Funding Freedom, Popularizing Politics

Abolitionism and Local Emancipation Funds in 1880s Brazil

Celso Castilho and Camillia Cowling

Voltado as amplas repercussées da mobilizagdo abolicionista dos anos

1880, este artigo ressalta os fundos de emancipagdo locais no Rio de Janeiro
(Corte) e em Recife como espacos importantes para a articulagdo da politica
popular. Examinamos dois tipos de fundos locais, o primeiro criado por
iniciativas populares no Recife e o segundo produto da cimara municipal
da Corte. Salientamos, na primeira parte, que os significados politicos dos
fundos de emancipagdo mudaram ao longo da década de 1880, esta trajeto-
ria um exemplo do percurso conturdido da politica da aboli¢do. Os fundos
de emancipagdo locais também alteraram as dindmicas tradicionais da
politica, modificando as interagdes entre as esferas locais e nacionais, entre
grupos populares e a elite. Na segunda parte, analisamos as operagdes quoti-
dianas dos fundos. O uso de rituais puiblicos e a procura de donativos locais
estenderam o alcance dos fundos a setores sociais previamente afastados do
processo politico. Os proprios escravos, particularmente as escravas, utiliza-
ram seu pectilio, informacgées colhidas nas ruas, e o patrocinio de maneiras
inovadoras para ganhar sua liberdade, ao invés de recebé-la passivamente,
através dos fundos. Enfim, os fundos de emancipagdo merecem a atengdo
dos historiadores porque se intercalaram de maneira importante com outros
fendmenos de pressio politica e social, como fugas de escravos e lutas juridi-
cas, que transtornaram a politica brasileira na década de 1880 e aceleram o
decreto da aboli¢do da escravatura.

Introduction

In the northeastern Brazilian city of Recife in 1881, Maria, a domestic slave,
sent a letter to Jodo Ramos, secretary of the Sociedade Nova Emancipadora.
One of a plethora of abolitionist societies springing up across Brazil in the
early 1880s, the Nova Emancipadora operated a fund providing compen-
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sated slave emancipation. Like other enslaved people around the country,
Maria was fully aware of the opportunities this presented. Her request to
Ramos, whom she had apparently met before, was for a loan of 100 mil-réis,
the amount she lacked from her savings to buy her freedom. She implored,
in the name of “God, charity, and . . . his wife and little son,” that he re-
member what he had “promised” her. Underlining the difficulties of earning
money for freedom, Maria added: “for a slave like me there is neither a holy
day nor a Sunday when I can go out.” Her petition ended in anguish: “Sir,
you cannot imagine how I live in this house, helplessly watching my master
calling my three freed daughters slaves and beating them . . .

A few years later in 1886, 1,500 miles to the south in the imperial capi-
tal, Rio de Janeiro, another mother, Maria Rosa, petitioned Empress Teresa
Cristina, wife of Emperor Pedro II.2 Teresa Cristina would shortly be presid-
ing over the next of a series of lavish ceremonies held to free slaves through
the Municipal Council’s emancipation fund, the Livro de Ouro. Although
Maria Rosa was, unlike Maria, no longer a slave but “a poor black freed-
woman,” like Maria she evoked her status as a mother to generate sympathy
for her request. She asked that her enslaved daughter Ludovina, “a miserable
child who is almost always ill and on the point of coughing up blood, and
who has three young children,” be freed at the coming ceremony. Maria
Rosa evoked Teresa Cristina’s family as well as her own, wishing Teresa long
years of happiness “together with your August Family.”

This article explores how local emancipation funds used by Maria and
Maria Rosa became a central focus for the popular political participation
that characterized Brazilian abolitionism, the collective efforts to end slav-
ery that coalesced in the 1880s.? The local emancipation funds were part of a
concerted response to the delayed progress of the government’s program for
gradual emancipation—the 1871 “Free Womb” Law.® The law stated that chil-
dren born to enslaved women after September 28, 1871 would be considered
legally free. Furthermore, article three of the law stipulated the creation of a
national emancipation fund to reduce the population of Brazil’s 1.5 million
slaves.® By the early 1880s, however, it was evident that the national eman-
cipation fund had proved a feeble abolition strategy; it had freed less than
one percent of the enslaved population during its first decade of operation.’
Abolitionists thus decried the crawling pace of the “Free Womb” Law, for
under such an emancipationist framework, slavery would have endured well
into the twentieth century.?

Abolitionists’ frustrations with the national fund have influenced how
historians have dealt with - or, generally, not dealt with - the scores of private
and municipal emancipation funds springing up across Brazil during the
1880s.” During this decade, the funds were a fundamental part of the decen-
tralized popular mobilization transforming the Brazilian political arena. Yet
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the historiography on compensated emancipation has focused on the small
number of manumissions achieved by the national government through the
1871 “Free Womb” law.1? Perhaps applying similar reasoning to the private
and municipal funds, historians have assumed them unworthy of serious
attention. Yet stories like those of Maria and Maria Rosa, and of the local
emancipation funds entwined with their destinies, are surely worth hearing.
They reveal intriguing, complex activities of social and political actors from
across Imperial society, connecting slaves to abolitionists, municipal and na-
tional politicians and even the Imperial family. Women, both enslaved and
free, were the funds’ principal beneficiaries and became important agents
in the process of funding freedom. These stories are used here as a way of
exploring a much broader social universe of abolitionist activities, and also
serve to promote new inquiries about gender and abolitionism in Brazil.!

This article uses the abolitionist practice of funding freedom to illumi-
nate how popular mobilization for abolition both produced specific politi-
cal change and broadened the political sphere generally in late-nineteenth-
century Brazil.2 It examines two varieties of local emancipation funds - the
first, private initiatives by the abolitionist movement in Recife, and the sec-
ond, a municipal-sponsored fund in Rio de Janeiro. It thus analyzes two
different kinds of abolitionist pressure in two major urban contexts in very
different regions of Brazil, each of which was linked to the other and to the
unfolding context of parliamentary politics based in Rio de Janeiro.

