
Resumo
O papel de Nabuco no movimento abo-
licionista tem sido caracterizado de di-
ferentes maneiras, em relação tanto às 
suas próprias visões políticas quanto ao 
seu significado no processo que levou 
ao fim da escravidão em 1888. Pesquisas 
sugerem que tanto as visões de Nabuco 
quanto o seu significado mudaram no 
contexto contingente da trajetória his-
tórica do movimento. Uma das conjun-
turas mais críticas que demonstraram 
isso foi o ano transformador de 1885, 
em que o artigo se concentra. Conforme 
se demonstrará, a campanha abolicio-
nista de pressão pública, iniciada por 
Nabuco e seus aliados naquele ano, mo-
bilizaram um movimento nas ruas e nos 
campos que, por sua vez, remontariam à 
imprensa e ao parlamento para reverter 
a política da Coroa e forçar um fim legal 
à escravidão.
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Abstract
Nabuco’s role in the Abolitionist move-
ment has been characterized in differ-
ent ways, both in regard to his own po-
litical views and in regard to his 
significance in the process that led to 
slavery’s end in 1888. Research sug-
gests that both Nabuco’s views and his 
significance changed within the con-
tingent context of the historical path of 
the movement. One of the most critical 
conjunctures demonstrating this is the 
transformational year of 1885, upon 
which this article focuses. As will be 
shown, the Abolitionist campaign of 
public pressure, initiated by Nabuco 
and his allies that year, mobilized a 
movement in the streets and in the 
fields which, in turn, would reach back 
through press and parliament to re-
verse crown policy and compel a legal 
end to slavery.
Keywords: Abolitionist movement; Joa-
quim Nabuco; parliamentary politics.
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The Context of 1885

Nabuco’s role in the Abolitionist movement has been characterized in 
different ways, both in regard to his own political views and in regard to his 
significance in the process that ended slavery in Brazil. As common sense 
would suggest, preliminary research in the primary-source evidence suggests 
that both Nabuco’s views and his significance changed within the contingent 
context of the historical path of the movement. One of the most critical con-
junctures demonstrating this is the transformational year of 1885, upon 
which this presentation focuses.2

Something of the movement’s political nature, context, and history up to 
that point must necessarily be recalled. Particularly given the recent trends 
towards vindication of the role of the captives themselves, it cannot be em-
phasized enough that this was a political movement, involving all classes, and 
one which was initiated and ended within a parliamentary context of cabinet 
administration, chamber debate, and legislation. The popular movement, in 
which the critical role of the slaves must be understood, was explicitly ad-
dressed towards a law ending slavery, passed within the formal institutions of 
a constitutional monarchy, and it was a movement that began in support of 
parliamentary speeches which raised the need for abolitionist reform in 1879, 
the more critical of which were those of Nabuco.3

Relationships between parliamentary figures, the press, and the street 
were not new in imperial history, but, by 1880, they had taken on new quali-
ties. While in the past, parliamentary movements had used popular mobiliza-
tion to press cabinets, the cities now, particularly Rio, had a distinct potential. 
As early as 1860, the Liberal successes in urban areas had made clear the rela-
tive independence of a growing urban middle class. By 1880, there was a 
range of wage-earning urban public which was alienated and willing to act, 
driven by the difficulties of a problematic economy and an apparently unre-
sponsive political elite. This is indicated by the ephemeral but telling move-
ment of the vintém riots in 1880. It is useful to remember that these riots, in-
volving a new tax on street-car users, brought out orators from the Republican 
party, support from deputies and senators of the reformist fraction of the 
Liberal party, politicized military officers, and that these mobilized elements 
in the middle class. It was, in essence, an indication of the potential for a new 
political urban coalition which would be critical to Abolitionism, although, as 
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far as one can tell, it still lacked notable representation from the urban work-
ing poor. More, in the orators, press, and parliamentary figures, the leader-
ship in these riots and Abolitionism was often the same, most notably Nabuco 
and José do Patrocínio. Patrocínio was critical in covering and mobilizing the 
movement in the street, and this, of course, was his distinct role from the be-
ginning to the end of the Abolitionist movement. The Abolitionist movement 
began, however, with Nabuco. As in the vintém riots, his role was that of in-
spiring orator. It was his speeches, which caught and stimulated wider atten-
tion, that began the process of mobilization with press notice in 1879. This, in 
turn, led to the 1880 formation of Abolitionist organizations among civilians 
(March, July, September) and army officers (June), as well as the foundation 
of the Gazeta da Tarde (July), the movement’s key voice, soon dominated by 
Patrocínio.4

