
 

 

 

UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN-EAU CLAIRE 

 

 

 

 

CATALYST OF ABOLITION: 

 

THE PARAGUAYAN WAR AND BRAZILIAN DEMANDS 

 

 FOR EMANCIPATION, 1864-1870 

 

 

 

 

A HISTORY CAPSTONE PROJECT SUBMITTED TO 

 

HISTORY 489 SPRING 2008 

 

 

 

DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY 

 

 

 

 

 

BY 

 

J. W. Wendorf 

 

 

 

 

EAU CLAIRE, WISCONSIN 

 

30 APRIL 2008 

 

 

 

 

COPYRIGHT FOR THIS WORK IS OWNED BY THE AUTHOR. THIS DIGITAL 

VERSION IS PUBLISHED BY MCINTYRE LIBRARY, UNIVERSITY OF 

WISCONSIN EAU CLAIRE WITH THE CONSENT OF THE AUTHOR. © 2008 



 1 

 

 

Abstract— 

―Catalyst of Abolition: The Paraguayan War and Brazilian Demands for Emancipation, 

1864-1870‖ 

 

by Joseph W. Wendorf 

 

 This paper examines the issue of slavery in Brazil throughout the nineteenth 

century, highlighting the significance of the Paraguayan War on the legitimacy and 

acceptance of slave labor.  What happened in six years of confrontation with neighboring 

Paraguay completely altered the make-up of Brazil‘s social climate and political culture. 

Slaves responded to opportunities created by the war.  They escaped from their owners to 

join the army, found refuge in quilombos, appealed to local authorities for freedom and 

better treatment, or simply fled to other provinces.  Freed and enslaved blacks soon found 

that the war had created a strong sense of disillusionment within a large percentage of 

Brazil‘s lower- and middle- classes and returning soldiers alike.  Their confidence in the 

government‘s politics and practices pertaining to the Paraguayan War had long vanished 

after witnessing the harsh recruitment practices and malicious treatment of soldiers.  With 

the final emergence of a republican-minded movement opposed to Emperor Pedro II and 

the monarchial institution, emancipation legislation was finally pushed through in 1871 

granting freedom to all children born of a slave mother and thus ending any potential 

viability for the institution‘s dominant role in Brazilian society. 
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Introduction 

 

 The war with Paraguay was over now.  Six years of bloody conflict failed to bring 

Brazil the strong-hold over the continent they had hoped for at its onset, and worse the 

nation found itself fighting a completely different battle pitting tradition and greed 

against an emerging republicanism determined to live as equals free from bondage.  On 

September 5, 1871, Dr. Francisco Salles Torres-Homen, a political writer and senator 

representing the northeastern province of Rio Grande do Norte, took the floor of the 

senate in support of the Rio Branco Law that would once and for all bring the institution 

of slavery to its knees.  Through his powerful yet eloquent words, Salles Torres-Homem 

reminded the nation of the illegal foundations underscoring Brazilian slavery and the 

unjust nature of property in human beings.  As the son of a black woman and only one of 

a few mulattoes to enter the General Assembly, his thoughts represented not only his 

origins but additionally the wishes of his constituents and their hopes for a free society: 

Gentlemen, after a long age of obscurity and blindness in which all of us were 

involved, there came a time when the institution of slavery appeared before the 

conscience of the Brazilian people as it really is, enveloped in a new light which 

illuminated every aspect of the tragedy, producing in our minds and sentiments a 

gradual revolution which has never ceased, which has constantly moved forward, 

acquiring new strength along the way.  

It was this moral revolution that twenty years ago effectively contributed to the 

successful suppression of the traffic, which neither the cruisers nor the resources 

of the world‘s first maritime power had been able to suppress. That revolution is 

the same one which today raps on the doors of parliament demanding an instant 

completion of the work of civilization. 

There were two ways to perpetuate slavery…. The traffic and reproduction, that 

is, the bearing of children. The power of public opinion which destroyed the first 

of these ways will destroy the second, because both are equally nefarious and 

inhuman.
1
 

                                                 
1
 Dr. Francisco Salles Torres-Homem, ―As If It Were a Crime to Be Born,‖ in Children of God’s 

Fire, ed. Robert Edgar Conrad (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 447-448. 
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The type and number of primary sources utilized for this paper, although effective 

in their delivery and purpose, proved to be an obstacle in better developing my argument.  

In turn, this led to a dependence on secondary sources generated by scholars of higher 

status, knowledge, and capability.  Thorough examination of these works, accompanied 

by the primary sources I was able to obtain, made for some interesting conclusions. 

In previous secondary works done on the abolition movement in Brazil, a great 

deal has been made of the international influences exhibited by the United States and 

Great Britain. Several of the authors, including Toplin, Graham, and Burns, conclude 

their findings as to the formal abolition of slavery in 1888 with these actors‘ pivotal role. 

Although they are afforded a more comprehensive study, dating as far back as 1800, I 

feel that the ongoing trade relations between the respective nations throughout Brazil‘s 

extended period of slavery would indicate otherwise.  This is not to say that it would be 

irrelevant to propose that hegemonies have a tendency to promote policy not inline with 

their own actions; yet, their diplomatic and economic relations cannot encompass the 

complexities of a unique, evolving Brazilian society.  Let it suffice to state that despite 

these authors‘ useful insights into the Paraguayan War, the socioeconomic and political 

realities of Brazil followed a divergent path independent of the United States and Great 

Britain. 

Dale Garden‘s 2004 publication From Slavery to Freedom in Brazil: Bahia, 1835-

1900, follows the similar pattern of the previously-mentioned works; however, he makes 

more of a commitment to the war as seen through the developments in the Bahia province 

and more specifically the locality of Salvador rather than the country as a whole.  

Overall, works done on the Paraguayan War have either addressed it topically through the 
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direct involvement of the countries engaged in the six-year struggle, or taken an 

overarching approach looking at Brazil over an extended time frame.  All the latter 

sources arrive at the same conclusion through a macro-level analysis – the war led to 

changes within Brazil, one of which included views on slavery. 