The local funds emerged in a political context in which abolition re-
mained highly contentious, the institution of slavery representing a bulwark
of the Brazilian political edifice since independence.’® Pro-slavery elites con-
tinued to exercise a strong influence on national government policy in a
country which, although undergoing rapid urbanization and marked by in-
creased regional variation in slaveholding, remained predominantly rural
and where landholding and political sway went hand in hand."* Recife was
at the center of the north-eastern sugar-producing province of Pernambuco,
one of Brazil’s first enclaves of wealth and power based on slaveholding. Yet
Recife, then Brazil’s third-largest city, also produced a strong urban abo-
litionist movement as well as politicians who shaped the national parlia-
mentary anti-slavery agenda.® Meanwhile, the rapidly-expanding national
capital was at the heart of — but administratively separate from - the strongly
pro-slavery coffee-producing province of Rio de Janeiro. Funding freedom
stirred up long-standing political tensions within the Court city between
the municipal council, the increasingly reactionary pro-slavery national
government, and the imperial family itself. Thus, while local emancipa-
tion funds freed only small numbers of slaves, their potential for fuelling
the charged political debate on slavery was tremendous. In each case, they
spurred unprecedented levels of popular political participation and cre-
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ated sites of local opposition as the national government continued to resist
abolition.

Divided into two sections, the article first charts how the political rami-
fications of local emancipation funds changed as the national government’s
stance on abolition evolved over the 1880s. It then explores how the daily
business of funding freedom expanded the political sphere through the use
of broad local campaigns, emancipation rituals, and the participation of en-
slaved people and their relatives, such as Maria and Maria Rosa.

Local Emancipation Funds and Evolving National Politics

The practice of funding freedom was central to the development of an abo-
litionist movement in the 1880s. Composed of numerous groups that culti-
vated links with one another, the movement emerged locally in response to
developments in national politics.!® Shifts in regional and national politics
over the 1880s, however, lent different meanings to the use and significance
of the local emancipation funds. In the early part of the decade, the funds
were the movement’s principal tool, the instrument used to marshal popu-
lar political participation and push for abolition in the face of the national
government’s recalcitrance. Popular political pressure in turn led local gov-
ernmental bodies like Pernambuco’s Legislative Assembly (1883) and the
Municipal Councils of Recife (1884) and Rio (1884) to adopt their own funds
in a relatively conservative bid to reassert control over the emancipation
process. Yet in the mid-to-late 1880s, as the national government hardened
its opposition to abolitionism, the local emancipation funds became sites of
contestation in ways that their founders had not predicted.

A thwarted effort to establish a parliamentary path to end slavery pro-
vided the catalyst for a popular abolitionist movement. In August 1880, a
young Liberal from Pernambuco, Joaquim Nabuco, attempted to introduce
a bill before the Chamber of Deputies to establish 1890 as the year to termi-
nate slavery. Opposed by most deputies across the political spectrum, Nabu-
co’s bill was quashed before even reaching the floor. This failed attempt dem-
onstrated Parliament’s stern opposition to the idea of abolition and drove
Nabuco to broaden his efforts, seeking change through popular pressure.
Two weeks later, he presided over the formation of the Sociedade Brasile-
ira Contra a Escravidao, the society generally credited with launching the
national abolition movement. Founded on 7 September 1880, Independence
Day, the Sociedade Brasileira Contra a Escravidio published a newspaper, O
Abolicionista, circulating monthly from November 1880 to December 1881.
The Sociedade Brasileira counted five deputies in the current legislature,
two former provincial presidents, engineers, and naval officers among its
members.”” A product of the Brazilian elite, these men nonetheless voiced
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political views separating them from their social peers.®® The five deputies all
lost their parliamentary bids for re-election in 1881, another example of the
anti-abolitionism sentiment prevalent within traditional spheres of Brazil-
ian politics.

The expansion and vitality of the abolitionist movement in the national
capital depended on the involvement of popular sectors. The politicization of
printers, railway conductors, journalists, and of medical, engineering, and
military students helped catapult abolition onto a public stage. The move-
ment in Rio evolved from a particularly volatile urban setting, and adopted
a comparatively more combative tone than that which emerged in Recife. A
number of Rio’s abolitionist leaders, including José do Patrocinio, the fiery
Afro-Brazilian journalist who assumed a central role locally and nation-
ally, had participated integrally in the January 1880 riots over tramway fares,
and a sharp sense of political protest informed their abolitionist activism.?
Popular unrest continued on Rio’s streets, with a week-long strike by market
vendors, marked by the vociferous presence of black women, in October
1885, drawing key abolitionist organizers into the debate.?’ The proliferation
of popular republican groups in early 1880s Rio also created a more charged
public political arena, as discussing abolition became, for many, intertwined
with overthrowing the monarchy.” The first abolitionist societies in Rio es-
tablished emancipation funds to galvanize public opinion as well as manu-
mit slaves.?

In Recife, local abolitionist mobilization commenced around the same
time as Nabuco formed his Sociedade Brasileira.”® The Club Abolicionista
do Recife, for example, initiated by students at the Recife Law School formed
on August 11, 1880, the anniversary of the school’s charter. Six weeks later, a
group of middling merchants founded the Sociedade Nova Emancipadora,
which alongside the Club Abolicionista set in motion the development of an
abolitionist movement in early 1880s Recife. To be sure, these were not the
first instances of antislavery activism in the northeastern capital city. The
nineteenth-century chronicler, Francisco Augusto Pereira da Costa, noted
that at least six antislavery societies had formed (and dissolved shortly there-
after) between 1860 and 1871, with some also organized by law students.?
The abolitionist poet, Antonio de Castro Alves (1847-1871) and the future
statesman, Rui Barbosa de Oliveira (1849-1923), were among the notable ac-
tivists at the law school in the late 1860s, their antislavery positions an inspi-
ration to later waves of student mobilization in the 1880s.% In contrast to the
earlier precedents, however, the abolitionist societies of the 1880s envisaged
themselves as an integral part of a larger, national movement. In Recife, as
in Rio de Janeiro, politicians avoided the issue of slavery and abolitionism
evolved instead from the Law School, where “. .. a commitment to the aboli-
tion of slavery formed part of the Brazilian law student ideal.”>
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Early Varieties of Local Emancipation Funds

The local emancipation funds operating in early 1880s Rio and Recife rep-
resented a criticism of the national government’s faltering commitment to
ending slavery; they showcased how local groups were outperforming the
national government’s emancipation fund. Nonetheless, the national gov-
ernment, while opposed to immediate abolition, did not attempt to suppress
the abolitionist movement until 1886.