Between 1881 and 1884, one can characterize the movement’s path as 
one of initial radicalization. The complete isolation and defeat of the chamber 
reformists by 1881 and Nabuco’s decision to seek self-exile in London led to 
the movement’s domination by Patrocínio and other urban militants, who 
deepened their commitment to ending slavery and organizing support by 
forming more Abolitionist organizations, mobilizing the urban working 
poor, and allying with, and inspiring, the independent movements in Ceará 
and São Paulo. As early as May 1883, the movement’s organizers (André 
Rebouças, Patrocínio, João Clapp, and others), responding to a telling shift in 
cabinet attitudes towards abolitionism, decided to found the Abolitionist 
Confederation (1883), some also began illegal activity designed to support 
and shelter fugitive slaves. Nabuco’s publication of Abolicionismo (Nov. 
1883), the best-known indictment of slavery, provided the movement with a 
cogent analysis of the necessity of abolition and a host of related reforms. By 
early 1884, Ceará and then Amazonas had carried out provincial abolition. 
Within four years, the movement’s strength had become undeniable. In con-
stant correspondence with Rebouças, Nabuco announced his return in 
February and arrived in Rio in May.5 

In June 1884, the emperor, seeking to promote gradualist abolitionism 
and to contain the popular movement which had pushed more radical solu-
tions forward, brought the Liberal reformist, Manuel Dantas, to power. This 
may have been the emperor’s second attempt to move abolitionism forward. 
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In 1878, some in the political elite thought that the monarch may well have 
brought the Liberals back into power (after ten years of political ostracism) in 
the hope of some progress on abolitionism, to which he was devoted. 
However, if that was the emperor’s motive, he would be disappointed. After 
all, the majority of the Liberal party represented landholding, slaveholding 
elements which were aggressively opposed to even the gradualist abolitionism 
of the “Free Womb Law” of 1871. Thus, after the Liberals’ return to power, 
they had consistently backed prime ministers who ignored the reformist mi-
nority on this issue. Now, in 1884, the emperor and the Liberal reformists, 
provided with the political context of a frightening and successful popular 
movement, could take up abolitionism, albeit in tamer fashion. They did so in 
the legislative project Dantas’s cabinet put forward, one associated with the 
idea of the “liberation of the sexagenarians,” which proposed freeing captives 
60 or older.

The historical significance of the project was its failure. Although the 
cabinet had the support of the Abolitionist movement in the street and the 
emperor in council, its project, however toothless it seems to us, was defeated 
by two successive legislatures. It is critical to point out that each of these leg-
islatures had a Liberal majority. Dantas lost because the Liberal majority was 
divided, with critical numbers allying with the Conservative minority to vote 
no confidence. While the reform itself seems outrageously limited nowadays, 
Abolitionist support was enthusiastic. Abolitionists supported it because it 
represented two very significant steps forward, both of which were radical 
within the political context of the time: first, it was associated with a cabinet 
supporting abolitionism after years of Liberal cabinets’ refusal to move for-
ward on the issue; second, the project, by freeing sixty-year-old captives, un-
dercut the fundamental idea that people could be private property, like any 
other, and, thus, protected from State intervention. In a political regime tradi-
tionally dominated by, and representing, slaveholding interests, both were 
fundamental advances. By the same token, they produced a profound reac-
tion, which bred the votes of no confidence, a reaction partly (and signifi-
cantly) spurred by false charges that the cabinet could not or would not con-
trol movement violence in the streets. While the emperor had publicly and 
privately indicated his support for the cabinet and the reform, to the point 
where he had dissolved one legislature and allowed Dantas to oversee the 
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election of a second, the decision of the second made it clear to the emperor 
that the political support for the reform simply was not there. This led to the 
emperor’s cautious decision to withdraw his support, and the consequent res-
ignation of Dantas in May 1885.6