Difficult to account for in my study, and invariably linked to the works done in 

the past, is the fact that the Paraguayan War concluded in 1870 and slavery was not 

formally abolished through legislation until 1888.  What happened in those six years of 

confrontation however, completely altered the make-up of Brazil‘s social climate and 

political culture.  The emerging nation-state in 1870 was one intrinsically determined to 

oust the institution and fully embrace the modernity of change that would continue to 

evolve in the early years after the war.  My intent, then, is to illustrate the importance of 

the events and actions during the war on the coming emancipation, particularly the social, 

political, and economic alterations experienced by a large percentage of the population 

and its outlook on slavery up to the passage of the 1871 Free Womb Law (Rio Branco).  I 

believe the struggle fostered the growth of a social and political environment pleading for 

a voice of recognition and the birth of a modern nation-state.  The years during the war, 

and the insidious implications espoused by an elitist government proved to be the tipping 

point amongst a Brazilian people in conflict with the repercussions of change; however, 

the under-represented masses would continue their struggle to make a blind and deaf 

government understand that slavery, a state of servitude no longer exclusive to those 

black men and women in chains, had no place in an emerging, modernized era predicated 

upon justice, equality, and mobility.  Important to an overall understanding of the war, 

the abolitionist movement, and the offerings of this essay is the notion that the complete 
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restructuring of the Brazilian government into one of republican principles came less than 

three hundred sixty-five days after the adoption of the Golden Law in May 1888.  The 

legitimacy of a government to rule is determined by the popular consent of the people; 

and when that true base of authority no longer finds the symbiotic relationship mutually 

beneficial, its ability to demand and force change becomes only a matter of time and 

place.   

 

Slave Trade and a New Society 

 

On December 13
th

, 1864 the Latin American countries of Paraguay, Argentina, 

Uruguay, and Brazil set aside hopes for diplomacy in settling territorial disputes, taking-

up arms in what was a six-year war culminating in the death of three-hundred thousand 

people and more importantly, an entirely new social and political structure.  By joining 

the ―Triple Alliance‖ of Uruguay and Argentina in May of 1865, Brazil, within a few 

short years, lost sixty thousand of its people to continuing bloodshed while also 

unraveling the social construction that had allowed slavery to flourish in their lands for 

centuries.  Before elaborating on the implicit repercussions caused by the Paraguayan 

War on the abolitionist movement in Brazil, one must first look to the early strides taken 

that allowed for the political, social, and economic climates of Brazil to accept and 

eventually demand the abolishment of slavery.
2
 

 In 1800, and continuing into the 1830‘s, the total number of slaves rivaled that of 

all other persons living in Brazil, and in provinces with the highest concentration of 

                                                 
2
 Harry Bernstein, Dom Pedro II (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1973), 93-95. 
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slaves including Bahia, Pernambuco, Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro and Maranhao, slaves 

were in fact a majority.
 3

  Not unique to Brazil during this time period, or that of other 

nations throughout history, was that its slave population required consistent 

replenishment from Africa by means of the transatlantic slave trade.  Exacerbating this 

continual need was the fact that slaves had an extremely high mortality rate and a low 

rate of natural reproduction, which in turn was the result of ‗training‘, acculturation, poor 

diet, unsanitary living conditions, and disease.  While visiting the fazenda (plantation) of 

her husband‘s friend in Brazil, a French woman recorded the sights and inhumane acts 

witnessed there: 

Here it was that the miseries of slavery appeared to me in all their horror and 

hideousness. Negresses covered in rags, others half naked, having as covering only a 

handkerchief fastened behind their back and over their bosoms, which scarcely 

veiled their throats, and a calico skirt, through whose rents could be seen their poor, 

scraggy bodies; some negroes, with tawny and besotted looks, cam and kneeled 

down on the marble slabs of the veranda. The majority carried on their shoulders the 

marks of scars which the lash had inflicted; several were affected with horrible 

maladies, such as elephantiasis, or leprosy. All this was dirty, repulsive, hideous. 

Fear or hate, that is what could be read on all these faces, which I never have seen 

smile.
4
 

 

As the passage would indicate, it was the practice of Brazilian slaveholders to ‗work out‘ 

their slaves, often killing their labor force through ill-treatment and exhaustion only to 

replace them with new arrivals.
5
  The domestic practices of slaveholders were only one 

reason in the consistent need for African slaves.  Events on the international level also 

                                                 
3
 Leslie Bethell, The Abolition of the Brazilian Slave Trade: Britain, Brazil and the Slave Trade 

Question, 1807-1869 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970), 4. 

 
4
 ―Slave Life on a Plantation in the Province of Rio de Janeiro in the Late Nineteenth Century,‖ in 

Children of God’s Fire, ed. Robert Edgar Conrad (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1983), 83. 

 
5
 Bethell, Abolition of Brazilian Slave Trade, 4. 
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had a significant factor in Brazilian reliance on the Atlantic slave trade that would soon 

come under pressure from the global slave trade regulator, Great Britain. 

The beginnings of the Industrial Revolution in western Europe and abrupt rises in 

population increased the market demand for foodstuffs and raw materials, including the 

Brazilian exports of sugar, cotton and later, coffee.  Furthermore, widespread violence in 

the form of revolution in America, France, and the Caribbean worked to cripple several 

of Brazil‘s economic competitors and raise market prices.
6
  The country‘s recent 

economic success did not go unnoticed by Europe‘s hegemony, who had been working 

with France, Spain, Portugal, the Netherlands, Austria, and Prussia to negotiate treaty 

agreements for the abolition of the slave trade.
7
  

After abolishing the slave trade to all English colonies in 1808, the British began 

attempts at forcing other major European slaving countries to halt their trades and 

pressure African states and rulers to stop exporting people.
8
  Although much of what 

Great Britain attempted to accomplish revolved around the intellectual question of the 

legitimacy of slavery stemming from the Enlightenment, it must also be understood in 

economic terms.  As early as the late eighteenth century, British West Indian plantations 

began to fall behind the French, Spanish, and Brazilian planters in competitive markets 

and thus helped spark their campaign for free labor systems.
9
  Under the imperial 

delegation of Great Britain, Brazil and their weakening colonial ruler Portugal, were 

forced to adopt two agreements in 1815 and 1817 which, had they been properly 

                                                 
6
 Ibid. 

 
7
 Ibid., 20. 

 
8
 Herbert S. Klein, The Atlantic Slave Trade: New Approaches to the Americas (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 183. 