The Club Abolicionista’s creation of an emancipation fund in Recife
marked the early stirrings of a local movement. Counting nearly “fifty gen-
tlemen among its membership”, the Club Abolicionista emerged, like the
Sociedade Brasileira, squarely from the elite but quickly pursued policies
that broadened participation in its campaigns. Initially, the Club targeted
mainly the student body for contributions to finance its local emancipa-
tion fund. With the donations secured over a six-week period, the Club
Abolicionista helped free 16 slaves at its first public function, held as Brazil
celebrated the anniversary of the 1871 “Free Womb” Law on September 28,
1880.” A harbinger of the intense abolitionist politicization of the law
school in the 1880s, the Club Abolicionista’s initial endeavor brought a
range of students into contact with the movement, including many that
were not originally from Pernambuco.

Quickly, the number of abolitionist societies in Recife swelled from two
in late 1880 to 14 in 1883, all with their respective emancipation funds. Of
these, 10 evolved from the law school, where students organized accord-
ing to their regional backgrounds; those from Ceara, Maranhao, Sergipe,
Rio Grande do Norte, and Pard, for example, formed abolitionist societ-
ies. With strong ties to their native provinces, these student groups were
simultaneously engaged locally and regionally. The Pard students, for ex-
ample, ran an emancipation fund in Recife, but in 1882 also petitioned their
provincial government to abolish the inter-provincial slave trade.?® The
funds were a major part of the “new political style” developing across early
1880s urban Brazil, “taking politics to the city’s streets and squares.” The
politics of those streets and squares then influenced regional and national
agendas.

The consolidation of the movement in Recife and its first major break-
through occurred in 1883. The formation of the Central Emancipadora do
Municipio do Recife, a federation of the abolitionist societies in the provin-
cial capital, facilitated in July 1883 a successful public campaign to force the
provincial government to intervene in the struggle for abolition by creating
its own provincial emancipation fund.’® This signified a notable shift in the
local government’s attitude toward abolitionism, the legislative assembly
having previously completely ignored the antislavery campaign. Although
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the 135 people freed via the provincial emancipation fund between 1883 and
1885 hardly signaled a precipitous drop in Pernambuco’s mid-decade slave
population of around 70,000, the measure underscored a reduced distance
between the “politics of the street” and the “politics of the legislature.”!

The political gains in Recife were echoed by abolitionist movements
across the country in 1883 and 1884. In Rio, the Confederacao Abolicio-
nista, which unified over a dozen abolitionist societies in the imperial
capital, formed in 1883. Its links to nationally-renowned abolitionists like
José do Patrocinio and André Rebougas, and to international figures such
as Antonio Maceo, Frederick Douglass, and Victor Schoelcher, showcased
the Confederagdo’s prominence.’> Meanwhile, in the northeastern province
of Ceard, an unrelenting abolitionist movement surfaced in late 1880, which
within three years had freed 28 of 57 municipalities.* The notion adopted in
Recife that local government could and should enact policies to hasten the
process of emancipation attested to the growing influence of the abolitionist
movement.

Before long, the growth of Rio’s popular movement spurred a similar
initiative by the capital city’s municipal government to “take a salient po-
sition within the emancipation movement” by adopting an emancipation
fund.’* In early 1884, as full abolition in Ceara was celebrated with huge
street parties in Rio and around the country, the council set up its “Livro de
Ouro” fund.® The brainchild of Conservative councilor José Ferreira No-
bre, the fund had the explicit intent of ensuring “order”, “within the limits
of the law”. Nobre evoked “the great national interests of agriculture and
commerce.”* Councilors did not use the word “abolition” until 1886, and
even then, they differed significantly about the fund’s purpose.” Yet from
the start, the aim was to free all slaves in the Municipio Neutro.* Unlike
in Recife, the abolitionist movement did not directly push for the Livro de
Ouro’s creation. The Livro was not a central focus for abolitionists, who,
when they did discuss it, veered between praise and scorn as circumstances
dictated. Yet the Confederacao Abolicionista and council did collaborate
with each other in funding freedom.* In a heated political context that was
increasingly polarized around the abolition question, it was difficult for the
council or its fund to remain neutral. Divided and instinctively conserva-
tive, councilors nonetheless became significant participants in the public
debates over abolition.?® Complicating matters further, councilors forged
ties between the Livro and the imperial family. The Emperor signed the first
page of the commemorative book that gave the Livro its name, and attended
emancipation ceremonies along with his wife and their daughter, the heir
to the throne, Isabel. The Fund became a source of tensions at the political
heart of the Empire between the council, the local abolitionist movement,
the monarchy, and the national government.
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Local Emancipation Funds amid the Pro-Slavery
Parliamentary Turn

Founded in May 1884, the Livro appeared at a seemingly hopeful moment
for abolitionism. Amazonas would soon follow Ceara in abolishing slav-
ery, and in June 1884 a reform ministry headed by Liberal Senator Manoel
Pinto de Souza Dantas came to power, endorsing a bill, shocking to many,
to free slaves over sixty without compensation.*! Yet a crisis in legitimacy
saw Dantas replaced by another Liberal, José Antonio Saraiva, by early 188s.
Saraiva differed greatly from Dantas, advocating less, not more, govern-
ment involvement with abolition and eschewing the plan for (limited) un-
compensated manumission. As the stalemate over the emancipationist bill
continued, the emperor then chose the Conservative Bahian Senator, Joao
Mauricio Wanderley, Baron of Cotegipe, to form what would be a steadfastly
anti-abolitionist cabinet. Cotegipe oversaw the passage of the Sexagenar-
ian Law in September 1885, a measure that in its terms and spirit hardly
resembled the intent of the original Dantas bill.*? The final outcome infuri-
ated abolitionists, especially in Rio, who called it a “monstrous, infamous
project.”™?

Abolitionists’ frustrations with the new political context transformed the
implications of emancipation funds. By July 1885, one municipal councilor,
in light of the reactionary evolution of the Sexagenarian Law, now described
the Livro de Ouro as “expressing, on the part of the first municipal council
of the Empire, a protest in the name of civilization and liberty against a re-
gime of oppression and opprobrium”.** Although founded as a conservative
measure, during the Cotegipe era (August 1885-March 1888), the Livro now
became emblematic of local political resistance at the nation’s very center.

