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Slavery, Citizenship and Military Service in
Brazil’s Mobilization for the Paraguayan
War

HENDRIK KRAAY

In a dramatic public conflict over the historical meaning of the end of
slavery, Rio de Janeiro’s police and army troops prevented a march past the
Duke of Caxias’s pantheon in 1988. Military authorities feared that the
black protesters ‘'would use the demonstration (the Marcha dos Negros
contra a Farsa da Aboligdo [Blacks’ March against the Farce of Abolition])
to repeat earlier publicized accusations that Caxias, the commander of

‘Brazil’s forces during part of the Paraguayan War (1864-70) and today

revered by the army as its patron, used black soldiers as cannon fodder in
the conflict.! The protesters’ interpretation of the war owes much to the
writings of a popular radical historian, Jdlio José Chiavenato, who claims
that 60,000 to 100,000 black men died in a war won ‘by Brazil’s slaves —
freed en masse to join the army’.? Not only did the marchers besmirch a
Brazilian army hero’s reputation, they also challenged the corporation’s
modern self-image as an open institution free of racism, with a nineteenth-
century heritage of anti-slavery activities. The April-June 1988 issue of the
Revista do Exército Brasileiro featured two articles on the army’s role in
abolition. The Paraguayan War experiences shared by officers and black
enlisted men, declared one, stimulated anti-slavery attitudes within the
officer corps, attitudes that manifested themselves in officers’ support for
Brazil’s abolition of slavery in 1888. To demonstrate the institution’s
acceptance of men of all races, the other article included a colour
photograph of a black man in a full-dress cadet’s uniform.?

That Brazil recruited slaves for the Paraguayan War is well known; in
May 1988 Brazilians thus publicly debated radically different
interpretations of an apparently familiar episode. For the army, the troubling
questions posed by this recruitment can be comfortably ignored by
incorporating the episode into its official history, in which officers play a
leading role in abolition and the slaves liberated for the war a secondary part
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as grateful recipients of freedom. The protesters, who raised questions left
unasked during decades of military dictatorship, held that a powerful
Brazilian state, in an unholy alliance with the dominant class of slave-
owners, undertook a genocidal policy of social engineering at the expense
of the country’s population of African descent. Recent studies, although not
subscribing to the genocide thesis, nevertheless stress the strength of the
Brazilian state and its ability to coerce the enlistment of slaves.*

While it is true that the Brazilian government attempted to spare the
country’s free population the full burden of military service by drawing
some army and navy manpower from the slave population, the difficulties
inherent in such a practice — particularly slaves’ status as property and the
prerequisite of citizenship for military service — limited the state’s capacity
to act. Indeed, slaves were never directly recruited during the war; rather,
owners manumitted them on condition of enlisting, upon which the
freedmen were impressed. Often ignored or implicitly dismissed as an
irrelevant semantic quiddity, the Brazilian government’s refusal to enlist
slaves was fundamental to the functioning of a self-proclaimed liberal and
constitutional state in a slave society, where public authorities judiciously
avoided intruding into the private sphere of masters’ rights.’ As a result, the
number of slaves freed to fight against Paraguay did not significantly
exceed the officially reported total of just under 7,000, a figure confirmed
by archival research in the provinces that supplied the largest numbers of
slaves. The carefully crafted wartime policy toward slaves and military
service — one that followed pre-war precedents — and the relatively small
number of slaves freed to join the army and navy raise important questions
about the legacy of the Paraguayan War. There is little evidence to suggest
that the war significantly changed military attitudes toward slavery, and
much less that officers came to see slaves as their (potential) social equals
as a result of the conflict.

At the core of this article lies a detailed examination of slave recruitment
in Bahia, the populous north-eastern province that contributed more men to
the war effort than any other. Published data on Rio de Janeiro and scattered
archival sources from other provinces supplements the Bahian evidence to
provide a national picture of the enlistment of men freed for the war. A first
section addresses the legal questions posed by slavery and military service
and stresses that war-related manumissions in 1865 and 1866 depended
entirely on the will of slave-owners. The surge in slave recruitment in 1867
and early 1868 is the subject of the next section. Government-compensated
emancipations for military service provide an unusual opportunity to
examine the philosophy that underlay state actions and the structure of the
Brazilian slave market. Both point to the imperial state’s unwillingness to
challenge slave-owners and its respect for their property rights. After a brief
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examination of the official statistics on ex-slave enlistments ~ which, in
contrast to most historians, I find to be generally confirmed by archival
records — this article concludes with the war’s legacy, both for the Brazilian
army and for the country’s slave population.

Throughout, this study pays close attention to Brazilian law, as
expressed both in legislation and in administrative and bureaucratic
procedure. Law and practice, of course, diverge widely in Brazil, but to
dismiss the law’s relevance altogether for the study of slave societies, as
historians have tended to do in reaction to Frank Tannenbaum’s claims that
protective Hispanic legislation ensured a mild slavery in Latin America,
misses the importance of law and, more broadly, the institutional practices
that grew out of legal principles when slaves came into contact with the
state.®* As the imperial Brazilian state apparatus strengthened in the
nineteenth century and filled with the graduates pouring out of the law
schools, such contacts grew ever more frequent.” Brazilian law’s precision
regarding the exclusion of slaves from military service leaves no doubt as
to whose interests were being served. Slave-owning planters benefited from
this precision as much as they benefited from the chaotic morass that was
Brazil’s land law.* Legal definitions of slavery, freedom, citizenship (the
latter two prerequisites for military service), and the carefully delineated
recruitment procedures are thus fundamental to understanding the Brazilian
government’s contortions as it sought to recruit slaves ~ that is, turn them
into citizens and soldiers — without calling into question slavery or
abrogating slave-owners’ property rights.