  
9
 Ibid., 184-185.  
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implemented, would have slowly reduced the slave trade in Brazil until its eventual 

demise.
10

  In January of 1815, the British government negotiated a treaty with Portugal 

prohibiting slave trading above the equator and called for a progressive and ongoing 

campaign to abolish all trade to Brazil.  Britain continued to apply pressure on Portugal 

and Brazil in July of 1817 by signing an agreement that allowed British war vessels to 

stop and search any Portuguese ship suspected of carrying slaves north of the equator.
11

 

A third treaty signed between Great Britain and Brazil in 1826 placed a fixed limit on all 

slave trade in the southern hemisphere for an additional three years, while reaffirming the 

provisions established in 1815 and 1817.  The contracts resulted in little success for two 

very crucial reasons.  First, Brazil achieved their formal independence from a listless 

Portugal in 1822, making them a sovereign nation-state far more interested in preserving 

traditional social, political, and economic stratification than granting freedom to such a 

large percentage of their human capital.  Secondly, the world demand for Brazilian 

goods, most notably sugar and cotton at this point, enforced the need for an 

unprecedented amount of slaves.  Between the years of 1820 and 1830, the number of 

slaves imported both legally and illegally in Brazil increased substantially creating a 

yearly average of 60,000 in order to support market demand and line the pockets of 

greedy producers.
12

  

In yet another attempt by the British to enforce the gradual abolishment of 

slavery, they passed two bills of legislation in 1830 and 1831.  These laws granted 

                                                 
10

 Rolando Mellafe, Negro Slavery in Latin America (Berkeley: University of California, 1975), 

131. 
11

 Klein, Atlantic Slave Trade, 187-188. 

 
12

 Mellafe, Negro Slavery, 131. 
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freedom to all illegally imported slaves, while also including strict punishments for 

smugglers and a reward program for individuals who assisted in exposing the criminal 

behavior.
13

  These acts were in large part due to an unfavorable ruling by a mixed court 

of commission in Sierra Leone, who had found that an 1826 treaty granted no authority to 

adjudicate cases of Brazilian slave piracy.
14

  Continuing neglect of the provisions forced 

the British to place ships along the Brazilian coast in hopes of slowing the illegal trade 

and capturing those responsible for perpetuating the institution.  The presence and 

intervention of British warships near Brazilian coasts eventually created mounting strain 

in the diplomatic relations between the two countries.  This was specifically the situation 

which slave-holding interests very much wanted and even aggressively encouraged.
15

  

The situation climaxed in 1845 when the British Parliament unilaterally passed a law 

allowing search and seizure of all ships suspected of trafficking slaves.  After frequent, 

yet empty, declarations by the Brazilian government to introduce new ways to combat the 

trade, attacks by and the mere presence of British warships, and a surplus of slaves from 

heavy imports in recent years, the national government enacted their own law in 1850 

that would treat and punish the slave trade as a form of piracy.
16

  With approximately 2 

million slaves already in the country, however, slavery would for another fifteen years 

maintain its prevailing role in the economic and social areas of Brazilian society almost 

completely unchallenged.  The Brazilian government over these years was in fact the 

most obstinate to any modification of the system.  William Christie, the British Minister 

                                                 
13

 Mellafe, Negro Slavery, 131. 

 
14

 Bethell, Abolition of Brazilian Slave Trade, 43-44.  

 
15

 Mellafe, Negro Slavery, 131. 

 
16

 Bethell, Abolition of Brazilian Slave Trade, 327. 
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to Brazil, reported in 1863 that the government followed polices of delay when 

approached with the idea of emancipation, often ignoring British correspondence in 

protest of a foreign government‘s interference.
17

  Many Brazilians were pleased with the 

end of the slave trade, yet, like the beliefs and actions of their government, there 

remained an overall unwillingness to reflect on the issue of the institution itself.
18

  As 

Figure 1 indicates, the importation of slaves into Brazil dropped dramatically from a total 

of 23,000 in 1850 to 3,287 in 1851.  This alteration to Brazilian society would result in 

several changes for the general masses.  

 

 

Figure 1: Slave Imports into Brazil, 1840-1851 

Year Number Year Number 

1840 30,000 1846 50,324 

1841 16,000 1847 56,172 

1842 17,435 1848 60,000 

1843 19,095 1849 54,000 

1844 22,849 1850 23,000 

1845 19,453 1851 3,287 

Total 371,615 

 

 

Data from Stein, Vassouras: A Brazilian Coffee County, 1850-1900, Table 1 

 

                                                 
17

 Robert Conrad, The Destruction of Brazilian Slavery, 1850-1888 (Berkley: University of 

California Press, 1972), 42-43. 

 
18

 Ibid., 27.  
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These changes came in an unusual form in the decade leading up to the 

Paraguayan War.  The external economic pressures of growing markets in the 1850s did 

little to halt the flow of illegal slaves pouring into Brazil, and further had very little 

impact on the freedom of those already in the country.   

Moreover, the demand for coffee and raw products in a quickly industrializing 

world was creating greater demands for labor in a time of shortage, providing a strong 

market for slave smugglers while simultaneously creating a growing trend in favor of 

paid workers away from the plantations.
19

  These circumstances translated to a complete 

reconfiguration in the Brazilian society.  The total populations of trade-centered cities 

skyrocketed with a new entrepreneurial class that sought to make innovations in the 

forms of production, while also preferring to use the services of a worker that had not 

been exploited by a life of forced labor as a slave.
20

  Primarily after 1870, Brazil‘s newly 

crafted social environment took shape and found growing support. Six years in the 

making, a social climate fostering an experienced and powerful public opinion that 

believed in more dynamic and active forms of politics emerged.  These ideologies 

supported an aggressive and efficient abolition movement that would link the urban, 

commercial spheres of Brazil with the revolutionary cries of hundreds of thousands 

enslaved, black plantation workers.  How then does one explain the transformation of an 

1850 Brazilian society which sought to uphold the institution of slavery that had provided 

economic prosperity and security, to one in 1870 which had little public tolerance and 

need for slavery? 

                                                 
19

 Mellafe, Negro Slavery, 136. 

 
20

 Ibid.  
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War Arrives in Brazil 

 

The independence that came to fruition in South America during the early 

nineteenth-century did not include clearly established or accepted border divisions.  As 

has been the case in world development over the centuries, many early conflicts in the 

region were tied to notions of territory, identity, and nationalism.
21

  Ongoing mistrust 

over these topics between Paraguay and its much larger neighbors, Argentina and Brazil, 

ultimately led to the developing Paraguayan War of 1864.  As illustrated by Figure 2, the 

long history of territorial disputes, first between colonial powers Spain and Portugal 

followed by that of Paraguay and Brazil, revolved around the mutually-shared border 

region of Mato Grosso.  The treaty of friendship signed between Paraguay and Brazil in 

April 1856 guaranteeing free navigation of water-ways, commerce, and cooperation in 

the region failed to address the boundary disputes, deferring such judgment for another 

six years.  