After the passage of the Sexagenarian Law, Cotegipe continued to re-
verse previous abolitionist gains. In January 1886, he oversaw a particu-
larly fraudulent election which removed all abolitionist politicians from
parliament—including Joaquim Nabuco and José Mariano from Recife. In
June 1886, Cotegipe’s cabinet approved a series of regressive regulations for
the Sexagenarian Law, collectively dubbed the “Black Regulation” by abo-
litionists. Crucially, the “Black Regulation” effectively reopened the slave
traffic between the imperial capital and the surrounding province of Rio
de Janeiro after the Sexagenarian Law had banned the internal slave trade.
This potentially exposed the Corte’s 30,000 remaining slaves to sale to coftee
plantations.* It also allowed slaves to enter the city, undermining the Coun-
cil’s intentions of ridding the Corte of slavery.*® Amid a revived abolitionist
campaign in Rio against the Regulation, José do Patrocinio turned to mu-
nicipal politics as a platform from which to resist what abolitionists saw as
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the iniquities of the Cotegipe ministry. In July 1886 he was elected municipal
councilor with a sweeping majority.*’

After the Regulation and the elections, the Livro de Ouro finally helped
ignite the long-standing tensions between the Municipal Council and the
Imperial Cabinet to which it was subordinated. At the emancipation cer-
emony of July 29, 1886, in front of the Emperor and assembled cabinet dig-
nitaries, the council’s president, Jodo Pereira Lopes, made an incendiary
speech. Arguing that “the council cannot be indifferent to the will of the
sovereign when he demonstrates desires that are in harmony with the peo-
ple,” he said the council was demanding freedom, “that sacred and inalien-
able right,” which had been “stolen” from slaves.*® He argued that “the regu-
lation of June 12, which annexes the Corte to the province of Rio de Janeiro,”
would “delay abolition and hence the country’s progress,” and appealed di-
rectly to the Emperor to revoke it.*> At the September 7 Independence Day
ceremony later that year, as Nabuco and others campaigned nationally to
draw attention to recent horrific punishments meted out to four slaves in
Paraiba do Sul, of whom two had died, Lopes added his voice to the general
condemnation and told the Emperor: “Your father proclaimed indepen-
dence, and you will proclaim the extinction of slavery.”>* While subsequent
and previous speakers at ceremonies returned to the more conservative lan-
guage employed in earlier ceremonies, the overall evolution of the council’s
political position on the Livro de Ouro stoked the flames of abolitionism.!

In both Recife and Rio, as the national government resisted abolition
during the 1880s, local emancipation funds - even when intended as moder-
ate or conservative — became visible, active sites of abolitionist political op-
position. Funding freedom became a tool in power struggles that emerged
over the abolition question between local and parliamentary governments,
the popular abolitionist movement, and the monarchy. The following sec-
tion will explore some of the daily local practices of funding freedom, and
their implications for popularizing politics.

Practices and Implications of Funding Freedom

By March 1883, Recife’s various emancipation funds had freed around 500
slaves — about four percent of the municipality’s 1882 enslaved population of
11,544.°* Rio’s Livro de Ouro fund freed 797 slaves in a series of nine eman-
cipation ceremonies held between 1885 and 1887. This represents only about
three percent of the overall 1884-7 decrease in the city’s enslaved population
(which was due to mortality, manumission and the continued sale or trans-
fer of slaves away from the city).” The funds, then, did not make a significant
dent in either city’s enslaved population.
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Nonetheless, the process of funding freedom forged new links between
abolitionism and the popularization of politics. Enslaved women were cen-
tral participants in this process. The funds were explicitly designed to pri-
oritize freeing women, especially younger women and those with children.>
The funds’ founders offered no explanations, as if the reasons were obvious.
Freeing enslaved women reinforced paternalist mores and, more impor-
tantly, continued the “free womb logic” that had long formed the basis of
emancipationist projects in Brazil, including the 1871 law.®

The Politics of Ritual

Public ritual played a vital part in the workings of emancipation funds. The
elaborate emancipation ceremonies staged in each city at times reinforced
gradualism and “order,” while at others, they contested social and politi-
cal hierarchies. Reaching both elite and everyday spaces of urban life, the
rituals embodied the political activism and public spectacle of Brazilian
abolitionism.>

From 1880 on, Recife’s Club Abolicionista and Sociedade Nova Emanci-
padora organized evenings of pageantry to toast the achievements of their
respective emancipation funds. These gala events featured theatrical and
musical performances, culminating with the distribution of manumission
certificates to slaves.”” Over time, the ceremonies grew larger, as did the
number of slaves freed. Whereas 16 slaves were freed in the first emancipa-
tion ceremony of 1880, by September 1883 hundreds of people gathered at
the Santa Isabel Theater to enjoy both an evening’s festivities and the freeing
of 200 slaves.*® Pernambuco’s provincial government also assumed a larger
ceremonial role over time, so that in 1883, it was a municipal judge who dis-
tributed the certificates of freedom. This use of public ritual, with the gov-
ernment now portrayed as the protagonists, aimed to reinforce a “properly”
gradual and orderly way of ending slavery, preserving the idea of freedom as
generously granted, not taken or won.*

On the other hand, the early emancipation funds’ mobilization around
the anniversary of the 1871 “Free Womb” Law (September 28) also provided
a challenge to the parliamentary government’s agenda.®® In preparing activ-
ities for a day the government wished to use to commemorate its own eman-
cipation efforts, abolitionist societies built “a contestatory discourse out of
the official one,” as did other social movements in late nineteenth-century
Latin America.®! In August 1882, as the Club Abolicionista commemorated
its second anniversary, it published an open letter to the prime minister
pressing the government to refocus attention on abolition. The letter made a
pointed assessment of the effectiveness of local initiatives versus the national
government’s efforts: “[We] have freed close to one hundred slaves up to the
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present. We have spent six hundred, eight hundred, and sometimes even
more than one thousand mil-réis to manumit individual slaves; these figures
are eloquent, compare them with the numbers of the Emancipation Fund
Commission.”? The annual rituals underscored this element of criticism.