Slavery and Military Service, 1823-1866

Well before the Paraguayan War, Brazilian military jurisprudence and
bureaucratic practice had clearly defined the position of the country’s slave
population. The Constitution of 1824 guaranteed property rights and
obliged all citizens to take up arms to defend their country; both as property
and non-citizens, therefore, slaves were exempt from recruitment. However
coercive and undesirable it may have been, military service implied free
status and citizenship; as a result, the army and navy attracted a steady
stream of fugitive slaves, men who were to be promptly returned to their
owners.” As historian Manuela Cameiro da Cunha has stressed, the
Brazilian state neither regulated manumissions nor arrogated for itself the
right to free slaves before 1871 (when the free womb law initiated a gradual
process of abolition). Manumissions were the exclusive right of slave-
owners whose virtually unfettered control over the gateway to freedom
served to maintain, as Brazilians put it, masters’ moral authority over their
human property.” The only and severely limited exception to these
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principles grew out of a Roman Law maxim that slaves who performed
outstanding service to the state should not remain in bondage. First applied
in 1823 to confer freedom upon the slaves who had fought in the campaign
to expel the Portuguese colonial army from the Bahian capital of Salvador
and were being reclaimed by their owners after the war, the principle was
quietly applied to a few fugitives who, in subsequent decades, managed to
enlist and distinguish themselves in the ranks. In these cases, owners were
required to accept compensation from the government, after which the
former slave served out his enlistment term as a freedman."

TABLE 1
ENLISTMENTS IN THE LAND FORCES FROM BAHIA, RIO DE JANEIRO, AND ALL BRAZIL
DURING THE PARAGUAYAN WAR, BY PRE-SERVICE STATUS OF RECRUIT AND TYPE OF
RECRUITMENT

Bahia Rio de Janeiro Brazil
(City)

No. % No. % No. %

Free Men
Voluntdrios da Pitria 7,764 517 6,231 67.2 37,438 43.1
. Designated National Guardsmen 5312 354 1,851 200 31,198 359
Regular Army Soldiers 1,861 124 1,170 12.6 17,465 20.1
Substitutions by Free Men 88 06 16 0.2 794 0.9
Total Free Men 15,025 1001 9,268 100.0 86,895 100.0
Slaves Freed for the War
Donations from Private Owners 12 50 630 28.7 799 20.0
Substitutions by Slaves 0 238 10.8 948 23.7
Government Allocations:
Government-Owned 0 274 125 287 6.9
Imperial Household 0 67 3.1 67 1.7
Convents/Monasteries 12 5.0 27 1.2 95 24
Compensated Emancipations 218 90.1 960 437 1,807 45.1
Total Slaves Freed 242 1001 2,196 100.0 4,003 99.8
Total Mobilization
Free Men 15,025 984 9,258 80.8 86,895 956
Slaves Freed 242 1.6 2,19 19.2 4,003 . 44
Total 15,267 100.0 11,464 100.0 90,898 100.0

Source: ‘Mappa da forga com que cada uma das Provincias do Imperio concorreu para a guerra
do Paraguay ...’, Brazil, Minister of War, Relatdrio, 1872.

These well-established precepts governed the four ways in which slaves
entered the ranks during the Paraguayan War. Some were donated to the war
effort by their owners; others were presented as substitutes to replace
pressed men; in 1867 and 1868 the government compensated owners who
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freed their slaves on the condition of enlisting; and some ran away from
their owners to join the army or navy, passing themselves off as free men.
From Table 1, the army’s retrospective summary of enlistments during the
war, we can glean data on the relative weight of the first three of these four
ways that slaves might end up in the ranks; in each, owners’ rights were
carefully protected.

The category of private owners refers to donations to the war effort.
During the first months of the conflict, patriotic Brazilians contributed
liberally to their country’s cause; as generosity flagged in the middle of
1865, the government pressured property owners to part with some of their
wealth in the name of patriotism. Some offered slaves, and eight of the
twelve donated by Bahians can be specifically accounted for'> The
overwhelming majority (630) of donated slaves came from the city of Rio
de Janeiro, suggesting that pressure to contribute to the war effort was
strongest in the national capital. Such donations, charged an opposition
deputy, might even earn the slave-owner a patent of nobility or membership
in one of the honorific orders, according to a table in which a baronetcy cost
ten slaves.” That traffic in titles existed is well documented; contemporary
critics roundly condemned the Brazilian nobility’s venality. The donation of
slaves alone to the war effort, however, probably never earned anyone a
title; rather, such contributions were but one form of the currency with
which Brazilians acquired nobility, a currency that included monetary
contributions to charities and public service but which could only be spent
by those who enjoyed social standing and court connections.”

The unpopularity of Paraguayan War service, undeniable after the first
wave of patriotism wore off in 1865, prompted impressed men to invoke
legal provisions that permitted them to present substitutes. Historians, often
citing the Bahian chronicler, Manoel Querino, suggest that such recruits
frequently offered slaves as their substitutes, men who would thus gain
freedom in return for assuming the risk that masters refused to take.'* Army
figures record only 948 slave substitutions nation-wide, 437 of them from
the province and city of Rio de Janeiro and 305 from Rio Grande do Sul,
but none at all from Bahia (Table 1). In Bahian archives only one offer of a
slave could be found, in this case to replace a man already at the front.
Presumably the offer was not accepted, for there is some evidence of army
reluctance to permit the replacement of trained soldiers with hastily-freed
recruits.'s

What is therefore most striking about slave substitutions is their relative
rarity (scarcely one per cent of the army mobilization) and their complete
absence in some provinces. Indeed, given the legislation regarding military
service in force during most of the conflict, recruits had little or no
economic incentive to offer them. Brazil recruited manpower for its land
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forces under three different regimes: the regular army, the Voluntdrios da
Pitria, and the mobilized National Guard. Prospective army soldiers (either
free men or freedmen) could voluntarily enlist for a six-year term;
impressed recruits (who would serve for nine years) enjoyed, until
September 1867, the right to exempt themselves from service by presenting
a substitute or paying 600$000.”” Given that a slave healthy enough to pass
an army physical examination cost substantially more (see below), army
recruits had no reason to offer slaves to go in their stead during the first
years of the war. It made more sense to sell a slave and pay the cash
requirement. In any case, the lower-class men targeted by impressment
included relatively few slave-owners, not to mention few who would have
600$000."

Rather than expand its rcgu]ar army in 1865 the Brazilian government
created a special volunteer corps, the Voluntérios da Pétria, whose soldiers
earned special salary supplements and served only for the duration of the
conflict; upon Brazil’s victory, these men could look forward to the payment -
of an enlistment bonus, land grants in government colonies, and preference
for civil service jobs. The decree that created the Voluntdrios made no
mention of substitutions or exemptions — such provisions would have been
redundant in a volunteer corps. Late in 1865, however, .as recruitment
became more coercive, impressed Voluntdrios were formally permitted to
pay 600$000 to exempt themselves."