Throughout that time Paraguay made efforts at modernizing its military under the 

command of Francisco Solano Lopez, while Brazil waited patiently, understanding that 

the disputed lands would almost certainly come under the empire‘s control through 

protracted negotiations.  As 1862 rolled around the treaty expired and neither party had 

made efforts to reach a territorial understanding, and instead allowed the inevitability of 

war to become a realization. 

 

 

                                                 
21

 Whigham, The Paraguayan War, 77. 
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Figure 2: Territorial Disputes 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 Source: Thomas Whigham, The Paraguayan War, Map 2 

 

In September 1864, Brazil issued an ultimatum to the unpopular ruler of Uruguay, 

Bernardo Berro, mandating his immediate halt to intervention in the Montevideo region, 

located on the border of Brazilian and Uruguay.  

Knowing that Berro would never accept the agreement in the face of an internal 

uprising led by Venancio Flores, Brazil mobilized its forces and attacked.  A relatively 
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quick and decisive battle, with limited assistance from now-friendly Argentina, resulted 

in the overthrow of Berro‘s regime and the eventual placement of Flores as President in 

February 1865.
22

  Sensing the collapse in the possibility of becoming the regional 

arbitrator with Argentina‘s and Brazil‘s intervention in Uruguay and fearful of 

Paraguay‘s future, Lopez issued a counter-ultimatum to Brazil demanding that the empire 

not invade Uruguay.  When Brazil did so anyway, the Paraguayan navy seized the 

Brazilian steamship Marques de Olinda and then launched an invasion on Mato Grosso 

in the final month of 1864.
23

 

Impassioned by a popular edict, motivated by those who have fought and died 

before that great day in the name of national brotherhood, and determined to see what has 

always been a mere aspiration realized in the face of daunting forces, Francisco Solano 

Lopez spoke from the depths of a unified heart and soul to an assembled mass of 

comrades eager for the Mato Grosso offensive on December 14
th

: 

Soldiers! My endeavors to keep the peace have been fruitless. The Empire of 

Brazil, not knowing our valor and enthusiasm, provokes us to war, which 

challenge we are bound by our honor and dignity to accept in protection of our 

dearest rights. 

In recompense for your loyalty and long services, I have fixed my attention on 

you, choosing you from among the numerous legions that form the armies of the 

Republic, that you may be the first to give a proof of the force of our arms, by 

gathering the first laurels we shall add to those that our forefathers planted in the 

crown of our Fatherland in the memorable battles of Paraguari and Tacuari. 

Your subordination and discipline, and your constancy under fatigues, assure me 

of your bravery, and of the lustre of the arms that I confide to your valor. 

Soldiers and sailors! Carry this vote of confidence to your companions, who will 

join you on our northern frontiers, and march serenely to the field of honor, 

                                                 
22

 Ibid., 6. 

 
23

 Dale Graden, From Slavery to Freedom in Brazil (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 

2006), 55. 
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where, gathering glories for you country and fame for yourselves, you may show 

the world what the Paraguayan soldier is worth.
24

 

 

Born into the echelons of power, wealth and influence, Francisco Solano Lopez rose 

through the ranks of soldier, commander, and general, finally succeeding his father as 

President of Paraguay in 1862.
25

  Against the dying wish of a father and national icon, in 

a prophetic moment just before passing-on, Solano Lopez immediately began preparing a 

nation now under his command for war with Brazil in what would become known as the 

Paraguayan War.  Those inspirational words in history referenced above were soon 

drowned out by the plunders of war and have since been replaced by the fading echoes of 

Lopez as he succumbed to Brazilian bullets, falling mortally wounded into the Aquidaban 

River on March 1, 1870 – ―I die with my country!‖  Fleeing to the land he sought so 

desperately to uplift, Lopez‘s last picture of this world was that of a defeated and 

devastated Paraguay.
26

  

As the only country of the four soon to be engaged in warfare, Paraguay had a 

fully mobilized, European-style army, with the complete backing of the national treasury 

at its disposal.  Accompanied by discipline, a high sense of morale, and the largest 

standing army in South America of 28,000 the out-numbered Paraguayans sought to 

expose the divided, underdeveloped forces of Argentina and Uruguay, while capitalizing 

on the unsuspecting military settlements in the Matto Grasso region with their invasion.
27

  

                                                 
24

 Thomas Whigham, The Paraguayan War: Causes and Early Conflict (Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska Press, 2002), 197-198. 

 
25

 Pelham Box, The Origins of the Paraguayan War (New York: Russell & Russell, 1967), 179. 

 
26

 Hendrik Kraay and Thomas Whigham, ―Introduction: War, Politics, and Society in South 

America,‖ in I Die with My Country: Perspectives on the Paraguayan War, 1864-1870, ed. Henrick Kraay 

and Thomas Whigham (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004), 1. 

. 
27

 Whigham, The Paraguayan War, 191-92.  
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Having completed the occupation of southern Matto Grosso, Lopez turned southward 

seeking to move into Brazil‘s province of Rio Grande do Sul.  After Argentina‘s 

government refused Lopez passage across Corrientes into Rio Grande, the Paraguayan 

Congress declared war against Argentina.
28

   

On May 1, 1865 Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay signed an alliance dedicating 

their efforts to defeat Paraguay and remove Lopez from power.  When Argentina and 

Uruguay joined the alliance against Paraguay, they added 1.7 million and 250,000 people 

respectively to the 10 million Brazil had within its borders.  Nearly six years later at the 

war‘s end, Paraguay found 60 percent of its total population wiped-out from the affects of 

war and a country in political, social, and economic shambles.  As with Lopez and his 

beloved Paraguay from 1864 to 1870, Brazil and its people also came to understand the 

inherent contradictions and cruelties of war.  What had been a compliant and apathetic 

popular class in 1864, under the elitist norms of rural aristocracy and slavery, emerged in 

1870 with an understanding of what was, what had been, and a glimpse at what could be.  

Underlying these beliefs and consequential actions was a foreign-induced institution of 

bondage.  That would change – however long it might take. 

