid volunteers—usually illiterate cowboys, farmers, and day laborers— 

in turn, were not only allowed to carry weapons, but also provided with arms, if they did 

not possess them. Even the instructions from the central government on the duties of 

police delegados and subdelegados allowed the police as an institution to "granf' the use 

of offensive weapons to "trustworthy" persons, while prohibiting it to "every one else."^^ 

Competition between criminal justice officers and police authorities in the 

performance of police functions also resulted in the arming of poor civilian men, as the 

following incident that took place in the town of Jucas in 1872 illustrates. National Guard 

Lieutenant Joao Leite de Souza Sobrinho, who occupied the post of justice of the peace 

Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 18, 1870, APEC. 
E.g., Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 11, 1870; Tamboril, Crime, 5, 8: 18, 1873, APEC; Ceara, 

Relatorio (Nunes Gonfalves—Pinto de Mendon9a, 1861), 1; on the use of weapons by 
trustworthy civilians, see Vasconcellos, Roteiro, 62. 
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of the district of Jucas, and several civihan men who formed an arresting squad armed 

with knives and clubs attempted to apprehend Francisco da Penha from the house of the 

police delegado of the municipality, an initiative that culminated in a fight. According to 

the lieutenant, he had decided to arrest Francisco da Penha because there was an order 

from the provincial Chief of Police for his capture, and also because he "moved around 

the streets of the town with a formidable dagger." Souza Sobrinho, as justice of the peace, 

did not have police fiinctions. Moreover, the criminal case reveals that rivalry with the 

delegado, whom he implied protected da Penha, motivated the attempted arrest on the 

part of Souza Sobrinho. Nonetheless, he armed poor civilian men who did not even know 

who the legitimate authority was, which later led to their arrest and criminal prosecution. 

One of them, Manoel Pinheiro de Souza, a twenty-six year-old illiterate farmer who lived 

in the town of Pajaii declared in criminal proceedings how he became involved in the 

situation. He had arrived in Jucas with another man one afternoon when he encountered 

the lieutenant and Joao, an old acquaintance. Joao invited them to have some alcoholic 

drinks and then took them to Souza Sobrinho's house. There, the lieutenant supplied the 

two men along with "two mulattoes and one black man" with knives and a pistol and told 

them to go with him to undertake a diligencia, or official proceeding. Manoel added in 

his testimony that he thought that "the lieutenant was delegado" and that he was "taking 

part in a squad" to apprehend a criminal. 

The reliance on civilian helpers to assist in police duties did not merely 

undermine the goal of dispossessing poor sertanejos of their weapons, and more broadly. 

Jucas, Crime, 3, 14: 10, 1872, APEC. 
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of bringing order to the backlands. In fact, it caused additional disorder, as it instigated 

inter-personal violence among poor free men. In 1876, a group of civilians who, under 

orders of the ward inspector from Assare, manned a company that transported a detainee 

to the subdelegado, allowed him to enter into his house en-route to the jail, and arm 

himself with a rifle and a knife. Farther along the road, the arrested man began shouting 

that he would not surrender, and the civilian helpers also declared that they liberated the 

detained man from the arresting squad and that "whoever wanted to die could oppose" 

their actions. In another incident in Jucas, a poor civilian man named Satumino died from 

a stabbing wound that a detainee named Raimundo Jose inflicted on him. Satumino along 

with other four men assisted a police corporal in confiscating a knife that Raimundo 

CO 
carried, and for which he was been arrested. 

In sum, attempts at expanding the reach of repressive State institutions that did 

not possess sufficient personnel determined the practice of arming poor civilians to 

perform police duties. Thus, instead of exercising effective social control over the poor 

by dispossessing them of their weapons, the weakness of the Imperial State apparatus in 

Ceara generated a measure of social discontrol. In addition to the fights that armed 

sertanejos fought for their own reasons, the process of State formation determined their 

engagement in violent disputes with others as they fulfilled their functions and 

responsibilities to the authorities. This exacerbation of violence contributed to 

strengthening the importance of a violent model of masculinity among the poor. The 

following section will show that another instance of overextension of the Imperial State's 

" Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 7, 1876; and, 1, 12: 19, 1861, APEC. 
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capacities, the Paraguayan War, resuhed in increasing instability and violence in the 

backlands. This disorder and generalized aggression, in turn, had great repercussions for 

the ways in which sertanejos defined their masculine identities during these years. 

Paraguayan War Abroad and Violence at Home 

The onset of the Paraguayan War and the massive mobilization effort required to 

staff the Brazilian army during the five years of its duration (1865-1870) put in evidence 

the weaknesses and contradictions inherent in the processes of State formation both in the 

Brazilian Empire as a whole and in the province of Ceara. Political and territorial 

instability in Uruguay combined with Brazil's intervention in that civil strife in 1864 

precipitated the conflict. Paraguay's president Francisco Solano Lopez launched raids 

against Brazil, as he feared that Brazilian control over Uruguay would challenge 

Paraguay's place in the precarious balance of power of the region surrounding the River 

Plate basin. Lopez then provoked Argentina, by invading Argentine territory in his march 

against Brazilian forces. Thus, Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay formed the Triple Alliance 

against Paraguay. 

At the outset of the war the Paraguayan army consisted of 70,000 well-armed and 

trained soldiers, a figure that by far outnumbered the military capabilities of the 

Argentine, Uruguayan and Brazilian armies combined. Even though Brazil was the 

For a summary of the extensive historiography on the Paraguayan War, see Vera Blinn 
Reber, "The Demographics of Paraguay: A Reinterpretation of the Great War, 1864-70," 
HAHR 68, 2 (1988): 289-319; for a more recent analysis of the impact of the war, see 
Wilma Peres Costa, A espada de Damocles: O exercito, a guerra do Paraguai e a crise 
do Imperio (Sao Paulo: Editora Hucitec, 1996). 
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largest and wealthiest of the countries that constituted the Triple Alliance, its military did 

not possess sufficient weapons, resources, or manpower. In particular, the recruitment 

methods that the Imperial army utilized proved largely ineffective to obtain an ever-

increasing number of soldiers to deploy to the front and bound to generate violence and 

disorder. 

Since the creation of the Imperial army by Pedro I, forced recruitment or 

impressment of poor free men had been the main system used to staff the rank and file. 

The central government's instructions in effect in the Empire until 1875 provided that 

single men of all racial groupings between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five were 

subject of recruitment. But by providing exemptions to those who were economically 

active and engaged in professions such as fazenda administrators, cowboys, fishermen, 

artisans, craftsmen, students, as well as sons of farmers, the instructions safeguarded 

young men from the upper classes from having to serve in the army. Just as important, 

during peacetime, those among the poor who had powerfiil patrons to help them claim 

exempted status were protected from forced recruitment. In fact, men who enjoyed the 

protection of influential patrons who vouched for their meeting the necessary income 

requirements usually became National Guardsmen, positions that were granted on the 

base of income and that also assured exemption from service in the army.^^ 

But the large-scale mobilization of troops for the Paraguayan war eroded the 

power of patrons to protect their dependants from recruitment. Moreover, National 

Vasconcellos, Roteiro, 33-35; Kraay, Race, 185; on patronage, impressment and the 
free poor as National Guardsmen, see Meznar, "The Ranks of the Poor," 335-351; 
Beattie, Tribute of Blood, chap. 1. 
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Guardsmen were called into service at the front. The government also created a special 

battalion, the Voluntdrios da Pdtria, or Volunteers of the Fatherland, which offered better 

pay and discharge bonuses to those who voluntarily joined it. By 1866, as recruitment 

efforts did not meet the increasing need for troops, Pedro II urged slaveholders to 

manumit slaves and donate their services to the army, and he himself manumitted those 

government-owned slaves who had demonstrated willingness to serve in the army.^^ 

Yet, despite the fact that during the early days of combat some patriotic men had 

voluntarily responded to the call to arms to defend the nation, most of the men who 

fought, including the voluntarios, had to be coerced to serve in the war. As Beattie has 

shown, an expanding crusade of impressment swept Brazilian cities and the countryside 

during the war, which sent many men fleeing and created a great deal of conflict. The 

interior of the province of Ceara was not an exception to this campaign of impressment. 