Parallel to the raising of the Voluntarios, Brazil mobilized its militia, the
National Guard. Reorganized in the early 1850s, Bahia’s Guard alone
counted 111,813 men on paper, 94,337 listed as capable of active service in
1863, all of whom were subject to, in the parlance of the day, designation
for the war effort.”® The 1850 National Guard Law contained no provisions
for the purchase of exemptions from mobilization and only permitted
guardsmen to present substitutes. The decree that extended Voluntirios’
benefits to guardsmen did not, as the Council of State specifically ruled in
early 1866, permit them to buy their way out of their civic duties. Their on]y
option was to present a substitute.”

If the legislation regarding substitution and pecuniary exemptions is
relatively clear — before mid-1867, 6003000 bought army recruits and
impressed Voluntédrios da Pétria out of going to the war while designated
National Guardsmen had to find a personal substitute, free or slave —
determining actual practice is more difficult. The hiring of substitutes was
presumably difficult (though not impossible) during a war, so mobilized
guardsmen might well have had a strong incentive to offer slaves if the rules .
forbidding purchase of exemptions were actually enforced. The fact that 82
per cent of the 4,126 men enlisted in Rio Grande do Sul were mobilized
guardsmen may therefore explain the province’s contribution of 305 slave
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substitutes, almost one third of the Brazilian total. Bahian authorities, in
contrast, designated 5,312 guardsmen and recorded not a single slave
substitute. Instead, despite the law, Bahian guardsmen could purchase
exemptions. Of the seven offers to pay 600$000 that I located (all date from
1865), four were from designated guardsmen, one from a man pressed into
the army, and two came from men whose enlistment status is unknown.
Apparently, all were accepted.® Although the Brazilian government
eventually banned the buying of exemptions in wartime, the fact that Bahian
guardsmen could purchase their way out of going to the front for much less
than the price of a slave helps explain the lack of slave substitutions from
the province.

Although those who donated slaves and the recruits who presented them
as substitutes ‘were often pressured (or enticed) into doing so, neither of
these two forms of slave recruitment formally violated owners’ property
rights. The final decision to part with a slave rested solely with the master,
who freed him on condition of enlisting. Similarly, the primacy of masters’
rights over military needs emerges clearly in the treatment of runaways.
Despite the wartime need for manpower, fugitive slaves who enlisted or
were inadvertently impressed during the conflict were routinely returned to
their owners (providing of course that the master proved ownership and that
the slave had not distinguished himself in some way).” Precisely because of
these-constraints, the first two years of the war saw but few slaves freed to
serve in the ranks; as long as the government respected masters’ property
rights, slaves remained effectively outside of Brazil’s mobilization.

Government Intervention: Compensated Emancipations, 1867-68

With recruitment among the free population faltering in late 1866 and no
end in sight to the conflict, the Brazilian government reconsidered its policy
of not recruiting directly among the slave population. The Council of State
discussed slave enlistment in a lively session that dealt with both the
principle and the practical details of such recruitment.* The debate
addressed the fundamental issues that bedevilled a strikingly legalistic state
seeking to mobilize the captive manpower of a slave society.

Four members of this advisory body voted against any slave recruitment.
As the Viscount of Jequitinonha bluntly put it, such a measure would be
‘impolitic, indecorous, ineffective, and onerous 1o the public coffers’. His
colleagues in the minority developed these arguments further: recruiting
slaves would only raise aspirations for total abolition, leading inevitably to
insurrection among those not freed. Even worse, the resort to slave
enlistments would confess before the ‘civilized world’ Brazil’s ‘impotence’
to defend itself against ‘outrages suffered from a little Republic’. In any
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case, were systematic slave recruitment undertaken, owners would simply
take advantage of the government to rid themselves of their least capable
slaves, leaving army manpower problems unresolved.

The six councillors who favoured recruiting slaves shared some of the
minority’s fears of an army composed of freedmen but saw no shame in
doing so: any policy that transmuted men from slave to free status would be
applauded by ‘civilized nations’, argued José Thomas Nabuco de Araujo.
How to accomplish this alchemy was, of course, the principal question. The
Council considered three categories of slaves: those belonging directly to
the government, those belonging indirectly to the state through the
monasteries, and those of private owners. The former two classes of slaves
could simply be freed and drafted by fiat but they numbered few and their
military value would thus be limited. Inexorably, therefore, the Council was
drawn into a discussion of the extent of masters’ property rights at a time
when raison d’état appeared to demand their abrogation. As two councillors
noted, legislation authorizing the expropriation of private property already
existed; Nabuco incorrectly added that the expropriation of slaves was not
unprecedented for the government had obliged owners to free them to fight
for independence in 1823.% Neither he nor his colleagues, however,
recommended such a course, leaving them only to consider moral suasion
and compensated emancipations, in effect the purchase of slaves. Several
doubted that the Treasury had the means to buy a significant number and
advocated a programme of voluntary donations or encouragement to the
presentation of substitutes. Behind this fig leaf of fiscal responsibility lay an
underlying opposition to any government interference in master-slave
relations, even if it merely involved buying slaves. Nabuco, whose
recommendations most closely approached the subsequent policy, however,
saw ‘no danger ... in the purchase of slaves to be freed and serve in the army,
for the slaves will not themselves be called up; rather the masters will be
invited to sell [them] if they [the masters] so desire; ... [their rights] will not
be violated.’ .

In an ominous undertone, José Antonio Pimenta Bueno especially
advocated the resort to the slave population, hoping that it would spare
‘labourers, the sons, relatives, and employees of farmers, many of whom
represent the nuclei of future working families, nuclei which the war will
snuff out’. Furthermore, he concluded, ‘It is preferable to spare the most
civilized and virtuous class of society, and not the other which is less
[civilized and virtuous] and could be dangerous.’ At its highest level, the
Brazilian state did consider the eugenic effect of freeing slaves for the war
effort and Pimenta Bueno’s argument does smell of genocide.