If criticism from the provinces was forceful, its impact was even harder
to ignore in the national capital. The lavish Livro de Ouro emancipation
ceremonies became a public and powerful anti-slavery symbol in the Corte.
Held at the Municipal Palace on birthdays of imperial family members and
the anniversary of Brazilian independence (September 7), the ceremonies
performed the triple function of promoting abolition, the council, and the
monarchy.% The rituals became “a repeated political fact to which the Crown
itself was committed.”* A commemorative portrait of the first 1885 cere-
mony, commissioned by the council at the vast expense of 10 contos de réis —
an amount that would have been enough to fund another emancipation cer-
emony in itself - demonstrated the hope that the rituals’ significance would
be venerated in the city long after the crowd went home.®® Yet regular cari-
catures of the ceremonies mocking the councilors and imperial family ap-
peared in the city’s irreverent Revista Illustrada newspaper, contesting the
very depiction and public memory of the rituals’ “invention of tradition.”®

Like any political act, such rituals generated controversy. The municipal
ceremonies in Rio during the later 1880s exposed the widening rifts between
the municipal council, the imperial family, and the Cotegipe cabinet over
slavery.®” The council and Cotegipe’s minister of empire, Ambrdsio Leitdo
da Cunha, Baron of Mamor¢, faced oft over the Livro de Ouro in 1886. The
imperial family, although at odds with the ministry’s position, attempted to
avoid a public confrontation.®® Yet the significance of the family’s public role
at Livro de Ouro ceremonies, with their every look and word commented on
by the press, was not lost on anyone.®

In April 1886, the council asked Princess Isabel to head a “ladies’ com-
mission” to fundraise for the Livro de Ouro.”° The Princess’s husband, the
Conde d’ Eu, consulted Mamoré and was told brusquely that “the Cabinet
does not advise that Her Highness the Imperial Princess lend the great pres-
tige of her position” to the council’s initiatives, and “that she retain neutral-
ity.” Mamoré said the council’s initiative “oversteps its mandate and cannot
be approved by the Government” as it allegedly exceeded the limits of the
1885 Sexagenarian Law.”! Isabel and the Conde d’ Eu ceded to Mamoré’s
concerns on this occasion. Historian Roderick Barman, examining this
exchange, concluded that Isabel and her husband “played no part in this
drama [the radicalization of abolitionism] that dominated public affairs
during 1886.”72 Yet attention to funding freedom yields a different inter-
pretation. Isabel’s public distribution of manumission certificates at earlier
Livro de Ouro ceremonies reveals she had deliberately and visibly associated
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herself with abolitionist causes since 1885. She continued to do so, against
the express desires of imperial ministers, throughout 1887.7

Ministers, infuriated by the Imperial Family’s public attendance at eman-
cipation ceremonies where councilors made strident antislavery speeches,
soon plotted a fittingly public revenge.”* Protocol dictated that the Imperial
Family be accompanied at ceremonies by a cortége of dignitaries, includ-
ing, crucially, the ministers of Empire and Agriculture.”> Following Pereira
Lopes’ overt protest over the “Black Regulation” at the July 1886 ceremony,
Mamoré failed to attend the next ceremony on September 7 (Independence
Day) 1886. In December that year, on Pedro’s own birthday, not a single one
of his ministers attended. The newspapers pounced gleefully on these public
humiliations for the monarch, using the episodes to criticize both the total
refusal of the ministry to concede to abolitionist pressure and the weak po-
sition of the Emperor himself.”®

Rituals were political in other senses too. The act of having an enslaved
person kneel and receive a certificate, chiming with the imagery of aboli-
tionist societies across the Atlantic World, both underscored and in some
ways contested social hierarchies.”” It involved publicly performing ties of
patronage and symbolically promising future obedience from slaves and
benevolence from manumitters, as elites fretted over long-held fears of vio-
lence or vagrancy following abolition.”® The act echoed similar ceremonies
sponsored by the national emancipation fund, with one vital difference.
In the national fund’s ceremonies, slaves’ owners handed them the certifi-
cates.” The local funds replaced slaveholders with outside figures of author-
ity. Princess Isabel, local judges, and sometimes abolitionists themselves
gave out the certificates, at once performing the benevolent heroism they
believed they possessed and recasting an “official” ritual as a “contestatory”
one by removing slave owners from the stage.

Thus, while the imagery of gratitude was still strongly present at local
funds’ ceremonies, it shifted from the owner-slave relationship towards wider
social ties of patronage. This publicly confirmed the uncomfortable political
consequence of the 1871 “Free Womb” Law for slaveholders: the increased
power of outside individuals and of the state to intervene in what slavehold-
ers preferred to see as a purely private relationship with their slaves.*® Slaves,
of course, had long appealed to both the state and individual allies in their
struggles with owners, and were now doing so in increased numbers.®! Ma-
ria Rosa, in Rio de Janeiro, followed a tradition of slaves seeking monarchi-
cal patronage. Appeals like hers increased the tensions between the mon-
archy and the Cotegipe cabinet over abolition. Slaves like Maria, in Recife,
had opened possibilities for freedom by actively mobilizing — not passively
receiving — patronage, that staple of Brazilian political culture.®?

Patronage mattered significantly when abolitionist societies or munici-
pal councilors pored over lists of potential slaves to be freed. Prisciano de
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Albuquerque Lins, a sugar planter who had ceremoniously freed his slaves
in 1874, requested a favor from Jodo Ramos of the Nova Emancipadora in
June 1881. He explained that Eustaquio, a free pardo, needed 200 mil-réis
to complete a suit to free his daughter, Nympha. The Nova Emancipadora’s
president suggested they comply “not just because the amount was small,
but mainly because Major Prisciano was a worthy citizen and behaved well
toward slaves.”® Similarly, before the Club Abolicionista’s 1881 meeting to
select the slaves it would free, a letter to the Jornal do Recife demanded that
the slave Rufina not be overlooked in favor of better “connected” slaves. The
letter illustrated how much it mattered who advocated on one’s behalf.3 It
also underscored slaves’ persistent efforts toward their own freedom, even if
overlooked by emancipation-fund committees.