In fact, the Paraguayan War accelerated the process of expansion of the Imperial State 

into the backlands, especially of the Northeastern provinces since 48 percent of all the 

soldiers sent to the front during the war hailed from the Northeast. 

Thus, recruiters and army officers organized raids into backlands towns and 

fazendas to catch men for the war and to dragoon designated National Guardsmen. This 

far-reaching effort, in turn, intensified violence, disorder, and "insubordination" on the 

part of sertanejos who resisted the Imperial orders with all their might. For instance. 

On the various categories of enlisted men during the war, see Beattie, Tribute of Blood, 
39-42; on the manumission of slaves to fight in the war, see Ricardo Salles, Guerra do 
Paraguai: Escraviddo e cidadania na formagdo do exercito (Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, 
1990); and, Jorge Prata de Sousa, Escraviddo ou morte: Os escravos brasileiros na 
Guerra do Paraguai, 2d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Mauad, ADESA, 1996). 

Beattie, Tribute of Blood, chap. 2. 
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police records for the war years regularly report violent clashes that often led to murders 

between recruits, designados, or designated National Guardsmen, and often their 

protectors on one side and press gangs, made predominantly by poor sertanejos, and army 

and police pra9as on the other. Fathers and brothers defended their sons and siblings from 

recruiters and press gangs, and engaged in bitter knife fights as these surrounded their 

houses. National Guard lieutenants and colonels armed cowboys, moradores and others 

among the free poor to fight with recruiting squads or soldiers guarding jails where 

recruits were deposited in order to prevent their transportation or to release them. Angry 

mobs commanded by local notables ranging in numbers from fifty, to 400, and even 

1,000 men attacked jails, threatening to set them on fire and release recruits. On the other 

side, recruiters reportedly beat designados and recruits into submission and thus 

intensified the climate of disorder and violence that swept the interior. One police soldier 

in Granja tied and beat an elderly man who attempted to protect his son, while a recruiter 

flogged a pregnant woman with a knife after she attacked him in order to prevent her 

•  * 5 8  consensual partner's recruitment in Tamboril. 

Political interests motivated wealthier landowners or police authorities to attempt 

to prevent the capture of some recruits or to release those caught from local jails, 

prompting fights with recruiting squads and in this manner intensifying violent conflict. 

For example, a police delegado from Jardim sought to strike an alliance with the army 

Oficio, 20 November 1868, Secretaria da Polfcia do Ceara, Oftcios Expedidos, ala 19, 
est. 393, caixa 7, APEC. This entire box contains correspondence detailing the conflicts 
and abuses of recruitment practices in 1867 and 1868. See also, Ceara, Relatorio 
(Gon9alves da Silva—Assembleia Provincial 1867), 12; Tamboril, Crime, 3, 6: 14, 1867; 
Jucas, Crime, 1, 12, 38: 1874, APEC; 
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recruiter deployed in the municipality by confiding in him his attempts to organize 

political action for elections and his need to release recruits that were protected by a few 

powerful townsmen whose support he was courting. Facing a negative answer from the 

recruiter, the delegado along with a National Guard colonel, a ward inspector and others 

forcefully released one man from the squad that was transporting recruits to the Crato 

jail.'® 

Revenge for personal reasons could also induce some to seek apprehension of 

men who were in recruitment age and had no exemptions. In turn, these men or their 

protectors resisted capture attempts with threats or violence. One merchant from 

Tamboril obtained a detention order for two young men who had invaded his fields and 

destroyed his sugarcane plantings. Once their patron Second Lieutenant Vicente Alves de 

Araiijo Sales found out about the order, he threatened the merchant with a beating if he 

did not withdraw the case and the young men ended up captured. Moreover, local 

authorities who subscribed to both the Liberal and Conservative parties used threat of 

impressment to poor free voters if they did not cast ballots favoring their parties, which 

generated a climate of fear.^° 

The constant threat of being captured as recruits or designados enveloped 

everyday life activities and encouraged men to arm themselves with daggers, knives, and 

rifles even to work in the fields or travel between locations, thereby vindermining social 

control policies that sought to disarm the poor and exacerbating the production of violent 

Victor, Chefes, 50, 52, 56. 
Tamboril, Crime, 3, 6: 15,1867; Oficio, 4 January 1868, Secretaria da Policia do 

Ceara, Oficios Expedidos, ala 19, est. 393, caixa 7, APEC. 
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masculinities. Furthermore, campaigns to coerce young men into service disrupted the 

effective provision of laborers for the ranching and agricultural industries of the province, 

another important rationale behind the efforts to expand the State into the interior. For 

instance, landholders complained about the lack of available workers for coffee and 

cotton harvests that resulted from young men's flight from fazendas and sftios to hide in 

hills and caves or from the impressment of many among the youth.^^ 

The end of the Paraguayan War and the return of hundreds of recruits to the 

interior in the early 1870s does not seem to have ended the widespread violations of 

public order that concerned police and other authorities. Instead, the Triple Alliance's 

triumph over Paraguay exacerbated disorder in the Cearense interior in different ways. 

Provincial officials emphasized that Paraguayan War veterans had acquired "bad habits" 

on the front lines and therefore had chosen to lead lives of banditry when they returned. 

Yet the displacement caused to sertanejo families by the deployment of recruits and 

designados during the war, coupled with their inability to return to their former 

employments, drove some of the former "brave soldiers from the North" to criminal 

activities. Furthermore, disabilities, loss of limbs and injuries that resulted from the war 

forced some veterans to become vagrants and beggars, who asked for alms in town plazas 

• • • 62 and streets, and thus contributed to intensity the "problem" of vagrancy in the interior. 

"Recrutamento e designa9ao," Constituigao, 1 February 1866, 1; "Recrutamento e 
designa9ao," Constituigao, 30 August 1865, 1-2; "Recrutamento," Cearense, 1 
September 1866, 2; Pedro II, 5 October 1867, 1. 

On veterans as criminals, see Victor, Chefes, 58, "Relatorio do Chefe de Policia," in 
Ceara, Falla (Araujo Freitas Henriques—Assembleia Provincial, 1870), 3; "Relatorio do 
Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Falla (Barao de Ibiapaba-Assembleia Provincial, 1874), 2; 
on disabilities and vagrancy among war veterans, see Juvenal Galeno, "O Mutilado" in 
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To sum up, the expanding nature of a weak Imperial State at war with Paraguay 

greatly contributed to foment disorder and violence in the interior and to stimulate the 

reproduction of violent masculinities during the years between 1865 and 1870. An ill-

prepared Brazilian army that relied heavily on an inefficient and coercive system of 

recruitment to man its rank and file engaged in a long and drawn-out war against 

Paraguay. Wartime mobilization based on impressment enlarged the presence of the State 

in the backlands, as recruiters searched for potential recruits and National Guardsmen in 

isolated fazendas and sftios. But neither the war, nor the recruitment parties, made up 

largely of gangs of armed civilians, had any legitimacy among poor free men. Instead, 

they had to rely on violence to perform their job, while poor sertanejos responded in kind. 

Thus, the Imperial State at war abroad brought about greater violence in the interior, and 

undermined Imperial and provincial authorities' goals of disarming the sertao, 

subordinating its rebellious inhabitants, and providing disciplined laborers for 

commercial enterprises. 

The expansion of the Imperial State into the backlands with its insufficient and 

undisciplined pra9as, its practice of arming civilians and its inefficient methods of 

recruitment for the Paraguayan War did not only intensify the problem of violence and 

disorder. The inadequacies in the process of State formation in the backlands also 

influenced the way in which poor sertanejos defined their honor and identities as they 

came into violent contact with a larger, yet inefficient State presence in their lives. 

Lendas e cangoespopulares, 2 vols. (1st ed., 1864; Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitaria do 
Ceara, 1965), 1: 176-178. 



341 

Disorder. Violence, and Masculine Honor 

The limited success of expanding State institutions in bringing order into the 

backlands and the exacerbation of violence created by State institutions and ordinances 

failed to break the link that backlanders' increasingly made between masculine honor and 

violence. The particular case of police and army soldiers who transformed their role as 

managers of State-legitimated violence into emblems of honor to earn the respect and 

fear of the populace illustrates the strengthening association between honor and violence 

that resulted from the expansion of the State into the interior. 