In the years leading up to the struggle over identity and nationalism, Brazil 

consistently lacked the social and cultural cohesion required for such unifying 

proclamations.  Frequently these problems were dealt with by powerful elites and a 

monarch determined to see their interests preserved through politics and economic 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
28

 Hendrik Kraay and Thomas Whigham, ―Introduction: War, Politics, and Society in South 

America,‖ in I Die with My Country, 8-9.  
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relations, both of which relied upon slavery.
29

  In forty years prior to entering the war, 

Brazil never sustained a standing army over seventeen thousand.  While they did 

maintain a reserve-base of 200,000 under the Guarda Nacional, these mobilized forces 

were primarily responsible for conducting police operations in the provinces and were 

commanded by the sons of wealthy plantation owners.
30

  Despite Brazil‘s dominance in 

capable manpower and military prowess, the elitist conglomeration of lawyers, 

merchants, and landowners that came to represent the national parliament, overshadowed 

and undermined this potential.  This was due in large part to the fear that any expansion 

of the standing army might disrupt the carefully constructed social order fabricated over 

the years.
31

  In accordance with such ideologies, the Brazilian military forces never 

received proper governmental endorsement because of purposeful disorganization and 

conservative budgetary policies of imperialist elites.  This lack of support was carried 

down through the realities of war via perspectives on officers and those soldiers forcibly 

entrenched in battle. 

The individual story of soldier Benjamin Constant illustrates many of the above-

mentioned themes that were ongoing through his years on the battle front.  Upon arriving 

in the Brazilian camp stationed at the border of Paraguay in October 1866, Constant took 

immediate notice of the realities surrounding him and the manipulated stories preached 

by Brazilian officers and newspapers.  In an 1867 letter written to his wife, Maria 

Joaquina Botelho de Magalhaes, Constant spoke of the practices by his commanding 

                                                 
29

 Thomas Whigham, ―The Paraguayan War: A Catalyst for Nationalism in South America,‖ in I 

die for my Country, ed. Hendrik Kraay and Thomas Whigham (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

2004), 184-185.  

 
30

 Ibid., 166.  

 
31
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officers, including that of commander-in-chief, Marquis of Caxias, stating ―In their 

correspondence to our dailies, they do their miserable best to take advantage of the 

people‘s good faith to advance their personal interests.‖  He went on to comment on 

Marquis of Caxis personally, ―a nobody stupidly perched at the peak of our official 

positions, offending all the men of true merit and causing them shame to the century in 

which we live with the continual and dreadful scenes of the most brutal despotism.‖
32

 

Although the Brazilian officer corps had their moments of ingenuity and success, 

more often than not throughout the war they, like their bureaucrats, reverted to bickering, 

emphasis on status, and a perpetual greed for wealth and power.  The hierarchy of social 

deference was continued in its chain of command down to those individuals ―enlisted‖ as 

infantry.  While mistrust was a commonly held sentiment by elites towards officers, their 

feelings towards the common soldier went a step farther tolerating them so long as it 

served a common good.
33

  The fact that Brazilian military forces could not be easily 

trained or concentrated led to inhumane practices by local offices, behind the 

endorsement of national leaders.  During these years the army coerced approximately 50 

percent of its troops, most of which were lower-class peoples supplied by an overzealous 

police force eager to uplift their own accreditations and overall well-being.  Those who 

―volunteered‖ usually acted in such a manner as to escape hunger, homelessness, 

unemployment, or the law.  The degraded military forces of Brazil, in addition to the 
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social realities experienced by most, were quickly deprived of any motivation considered 

patriotic that was seen at the outset of war.
34

 

 

Tactics on the Home Front 

 

Surprisingly, but not peculiar to wars based on nationalism, the outbreak of the 

conflict with Paraguay sparked patriotic movements and gestures throughout the country. 

For instance, thousands of men, and even a small number of women, jumped at the 

opportunity to defend their country by volunteering to take up arms or otherwise assist 

through personal involvement.
35

  What is more, the national government as well as 

provincial branches received exuberant donations to help fuel a victory.  In response to 

the perceived public will to advance the war cause, the national government created the 

Voluntarios da Patria (Volunteers of the Fatherland) in January 1865.  Designed to 

facilitate recruitment by offering bonuses, higher salaries, and land grants, this plan of 

action soon developed into an umbrella organization with patronage networks popping up 

throughout the country.  What becomes misleading in this topic is the idea of 

―volunteers‖.  In fact, the majority of those who served in the army and fought against 

Paraguay did so against their will.
36

  When governmental authorities stepped up their 

recruitment methods, as they did following a devastating defeat at Curupayty in 1866, 
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blacks, both free and enslaved, became their largest targets of entrapment.
37

  Despite the 

hopes that service in the military would enhance the models of order and subservience for 

those enlisted, in actuality it had a reverse affect.  Amongst the battles and over the years, 

these policies would lead to an internal, ideological war that would prove to be a spark 

for the abolition of slavery.  

Domestic policies of recruiting soldiers for war and the continuing injustices 

practiced upon both free and enslaved blacks created omnipresent social tensions, and 

ultimately various forms of resistance that the government failed to mend.  Despite 

guaranteed civil rights to all Brazilian freedmen established under the 1824 Imperial 

Constitution, only a small minority ever received such privileges.  Few ex-slaves or 

freeborn descendents of slaves could have met the qualifications that the Constitution 

required of Brazilian citizens who wanted to assert their political rights.  For instance, a 

large annual income was required in order to vote in primary elections, making the 

process inclusive to the landed, wealthy citizens.  In light of these circumstances, civil 

rights were denied not only to Brazilian blacks, but additionally to all members of the 

lower-class considered poor and ignorant, regardless of their skill color or legal status.
38

   

The complexity of racial politics in Brazilian society throughout the war can be 

related to the nation‘s demographics.  As of 1866, 1.5 million black men and women 

remained in bondage under the institution of slavery, while 4.25 million people of color 

were considered free, accounting for two-fifths of Brazil‘s total population of 10 
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million.
39

  It is estimated that some 90,898 Brazilian soldiers fought in the Paraguayan 

War, 7,000 of which were freed slaves.  Promises of pension, benefits, and freedom made 

by government at the onset of war to those who fought for their country failed to be 

realized by those returning home and soon the army found it difficult to find sufficient 

able-bodied men.  Accompanied by increasing antiwar propaganda and testimony from 

soldiers returning from battle, recruitment numbers continued to dwindle, forcing the 

army to resort to desperate and unjust ways of gathering troops.  