One day after the meeting, the imperial government began implementing
Nabuco’s proposals by decreeing freedom for all government-owned slaves
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capable of serving in the army and simultaneously drafting the men. Pleased
that the War Ministry had also resolved to free the wives of those impressed,
Emperor Pedro II urged haste, worrying that the slaves on the imperial Santa
Cruz estate would learn of their fate before police authorities could arrange
orderly health inspections and enlistments.” By the end of December 1866,
in response to invitations from the War Ministry, the Abbot of Salvador’s St.
Benedict Monastery had freed ten slaves to go to the front; a few weeks
later, the Benedictines of Olinda contributed eight more.” Government-
compensated emancipations began somewhat haphazardly for the army in
early 1867 and accelerated in the middle of that year with the despatch of
special Navy Ministry agents to north-eastern provinces. In Bahia, Dr Pedro
Joaquim de Vasconcelos established himself in Salvador’s navy yard and
advertised his commission in the press, inviting prospective sellers to
present their ‘robust’ male slaves for medical examinations.?® The
government, of course, would never own the slaves, for it merely

. compensated the owners who freed them on condition of enlisting, but even

contemporaries did not always make this distinction: later references to
slaves ‘bought’ for the war effort occasionally surface.”

Throughout 1867 and well into 1868, the acquisition of slaves in this
manner remained a priority. The emperor took a personal interest in the
matter, insisting to the War Minister in February 1867 that only the large-
scale enlistment of former slaves could satisfy manpower needs; War
Ministry circulars reminded provincial presidents of this recruitment’s
importance.* Presidents and ministers probably needed reminding for, as
might be expected from the Council of State’s lukewarm endorsement, slave
recruitment proved controversial. ‘Protests expressed at all levels of
society’, according to a later Bahian chronicler, accompanied the first
compensated emancipations, presumably from planters who feared the loss
of their captive labour force and the undermining of slavery implied by the
recruitment of bondsmen. By March 1867, Rio de Janeiro was rife with
rumours that an imminent executive decree would order the expropriation
of 10,000 slaves; a civil servant in the Ministry of Agriculture heard talk of
both abolition and abdication and judged the situation ‘far from
reassuring’.’! Fears that the government might use the need for recruits as a
justification for tampering with slave-owners’ property rights were not
entirely groundless. Pedro II strongly advocated slave recruitment and
privately hoped that the freeing of government-owned slaves to serve in the
army would lead to further abolitionist steps; he subscribed 100:000$000
out of his personal fortune to assist with compensated emancipations and set
an example by freeing 67 slaves belonging to the imperial household (Table
1). Like the worried bureaucrat, the British minister discerned portents of a
‘general emancipation’ in the emperor’s actions.” Imperial enthusiasm for
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slave recrvitment thus combined with the monarch’s well-known
abolitionist sympathies to produce disquiet among slave-owners; his
pressure on the Council of State to consider proposals for the ending of
slavery only added to the tension.®

In this context, Pedro’s public recommendation in the May 1867 throne
speech that legislators consider the emancipation of Brazil’s ‘servile
element’ may represent not a bold step but an acknowledgement that he
needed to take slave-owners’ views into account when dealing with the
issue of slavery; indeed, he pledged his support for the protection of
‘existing property’.* With the question of abolition safely in the hands of
the planter-dominated legislature, controversy over slave recruitment
subsided by mid-1867. To be sure, a recruitment reform bill that crawled
through parliament during the war quietly acquired clauses excluding
freedmen from military service in an apparent attempt to prevent the
practice in the future® but legislative debate often dwelled on curiously
peripheral aspects of the issue. Christiano Ottoni condemned compensated
emancipations ‘with all the fibre of [his] being’, not out of concern to
protect slave-owners but because he simply feared, as had some members
of the Council of State, that masters were selling off their most troublesome
slaves to an unsuspecting military.*

Ottoni’s declamation, in fact, points to the limitations of public debate
over slavery in the last decades of the Empire and the ambiguity of slave
recruitment in 1867 and 1868. Unlike their colleagues in the antebellum
southern United States, Brazilian slave-owners formulated no defence of
slavery as a positive good.”” Indeed, given the end of the slave trade in the
early 1850s and the inability of the Brazilian slave population to reproduce
itself, all knew that slavery was doomed. What statesmen debated,
therefore, was the best way to manage slavery’s elimination in light of the
changing composition of the slave population, and the appropriate role of
the state in fostering a smooth transition to free labour.® By mid-1867, fears
that wartime recruitment of slaves would lead to expropriation were Iaid to
rest by the government’s cautious approach and compensated emancipation
came to be seen as a moderate abolitionist policy, one that could garner
considerable support at a time when the end of slavery was inevitable.

The connection of slave recruitment to moderate and gradual
emancipation appears most clearly in two cartoons published in Rio de
Janeiro’s Semana [llustrada. In one, the artist gave pride of place to the
master as he removes the chains from a grateful slave and hands him a rifle,
under the approving gaze of Marianne, the all-purpose symbol of liberty,
here safely frozen in stone and attached to a pedestal (Figure 1). In the
second, an owner and his two sons present the emperor with eight
uniformed and disciplined men whom, as the caption notes, he has
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FIGURE 1
EMANCIPATION FOR THE WAR EFFORT, AS SEEN BY SEMANA ILLUSTRADA
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Source: Reproduced in R[aimundo] Magalhies Jinior, O império em chinelos (Rio de Janeiro,
1957), facing p.44.

transformed from slaves into citizens and soldiers (Figure 2). Lest the reader
miss the message, the texts proclaim that these are worthy examples to
follow. Grateful and disciplined former slaves who would serve their
country and their benevolent superiors were, in fact, the goal of many an
abolitionist and a stint in the army, as Nabuco had noted when considering
slave recruitment, might be just what was needed to discipline newly freed
men.” Indeed, after the war, opponents of the government’s free-womb law
held up slave-owners’ willingness to manumit slaves for the war effort as
evidence of their support for emancipation. The measure then being
considered — the freeing of all children henceforth born to slave mothers —
however, threatened not only property rights but also the ‘moral force’ of
absolute power on which masters’ authority rested.® If emancipation were
necessary, these men were determined that it should come only from

masters’ hands, without state intervention.

Compensated emancipations had come perilously close to trampling on
slave-owners’ rights but the wartime policy, in retrospect, was far less
offensive to conservative slavocrats than the free-womb law. Wartime
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FIGURE 2
THE EMPEROR RECEIVES A DONATION OF MEN FREED FOR THE WAR,
AS SEEN BY SEMANA ILLUSTRADA
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Source: Reproduced in R{aimundo] Magalhaes Jinior, O império em chinelos (Rio de Janeiro,
1957), facing p.29.

respect for slave-owners’ rights testifies to the caution of the Brazilian
imperial state, its legalism, and the strength of slaveholder interests. Instead
of seizing masters’ property, the Empire entered the slave market to bid
against them for manpower.