Quantitative analysis of personal data of police soldiers briefly serving in the 

municipalities of Jucas and Tamboril who figured in criminal cases demonstrates that the 

majority of privates were poor, single and young. All of the police soldiers that appeared 

in the criminal cases were illiterate, which immediately locates them in the lower classes. 

Almost three-fourths of the privates that appear in the criminal cases were single men, 

even though there were a few married prafas, and fewer widowers. The ages of police 

soldiers varied between nineteen and forty, with the majority, or 74 percent, of the men 

63 ranging between nineteen and twenty-four years in age. The profile of army pragas 

detached to the municipalities of Jucas and Tamboril and who appear in criminal cases 

was very similar to the one of police soldiers.^"^ They were overwhelmingly illiterate, 

single and young, ranging in age between twenty and thirty years old. While the criminal 

cases do not include information on the racial makeup of army soldiers, Hendrick 

This profile is based on personal data of twenty-three police soldiers featured in 
criminal cases fi-om Tamboril and Jucas between 1850 and 1889. 

This profile is based on a small sample of seven army prafas featured in criminal cases 
for these two municipalities between 1850 and 1889. 
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Kraay's study of the army in Bahia, and Beattie's work on the Brazilian army as a whole 

indicate that most pra9as during the Imperial period were either black, Indian, or of 

mixed race. Considering that 61 percent of the free masculine population of Ceara by 

1872 consisted of blacks, pardos and caboclos, and that the proportion of poor free men 

of color in all likelihood was even higher, it is safe to assume that the majority of enlisted 

men serving in the army in Ceara belonged to these racial groupings. 

Chapter 3 has demonstrated that young men experienced greater difficulties than 

their older counterparts in making independent livings as farmers and ranchers in the 

interior during the conflictive last four decades of the nineteenth century. Consequently, 

young men consistently failed at achieving the material symbols of masculine honor that 

sertanejo society recognized. As chapter 5 has shown, because of this failure to establish 

reputation through other means, young men relied on their participation in violent fights, 

beatings and other physical contests of masculine prowess to prove their honor in public. 

Those who became involved in banditry and other criminal activities or used violence as 

a skill to make a living also boasted of their physical abilities and capacity for aggression 

as they made a name for themselves. 

Thus, when these young men were recruited into the army or police and became 

pra9as, they deployed the same association between masculine violence and honor as 

they constructed their reputations. For instance, in his naturalist novel, Luzia-Homem, 

Domingos Oh'mpio described the public perception of Capriiina, a young and violent 

Kraay, Race, 198-199; Beattie, Tribute of Blood, 153-155; Brazil, Directoria Geral de 
Estatistica, Recenseamento da populagao do Imperio do Brazil a que se procedeu no dia 
lo de Agosto de 1872, 21 vols. (Rio de Janeiro: 1873-76), 4: 172. 
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army soldier stationed in Sobral during the Great Drought. According to the narrative, the 

populace retold Capriuna's past, emphasizing that before becoming an army private he 

had been a bodyguard of a famous fazendeiro from Barbalha. In this post, Capriiina had 

excelled and already established a name by killing three men and committing other lesser 

crimes. But sertanejos also commented that Capriiina had proven his bravery anew once 

he became a soldier, by distinguishing himself among others in the squads that caught 

famous and ruthless bandits, such as Jose Gabriel, Ze Antonio, the Brilhantes and the 

Ataudes.^^ 

Young men who became pra9as did not only prove honor by excelling in the use 

of violence to perform their duty of catching criminals. Young privates also performed 

needless acts of aggression as a way to establish their social superiority vis-a-vis others 

deemed inferior. This was particularly true in the case of violent abuse of slaves on the 

part of army enlisted men and police soldiers. For instance, on a January day in 1876 the 

army private Antonio Tomas da Silva gratuitously whipped a young slave when he was 

making his way from Tamboril to Telha. To this attack, the slave responded by throwing 

a rock at the face of the private, fracturing his nose. As Kraay has noted, race and status 

were important parts of soldiers' identities in Bahia even before 1837 when recruitment 

practices largely discriminated against black men, and soldiers often competed with 

civilians in violent ways over points of honor. Thus, it is plausible that during the second 

half of the nineteenth century, when more blacks made part of the army rank and file, and 

Domingos Olimpio, Luzia-Homem (1st ed., 1903; Fortaleza: ABC Fortaleza, 1999), 12-
13; on the populace's fear and loathing of army pra9as, see Beattie, Tribute of Blood, 
141. 
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within the context of gradual decline of slavery, soldiers in Ceara used violence against 

slaves as a way to assert honor. This honor, in turn, marked a social superiority that 

rested on the privates' freedom and position of power as representatives of the State 

f\n 
enabled to exercise violence. 

The accelerating construction of weak and inefficient State institutions into the 

backlands contributed to exacerbate the link between masculine honor and violence as the 

poor sertanejos who got caught in the widening net of arrest, criminal prosecution, and 

recruitment resisted these actions with violence. Indeed, the inept and corrupt functioning 

of the police and criminal justice system determined the poor Cearenses' preference for 

violence and disorder as the main means to deal with detention, impressment and other 

State functions that targeted them. For instance, a great deal of disorganization 

characterized detention practices, particularly those performed in flagrante, which caused 

the long imprisormient of poor free men whose crimes were not even recorded in police 

reports. A circular letter from the provincial Chief of Police to delegados includes 

several recommendations that in fact illustrate how these problems initiated. The Police 

Chief advised that after an in flagrante detention, the delegado should interrogate the 

prisoner regarding the reasons or motivations given by the "conductor" (which was often 

a civilian who had observed the crime) and other witnesses and then should draw a 

report. In addition, he mentioned that in cases of detentions for disorder and disturbances 

of the peace, the "ruffians" should not remain in jail without the delegado—in whose 

Tamboril, Crime, 7, 10: 22, 1876, APEC; Kraay, Race, 213-214. 
Jucas, Crime, 1, 12: 33,1864. See also, Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 36, 1876; and Tamboril, 

Crime, 2, 5: 8, 1861, APEC. 
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name the arrest was performed—learning the motives of the detention from the detainee 

directly. Yet ward inspectors, subdelegados and delegados often neglected to draw up the 

report on this type of arrests. Consequently, there was no record that legalized these 

arrests, and detainees could sit in jail for an indeterminate time without an official 

indictment.^^ 

Poor free people who ended up in jail for police investigation when they were 

accused of a crime and who did not have connections with wealthier patrons that had the 

power or money to mobilize the criminal justice machinery on their behalf could spend 

an indefinite amount of time in jail. For them, the costs of hiring a lawyer were 

prohibitive. Moreover, the great expanses that judicial authorities had to cover and their 

disinterest injudicial matters that involved the poor meant that any appeal to a judge 

could take months to draw up.^'' 

Thus, the jails in interior towns as well as in Fortaleza were fiill of a mix of 

inmates, including petty offenders, consummated criminals, vagrants, drunks and recruits, 

whose records were often inexistent. The provincial Chief of Police complained in 1887 

that even in the Fortaleza prison there was almost no documentation on prisoners from 

the interior and that information about the crimes they committed and how long their 

sentences were was lacking. He also mentioned that the records that existed were of such 

a conftising nature that they contained contradictory information. For example, a prisoner 

On recommendations on the management of in flagrante arrests, see Ceara, Fala 
(Araujo Torreao—^Assembleia Provincial, 1887), 4; on the process of legal verification of 
in flagrante arrests, see Vasconcellos, Roteiro, 52; problems with in flagrante arrests in 
Ceara are recorded in Jucas, Crime, 2, 13: 1, 1867: 19, 1870; and 5, 16: 7,1876, APEC. 