Known as ―Press Gangs‖, the government used national and local forces to round-

up men through the justice system by employing military service as punishment for petty 

crimes, vagrancy, or violations of ―moral‖ standards.
40

  In the region of Bahia, the 

provincial government sent representatives into the countryside with the intent of 

bringing soldiers back one way or the other.  Implementing tactics ranging from appeals 

to patriotic duty to violent arrests, these agents did whatever was necessary to satisfy 

government-established troop quotas.
41

  These detained ―volunteers‖, who were by in 

large free men of color, faced conditions that were much the same as those endured by 

slaves.  In a letter addressed to the United States secretary of state, J. Watson Webb, a 

diplomatic official stationed in Brazil during 1868, elaborated on the situation: 

Each voluntario has an iron collar around his neck which opposite to the lock has 

an iron ring, about two and half inches in diameter. Through the ring is passed a 

heavy chain, known as the ―log chain‖ extending from the front to the rear files 
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[this practice commonly employed to secure slaves], and of course, there is no 

possibility of escape.
42

 

 

After witnessing and hearing such news, men frequently hid in the countryside while 

others went as far as to inflict self-mutilation and even commit suicide rather than take 

the risk of being captured by the government.  The free men who did manage to escape 

the arresting agents thought that by fleeing to plantations, towns, or different regions they 

would have protection while also providing the employers with a stable workforce that 

could ensure production.  What they found, however, was a system that offered few 

rights and personal security.  As a former guardian of ―free Africans‖ in Rio de Janeiro, 

Agostinho Margues Perdigao Malheiro documented his thoughts on the topic in 1866: 

The lot of these miserable people (free blacks), both those working in towns and 

in rural areas, was in fact equal, or even worse, than that of the slaves. In the cities 

the blacks were sent out to work or were employed in other profitable ways by 

private persons, not as the personal servants of those highest bidders, as they 

ought to have been according to the instructions…. To sum up, the free African 

was dealt with exactly like a slave.
43

 

 

The socioeconomic system during the war only worked to enhance the obscure lines of 

division between slaves and freed men of color; yet, from a different perspective this 

movement and unification of blacks brought on by war also led to concerns about slavery 

by the very individuals upholding its functionability.   
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A Colored Response: Quilombos, Courts, and Abolitionism  

 

The growth and sheer number of quilombos (runaway slave communities) 

throughout Brazil multiplied during the six years of war.  Subsequently the runaway slave 

and deserter communities allied to oppose and often times fight government recruiters 

and plantation owners.  As noted in an 1865 letter to the secretary of the British and 

Foreign Anti-Slavery Society by Louis Chamerovzow and Aureliano Candido Tavaras 

Bastos, ―the fleeing of slaves to neighboring territories, and similar facts, promotes 

conflicts among the authorities and causes bitterness…slavery in the frontier provinces is 

indeed a very serious element of military weakness.‖
44

  Although deserters had joined 

quilombos and various forms of resistance in the past, provincial and imperial officials 

during the war now viewed with particular unease the fact that free men had been 

welcomed at huge runaway slave communities during the war years.  The best example 

of this comes from the Rio Grande do Sul region in southern Brazil, bordering both 

Uruguay and Paraguay as shown by Figure 3. 

With the arrival of thousands of new faces from varying ethnic, racial, and 

regional backgrounds as well as the departure of others to the battle fronts, slaves were 

provided ample opportunity to flee from captivity.  After 1866, the situation was further 

complicated by provincial police forces being called-up for active duty and thus altering 

the previous structures of control. 
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Figure 3: Rio Grande do Sul Region 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Hendrick Kraay and Thomas Whigham, I Die With My Country, Map 2 

 

With a slave population accounting for approximately one-fifth of the Rio Grande 

do Sul total, slave uprisings and popular revolt became an even greater and more pressing 

reality than that of the surrounding quilombos.
45

  Local ―authorities expressed horror at 
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such fraternization between deserters and runaway slaves, two social types that should 

have remained bound to their superiors by ties of dependency – and their union only 

seemed to multiply the danger of their breaking out of such positions.‖
46

 

These events left many large-scale plantation owners in the Amazonas, Rio 

Grande do Sul, and several northeast regions with the notion that slavery was no-longer 

profitable, secure, and tolerable – a thought that was reinforced by the attention given to 

it through the legal system.
47

  

From the outset of the war, groups of slaves began appearing before what they 

hoped and perceived to be sympathetic authorities to protest their enslavement and 

working conditions.  In one of the earliest documented cases in December 1864, twenty-

six African slaves walked off an estate on the island of Itaparica and requested an end to 

their abusive treatment by the local police.  Although the results of their pleas are 

unclear, it illustrates a new form of resistance that heightened the legal and public 

attention given to the conditions on slave estates.
48

  The petitions for justice were further 

carried out in a comprehensive study done by legal historian Agostinho Margues 

Perdigao Malherio in 1866.  In his attempts to understand the blurred divisions between 

free and enslaved blacks during the years of war under the Brazilian constitution, 

Malheiro spoke adamantly of the hypocrisies integrated into Brazilian social and legal 

foundations: 

This exceptional legislation against the slave, especially as it affects his master, 

requires reform, specifically the use of the whip, the abuse of the death penalty, 
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and the prohibition of appeals. These laws are not in compliance with scientific 

principles, nor has this excessive severity produced the results which were 

expected from it. The history and criminal statistics of the Empire have continued 

to record the same crimes, and the situation will only improve to the extent that 

customs are changed to the advantage of the miserable slave, making his captivity 

more tolerable, or less intolerable, and at last putting and end to slavery itself.
49

 

 

As Malheiro‘s personal sentiments demonstrate, the battle for legal justice and 

democratic virtue throughout the mid-1860s was advanced by a small, but very 

influential number of abolitionists.  The most prominent of these leaders was a former 

slave named Luis Gonzaga Pinto da Gama.  Through public speeches and numerous 

publications, Gama asserted that slaves had the right to use violence against their owners 

and further called for an immediate end to slavery, the overthrow of the monarchy, and 

the establishment of a Brazilian democracy.
50

  A second figure who had a strong impact 

on the abolition of slavery was Candido de Fonesca Galvao, also known as Prince Oba II 

or ―the Prince of the People‖.  The grandson of African Prince Alafin Abiodun, Oba II 

was raised a free black and considered it his patriotic duty to offer his services in the war 

against Paraguay, where he fought in the front lines as a member of an all-black 

regiment.  His experiences in the battles and negative dealings with government officials 

inspired Oba to fight for the end of slavery.  His writings praised the black soldiers who 

fought in the war and expressed passionate disdain for the continuing racism witnessed in 

Brazil.
51

  Although these historical figures represent only two black men in a world 

dominated by powerful white slaveholders, Oba II and da Gama quickly found a 
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sympathetic audience that had grown restless with the government‘s inability to respond 

to economic and social difficulties plaguing the popular masses.  