Nabuco’s Role under Dantas and Saraiva

Nabuco had returned with the tide in 1884, and he had played a very 
significant role in the public campaign supporting Dantas. Nothing in this 
was more important than his own electoral campaign to return to the cham-
ber in the elections, alluded to above. These were called in late 1884, after 
Dantas was first defeated by a chamber vote and quickly won the emperor’s 
support for dissolution and new elections. The analysis of Nabuco’s Recife 
campaign is best told by Celso Castilho’s new work on Abolitionism in Recife. 
However, one must emphasize here that the campaign had a national signifi-
cance because of Nabuco’s recognized national leadership in the movement. 
Despite his self-imposed exile in Europe, there is no question that Nabuco’s 
allies in Rio recognized and supported this role and the consequent impor-
tance of his hotly contested Pernambuco campaign. He had demonstrated, 
again, his great gifts as a propagandist by his press support for Dantas. More, 
his provincial campaign provided propaganda successes of its own. His first 
election’s results were hotly contested in Recife, and, eventually, after his seat 
was officially denied him by his enemies in the chamber (May 1885), he had 
to wage a second local campaign in an 1885 by-election. Both campaigns fur-
nished useful resonance within the movement, given the controversy sur-
rounding his first campaign, the fraud involved in his denial, and the final 
1885 triumph – they all served to mobilize movement and public opinion 
across the empire. However, the initial contestation of Nabuco’s first election 
results prevented him from supporting Dantas in the chamber in the first half 
of 1885. It was only after Dantas’s fall, in May 1885, that Nabuco, having fi-
nally won in his second campaign (June 1885), was allowed to take his seat. 
The significance of this was augmented by repression of the Abolitionists, on 
the rise as Dantas’s star declined in 1885. Thus, Nabuco’s 1885 victory led to 
the gathering of unprecedented crowds in the streets of Salvador and Rio, at-
testing to his popular support throughout the region and the nation, and 
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militants such as Patrocínio worked hard to take advantage of it to mobilize 
in the street. Once in the chamber itself, Nabuco was a key player in the de-
bates against Dantas’s successor, José Antônio Saraiva. Nabuco, then, may 
have come late, but he was particularly welcome by his allies. For, after 
Dantas, the Liberal party’s majority and the new prime minister had turned 
on the movement, and Nabuco’s gifts as Abolitionism’s parliamentary pala-
din in the opposition were most appreciated.7

With Dantas’s fall, Saraiva, the most noted political operator among the 
Liberal chiefs, perverted the Dantas reform into a piece of legislation so favor-
able to the slaveholding interests that he could both state that he supported 
reform and that he did so in a way that tranquilized the slaveholders. The tran-
quility was produced by the super valuation of the slaves’ prices, with a small 
legislated decline year by year. The exaggerated valuation hindered slaves’ pur-
chase by Abolitionists; the graduated decline in price (and the little money set 
aside for purchase by the State) effectively delayed legal emancipation for 
years. The stipulation that sixty-year-old captives must work an additional 
three years to compensate their owners for their emancipation reaffirmed the 
sacred quality of slaveholders’ private property. Despite rhetorical protest, 
even the Conservatives, by and large, voted to support this project. The 
Abolitionists, with Nabuco at their fore in the chamber and Dantas as their 
champion in the senate, hotly contested the project. Nonetheless, again, the 
majority was against the movement, and the majority won; with Conservative 
support, the perverted reform passed in the chamber (13 August 1885).8

Saraiva resigned after this triumph. He understood that it had been pos-
sible only because of the support of the Conservative minority; he also under-
stood he could not govern with such unreliable allies and that he could not 
expect the Senate, under Conservative majority control, to pass the reform 
while he was prime minister. He, and the rest of the Liberal chieftains, under-
stood that their capacity either to govern or to contain Abolitionism was nil; 
they were too divided as a party for either. Indeed, after the emperor accepted 
the resignation, he tried hard to find a Liberal chief willing to govern. Not one 
thought he could succeed where Saraiva feared defeat. In the end, the mon-
arch was compelled to turn to the Conservatives.9

João Alfredo, the heir to the viscount do Rio Branco among the reform-
ists in the Conservative party, had refused to support Dantas on abolition 
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when pressed by the emperor to do so. He had offered Conservative support 
for an abolitionist reform, instead. He had strengthened his party’s claims in 
this regard by persuading the party’s recognized chief, the baron de Cotegipe, 
to publicly announce his support for a Conservative abolitionist reform in 
late 1884. When the Liberals refused to govern, it was thus to Cotegipe that 
the emperor was forced to turn (20 August 1885). The baron pledged to pass 
the Saraiva reform in the senate, and he did so (28 September 1885). He then 
turned his face against any further abolitionist legislation in parliament, asked 
for and received the dissolution of the Liberal-dominated chamber, set about 
the election of a Conservative-dominated chamber, and turned his police and 
secret agents upon the movement, repressing it in town and country.10 

It was in this context, the 1885 fall of Dantas, the reactionary opportun-
ism of Saraiva, and the ferociously reactionary repression of Cotegipe, that 
the Abolitionist movement radicalized again. This time, Nabuco remained in 
Brazil, and became a key actor in that radicalization. It was a process, at times 
frankly revolutionary, that stretched from mid-1885 through to the begin-
nings of 1888 and the collapse of Cotegipe’s administration and slavery’s abo-
lition. Here, we shall focus on Nabuco’s role and his perception of that role, 
taking in 1885 and 1886, when that role effectively took on its definitive 
shape, leading to the triumphs of 1887 and 1888.11