Ceara, Falla (Albuquerque Barros—Assembleia Provincial, 1878), 12-13. 
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named Francisco Irineu Pessoa had two sentences, one given in 1852 and another one in 

1857.^^ 

It is not surprising, then, that within a system in which there were no practical 

avenues for legal recourse in case of wrongful arrest or indefinite jailing, and within a 

haphazard system of criminal prosecution, poor free men who were targets of arrests 

resisted fiercely through the use of violence. Police reports and criminal cases are replete 

with examples of the veritable battles that surrounded arrests of poor men, and even 

women, for a variety of crimes. For instance, the illiterate farmer Ladislau Capistrano 

apparently was being "turbulent" and insulting another man when a ward inspector first 

attempted to "pacify the situation" and later to detain Ladislau in Jucas. To this, Ladislau 

responded by shooting the inspector with a shotgun. Violent confrontations also occurred 

when privates and others arrested drunks and transported them to prison. For example, 

the friends of an inebriated man got in a fight with a police soldier and some civilian 

auxiliaries when they were taking him to the jail in Acarape. In Imperatriz, a group of 

men attacked a squad of army soldiers who were taking an intoxicated woman to jail. The 

79 incident ended in a fight and the wounding of two of the soldiers. 

"Relatorio do Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1887), 11-13. See also "Relatorio das prisoes," in Livro de registros dos 
relatorios da Secretaria da policia ao Ministerio da Justi9a, 1858, 2, APEC. 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 3,1: 41, 1874, APEC; "Relatorio da Secretaria da Policia," in 
Ceara, Relatorio (Wilkens de Mattos—Assembleia Provincial, 1872), 2; Relatorio do 
Chefe da Policia," in Ceara, Falla (Faria Lemos—Assembleia Provincial, 1876), 5; Ceara, 
Falla (Estellita Cavalcanti Pessoa—Assembleia Provincial, 1877), 6; "Relatorio da 
Secretaria da Policia do Ceara," in Ceara, Falla (D'Oliveira Dias—Assembleia Provincial, 
1883), 2; Ceara, Fala (Araujo Torreao—Assembleia Provincial, 1887), 6-8; Ceara, Falla 
(Odorico de Moura—Assembleia Provincial, 1885), 6. 
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Poor free men who had been incarcerated also resorted to violence against army 

and police pra9as and jailers who guarded the small dungeons as they attempted to 

escape. Parties of relatives and friends of incarcerated men armed themselves with clubs 

* * 73 and shotguns to break into the jails and liberate the inmates. 

Thus, it is plausible that poor men who could only use violence as an effective 

oppositional strategy to violent law enforcement and inept criminal justice procedures 

came to emphasize the link between honor and violence that became prevalent in the 

backlands in the second half of the nineteenth century. In the fights in which they resisted 

the army and police detachments' attempts to arrest them for a variety of public order 

offenses or other crimes, they pulled out knives and guns and said "that whoever came 

close will die," that they were "not about to surrender" or that they were "not afraid of the 

authorities" because "they are just a few men." Poor sertanejos engaged in violent acts of 

revenge against those who had participated in their arrest in other occasions, or ganged 

up and attacked authorities, such as ward inspectors, who had attempted to detain them.'"^ 

These forms of violent resistance to State attempts at social control coupled with 

the intensification of banditry in the interior invigorated the poor sertanejos' articulation 

of their masculine honor and identities as intrinsically opposed and superior in physical 

prowess to those of the representatives of the State. As chapter 5 has demonstrated, 

popular poets expressed this sense of masculine identity in verses that celebrated the lives 

of famous bandits and criminals. Thus, violent encounters between bandits or other 

See, e.g., Jucas, Crime, 4, 15: 23, 1875, APEC; Falla (Odorico de Moura—Assembleia 
Provincial, 1885), 6. 

See, e.g., Tamboril, Crime 1, 4: 3, 1851; 2, 5: 6, 1860; Jucas, Crime, 5, 16: 10, 1870; 4, 
15:27, 1871, APEC. 
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sertanejos and police or army soldiers became a discursive as well as a practical arena for 

the assertion of masculine power and honor. The verses of the Cego Sinfronio express the 

paradox of State formation as a violent competition for honor during the second half of 

the nineteenth century. According to Sinfronio, the famous criminal featured in the 

"Cantiga de Vilela" responded to the police commissioner that had come to arrest him 

with a large detachment of troops with the following words: 

. . . Esta razao me agradou: 
Voce diz que e muito home, 

Si e por home, eu tambem sou! 
Previna o seu destacamento, 

Seu Alfere, 
Se prepare que eu jd vou. 

. . .  Y o u r  r e a s o n s  m a k e  m e  l a u g h :  
You say that you are a real man, 

If the matter is to be a man, I also am a man! 
Go warn the detachment, 

Mister Second Lieutenant, 
Prepare yourself, that I am coming now.'^ 

In sum, as the structure of the Imperial State spread into the backlands, the army 

and private soldiers who represented State institutions and who relied on violence to 

perform their tasks or establish their social superiority over others, deployed a notion of 

masculine honor that was contingent on their capacity for violence. On their part, the 

recruits, wrongdoers, vagrants and other poor men who were the object of State attempts 

at violent repression could only resist these efforts with violence, since getting caught 

within an inept and corrupt criminal justice system could mean unlimited jail time. Thus, 

they identified their capacity to resist the actions of State representatives as a badge of 

"O cego Sinfronio," in Mota, Cantadores, 52. 
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honor and prowess in violence as the ultimate measure of a man. Within the framework 

of an ineffective system of policing, arresting, recruiting and prosecuting, the exercise of 

State formation became simply a violent contest in which the strongest man achieved his 

objectives. In turn, these disputes did not weaken but rather strengthened the link 

between masculine violence and honor that became increasingly prevalent among poor 

free men in the sertao of the second half of the nineteenth century. 

Conclusions 

By mid-nineteenth century, a centralized Imperial State had emerged out of the 

deep social-political conflict and administrative experimentation that enveloped the 

nascent Brazilian Empire during the first half of the nineteenth century. For the planter 

class that constituted the ruling elite, a larger, effective and centralized bureaucracy that 

controlled police administration and the criminal justice system figured prominently in 

the imposition and maintenance of order throughout the country. Order denoted above all 

a concern with the preservation of a hierarchical social order and the agrarian basis of the 

export economy, with its need for disciplined labor, whether slave or free. Thus, as the 

Imperial State became consolidated, its reach progressively expanded even in isolated 

areas, such as the backlands of the province of Ceara. 

As Judy Bieber has argued, the extent of political change in Imperial Brazil 

becomes more clearly visible through an examination of the periphery instead of only the 
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center/^ The expansion of an hnperial State apparatus designed to promote law and order 

in the interior of Ceara translated into growth in the number of police and criminal justice 

officials, police jurisdictions, judicial districts and small jails. Even more important, as 

the bureaucratic capacities of the State expanded, provincial and municipal authorities 

concerned with the need to discipline the "insubordinate" sertanejos and transform them 

into dependable laborers focused the attention of repressive institutions on the poor. In 

particular, in an attempt to "reform" what they saw as the entrenched "bad habits" of poor 

sertanejos, provincial authorities directed their social control efforts to arresting and 

punishing those who committed public order offenses, especially vagrancy, drunkenness, 

and possession of illegal weapons. 

Nonetheless, the regulative capacity of the growing State institutions in the 

interior was extremely weak, which, in tiim, reveals the limits of change brought about 

by the process of Imperial State formation during the second half of the nineteenth 

century. The police corps and the army, which was regularly charged with assisting in 

police duties, suffered from chronic understaffing problems. These two institutions could 

not effectively patrol the hinterland and control interior populations that lived spread out 

in villages, small farms and fazendas. Police jurisdictions were not manned with 

sufficient delegados and subdelegados and consequently relied on the aid of local civilian 

auxiliaries for the performance of administration and policing duties. The criminal justice 

system, subject to the influence of patronage and political partisanship, did not enjoy the 

autonomous power necessary to effectively punish criminality. 

Judy Bieber, Power, Patronage, and Political Violence: State Building on a Brazilian 
Frontier, 1822-1889 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 204. 
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These weaknesses in the structure and functioning of the police and criminal 

justice institutions in the backlands resulted in a lack of success on the part of the 

centralized State in meeting its objectives of social control. In fact, seen from the 

periphery, the consolidation of Imperial State power in Brazil was anything but a process 

that brought order; instead, it generated disorder and violence, especially among the poor. 