Compensated Emancipations and the Slave Market

. The acquisition of slaves for military service presents a unique opportunity

to analyse the structure of the national Brazilian slave market, about which
remarkably little is known.” Given the similarity of the slaves acquired
throughout the country — healthy Brazilian-born young males (Table 2),*
two features of the data on compensation paid to owners are noteworthy: the
sharp increase in slave prices in Bahia and the significant variation in
regional prices, which increase with proximity to Rio de Janeiro (Table 3).
Regional price differences reflect the relative decline of the Northeast’s
sugar economy and the strength of the coffee economy centred on Rio de
Janeiro, differentials which made profitable the interprovincial slave trade
in which an estimated five to ten thousand slaves per year flowed from north
to south from the 1850s to the 1870s.
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DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF ST::llég :CQUIRED FOR THE PARAGUAYAN WAR,
1867-68
North and Bahia Rio de
Northeast* Janeiro**
Brazilian (%) 100.0 100.0 95.2
Average Age 226 23.0 -
Age Range 18-39 16-36 15-44
Aged 20-29 (%) 68.2 68.1 55.7
Number 107 984 © 2903

*Pard, Maranhio and Perambuco.
**All manumissions for war effort, 1865-70.

Sources: Arquivo do Instituto Histérico e Geogrifico do Brasil, lata 407, pastas 27, 29, 30, 31;
Arquivo Nacional, Secio de Poderes Executivos, XM, mago 1109; Arquivo Piiblico do Estado da
Bahia, Segdo de Arquivo Colonial e Provincial, magos 2870, 2884; ‘Matricula de Recrutas’,
Arquivo Piblico do Estado de Pemambuco, Fundo Secretaria da Presidencia, Vol. 43, fols. 1r-
29v; Jorge Prata de Sousa, Escraviddo ou morte: os escravos brasileiros na Guerra do Paraguai
(Rio de Janeiro, 1996), pp.96-7.

TABLE 3
AVERAGE COMPENSATION PAID TO OWNERS OF SLAVES ACQUIRED FOR THE
PARAGUAYAN WAR, 1867-68 (MILREIS)

1867 1868
Jan.~June July-Dec. Jan.~June July-Dec.
Pard 1:133$333
Maranhiio ' 1:278$542
Pemambuco ‘ 1:3828979
Bahia 1:1415762 1‘;38\$236 1:6838$125 1:687$500
Rio de Janeiro* 1:985%000

*Average price for 1,111 manumissions for the war effort, 1865-70.

Sources: See Table 2.
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FIGURE 3
SLAVE PRICES IN SALVADOR, 1850-1875
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Notes: Andrade: Assessed Values of Adult Male Slaves in Probate Inventories; Nishida I: Prices
of Brazilian-Born Male Slaves Sold in Sé Parish (Five-Year Averages); Nishida II: Self-Purchase
Price of Brazilian-Born Male Slaves (Two-Year Averages); Mattoso ef al.: Prices of Manumitted
Adult Male Slaves (Two-Year Averages).

Sources: Maria José de Souza Andrade, A mdo de obra escrava em Salvador, 1811-1860 (Sio
Paulo, 1988), p. 212; Mieko Nishida, ‘Gender, Ethnicity, and Kinship in the Urban African
Diaspora: Salvador, Brazil, 1808~1888’ (Ph.D. Diss., Johns Hopkins University, 1991), pp.219,
220; Kétia M. de Queirés Mattoso et al., ‘Research Note: Trends and Patterns in the Prices of
Manumitted Slaves: Bahia, 1819-1888", Slavery and Abolition, Vol.7, No.1 (1986), p.62;
Table 3.

The surge in slave prices by almost 50 per cent over three semesters in
Bahia and the government’s apparent payment of a premium of as much as
75 per cent over prices recorded in probate inventories raise numerous
questions (Figure 3). Was the supply of slaves so inelastic that the purchase
of 218 for the army and 1,300 for the navy drove up their price by half?*
Does the premium paid over slave prices reflect supply constraints, perhaps
caused by a reluctance of owners to sell slaves for military service? Or were
compensated emancipations an excellent opportunity to recapitalize
property in a period of generally declining slave prices, as Sousa has
suggested?*

Factors other than inelastic supply account for much of the apparent
difference between slave prices and compensation paid to owners, as well
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as the increase in the level of compensation. The volume of slaves on the
Bahian market probably sufficed to supply military needs, as can be inferred
from the collection of export duties on an annual average of 894 slaves in
the nine and a half years between 1860 and 1874 for which presidents
reported this revenue (and many more were no doubt slipped past customs
officials), during which time Bahian slave prices drifted steadily downward
(Figure 3).‘ Elsewhere in Brazil, none of the four regional slave markets for
which price series exist show significant increases in 1867 and 1868. All of
these series, however, are based on sources that understate real prices and
respond slowly to market signals, such as the assessed values of slaves in
post-mortem inventories and self-purchase prices, and none is limited to the
prime-age male slaves recruited for the war.¥’

The nature of payment introduces an additional complication. Most, but
not all, owners received part of their compensation in public debt bonds and
only the balance in cash. A portion of the premium therefore compensated
sellers for the risk that they incurred in accepting paper from a government
sinking into debt to finance the war. Declining bond values suggest that the
risk was perceived to be increasing and foreign consuls reported
considerable currency instability during the war; that the government would
eventually be able to cover its debts without printing money was probably
not clear at the time.*® In the first half of the 1868, the Treasury officially
acknowledged that its bonds were worth but 88 per cent of face value.”®
Even so depreciated, they were bad business in the short term. When the
Bahian Treasury tried to prevent bondholders from transferring their titles
in 1867, the former slave-owners sold them at below face value to
speculators. Seven months after he accepted 62:000$000 worth of bonds as
partial payment for 36 slaves in February 1868, one slave dealer tried to
escape the consequences of his poor choice of investments by soliciting
5:880$000 as compensation for falling bond prices.® In short, both the
overstatement of the real value of compensation paid to slave-owners and
the understatement of real slave prices suggest that the government paid
about the market price to acquire men for the war.