 

Common Cause 

 

The abolitionists‘ message was particularly effective in appealing to an emerging 

urban population undergoing early attempts at economic integration into expanding 

market systems.  The stirrings of Adam Smith‘s economic doctrine soon became of 

relevant concern to industrialists and entrepreneurs alike.  Growth, movement, 

competition, and freedom appeared to be no more than paradoxes under a nation fixated 

on slavery.  Manufacturing had grown between the years of 1864 and 1870, yet there 

remained a labor shortage inhibiting further developments of economic expansion.
52

  

Similar to the arguments made by abolitionists and men and women of the lower-classes, 

these opportunistic, modern figures pointed to the government for answers and action. 

Aside from common, law-abiding citizens witnessing local young men literally dragged 

off to war, they were also forced to undergo food shortages and economic depression.  

From 1865 to 1870 corruption among politicians, poor management of resources, and the 

waste of war materials devastated the majority of Brazilian people.
53

  The wide 

discrepancies in distribution of wealth further promoted the schism between urban 

middle- and lower-classes and that of the wealthy agriculturalists, now primarily confined 

to the southern coffee-producing regions.  
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The rise in production and importance of coffee in Brazil‘s economy has been 

well-documented over the years.  In all cases one can find the rise of the plantation 

system beginning most prominently in the 1850s and continuing in its prosperity into the 

1860s.
54

  By the 1858-1860 time period coffee accounted for 50 percent of Brazil‘s total 

exports. Furthermore, because of the reliance and growth at the international level, for the 

first time in Brazil‘s independent history they had a favorable balance of trade.
55

  In 

addition to the elevation of the slave-driven economic practices of coffee producers, the 

cotton ―industry‖ also received a significant boost in its productivity as a result of the 

Civil War in the United States.  Tripling in its percentage of Brazilian exports from the 

previous decade, cotton, combined with coffee, accounted for 63.8 percent of the 

country‘s total exports over the decade.
56

  

As shown in Figure 4, statistical evidence from census data gathered in 1872, a 

mere two years following the war‘s end, illustrates the importance of region not only in 

regard to economic conditions, but also to the relative stability of slavery.  In years 

leading up to 1872 the slave labor force was significantly higher in the four southeastern 

regions of the country, while the northeastern provinces had already began shifting to 

forms of free labor.  Additionally, as Figure 4 illustrates, the usage of slaves for labor was 

significantly less in urban cities such as Rio do Janeiro (labeled as Federal District) and 

San Paulo, than compared to the rural and economically secure coffee regions 
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surrounding them.
57

  Although all provinces and cities listed on the table have small 

percentages of immigrants included in their workforce, one can again find the most 

favorable trends opposing slavery in cities.  Advancements made in transportation, 

banking systems, forms of distant communication, and technology all proved significant 

in this development and their overall perspective on the war and slavery.   

 

Figure 4: Percentage Distribution of Total Labor Force by Selected Population 

Groups in 1872 

Region/Provinces Total Slave Foreign Brazilian % of labor

nonslave nonslave in agriculture

Northeast

Para 151,692 12.2 3.6 84.2 59

Maranhao 223,652 24.6 1.4 74 67

Ceara 424,547 4.7 0.3 95 37

Pernambuco 1,303,268 14.3 2 83.7 62

Alagoas 182,391 14.4 0.6 84.9 44

Bahia 852,093 14.9 1.3 83.8 65

Southeast

Minas Gerais 1,023,867 31.9 1.7 66.4 85

Rio de Janeiro 447,873 45.2 6.9 47.9 70

Sao Paulo 568,773 21.6 2.5 75.9 69

Rio Grande do Sul 293,525 18.7 12.2 69.1 89

Cities

Federal District 182,866 21.1 34.7 44              N/A

Porto Alegre 25,787 23.4 13.9 62.7              N/A

Sao Paulo 20,667 15 9.9 75.1              N/A

Recife 57,363 16.7 10.1 73.2              N/A

Brazil 5,758,364 20 3.7 76.3 70  

 

Source: Merrick and Graham, Population and Economic Development in Brazil, 1800-

Present, Table IV-9. 
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Figure 5: Provinces of Brazil 

 

 

 

Source: Graden, From Slavery to Freedom in Brazil, Map 2.1 
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The urban petty class as well as the small middle class who sought to imitate European 

culture found the violent roundups of men in the cities particularly objectionable.  

Industrialists and engineers also noted the devastating human and financial costs 

accompanying the war.
58

 

The effects of war on the general population brought to the surface many 

underlying grievances that, in one form or another, had ties to the institution of slavery. 

No longer were the lower-and-middle-classes of Brazilian society content to abide by a 

system that offered little protection and possibility of social mobility to the masses.  In 

the latter years of the war and into the early 1870s, complaints turned to debates, and in 

turn these heated discussions turned to a strong demand for change.  The clashes deriving 

from the Paraguayan War helped bring the slavery question out into the open.
59

  Prior to 

the devastating and lengthy war, Brazilian politics in the 1850s and into the early 1860s 

stayed relatively stable and the issue of slavery received very little attention from the 

national government.  This changed, however, in 1870 when the Triple Alliance of 

Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay finally suppressed the Paraguayan forces.  In their 

modest victory, Brazil brought significant attention to their inefficient and unresponsive 

national government.  Questions over the government‘s ability to mobilize forces and 

handle critical situations soon produced unprecedented skepticism on the institution of 

slavery and its negative effects on the country.
60
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The national government of Brazil was forced to respond to slavery because of 

three major fallouts that took place between 1864 and 1870.  First, the war exposed 

slavery as a potential and probable weakness for the country with increases in runaway  

blacks, growth of quilombos, and number of revolts.  Frequent rumors spread that 

Paraguay‘s dictator Francisco Solano Lopez would attempt to move into Brazil‘s 

southernmost province of Rio Grande do Sul in order to incite slave rebellions and civil 

war.  This only enhanced the already present circumstances.   