The police corps and the army relied on the practice of assimilating marginal men and 

petty-criminals to staff its poorly-paid rank and file. These institutions of social control, 

however, did not have enough resources to train, supervise, or discipline poor pra9as, 

who routinely used excessive violence both on and off-duty. Moreover, sertanejos were 

critical to the everyday functioning of the State apparatus, as they often were "invited" 

and armed by police authorities to assist them in performing arrests for violations of the 

public order, transporting indicted criminals, or confiscating weapons from other 

sertanejos. This practice undermined the intent of dispossessing the poor of their weapons 

and incited violent confrontations between them and those who resisted these impromptu 

representatives of the State. 

The efforts to deploy troops to the front during the Paraguayan War further put in 

evidence the contradictions of the process of State formation in the backlands and in 

Brazil at large. The Imperial State, overextending its reach, power and resources, 

declared war against Paraguay in 1865. Wartime mobilization heavily taxed the army's 

inefficient and coercive system of recruitment in order to deliver the always-increasing 

number of troops necessary for battle. Thus, recruiters and press gangs invaded the 

hinterland to capture recruits and dragoon designated National Guardsmen violently. 
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eliciting violent responses from thousands of sertanejos who resisted the call to defend 

the nation. As a result, war abroad precipitated a period of violence and dislocation and 

undermined the authorities' attempts to disarm the poor, to transform them into 

disciplined laborers, and to guarantee the provision of disciplined workers for the 

agricultural and ranching industries of the province. 

During the five decades of expansion of bureaucratic repressive institutions, the 

State touched the lives of many poor free sertanejos through violence. Army and police 

pra^as who did not enjoy any legitimacy as agents of the State relied on violence to 

perform their functions or to elevate themselves over others. Civilian auxiliaries used 

violence to attempt to perform the duties charged to them. Caught in an often 

disorienting, inept and corrupt police and criminal justice system that they could not 

influence, poor sertanejos who violated public order, engaged in banditry, aided the 

police, or committed major crimes resorted to violence to evade or resist the designs of 

the State. Thus, the exercise of and resistance to State action and regulation among the 

poor became a violent competition in which the bravest, the strongest, or the one who 

possessed the better weapon, won. In short. State formation became the ultimate arena in 

which poor sertanejos measured their honor and manhood. 

Thus, the nature of the process of State formation in the backlands, with its 

serious weaknesses and shortcomings, failed to break the link between honor and 

violence that late-nineteenth century sertanejos increasingly emphasized in their struggles 

for resources, survival, or prestige. Instead, the exacerbation of violence that resulted 

from the accelerating construction of State institutions in the backlands strengthened the 
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association between honor and violence, contributed to the normalization of violence as 

the main strategy to resolve conflict and incited the reproduction of violent masculinities 

as the hegemonic model of manhood among the poor. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

MASCULINITY, VIOLENCE, AND SOCIAL CHANGE IN THE 

CEARENSE BACKLANDS, 1845-1889 

The most common of crimes among the men of this village are attempts on 
people's lives; much killing goes on in these backlands. Here, the price of a life is very 
cheap and death seems to resolve everything ... There are many killings for reasons of 
honor: either because a man was slapped in the face, or was called certain names. Or 
because of the transgression of a virgin woman, or a woman's betrayal: 'Honor is 
cleansed only with blood' ... That is a right of the offended man. Even more than a right, 
it is an obligation. This is why the brave kill and the cowards command others to kill.^ 

With these words Father Jose Maria, a main character in Memorial de Maria 

Moura—Rachel de Queiroz's celebrated novel of life in the Cearense backlands— 

reflected on the pervasiveness of inter-personal conflict associated with the defense of 

masculine honor in the region. The passage illustrates not only popular conceptions of the 

backlanders as exceedingly sensitive to any slight to their honor. It also exemplifies the 

conventional-wisdom perspectives that regard backlands culture as the source of the 

sertanejos' infamous violent masculinities. Those perspectives, in turn, have helped shape 

the existing scholarship on the Northeastern sertao. Historians and social scientists 

interested in rural life in Brazil have also relied on descriptions that conjure up an 

unchanging and culturally-specific backlands code of honor as the explanation for the 

high incidence of violence related to masculine reputation among men in various interior 

locations. A major scholarly point of reference on the "characteristics" of the so-called 

backlands culture is Antonio Candido de Mello e Soiiza's 1964 work Os Parceiros do 

' Rachel de Queiroz, Memorial de Maria Moura (Sao Paulo: Editora Siciliano, 1992), 
101. 
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Rio Bonito. In this study, Antonio Candido elaborated the concept of cultura rustica 

(rustic cuhure, usually translated as backlands culture), based on his observations of rural 

life in the state of Sao Paulo during the late 1940s and early 1950s. According to Antonio 

Candido, the isolation of rural populations had allowed the "survival" of a "traditional" 

culture that emerged in the countryside during the first two centuries of colonization and 

that resulted from the transfer of Portuguese culture and its modification as it came into 

contact with indigenous and African cultures in Brazil. Based on these findings, scholars 

have interpreted the significance of honor and violence in rural societies as diverse as the 

late nineteenth-century interior of Bahia, and the nineteenth-century hinterlands of Sao 

Paulo and Minas Gerais as stemming from the same timeless and uniform backlands 

culture. 

It is true that the process of Portuguese colonization included the transmission of 

Mediterranean cultural patterns, including notions of honor, to Brazil. Moreover, the 

specific meanings of honor for both elite and poor alike in the colonial period resulted 

from the interplay between a body of legislation that established the bases for honor and 

^ Antonio Candido [de Mello e Souza], Os parceiros do Rio Bonito: Estudo sobre o 
caipirapaulista e a transformagdo de sens meios de vida, 2d ed. (Sao Paulo: Duas 
Cidades, 1971). Two other scholarly sources frequently used as references on violence as 
prescribed by a backlands code of honor are Maria Sylvia de Carvalho Franco, Homens 
livers na ordem escravocrata, 3d ed. (Sao Paulo: Kairos Livraria Editora, 1983) and 
Maria Isaura Pereira de Queiroz, O messianismo no Brazil e no mundo (Sao Paulo: 
Dominus Editora, 1965), 139-306. Pereira de Queiroz, however, referred to Candido's 
work on this matter. For the more current reproduction of this perspective, see, e.g., 
Robert Levine, Vale of Tears: Revisiting the Canudos Massacre in Northeastern Brazil, 
1893-1897 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992), chap. 2; E.B. Reesink, The 
Peasant in the Sertdo: A Short Exploration of His Past and Present (Leiden: Leiden 
University, 1981), 48; and, Judy Bieber, Power, Patronage, and Political Violence; State 
Building on a Brazilian Frontier, 1822-1889 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1999), 
chap. 6. 
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local conditions that exacerbated violence. For instance, in the Northeastern backlands, 

elite families placed tremendous value on the preservation of family honor, centered on 

the protection of women's sexuality, since lineage and, therefore legitimacy, were pivotal 

for the exercise of political authority. Due to the geographical isolation from Crown 

authority, wealthy families retained a great deal of power at the local level. But in their 

competition for land, grazing rights, as well as political power with rivals, elite families 

perpetuated a pattern of violent feuding, which fueled an association between honor and 

violence. For poor men who had patron-client relations with wealthy members of 

backlands society, honor derived both from their ties of patronage and from the personal 

courage they demonstrated while fighting in service for their patrons. 