Funding Freedom

Unlike the government-sponsored national emancipation fund, the activi-
ties necessary to finance local emancipation funds forged links between the
abolitionist movement and a wide variety of local actors. In both Rio and
Recife, funds came largely from donations and business connections.®* For
its first event, the Nova Emancipadora secured a special presentation of a
theatrical performance from a traveling theater company, with all proceeds
allocated to the emancipation fund. # Concerts, bazaars, and other public
events were also held in Rio for the Livro de Ouro.*” Rio’s Municipal Council
levied a one mil-réis tax for the Livro upon municipal residents who had the
means to pay it.%¥ This brought accusations that the tax monies, like most
municipal funds, were being mismanaged by a council so notorious for cor-
ruption that it had previously been labeled “a municipal mudhole.” In Rio,
the issue of slave emancipation thus rapidly spilled over into broader ques-
tions about the workings of local government.®

Voluntary local donations, a significant source of cash for each fund,
drew on a broad range of contributors. Recife’s Club Abolicionista initially
sought donations from professors and students at the Recife Law School,
from which many members came. Soon, their efforts expanded, with com-
missions of young men soliciting donations in the city’s largest neighbor-
hoods: Recife, Boa Vista, Sdo José, and Santo Anténio. The commissions
were raising popular awareness of their cause as well as money. The results
were published in the newspapers, filling several columns with the small
amounts contributed by a broad base of donors. On seeing their names in
print in association with abolitionism, ordinary people were drawn in, help-
ing pull the movement away from the formal political arena to become a
public, social concern. Rio’s Municipal Council also used local commissions
of councilors, justices of the peace and police commissioners’ deputies to
raise money in specific neighborhoods, echoing urban abolitionist strategies
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of targeting particular streets or areas.’” Funding freedom was internation-
ally visible too - a donation of five pounds was even sent from London.”!

Donations had implications for local politics far beyond the aim of free-
ing slaves. Donations to the Livro de Ouro were, for example, a way of gain-
ing favors from the council. In June 1886, the Companhia Industrial Flu-
minense asked that the council reconsider a decision to remove its stall from
a city street, where it had apparently been obstructing traffic. Pleased with
the offer of 500 mil-réis “made spontaneously by the petitioner for the Livro
de Ouro,” councilors decided that the stall would not pose such a traffic ob-
struction after all.”> When Francisco Machado de Freitas, who sold onions at
the Praca do Mercado, decided he wanted to sell fresh fish as well, he offered
the council 500 mil-réis for “municipal education and the Livro de Ouro.”
Councilors only partially granted his request, allowing him to sell dry fish
only, but accepted his donation.”®

Funding freedom provided ways to bolster male donors’ public profiles
and political or business careers.”* Donors and uncompensated manumit-
ters, especially those making large contributions, were almost all male in
each city. Elite men were more likely than women to have both disposable
income of their own and the incentive of a public career that could be bol-
stered though public munificence. Yet women did feature disproportion-
ately among owners who freed slaves in exchange for compensation from
the funds. Such owners usually freed one or two slaves each, mirroring pat-
terns of urban slaveholding where many people owned only a few slaves
for essential domestic or day-wage labor.”® In each city, women made up
about 50% of these manumitters — a far higher figure than women’s propor-
tion among slaveholders overall.”* Manumitting one’s slave was also pos-
sibly seen as a “womanly” action, intertwined with growing “feminized”
notions of charity.”” Given women’s scant employment opportunities and
large numbers of single or widowed women, the decision to manumit may
also reflect many women’s poverty. This might tempt them into making a
quick profit by selling their remaining slaves while they were still worth any-
thing before abolition, even when they depended on their labor.”® Women
were also simply more likely to own female slaves, often using them within
their own feminized labor activities.”” Whatever the explanations, the sex
ratios of donors and manumitters suggest new questions about gender,
slaveholding, and abolitionist activities that demand the attention of future
researchers.

Saving Slaves

Most slaves kneeling “gratefully” to receive their certificates at the ceremo-
nies had in some measure provided for their own freedom. They achieved
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this with the tools that any political actor in imperial society needed, strate-
gically deploying not just patronage but also information and cash.

Slaves were well aware of the funds’ existence. Along with public ritu-
als, constant publicity in local newspapers kept funds in the public eye. The
funds’ organizers assumed written publicity would reach the enslaved as well
as their owners. In September 1880, Recife’s Club Abolicionista explicitly
invited “all slaves who meet the existing criteria to submit petitions for free-
dom.” Livro de Ouro advertisements did not mention slaves themselves, but
councilors receiving multiple slave petitions knew that slaves were aware of
the possibilities the fund offered them. Officially, literate slaves — especially
women — were extremely rare. Yet through multiple connections to free(d)
people in work, family and on the street, urban slaves had long gained access
to the tools of written culture to access manumission in Brazil, as elsewhere
in Latin America. Petitions about the funds coming from far beyond Rec-
ife’s and Rio’s urban boundaries suggest these information networks were
much wider than the cities in which the funds operated.'*

Once slaves knew about the funds, they needed to turn knowledge into
action. Funding freedom depended on negotiation between funders, slaves,
and owners. Because the 1871 “Free Womb” law only obliged slaveholders to
free slaves who could provide full remuneration for their established value,
enslaved people who needed a third party’s contribution to make up their
price had to advocate their cases to owners and others. A key mechanism
was the use of petitions, often made directly by slaves at abolitionist societ-
ies’ meetings. Three hundred such appeals were recorded by Recife’s Nova
Emancipadora from 1881 to 1884, implying that a very large proportion of
slaves freed had made a significant effort toward attaining that freedom. Al-
though actual surviving petitions like those of Maria and Maria Rosa are
rare, we can assume they represent the tip of a much larger iceberg of slave
activity under the surface of funding freedom and of the historical record.”