Regardless of the real value of the compensation that owners received,
none of the authorities charged with this recruitment ever complained of an
inability to find willing sellers. As the navy agent in Bahia observed, most
of the people who sold slaves did so because they needed money, not out of
a desire to convert their investments from slaves into government debt.” In
both Bahia and Rio de Janeiro, sellers of single slaves accounted for a
majority of the emancipations. Little information is available on these men
and women; titles reveal the presence of barons, doctors, vicars and military
officers. The predominance of sellers of single slaves suggests that these
were small-scale urban slave-owners contributing to the gradual decline of
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TABLE 4
PROVINCIAL ENLISTMENT OF MEN FREED FOR THE PARAGUAYAN WAR

Army Navy Total Male Slaves,
1872
Amazonas 1 1 487
Par4 65 45 110 13,908
Maranhdo 157 215 372 36,889
Piaui 165 165 11,945
" Ceard 121 121 14,941
Rio Grande do Norte 2 2 6,571
Paraiba 51 51 10,681
Pernambuco 140 51 191 47,023
Alagoas 37 37 17,913
Sergipe 40 40 10,840
Bahia 272 881 1,153 89,094
Espirito Santo 16 16 11,859
Corte (City of Rio de Janeiro) 2,196 2,196 24,886
Rio de Janeiro 200 116 316 162,394
Sio Paulo 112 112 88,040
Minas Gerais 31 31 199,434
Parana L 15 60 75 5,506
Santa Catarina 25 36 61 8,069
Rio Grande do Sul 357 357 35,686
Goiss 0 0 5372
Mato Grosso 0 0 3,632

Unspecified ) 1,498 1,498
Total 4,003 2,902 6,905 805,170

Notes: The navy total includes 853 men transferred to the army, whose receipt the army does not
record )

Sources: ‘Mappa da forga com que cada uma das provincias do Império concorreu para a guerra
do Paraguay ..., Brazil, Minister of War, Relatdrio, 1872; ‘Mappa dos recrutas, engajados e
libertos ... 1.6 de janeiro de 1868 a 31 de margo de 1869 ..." and ‘Mappa dos libertos adquiridos
pelo ministério da marinha ...’, Brazil, Minister of Navy, Relatério, 1869; Brazil, Directoria
Geral de Estatisticas, Recenseamento da populagdo do Imperio do Brazil a que se procedeu no
dia 1.0 de agosto de 1872 (Rio de Janeiro, 1873-1876), Vol.19, p.1

slavery in Brazilian cities.? One such owner turned a nominal 100 per cent
profit as he freed a domestic servant for 1:600$000 in January 1868, after
having bought the slave for 800$000 in October 1867; others realized more
modest profits over longer periods of time.” Compensated emancipation
was a quick and convenient way to liquidate property, especially when
payments were made in cash. After the death of a National Guard major in
Paraguay, his executor resolved to sell a slave to the navy, perhaps to spare
himself the risk and inconvenience of maintaining the man pending
distribution of the inheritance. In the midst of a drawn-out quarrel over an
inheritance, one of the executors and beneficiaries of the will sold a slave to
the government to avoid his sequestration by the probate judge.*
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TABLE 5
ENUMERATED BAHIAN SLAVES FREED FOR THE PARAGUAYAN WAR

Army Navy Unspecified Total Source
1867 272 272 1
1867 756 756 2
1868 67 : 67 3
1868 881 881 4
1867-69% 271 1376 1647 5
1869 0 0 6
1865-70 272 272 7

Sources: 1 — ‘Mappa dos libertos que tém assentado praga desde o comego da guerra’, Brazil,
Minister of War, Relatdrio, 1868; 2 — Orders for compensation of slave-owners and letters of
liberty in Arquivo Piblico do Estado da Bahia, Se¢do de Arguivo Colonial e Provincial, magos
2870, 2884; 3 — ‘Mappa dos individuos alistados no exército no anno de 1868 ...", Brazil,
Minister of War, Relatdrio, 1869; 4 — ‘Mappa dos recrutas, engajados ¢ libertos, recebidos para
o servigo da armada durante o periodo de 1.0 de Janeiro de 1868 a 31 de Margo de 1869 ...°,
Brazil, Minister of Navy, Relatdrio, 1869; 5 ~ Bahia, President, Relatdrio, 11 Apr. 1869,
pp.17-18; 6 — ‘Mappa dos individuos alistados no Exercito no anno de 1869...°, Brazil, Minister
of War, Relatdrio, 1869; 7 ~ ‘Mappa da forca com que cada uma das Provincias do Imperio
concorreu para a guerra do Paraguay ...°, Brazil, Minister of War, Relatério, 1872.

There was also money to be made in handling compensated
emancipations. At least 211 of 984 such manumissions in Bahia involved
one or more of three slave dealers who specialized in arranging them:
Emiliano Moreira de Carvalho e Silva, Jodo da Silva Freire, and Domingos
Fernandes Moreno. Moreno and Silva apparently worked together in early
1868, with Moreno scouring the countryside for likely sellers and his
partner handling the paperwork in the provincial capital. On his death in
1887, Freire was still involved in the export of slaves from Bahia to Rio de
Janeiro, by then an illegal trade.*

Just as government acquisition of slaves for the war effort afforded slave-
owners a means to raise capital and presented slave dealers with a new lifie of
work, so slaves found ways to take advantage of the new opportunities. Some
requested that their masters sell them to the government. Thomaz de Aquino,
imprisoned for assault causing bodily harm and sentenced to receive 200
lashes in 1867, petitioned to be sent to the army instead, noting, ‘I have long
had a vocation for brawling’. Probably considering that a slave with such an
avocation would not subject himself to military discipline and, more
important, recognizing that only masters had the right to present slaves’
services, the president declined the offer. A more subtle and determined
Quinto forced his masters’ hand. He repeatedly ran away and attempted to
enlist only to be turned away by local authorities who recognized him as a
slave; when he finally prevailed upon a recruiting agent to enlist him, his
master gave up and requested compensation.*
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How many slaves participated in the war effort? Historians have — in
addition to Chiavenato’s total — frequently cited the estimate of 20,000, a
figure first proposed by a French abolitionist in 1881.57 Others, pointing to
the shortfall between the War Ministry’s official tallies of slave enlistment
and other partial figures, suspect that the government deliberately
understated the scale of slave enlistment.”® However, given that the Navy
acquired almost as many slaves as the army, most of these discrepancies
evaporate when both ministries’ totals are combined for an official count of
6,905 (Table 4).* Archival evidence from Bahia and Rio de Janeiro — the
largest sources of slaves ~ in fact, confirms the combined totals published
by the army and navy. Jorge Prata de Sousa counted 2,903 letters of liberty
designating slaves for the war effort in Rio de Janeiro’s registry books. A
reasonable assumption that many of the 1,498 unidentified navy freedmen
came from Rio de Janeiro — the capital was a major naval base ~ would
account for the difference between the army’s total of 2,196 and Sousa’s
count of 2,903.% Table 5 shows the figures for Bahian slaves in the war
effort. Assuming that the 756 slaves who can be identified in manuscript
sources for 1867 include most of the 272 men sent to the army that year and
that the 67 slaves listed by the army for 1868 had already been counted in
Bahia in 1867, there is a striking coincidence between the manuscript and
navy sources (1,637 men) and the president’s report in 1869 that Bahia had
contributed 1,647 slaves. The small number of slaves contributed by
Pernambuco, which leads Sousa to suspect undercounting, is confirmed by
a register of all recruits embarked from the province in 1868, which
includes only 159 freedmen among 761 soldiers and sailors.® .