Nevertheless, to invoke the meanings of a notion of honor formed against the 

violent colonial history of interior areas as the characteristics of a fossilized backlands 

culture that has prescribed and continues to prescribe rural men to defend their honor 

with violence is an approach that naturalizes the reproduction of violence in these 

regions."^ These stereotypical descriptions, moreover, hinder an analysis of any other 

^ On honor in the backlands during the colonial period, see Linda Lewin, Politics and 
Parentela in Paraiba: A Case Study of Family-Based Oligarchy in Brazil (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1987), chap. 1; and, idem, "Who Was 'o Grande Romano'? 
Genealogical Purity, the Indian 'Past,' and Whiteness in Brazil's Northeast Backlands, 
\150-1900^ Journal of Latin American Lore, 19(1996): 129-179. 
^ The scholarly representation of sertanejos as culturally-conditioned to defend honor 
through violence contributes, albeit indirectly, to perpetuate regionalist stereotypes that 
depict them as backward and savage, due to "race" and geography. This perspective was 
put forward most forcefully by Euclides da Cunha in his account of the emergence and 
destruction of the millenarian movement of Canudos, in the interior of Bahia, during the 
1890s. See Os Sertoes, 5th ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Record, 2002). But, as Barbara 
Weinstein has shown, a racialized construction of regional identities in which the elites 
from the rest of Brazil, and especially from Sao Paulo, rejected the largely non-white 
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possible signifiers of backlanders' honor outside of violence. What is more, this depiction 

of masculine violence related to honor as an "inevitable" feature of a backward backlands 

culture fails to account for how historical processes of change and transformation interact 

with rural men's broader understandings of honor and manhood. In addition, this 

perspective falls short in explaining how different contexts for violence contribute to 

redefine the cultural meanings of masculine honor in specific circumstances. 

By contrast, this study has shown that the rapid social change of the second half 

of the nineteenth century had a significant impact on masculine identities and 

conceptualizations of honor in the sertao of Ceara and on how notions of honorable 

masculinity intersected with violence.^ Before roughly the mid-nineteenth century, 

vaqueiros were the only lower-class group who could claim a socially recognized sense 

of honor separate from honor derived from ties of patronage with influential landowners. 

Labor arrangements with their employers allowed some vaqueiros upward mobility, 

which, along with their demonstration of physical prowess in the handling of cattle, 

accounted for the social recognition of their claims to honorable masculinity and their 

enjoyment of a degree of prestige. 

A gradual transformation of provincial economic structures after the devastating 

1845 drought began to alter these conceptualizations of honor among lower-class 

Northeasteners as barbarian was continuously articulated during the twentieth century. 
See "Racializing Regional Difference: Sao Paulo versus Brazil, 1932," mRace and 
Nation in Modern Latin America, ed. Nancy P. Appelbaum, Anne S. Macpherson and 
Karin Alejandra Rosemblat (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), 237-
262. 
^ On identity formation as a historical process, see E. P. Thompson, The Making of the 
English Working Class (New York: Pantheon Books, 1964), 9-14 



358 

sertanejos. During the second half of the nineteenth century, commercial agriculture 

expanded dramatically, with the increasing cultivation of sugar, tobacco and food staples 

for internal markets, and export crops such as coffee, rubber and cotton. The development 

of agriculture, however, did not translate into the shrinking of the traditional cattle-

ranching industry. Instead, both agriculture and animal-grazing became the two 

mainstays of the provincial economy. These changes were accompanied by important 

transformations in the structures of land tenure, as well as a large-scale movement of 

drought refugees and other poor migrants from neighboring provinces into the interior of 

Ceara. Continuous occupation of public lands that had remained unsettled until about the 

1840s and the subdivision of sesmarias as a result of partible inheritance and sales 

brought about a pattern of land teniire characterized by a preponderance of small and 

medium-size holdings that coexisted with large landed properties. This landholding 

pattern allowed impoverished migrants and Cearenses to gain stable access to land and, 

therefore, to participate in the provincial economic expansion as small farmers and 

ranchers. 

Thus, between the years 1845 and roughly the late 1860s, a stratum of small 

farmers and ranchers experienced a degree of prosperity and greater economic security as 

they cultivated and commercialized small quantities of food crops, coffee, sometimes 

even sugar, and especially cotton. Poor farmers took advantage of a cotton rush that came 

about as a result of the interruption of the American supply of cotton to the European 

textile industry during the U.S. Civil War. Small ranchers also took advantage of the 

economic expansion by selling their animals at weekly markets or to middlemen. Just as 
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important, many of these smallholders gained a measure of autonomy in their lives and 

escaped dependence on wage labor for larger landowners. Thus, these sertanejos who 

achieved modest prosperity tied their masculinity to their success as farmers and ranchers 

and elaborated a notion of honor that emphasized their capacity to sustain themselves and 

their families from the work they did in their lands. Those who were most successful took 

pride in the fact that they possessed money, animals, a few slaves, and land—all of which 

served as symbols of the masculine honor they had gained. The sense of masculine 

dignity that they correlated with their ability to work for themselves and feed their 

families from their rofas reflected the changing position of small farmers and ranchers in 

hierarchical social relations. These notions of honor underscored the poor farmers' and 

ranchers' achievement of autonomy from strictures of dominance from large landowners, 

as well as a perceived superiority over slaves and those who were forced to work for 

others to sustain themselves and their families. 

But the emergence of this concept of honorable masculinity among poor farmers 

and ranchers and their insistence on having their honor acknowledged was not simply the 

result of changing economic structures in the backlands. Instead, it was an intentional 

strategy to defend and maintain access to arable land, grazing rights, water and animals in 

the context of an increasingly competitive relationship between agriculture and ranching 

in the drought-prone Cearense landscape. With the growth of commercial agriculture, 

small farmers did not limit themselves to the mountain lands and humid areas that they 

had come to occupy after the drought of 1845; instead, they began cultivating the dry 

lands formerly used only for cattle grazing. Likewise, ranchers began invading arable 
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lands in mountains and other areas that were previously used only for agriculture as they 

attempted to expand their open-range cattle-grazing enterprises. This competition for 

scarce productive resources took place within a context where permanent physical 

boundaries between properties did not exist, where the Imperial State was completely 

incapable of establishing limits between properties, and where joint landholding was 

common. The interaction of these forces, in turn, helps explain the escalating significance 

of the code of honor for poor free sertanejos during these years. Small farmers and 

ranchers relied on the continual assertion of their honorable masculinity both to ensure 

their claims to land and other resources and as a way to organize the utilization of 

productive resources. Honor was the leverage that men used to bend personal 

negotiations to their benefit in their face-to-face negotiations of the conventions that 

regulated access to and use of resources with other community members. Likewise, honor 

was the currency that guaranteed neighbors' and co-proprietors' respect of those 

agreements. 

The preoccupation with preserving and protecting highly-contested productive 

resources and landed property among poor free farmers and ranchers also goes a long 

way in explaining the significance of the poor sertanejos' concern with the defense of the 

honor of the family, centered on women's sexual purity. Until recently, the scholarship 

on the poor free populations of Brazil during the colonial period and the nineteenth 

century has tended to describe them as utterly dominated by large landowners and as 

completely dispossessed and dislocated, both economically and socially, within a 

slaveholding society. Thus, the historiography as a whole has not discussed poor 
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families' concerns with inheritance and division of property, or the implications of these 

concerns on the elaboration of notions of honor among the poor in the Northeast and 

elsewhere in Brazil.^ 

Yet, in the Cearense backlands of the second half of the nineteenth century, the 

male concern with control of women's sexuality and mobility—so commonly dismissed 

simply as another example of the legendary jealousness of the sertanejo—was 

intrinsically related to the poor free Cearenses' efforts to safeguard family patrimony 

from gradual fragmentation. Far from being completely dispossessed, the poor free 

farmers and ranchers who experienced moderate prosperity between 1845 and the late 

1860s did own small plots of land, as well as animals, crops, land improvements, and 