Recife’s slaves — mainly women - provided the bulk of their indemni-
zation prices (see Table 1). The sole surviving list of slaves freed located to
date yields insights into slaves’ roles in the manumission process. The Club
Abolicionista, in its 1881-1882 emancipation fund campaign, adhered closely
to its guidelines regarding gender, as 30 of the 33 slaves selected (91%) were
women, mainly in their twenties or thirties. Only four of the women - and
none of the three men - freed were over 50. On average, women’s savings
accounted for 71% of their total indemnization price. In some cases, it was
even higher — one Maria, aged 50, furnished 500 mil-réis of her 580 mil-
réis price (86%).1°2 In a sense, such women followed a longer tradition of
self-purchase, widely practiced before 1871. Yet after this date, self-purchase
took on new meanings: owners whose slaves possessed enough money to
free themselves no longer had the right to prevent them from doing so.
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This represented a tremendously significant political shift in the balance of
power between owners, slaves and the state. The financial contributions of
the enslaved to “funding freedom” took on a powerful new meaning in this
altered context.!

Data on slaves’ contributions to manumission through Rio’s Livro de
Ouro were not kept by the council, but evidently slaves’” savings and bar-
gaining initiatives, especially those of women, were central to the process of
funding freedom."* In November 1887, aware of the approaching December
emancipation ceremony, a young enslaved woman, Josepha, proposed a deal
to the council. She requested 200 mil-réis from the council, to be added to her
100 mil-réis savings, making up the 300 mil-réis price claimed by her owner’s
heirs.> After an apparent bargaining process, Josepha was finally freed for
only 150 mil-réis, of which price her savings represented two thirds.

Josepha was one of 766 people freed with compensation in Rio by the
Livro de Ouro, 76% of whom were women (see Table 2).1°° Notably, the ex-
istence of a sizeable male minority contradicted the council’s intentions of
targeting women. The percentage of women decreased over time, from 100%
in the first ceremony in July 1885, to only 57% by the sixth ceremony of Sep-
tember 1886. Soon afterwards, councilor Germack Possolo protested that
“the number of those being freed of the male sex almost leveled with those
of the other sex, when the spirit of the municipal emancipations has the op-
posite intention.” The council resolved to free only female slaves, and espe-
cially those with children, in future.!” The following ceremony freed 100%
women. Yet by the last two ceremonies in 1887, 44% and 35% men respectively
were freed. This may be because, in a city whose households functioned on
the basis of mainly female domestic labor, anxiety about post-abolition la-
bor was considerable.'®® Some owners perhaps chose to keep valued female
domestic slaves and manumit men.

Also contradicting the council’s aims, most women freed in Rio were
childless. Those who were mothers usually had only one child.'” It may not
have been possible to find enough mothers whose owners wished to manu-
mit them. Rio’s enslaved women had low fertility rates and child-rearing
was difficult for domestic servants.!'” Owners were also probably reluctant to
lose ingénuos’ labor by freeing their mothers, just as they resisted the option
offered by the 1871 law of turning these children over to the state.!" Nonethe-
less, most women freed in each city were certainly of childbearing age. Their
future potential to give birth to the first fully “free” generation of Brazilians
lay at the heart of the decision to free them, despite the difficulties, possibly
created by the urban labor market, of putting it into practice. Motherhood,
simultaneously, informed the petitions and initiatives of many women like
Maria and Maria Rosa. Through rituals and practices of funding freedom,
emancipation funds became a stage on which local political actors shaped
the daily dramas of national politics."
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Conclusion

The study of local emancipation funds sheds important new light on the
dynamics of abolitionism as well as on pervasive broader changes within
the practice of politics in 1880s Brazil. Long (mis)judged because of the rel-
atively low numbers of slaves freed, emancipation funds highlighted two
key features of abolition: a vibrant, often antagonistic, interchange between
local and national politics that belies any simplistic idea that Brazilian
nineteenth-century politics was made from the capital city outwards, and
a constant interplay between abolitionist projects and the organic involve-
ment of a wide public including the enslaved themselves, making funding
freedom much more than simply a “top-down” abolitionist initiative.

The political implications of local emancipation funds shifted over the
1880s, reflecting and influencing the larger ebbs and flows of 1880s antislav-
ery politics. Initially, mobilization around criticism of the national emanci-
pation fund made local funds emblematic features of abolitionist activism
across Brazil. Around 1883-85, amid the polarizing of both national govern-
ment and abolitionist positions, the connotations of local funds changed.
Even as a more confrontational abolitionist posture began to cast the idea of
compensated emancipation in a comparatively conservative light, the pro-
slavery turn in national politics made local emancipation funds an impor-
tant source of opposition.

The popular mobilization and creative pursuits for freedom connected to
thelocal funds ensured not principally the decline of the slave population, but
rather the broadening of the political sphere. Diverse social groups, histori-
cally outside political debates, pushed the agenda of abolition in new local-
ized directions. Participating in “funding freedom” by mobilizing patron-
age and petition, information, and savings, ordinary people — and especially
women like Maria and Maria Rosa - created new political spaces amid every-
day routines, advancing a cause the national government preferred to ignore.

Such politics were madelocally and felt nationally. Yet they were also com-
mented on internationally. Speaking in Madrid to the Spanish Abolitionist
Society shortly after both Spain and Brazil had passed their respective “Free
Womb” laws in 1870 and 1871, university professor Salvador Torres Aguilar
said the Brazilian law went further in curtailing slavery than did Spain’s
1870 Moret Law. He described how actions outside parliament, including
those of early emancipation societies, had helped put the Brazilian 1871 law
on the political agenda. This law itself, he said, provided for both national
and private initiatives for compensated manumission. He contrasted this
with rigidly-controlled colonial Cuba and Puerto Rico, where the Spanish
government “does not imitate the Brazilian government in putting itself, as
it ought, at the head of this noble propaganda; in the Antilles, the existence
of emancipation societies is prohibited; [...] there is no press freedom for
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abolitionists . . .” He added bitterly: “Do you think . .. the things we discuss
and do here . . . are even known about in the Antilles? Do you think we can
communicate with the slaves, whose benefit we are seeking? No!”1®