The Call to Arms, 1885-1886

In August 1885, with Cotegipe’s ascent, Nabuco went into opposition to 
the cabinet along with most of his party, moderate and reformist alike. The 
prime minister presented his cabinet and his policies, including the abolition-
ist project, on 24 August. Nabuco responded immediately, and did so in a way 
qualitatively different than in previous parliamentary speeches: he con-
demned not only the Conservatives’ ascent, but the monarchy itself. In an era 
of Abolitionist frustration and rage, an era in which Patrocínio reported the 
beginning of slave resistance in Campos, in an era in which the street mili-
tants talked of revolution, Nabuco’s actions may seem tame. However, in a 
constitutional monarchy in which the decorum of the chamber was carefully 
observed and in which a direct comment upon the monarch was out of 
bounds, to condemn the monarchy and the emperor directly was a dramatic 
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break. More was to follow, as the Liberals lost their majority control of the 
chamber in the dissolution of 29 September 1885 and the clearly fraudulent 
elections of January 1886 – which returned an overwhelming Conservative 
bloc. Nabuco then proceeded to publish radical analyses of the monarch’s 
position, the rout of the Abolitionists, and the electoral machinations of the 
regime.12 

These pamphlets marked the emergence of Nabuco’s radical transforma-
tion, in which he joined his movement in challenging the foundations of the 
political regime publicly. While others would carry out clandestine, illegal ac-
tivity aimed at destabilizing slavery in the rural sector, Nabuco sought to de-
stabilize the Conservative cabinet and to compel a radical reversal of crown 
policy. While he stayed within the limits of the law, he was fully aware of what 
others were doing and supported it privately. His own value to the movement 
was as its public champion and he had to stand just short of criminal behav-
ior. Nonetheless, for a person of his background and tradition, it is difficult to 
overestimate the transformation his actions represented.13 

Why would Nabuco take such a step? We have traced out the political 
context just above, and this would be explanation enough. However, there is 
more to understand; even political men are men. It is noteworthy that there is 
a clear personal aspect to this new radicalization, and it has to do with more 
than dashed political hopes. In the 1885 struggles in and out of parliament, 
Nabuco was also seeking and losing the great love of his youth. It is well 
known that he had fallen in love with Eufrásia Teixeira Leite while traveling 
to Europe for the first time in the 1870s. His early proposal of marriage fell 
afoul of Eufrásia’s unwillingness to make a life in Brazil. While Nabuco’s en-
gagement with European life and letters was a marked, critical aspect of his 
life, by family tradition and personal ambition, he was committed to living 
and making a career in Brazil. Eufrásia, as the sole heiress of one of the noted 
Teixeira Leite brothers who dominated Vassouras coffee planting, had made 
a very cultivated life for herself in Paris, where she became adept at invest-
ment and the multiplication of her fortune. She had good reasons to refuse a 
permanent return to Brazil. Still, after the marriage failed to come off, in 1874, 
they remained in contact. In 1884, at the end of his European exile, they met 
again, and the relationship took fire. Eufrásia returned to Brazil after Nabuco 
did, and there, by April 1885, marriage became an issue again.14 
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Matters were terribly complicated by the fact that Eufrásia’s fortune was 
based upon slave labor and that her family was traditionally linked to the 
Conservatives. Indeed, one of her cousins was married to Cotegipe’s minister 
of finance, Francisco Belisário Soares de Sousa, a grandee in the Conservative 
party by kin and capacity and the most successful finance minister of the era. 
While Nabuco’s father had also married into the planter aristocracy, and was 
a noted champion of the abolitionist reform of 1871, that marriage had been 
made when he was part and parcel of the Conservative party, and his later 
abolitionism was far less threatening than his son’s, being gradualist and pur-
sued entirely in the highest circles of the imperial state, with the monarch’s 
explicit support. Nabuco’s position was thus quite different, and, in 1885, in 
the midst of a highly public Abolitionist campaign, he was clearly uncomfort-
able with the apparent contradiction between his private affections and his 
public position. Nonetheless, over the course of Eufrásia’s 1885 Brazilian stay, 
he pursued the lady with increasing determination. Indeed, in late 1885, to-
wards the end of her visit, he delayed his return to campaign in Recife in the 
early 1886 election on account of a desire to stay on longer with her. Their 
relationship became fraught with considerable tension, as they sought to be 
together, as others intervened, and as politics undercut the idea of their union. 
Indeed, passionately in love by early December, they were then forced to part. 
There may have been hope of returning to Europe together after his election; 
instead, while Nabuco left in mid-December for Recife and fought the elec-
toral campaign, Eufrásia was forced, unexpectedly, to return to Europe in late 
December, earlier than planned, heartbroken, guilty, and desperate.15 