^ For the traditional, plantation-centered interpretation of the poor free populations as 
utterly dominated and dispossessed see e.g., Caio Prado Junior, Formagao do Brasil 
contempordneo: Colonia (Sao Paulo: Martins Editora, 1942); Celso Furtado, Formagao 
econdmica do Brasil, 7th ed. (Sao Paulo: Companhia Editora Nacional, 1967); Gilberto 
Freyre, Casa-grande & Senzala: Formagao da familia brasileira sob o regime da 
economiapatriarcal, 43d ed. (1st ed., 1933; Rio de Janeiro: Editora Record, 2001); see 
also Franco, Homens livres', Laura de Mello e Souza, Desclassificados do ouro: A 
pobreza mineira no seculo XVIIl (Rio de Janeiro: Edi9oes Graal, 1982). For the more 
recent research that documents the socio-economic roles of poor free populations and 
their possession of smallholdings and other property, see, e.g., Roderick Barman, "The 
Brazilian Peasantry Reexamined: The Implications of the Quebra-Quilo Revolt, 1874-
1875," HAHR 57:3 (1977): 401-424; Hebe Maria Mattos de Castro, Ao sul da historia: 
Lavradorespobres na crise do trabalho escravo (Sao Paulo: Brasiliense, 1987), Alida 
Metcalf, Family and Frontier in Colonial Brazil: Santana de Parnaiba, 1580-1822 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Sheila de Castro Faria, A Colonia em 
Movimento: Fortuna e familia no cotidiano colonial (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 
1998); Hebe Mattos, Das cores do silencio: Os significados da liberdade no Sudeste 
escravista. Brasil, seculo XIX, 2d ed. (Rio de Janeiro: Nova Fronteira, 1998); Mary Ann 
Mahony, "Afro-Brazilians, Land Reform, and the Question of Social Mobility in 
Southern Bahia," Luso-Brazilian Review 34 (1997): 59-79; B.J. Barickman, A Bahian 
Counterpoint: Sugar, Tobacco, Cassava, and Slavery in the Reconcavo, 1780-1860 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998); Guillermo Palacios, Cultivadores libres, 
estado y crisis de la esclavitud en Brasil en la epoca de la Revolucion Industrial 
(Mexico: El Colegio de Mexico, 1998). 



often, even slaves. But the system of partible inheritance divided poor families' 

patrimonies into increasingly smaller portions, a practice that was especially threatening 

to the survival of rural families who possessed only very small landholdings. Moreover, 

competition for scarce resources endangered family and community solidarity and the 

ability of joint landholdings to function communally. Thus, attempting to counteract 

those disintegrating forces, male family members collaborated to monitor women's 

sexuality and mobility. In truth, women's reproductive power was seen as a resource that 

needed to be controlled in order to manage and prevent property fragmentation. 

Furthermore, male regulation of women's sexuality served to direct women's 

reproductive capacity to bearing children, who were a major source of labor in the 

agricultural and ranching activities of rural families. Sertanejo men also created relations 

of solidarity among themselves when they united to engage in violent acts of revenge 

against those who had transgressed against the family's honor by engaging in 

imsanctioned sexual relations with female kin. 

The deployment of these understandings of honor did not only assist sertanejos in 

protecting family patrimony and establishing social status in their communities. The 

ideology of honor also functioned as a construct that established the foundation for 

unequal power relations between men and women within the home. For sertanejo men, 

the capacity to sustain their families from the work they did on their own lands—^work 

that was also performed by women and children—grounded their patriarchal authority 

over family women, and the right to control their sexuality and mobility. 
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From the 1860s on, a new series of social-economic and environmental changes 

overtook the sertao and its inhabitants; those changes put enormous pressures on the 

fragile system of survival of small farmers and ranchers and exacerbated inter-personal 

aggression. This new context for violence, in turn, helped shape a redefinition of the poor 

men's understandings of masculine honor. Profound transformations that included the 

forced recruitment of poor free young men to fight in the Paraguayan War (1865-70), the 

end of cotton boom that had accounted for the prosperity of many small farmers, the 

gradual decline of slavery, and the ruinous three-year drought of 1877-79 reversed the 

gains of the formerly prosperous sertanejos. These processes disrupted the livelihoods of 

poor Cearenses who relied on agrarian activities and gradually brought about 

indebtedness, downward mobility, dispossession, geographic dislocation, separation of 

families, and even death among the rural poor. Attempting to diversify their survival 

strategies and to escape abject poverty or death from exposure, the different members of 

sertanejo families became drought refugees, migrating to far-away locations in search of 

charity. Other sertanejos sought paid employment; men migrated in large numbers to the 

rubber estates of the Amazon River basin, while women remained behind in the sertao, 

taking charge of the households, without the help of husbands, consensual-union partners, 

fathers, or other male relatives. 

The adversity, dispossession, and displacement that poor Cearense families 

confronted between the mid-1860s and the end of the nineteenth century shifted the male 

sertanejos' standing in backlands society and effectively undermined their autonomy 

from wage labor, as well as the notion of honor that they upheld during the prosperous 



364 

years. Their new Hves as day laborers, drought refugees, beggars, vagrants, bandits, and 

men separated from their families no longer sustained a concept of masculine honor that 

was contingent on the possession of resources such as land, animals and slaves, the 

capacity to support a family from one's work on the land, and the monitoring of women's 

sexuality and mobility. 

The mounting difficulties that sertanejos faced in drawing a livelihood from 

small-scale farming and ranching undermined especially young men's efforts to establish 

viable agrarian-based households and consequently their achievement of the emblems of 

a notion of masculine honor elaborated during the years of moderate prosperity. Without 

seciire access to land and other resources, as indebted parents could not bequeath 

anything to their children, and besieged by drought and epidemics that claimed the lives 

of young children first—important sources of labor in family farming and ranching— 

young men systematically failed in their efforts to provide for their families. Moreover, 

young men could not retain the material symbols of honor, and as migration separated 

families, they became ineffective guardians of women's lives. It is in this context that 

poor young men—living through the most critical age in the definition of their 

manhood—^tied their increasingly shaky sense of honorable masculinity to violent 

competition with other men. Thus, this study has demonstrated that in the Cearense 

backlands, age categories, along with economic and environmental change, intersected 

with gender and honor and affected certain men's conceptualization of the importance of 

violence as a means of achieving masculine honor. 
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The dislocation that marked the last four decades of the nineteenth century 

brought about changes in the gender dynamics of sertanejo families and shifts in the 

functioning of patriarchy in backlands communities. These transformations also 

contributed to nurturing a version of masculinity that emphasized violence as the main 

symbol of a poor man's honor. The separation of poor families that resulted from the 

disrupting change of these years and the high visibility of "women alone" who attempted 

to sustain their households on their own defied the patriarchal social order of the 

backlands. Absent husbands and male family members could not exercise effective 

control over women. In this context, unrelated male sertanejos undertook what they saw 

as the task of restraining the "uncontrolled" mobility, sexuality and even speech of 

"women alone" and, in this way, strengthened the exercise of public forms of patriarchal 

control in interior communities. Just as important, the enforcement of public patriarchy 

took the form of male aggression against "women alone" who challenged the gender 

hierarchy of the backlands by virtue of their autonomy. But violent lessons on patriarchy 

also represented an attempt on the part of poor free men with increasingly insecure 

masculinities to reestablish the reputation that had been put into question by the actions 

or words of "women alone" who had confronted them. The high visibility of this group of 

women and the loss of access to the emblems of masculine honor of poor farmers and 

ranchers magnified the significance of women's challenges to their individual 

reputations. This, in their view, warranted violent retaliation as a way to repair their 

social standing in their communities. 
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Nevertheless, the impoverishment of small farmers and ranchers and their 

increasing inability to achieve the signifiers of honor that had become central to their 

masculine identities during the prosperous years did not automatically result in the 

conventionalization of a notion of honor that was contingent on a capacity for violence. 

The normalization of such a notion among sertanejos resulted also from their growing 

reliance on violence to navigate the far-reaching social change of the late nineteenth 

century. Beginning in the 1870s, economically uprooted men turned to professional 

banditry as a way to draw their daily sustenance. Bandit gangs multiplied in the sertao 

and plagued backlands populations already suffering from severe deprivation and the 

effects of drought and epidemics. Through criminal activities and the use of violence, 

poor sertanejos-tumed bandits sought to escape hunger and even reach a degree of 

upward mobility. In doing so, bandits, and those who celebrated their violent deeds, 

defined the male sertanejos' competence in violence as all a man needed to establish and 

defend his reputation. 

This understanding of honor became further routinized as those among the free 

poor who were able to retain access to scarce productive resources during the last four 

decades of the nineteenth century engaged in inter-personal violence to defend their 

property. The system of conventions based on honorable reputations that had regulated 

access to and use of resources between neighbors and co-proprietors failed to function as 

ecological and social pressures challenged the farmers' and ranchers' survival. 