While it is beyond the scope of this article to evaluate Torres Aguilar’s
comparisons in detail, it is instructive to view Brazilian processes of fund-
ing freedom through the eyes of activists in Spain, the other New World
power that retained slavery into the 1880s."* While Brazilian abolitionists
condemned the national emancipation fund’s inefficiency, used local funds
to mobilize popular opinion and “communicate with the slaves, whose ben-
efit we are seeking” and eventually started rejecting compensated emancipa-
tion altogether, their peers on the other side of the Atlantic noted their own
inability to imitate such developments in Puerto Rico and Cuba. Joaquim
Nabuco, greeted rapturously by the Spanish Abolitionist Society in a Ma-
drid trip in January 1881, complained of the limitations of Brazil’s 1871 law.
Spanish abolitionist Rafael de Labra countered him, wishing circumstances
in Cuba were more like those of Brazil, and asking: “[W]ould it not be le-
gitimate to ask the powers of the State to permit, in Cuba.. . ., the formation
of societies that could contribute to the great work of redeeming the slave,
whether by exciting abolitionist opinion, [or] fomenting partial manumis-
sions ... "W

Meanwhile, in 1880s Brazil, enslaved people and their free allies would
shape funding freedom in ways that emancipation funds’ founders had not
predicted, building not just “freedoms given” but “freedoms won.”¢ The
new spaces for political action opened by the process of funding freedom
also helped different participants define what that freedom meant.!’ In
Madrid, Nabuco had grandly declared the need to “give a fatherland” to
Brazilian slaves. Most freedmen and all freedwomen would continue, after
abolition, to be denied active political citizenship."® Yet the experiences of
funding freedom would not be forgotten with abolition in 1888 or the dec-
laration of a republic in 1889. Rather, future studies will perhaps reveal how
they would provide non-elite Brazilians with tools for participating in po-
litical life despite poverty and marginalization. As the experiences of fund-
ing freedom would not be forgotten by participants, so they deserve to be
remembered by today’s historians of Brazil.

Appendix 1: Transcripts of Letters by Maria and Maria Rosa
Maria to Jodo Ramos, Recife, s/d [approx. 1881]

Senhor

Jodo ramos eu Maria escrava de vossa Senhoria pesso lhe pelo amor de Deus
e pela caridade e pela vida de toda sua familia e pela vida de sua mulher e seu
filinho que ndo se esquessa do que me prometteu
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Vosce bem pode qualquer ora que uma escrava como eu ndo ha dia Santo
nem domingo nem da que posso sair

Nio tenho de quem me valer nem tenho quem vala com sem milreis em-
prestado para depois eu pagar

Eu pesso a vossa Senhoria que me arrange os sem milreis emprestado que eu
depois pago com o meu trabalho

O senhor nio se imagina como eu vivo nesta casa vendo minhas tres filhas
forras o senhor dizeres que ellas sdo cativas e serem espancadas sem eu po-
der dar remedio.

S (or) Jodo ramos eu lhe pesso pelo amor de Deus que vosce me fasa esta
caridade eu Maria escrava de vossa senhoria

Maria Rosa to Teresa Cristina, Empress of Brazil, Rio de Janeiro,
6 March 1886:

A Sua Magestade Imperatriz do Brazil. Rio de Janeiro.

Magestade,

E uma pobre negra liberta que atreve-se hoje humildemente vir impetrar
aos pes de Vosso throno a Imperial Clemencia de Vossa Magestade.

Na fausta recorrencia do Vosso anniversario, com a mais honravel intenc¢éo
a Cammera Municipal da Corte vai consolar a uns pobres infelizes a quem
deve sorrir a aurora da liberdade esta festa da humanidade com que a Illma
Cammera quer solemnizar Vosso anniversario, deve fazer estremeger de ju-
bilo o Vosso Magnanimo Coragdo porque demasiadas provas ja destes do
Vosso amor ¢ da Vossa caridade pela infeliz classe dos escravizados. Pois
bem senhora; eu so méie de uma infeliz criatura a qual esta quase sempre in-
ferma 4 ponto de butar [brotar] sangue pela bocca, e com tres filhos menores
e ainda sob o jugo do captiverio e espero que Vos dignareis indicar o nome
d’ella a Illma. Cammera Municipal, a fim de que possa entrar no numero
d’aquelles que no dia 14 corrente irdo obter a liberdade sob o Vosso Augusto
Patrocinio. Minha filha Ludovina, natural do Rio de Janeiro, tem 38 annos
¢ escrava do Dr José Perreira Peixotte.

Eis o que implora essa pobre mie 4 Magnanimidade de V.M., a0 mesmo
tempo que faz votos afim de que este fausto anniversario se repita ainda por
muitos e longos annos, sempre acompanhado da felicidade que tanto mere-
ceis, juntamente a Vossa Augusta Familia.

A liberta Maria Rosa.

Rio de Janeiro 6 de Marco de 1886
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Appendix 2: Slaves Freed through Recife’s and Rio’s
Emancipation Funds

Table 1. Slaves Freed by the Club Abolicionista’s
Emancipation Fund, 1881-1882

Average Slave Peculium
N. of Slaves  Average Average Slave as Average %
Freed Age Value® Peculium of Value
Women 30 34 336 241 71
Men 3 28 370 270 73
Total 33 33 339 244 72

Source: Didrio de Pernambuco (Recife), 5 October 1882, 2. The data corresponds to
29 September 1881 — 28 September 1882.

Table 2. Slaves Freed by the Livro de Ouro
Municipal Emancipation Fund, 1885-1887"

Number of

slaves freed Average Age Average Price?
Women with children 116 29 N/A
Women without children 418 30 N/A
Total women 582 30 241
Total men 184 32 210
Total 766 30 234

Sources:

Ceremony 1 (29 July 1885): Boletim (29 July 1885): 29

Ceremony 2 (7 Sept 1885): Boletim (10 September 1885): 115-117

Ceremony 3 (2 December 1885): Gazeta de Noticias (2 December 1885), 1

Ceremony 4 (14 March 1886): Boletim (18 March 1886): 122

Ceremony 5 (29 July 1886): AGCR]J, E:E, Book 6.1.61, 29 July 1886, 74

Ceremony 6 (7 September 1886): Boletim (16 September 1886): 89-93

Ceremony 7 (2 December 1886): Gazeta de Noticias (3 December 1886): 2

Ceremony 8 (7 September 1887): AGCRJ, E:E, Book 6.1.41, 7 September 1887, 44

Ceremony 9 (2 December 1887): Boletim (2 December 1887): 69

a In mil-réis.

b The data represents slaves freed with compensation to owners where data was
available for each ceremony. Slaves freed gratis, who represented about 4% of slaves
manumitted, have not been included.
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