Overall, then, only 0.86 per cent of Brazil’s male slave population went
to the front, with Bahia and the city of Rio de Janeiro contributing some 60
per cent of those whose regional origins are known. The coffee plantation
provinces of Sio Paulo, Minas Gerais, and Rio de Janeiro contributed only
0.1 per cent of their nearly 450,000 male slaves, in contrast to the north-
eastern provinces and the city of Rio de Janeiro which together supplied 1.5
per cent of their 1872 male slave population. These figures are entirely
consistent with the broad changes in Brazilian slavery during the last
decades of the nineteenth century, particularly its decline in the cities and in
the sugar economies of the Northeast. Coffee planters, desperate for
manpower to cultivate expanding groves and still finding slave labour both
necessary and profitable, felt neither a need nor an obligation to free slaves
for the war effort.

Consistent with the trends in the national slave market and confirmed by
independent counts of wartime slave liberation, the army and navy’s official
figure of just under 7,000 Brazilian slaves freed for the war is probably
close to the truth. The occasional impressed slave-owner or the designated
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National Guardsmen had little economic incentive to free a slave to fight in
Paraguay, for the presentation of such a substitute was far more costly than
purchasing an exemption. While substitutions and donations brought.only a
few slaves into the army, the government’s purchase of slaves in 1867 and
1868 increased significantly the number of men who gained liberty as a
result of the war, but not to the degree claimed by Chiavenato. Moral
indignation, however, is not entirely misplaced. The Council of State did,
after all, consider the recruitment of slaves as a means of ‘improving’ the
population. Most slaves freed for the war effort had little choice as to
whether they would go to the front but neither did the freedmen and the free
men impressed or designated for service against Paraguay; regardless of
pre-service status, a good number — perhaps most — of the soldiers at the
front were not in uniform by choice.

The Legacy of Slave Enlistment

Arguing for a more realistic lower figure for slave enlistment in the
Paraguayan War is not to deny its significance for the men who thus gained
their freedom; rather, it challenges us to see their experience in the larger
context of the experience of all veterans. The few slaves freed for the war
joined much larger contingents of volunteers and impressed men, who
included freedmen, free men of colour, and white men (who, though
somewhat underrepresented, were never absent from armmy ranks).® Notable
among the free black men who volunteered to serve their country was
Céndido da Fonseca Galvio, better known as Dom Ob4 I1, a prominent figure
in the post-war black community in Rio de Janeiro; he brought 30 fellow
black men with him from Lencois (in the backlands of Bahia) to join an all-
black company of Zuavos in 1865.° By eliding the distinctions between men
like Dom Ob4 and the slaves liberated specifically to go to the front,
Chiavenato confuses two discrete elements — the racial composition of the
Brazilian army and the freeing of slaves for the war effort. Given the
composition of the Brazilian population, men of colour dominated the ranks
arrayed against Paraguay; they were probably not, however, in their majority
freedmen and certainly not men freed for the war. The Bahian companies of
black men, including some freedmen — the Couragas, Sapadores, and Zuavos
—invoked the old colonial tradition of segregated military units that had fallen
victim to liberal reforms in 1831.% Their numbers, however, cannot have
exceeded 1,000 and most men of colour served in regular units. Although the
Zuavo companies quickly lost their institutional identity in the reorganizations
of Voluntérios da Pétria units, the early twentieth-century chronicler of Bahian
folklore, Manoel Querino, notes their exploits in the Paraguayan War,
suggesting that they lived on in popular memory.*
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The absorption of these segregated companies into other units during the
war symbolizes the merging of the wartime experience of both free and freed
enlisted men. Likewise, after the conflict, veterans’ problems lay not in
defending their freedom but in ensuring that it was meaningful. Examples of
ex-slave veterans reclaimed by their owners after the war have impressed
historians who denounce the duplicity of a master class that freed slaves to
defend their country only to re-enslave them.® In fact, all of the known cases
of attempted ‘re-enslavement’ of veterans involved runaways who had
enlisted during the war and were subsequently demobilized along with their *
free comrades. These men posed a delicate legal question: how to reconcile
extant owners’ rights with the freedom and citizenship that the veterans had
undeniably exercised, not to mention the services that they had rendered the
Empire. The issue assumed urgency in 1870, for owners were recapturing
these slaves, a spectacle akin to the kidnapping of war heroes. In a
Solomonic ruling, the Ministry of Justice determined that such ex-soldiers
had to be treated as free men; in other words, they could not be simply
clapped into prison on suspicion of being fugitive slaves. This presumption
of free status, however, did not amount to a grant of freedom, for the
Ministry simultaneously invited owners to prove their claims. In short, they
were to solicit compensation from the government, as did the master of one
Sim3o, who had enlisted in 1866. In 1871, he filed a claim for 1:800$000,
after unsuccessfully trying to have Simfo arrested in 1870. When finally
located in 1874 through the good offices of the port captain, Simao, now
known as José Pinto de Carvalho and a sailor in the coasting trade, was
brought to the police station in Salvador, not under arrest, but.to testify on
behalf of his (soon-to-be-officially-former) master’s claim.® Walking the
tightrope between masters’ rights and the citizenship and freedom that
soldiers enjoyed, the imperial government performed one more feat of legal
and administrative gymnastics to avoid formally denying either.