Conventions also became unworkable since many sertanejos found themselves wandering 

from one locale to another in search of less hostile conditions. Thus, violence and 
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bravado became the main means to resolve disputes over property boundaries and other 

disagreements about use of land improvements, arable and grazing lands, and water 

holes. 

But even in the ravaged and desperate conditions affecting the sertao and its 

inhabitants during the last third of the nineteenth century, violence as the main strategy to 

resolve conflict for scarce resources was not inevitable. After all, the bureaucracy of the 

Imperial criminal and civil justice systems expanded into the backlands during the second 

half of the nineteenth century. Thus, in principle, all those engaged in disputes of 

different kinds could count on the assistance of the judicial apparatus. But class-based 

biases that characterized the judicial system in Imperial Brazil severely restricted access 

to the courts among the poor who did not have relations of patronage with powerful local 

notables that could pay attorneys or influence judges in their favor. This effectively 

prevented most sertanejos from using the judicial system to maintain and defend their 

increasingly meager material possessions in non-violent ways. 

This study has shown that the production of violent masculine identities and a 

violent notion of honor among poor sertanejos during the last four decades of the 

nineteenth century did not arise from a timeless cultural framework that was peculiar to 

the backlands of Brazil. Rather, those violent masculinities were largely the product of 

particular processes of social-economic and environmental change that brought 

dislocation and misery, shifting relations between men and women, and deadly 

competition for increasingly scarce resources between neighbors and co-proprietors. 



368 

But this gendered pattern of violent masculinities cannot be fully understood 

without also taking into account the changes brought by the ongoing process of State 

formation in Imperial Brazil. In fact, the violent intrusion of State authority into the 

everyday lives of poor sertanejos from the 1850s to 1889 helped consolidate the pattern 

of violent masculinities and the association between honor and violence among poor 

sertanejos. The accelerated growth of a centralized State apparatus designed to promote 

law and order in every comer of the Brazilian Empire after 1850 included the expansion 

of police and criminal justice officials, police jurisdictions, judicial districts and jails in 

the interior. This State also undertook efforts to impose control on "undisciplined" 

sertanejos by arresting and punishing those who committed public order offenses such as 

vagrancy, drunkenness and possession of illegal weapons. Through such actions, the 

political elites that controlled the Empire's central government sought to make the State 

an effective instrument not only to preserve social hierarchies and the agrarian-based 

export economy, but also to ensure for that economy an adequate supply of disciplined 

labor, whether slave or free. 

Nevertheless, the regulative capacity of these growing State institutions in the 

interior was extremely weak, which resulted in a lack of success in meeting the demands 

of social control. Even more important, the weaknesses in the functioning of these 

institutions generated disorder while they increasingly encroached on the lives of the poor 

through violence. Poor young men staffed the police corps and the army and, without 

proper training, discipline or legitimacy among the populace, used violence in their 

pursuit of public order offenders, bandits, or major criminals. Poor sertanejos routinely 



369 

manned the squads and units that assisted police officers in performing arrests, 

transporting criminals, or confiscating weapons, and thus engaged in violent 

confrontations with those who resisted the State's ordinances. Poor young men were 

forcefully recruited to fight in the Paraguayan War and resisted with violence their 

impressment. Poor sertanejos also provided the manpower for press gangs that violently 

subdued men to be taken to the front lines. Those among the poor who were caught in the 

widening net of arrests, prosecution and imprisonment and who were at the mercy of an 

ineffective and corrupt criminal justice system that they could not influence also resorted 

to violence to evade or resist the designs of the State in their lives. 

Thus, the consolidation of the centralized post-colonial State in Brazil, a process 

whose significance is often studied from the perspective of the center rather than the 

n 

periphery of the Empire, did reach even into the isolated backlands of Ceara. Moreover, 

the expansion of the Imperial State affected the lives of poor free Cearenses in 

unexpected and violent ways. In a paradoxical manner, a State that had the goal of 

imposing order and reforming the "undisciplined" sertanejos in fact greatly contributed to 

incite a violent type of masculinity among the rural poor. 

In sum, this study has demonstrated that, even though long-standing cultural 

notions tied masculine honor with violence in rural Brazil, a gender pattern of violent 

masculinities in the interior of Ceara was not simply the result of a cultural prescription. 

Instead an interplay between changing social-economic and ecological conditions, 

^ Notable exceptions to this pattern are Judy Bieber, Power; and, Hendrick Kraay, Race, 
State, and Armed Forces in Independence-Era Brazil; Bahia, 1790s-1840s (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001). 



370 

shifting social relations among various members of backlands society, and the weak 

functioning of an expanding Imperial State accounted for the increasing significance of 

violence as the main guarantor of honor for the male sertanejos during the second half of 

the nineteenth century. 

The sertanejos' emphasis on an ideology of honor that was contingent on 

competence in violence was not a mechanical effect of these forces. Poor Cearenses 

strategically articulated these meanings of honor as they responded with violence to the 

often disconcerting and dislocating world in which they lived. In their everyday lives, 

backlanders created and produced cultural meanings regarding the qualities that made 

honorable masculinities in the specific difficult conditions of the sertao during the second 

half of the nineteenth century. The best surviving examples of this production are the 

verses of popular cantadores who commented on the world they observed, the pressures 

that affected their lives and those of their fellow poor sertanejos and their responses. In 

composing their verses, late-nineteenth-century popular poets celebrated the honor of 

those who in their view possessed the equipment necessary to meet the challenges of their 

time: competence in the use of weapons and courage to defeat their enemies. The late-

nineteenth century popular poet Luis Dantas Quesado better expressed these feelings in 

the following verses. And as he boasted of his own respectable masculinity, he 

contributed to constructing the representation of the backlands as the ultimate menacing 

region, populated by honorable men, ready to fight. 

Nunca tive valentia, 
Sou manso e muito prudente. . . 

E certo que, estando quente, 
Ndo respeito fidalguia. 
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De mim ninguem desconfia, 
Comigo tudo se ajeita. . . 
Se a coisa ndo for direita 
Nesta cidade do Crato, 

Brigo, dou, apanho e mato: 
Homem nenhum me desfeita. 

I have never had bravery, 
I  am tamed and very prudent. . .  

Yet, it is truth that when I am hot, 
I don't respect rank. 

Nobody is distrustful of me, 
With me, there is a solution for everything ... 

If things are not straight 
In this city of Crato, 

I fight, I beat, I get hit, and I kill: 
o 

No man dares to affront me. 

^ "Luis Dantas Quesado," in Leonardo Mota, Cantadores: Poesia e linguagem do sertdo 
cearense, 3d ed. (1st ed., 1921; Fortaleza: Imprensa Universitma do Ceara, 1960), 114. 
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GLOSSARY OF PORTUGUESE TERMS 

Agude. Small reservoir. 

Amdsia. Female consensual partner. 

Amdsio. Male consensual partner. 

Caboclo. Individual of mixed Indian and European descent, and with dark skin color. 

Capoeira. Small enclosure to keep domestic animals. 

Criador. Cattleman or cattle rancher. 

Farinha. Manioc flour. 

Fazenda. In the backlands, a large landholding employed for cattle ranching. 

Fazendeiro. The owner of a fazenda, usually a cattle rancher. 

Par do. Individual of mixed African and European descent. 

Retirante. Drought refugee. 

Roga or rogado. Small plot of land planted with food staples. 

Serras. Hills spread throughout the dry hinterland of the Northeast. These can be either 
low, rocky hills, or higher hills that receive enough rain to allow year-round 
agriculture. 

Sertao. In a general sense, the sertao refers to the semiarid backlands of Ceara and the 
other Northeastern provinces. Also note that throughout the process of colonization 
of Brazil, the word sertao referred to the frontier and the wilderness lying beyond 
Portuguese settlements. 

Sertdes. In a restricted sense, the word sertao, in its plural form, refers to pasturelands 
of river and creek valleys. 

Sitio. A farm. 

Vdrzea. Low and flat terrain, located on the river banks. 

Vazante. Terrain irrigated only through the flooding of river waters, or land on the 
margin of a reservoir. Also, the type of agriculture developed on those lands. 
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