The second issue arose as a consequence of internal parties, interest groups, and 

individuals debating the government‘s handling of the war, including the question of 

emancipation.  Finally, the government‘s attempt to gather and mobilize forces created an 

army of thousands of slaves recruited to fill the void of soldiers.  In return for their 

service to the country the slaves were promised, but few received, liberty and freedom.
61

  

The blacks‘ contributions to the war, mobilized opposition to the institution, and failures 

of the government to respond to the needs and wishes of its people meant for the first 

time, that both the Conservative and Liberal parties in Brazil would make slavery a staple 

of their political ideologies.
62
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Politics of Protest 

 

In 1867, Prime Minister Zacharias de Goes e Vasconcelos, before the national 

legislature, delivered a speech calling into question the government‘s position on the now 

salient issue: 

The slave element in the Empire cannot fail to receive your consideration at the 

opportune moment. The subject of emancipation should receive your attention in 

such a way that the treatment of it will respect existing property rights and not 

threaten our primary industry which is agriculture.
63

 

 

Within a year of stirring remarks and just two years before the conclusion of the war, 

liberal-minded Brazilian Prime Minister Zacharias de Goes e Vasconcelos began a series 

of proposals, studies, and recommendations strongly advocating for emancipation in 

1868.  In doing so, de Goes became the first Brazilian head-of-state to take a sympathetic 

and forceful position on the issue while also creating a deep split between liberals and 

conservatives that would fuel the abolition movement well into the 1880s.
64

  The 

controversy started with the Prime Minister ushering a liberal into a vacant seat in the 

Senate which ultimately would have given the abolitionists a majority in the house and 

therefore freeing them to enact antislavery legislation.  A group of elderly, anti-reform 

members of the Council of State saw their potential stronghold on the government 

weakening and demanded that Emperor Dom Pedro select a conservative to fill the empty 

seat.  When Dom Pedro submitted to his advisors and appointed a conservative, Prime 

Minister Zacharias and his cabinet members resigned in disgust, refusing to participate in 

a government that would continue to appease the powerful, wealthy slaveholders.  In a 
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final move that angered liberals and a large majority of the population, the Emperor 

appointed a conservative, pro-slaveholding politician as prime minister.
65

  Preferring not 

to address such a heated topic during a time of war in which national and personal 

reputations were at-stake, Pedro deferred the issue by approving a small legislative act 

prohibiting the separation of husband, wife, and children.
66

  The situation illustrates not 

only the controversies created by the Paraguayan War in regards to slavery, but even 

more importantly shows the repercussions it helped generate that would ignite strong, 

public support for abolition. 

In response to the political crisis, liberal reform groups began to organize and 

publicize their displeasures with the government.  Almost immediately following the 

resignation of the Zacharias cabinet, the Reform Club published its newspaper entitled A 

Reforma, which attacked the corrupt oligarchy ruling their country, calling for greater 

individual liberty, electoral reform, and finally proclaiming support for the gradual 

emancipation of slaves.  By the conclusion of the war in 1870, two more splinter groups, 

the Radical Club and the Republican Club, became popular voices for the accelerated 

process of abolition.
 67

  The Zacharias Affair proved to be only the first problem for the 

emperor.  Within Parliament, several reform-minded liberals continued chastising the 

government for lack of action, while outside amongst the masses, students, professors, 

and interested citizens gathered together at public meetings to debate the issues.
68

 

Politicians continued to express their concerns with the national government.  In 
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particular, liberal representatives distrusted Dom Pedro II and his allies, believing they 

were only out to serve their self-interests.  At the close of the 1869 Congressional 

session, a mob of people lined the streets outside the Senate to praise the liberal delegates 

for their efforts to end slavery and respond to the pleas of the general public.
69

  

The social and political climate in the latter years of the war and those 

immediately following placed the slavery question in the open for public debate.  The 

movement that had once relied on strong-willed individuals began to gain enough support 

and followers that it emerged into anti-slavery political programs.  In 1869 the Brazilian 

Parliament passed a law prohibiting the sale of slaves in public and also made it illegal to 

separate husbands, wives and children under the age of fifteen.  This was just the first of 

many bills passed through the legislature.  Some other examples include: freedom for 

slaves belonging to the imperial government, protection of slave‘s right to maintain a 

private savings in order that they may be eventually able to buy their freedom, 

registration of all slaves in the country, and finally freedom for all children born of slave 

mothers (Free Womb Law), which passed only after lengthy and sometimes volatile 

debates in 1871.
 70

   

A representative from the coffee and slave region of Minas Gerais, Jose Inacio 

Baros Cobra exemplified the regional divide on the legislation in a speech delivered 

before the Chamber of Deputies on July 21
st
, 1871.  Amongst other points of opposition, 

Cobra noted that it violated private property rights and would only lead to ―impatient 
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propagandists, who will prove ever more difficult to control as they attain more and more 

concessions.‖
71

  The Rio Branco Law or Law of Free Womb succeeded in passage 

because even beyond the issue of party politics and programs, slaveholders feared that 

continuation of the debates and agitation might stir the free masses and slaves into 

disruptive and dangerous activities.
72

  These potential uprisings were due to the changing 

pressures of public opinion that began during the years of the Paraguayan War and would 

continue, as predicted by Cobra, to demand emancipation.  With the passage of the Rio 

Branco Law in 1871, slavery was essentially declared dead.  Gradual emancipation meant 

that no-longer could wealthy plantation owners breed human capital for selfish gains.  

Although forced labor would remain on life-support behind the efforts of southern 

plantation owners controlling parliament, their power, like the institution, would slowly 

deteriorate.  Change did not happen over night or over the span of a fiscal year, but rather 

in the course of a generation.  Those discarded, poor, and impressed figures throughout 

the war awakened by the possibility of change through social and political protest found 

the means to their ends to some extent in 1888, but even greater was the realization of 

modern statehood under a republic in 1889. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Great enough for the first time to wield influence, flexible enough to greet 

novelty, and strong enough to challenge traditional rural aristocracy, Brazilians – liberals 
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in office and the abolitionists amongst the masses – would continue their tireless work 

against a sluggish government for seventeen years, using and magnifying the same tactics 

employed throughout the war until the passage of the Golden Law in May 1888. 

Although the passage of the Rio Branco Law in 1871 only guaranteed the freedom to 

future generations, the steps had been taken to ensure that slavery would no longer 

dominate or control Brazilian society.  Slaves responded to opportunities created by the 

war.  They escaped from their owners to join the army, found refuge in quilombos, 

appealed to local authorities for freedom and better treatment, or simply ran to other 

provinces.  Freed and enslaved blacks soon found that the war had created a strong sense 

of disillusionment within a large percentage of Brazil‘s lower- and middle- classes and 

returning soldiers alike.  Their confidence in the government‘s politics and practices 

pertaining to the Paraguayan War had long vanished after witnessing the harsh 

recruitment practices and malicious treatment of soldiers.  With the final emergence of a 

republican-minded movement opposed to Pedro II and the monarchial institution, 

emancipation legislation was finally pushed through.  What had began with the irrational 

actions and unifying pleas of a neighboring dictator had now become the breaking of a 

new era and a new people.  No longer content to die for their country, Brazilians would 

prefer to perish with it than live under bondage.  Despite all other plausible explanations 

for Brazil‘s gradual but definitive movement towards the abolishment of slavery, the six-

year Paraguayan War proved to be the ultimate spark in the creation of a free and just 

Brazilian society.   
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