Relatively few men freed for the war, however, returned home in 1870.
The majority — those ‘purchased’ in 1867 and 1868 — were enlisted in the
army and navy for nine-year terms; the survivors would thus not trickle
back to civilian life until the late 1870s.® One who returned early was soon
shipped back to the army. Aicdcio José de Santa Anna, a man freed for the
war and inadvertently discharged as a Voluntdrio da Patria, was arrested in
Sergipe in 1873; the army sought to collect his discharge bonus and the
gratification that he had improperly received while serving as a Voluntéario,
presumably by garnisheeing his privates’ pay.”

Veterans who had absorbed the official wartime discourse about nation
and citizenship and the implied egalitarianism that these concepts carried
with them returned to profound disappointment. Both free and freed once
again faced the social and economic hardships that they had suffered before
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the war. In Salvador, the wounded and disabled, whether former slaves or
free men, who showered the presidency with requests for assistance, were
easily ignored by a Bahian elite more concerned with the victims of the
Franco-Prussian War — for whom a benefit concert was held in 1870 — than
for its own ex-soldiers. In Rio de Janeiro, where many Bahian ex-
servicemen eventually settled, Dom Ob4 II's newspaper articles expressed
the demands of victorious soldiers for political participation, as did the
prominence of veterans in the capoeira street gangs that played a major role
in the capital’s violent postwar electoral politics.” Manuel Pedro da Silva,
freed in 1868, simply sought the respect due to ‘a citizen who [had] served
his country’. On his discharge in 1878, the army still owed him his 1877
uniform issue. His commanding officer refused to give him title to the
uniform (with which Silva would have collected its value from the
Treasury) and obliged him to accept a used one that had belonged to a
deceased soldier. To recoup his losses, Silva posted a ‘for sale’ sign on the
uniform and hung it in the window of his house. A few days later, the
lieutenant-colonel threatened Silva and had soldiers remove the uniform.
After Silva appealed to the president and published his complaint in O
Monitor, a soldier (allegedly on the commander’s orders) beat and stabbed
him. The officer’s defence is instructive: He recalled Silva’s slave origins
and accused him of ‘rudely’ demanding his receipt, concluding that the
petition ‘reveals his origins ... so much so that, ignoring the favourable
treatment lavished on him by the army ... he did not hesitate to resort to
ignoble means, hostile to the uniform’. In short, because of his failure to
display the deference and gratitude expected of freedmen (idealized in the
Semana Illustrada cartoons), Silva did not deserve the rights of a citizen.™

The cases of Silva’s uniform and Santa Anna’s bonus raise questions
about the impact on the army of Paraguayan War slave enlistment. As early
as 1883, the abolitionist statesman, Joaquim Nabuco (son of the Nabuco
who outlined the policy of compensated emancipation in 1866), argued that
the Paraguayan War experience shared by officers and freedmen turned the
army into the slaves’ ally in the struggle for abolition, an argument widely
shared by historians of Brazil.” It is also integral to army propaganda:
official histories give the institution a central role in abolition, laud its
allegedly harmonious internal race relations, present prominent officers as
early abolitionists, and see the institution as a progressive force in Brazilian
society.™ To be sure, at least one officer recorded that he and a friend
discussed emancipation while convalescing in Argentina and the
commander of Brazilian occupation forces, the emperor’s son-in-law,
oversaw the final abolition of slavery in Paraguay in 1869 but, given the
small number of slaves remaining in the defeated and devastated republic,
this measure can hardly be seen as a significant step.” Closer to home, the
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ough treatment of these two unfortunate soldiers belies any claims that the
army as an institution was favourably disposed to slaves’ struggles for
freedom and former slaves’ struggles for legal and social equality. Recent
studies of the functioning of the Brazilian army during the war in fact point
to a perpetuation of social and racial hierarchies on the battlefields and in
the army camps, particularly after the freed recruits began arriving in 1867.
The conclusion frequently drawn from this observation — that such
hierarchies impeded the formation of modern army and prompted a
professionalizing and modemizing core of officers to campaign against both
slavery and eventually the imperial regime — reflects an overly teleological
view of the incompatibility of social and racial hierarchies with modern
class societies and even professional military institutions.™ Like so many
others in Brazilian society, those few army officers who actively opposed
slavery had no difficulty holding views both ‘anti-slavery and anti-slave’, to
quote a literary scholar’s characterization of abolitionist writing.”

Conclusion

The Paraguayan War illustrates the limits of state action in slave societies;
however close the Brazilian government came to the line that demarcated the
bounds of masters’ authority, it never trespassed into slave-owners’ preserve.
What is striking about the recruitment of slaves for the war is the way in
which, to shift metaphors, the Brazilian government navigated between the
shoals of soldiers’ status as free men and citizens and the reefs of owners’
rights. Well before the war, state and army had charted a course through these
dangerous waters by developing legal precedents and bureaucratic
procedures for dealing with slaves who came into contact with the state
through the army. The war increased the quantity of these contacts and
military necessity eventually forced the government to consider recruiting
slaves. The resulting policy of compensated emancipations, however, obeyed
the fundamental principle of Brazilian slave law — the primacy of masters’
rights over all other claims — and the Brazilian government slipped through
the narrow passage identified well before the war.

This conclusion should not be surprising. The purpose of the Paraguayan
War was not, after all, to call slavery into question; rather Brazilian
propaganda presented it as a struggle of liberal civilization against the
barbarism of a retrograde Paraguay: the president of Bahia hailed ‘this war
of law against violence, of justice against unlawful acts, of civilization
against barbarism, [and] of liberty against despotism’.” Slavery, and the
eventual resort to slave recruitment certainly contradicted Brazil’s professed
values and war aims, as the councillors who considered it indecorous well

‘knew. In the other two remaining slave powers of the Americas, both
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wracked by civil wars nearly contemporaneous with the Paraguayan War
(the United States’ Civil War, 1861-65; and the Cuban Ten Years’ War,
1868-78), one party to the conflict made abolition a war aim; the
recruitment of slaves could thus proceed with relatively few restrictions.”
Brazil had no such option. The Empire’s ability to recruit several thousand
slaves, without violating masters’ property rights nor promising anything to
the men so freed, testifies to the strength of the imperial plantocracy that
maintained control over the abolition process in the 1870s and well into the
1880s, ensuring that slavery would last longer in Brazil than anywhere else
in the Americas.
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