In the early months of 1886, after Nabuco’s electoral defeat in January 
and his subsequent, dramatic shift into radical opposition, his ardor for 
Eufrásia strengthened, doubtless heated by their painful separation and his 
embittered solitude. He came to accuse her of abandoning him, and he made 
it clear that he would not join her in Europe again unless she agreed to marry. 
Eufrásia, however, now refused him. She accepted that Nabuco had to make 
his career in Brazil; apparently, though, she remained unwilling to join him 
there. One imagines that, married, she might have felt she had to do so. 
Instead, she was determined to remain in Europe and dreamt of keeping their 
relationship as it was; enduring, passionate, but only periodic. Nabuco, hav-
ing seen the loss of parliamentary reform under the monarch’s protection, the 
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cynical reform of 1885, the triumph of the Conservatives, the loss of his seat 
in the chamber, and then having thrown himself into the unknown turbu-
lence of radical opposition, needed more. He wanted to have her with him. 
After months of political conflict, personal anguish and accusations, solitude, 
and depression, Nabuco could bear it no longer. He broke off the amorous 
bond with Eufrásia with a strained, formal letter in April 1886, asking to re-
turn her letters and asking for his own.16

In a phrase, by April 1886, Nabuco had seen his prospects and hopes 
transformed on all fronts. When he had returned to Brazil in 1884, with the 
early successes of Abolitionism and, then, the ascent of Dantas, he was the 
celebrated chieftain of a victorious movement of parliamentary, popular re-
form that looked likely to triumph under the monarch’s protection. He was 
also passionately involved with a woman he had pursued for years – a lady 
handsome, cultivated, and wealthy. Between 1885 and 1886, all of that went 
up in ashes, consumed in the heat and fire of the political struggle to which he 
had committed. 

Nabuco was then between thirty-six and thirty-seven. His father, at that 
point in his own career, had been married nine years, was a key member of a 
provincial establishment, a protégé of the Conservatives’ chief political strate-
gist, and a figure in that party in his own right. While both father and son had 
been elected to the chamber at about the age of thirty, by the time the elder 
Nabuco was forty, he had risen to be a provincial president and, then, a cabi-
net minister. At forty-four, the elder Nabuco, like his father before him, had 
ascended to the Senate, the penultimate political honor. Only the Council of 
State, which he reached at fifty-three, remained. Nabuco’s prospects in his 
late 30s were entirely different. In a world of patronage dominated by the 
emperor’s personal decisions, he had publicly attacked and offended the em-
peror. In a partisan world dominated by party connections, he had repeatedly 
spurned and criticized most of the Liberal chieftains. In a political world 
dominated by slaveholding statesmen committed to protecting the private 
property of the planters, he had attacked slaveholding, such statesmen, and 
such an idea of private property. In a social world in which a private income 
was both necessary and common, and family was central, he had failed to 
marry the woman he loved, an heiress of great wealth.
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The three pamphlets of opposition published in the first months of 1886 
were acclaimed by his militant allies, but, after this calculated series of attacks 
and his failure with Eufrásia, Nabuco’s own path remained obscure to him. In 
the letter in which he broke off their amorous relations, he confessed to her 
that he did not know whether to return to Europe, to Recife, or to stay in Rio. 
By July 1886, having heard that a position in London was apparently impos-
sible, and knowing that all other doors were closed to him, he took the advice 
of his Abolitionist allies and accepted a critical appointment to the staff of O 
Paíz, a radical daily associated with both the Republican and Abolitionist 
movements. There would be no retreat. He would sustain the movement as its 
chief, critical observer of the political world, hammering away at those in the 
political elite who had failed reform or fought it, and serving to mobilize pub-
lic opinion in a period of sustained political repression and radical 
resistance.17

The Radicalized Strategy of 1886 and Its Impact

The strategy of the Abolitionist movement under the Dantas regime was 
to fight its repression, increase public support, and thus compel the crown 
and cabinet to reverse policy. The election of early January 1886 had routed 
Liberals out of the chamber nearly completely and thrown its Abolitionist 
fraction out entirely. In parliament, then, only the Senate housed Abolitionists 
or any other appreciable basis for resistance or attack within the traditional 
circle of the political elite. Dantas became its chief, and used his considerable 
political skill to mobilize it successfully, as will be seen. In terms of the tradi-
tional public political world, only the press remained open to the Abolitionists, 
and this was galvanized by the Gazeta da Tarde, O Paiz, and Cidade do Rio, 
with significant support from The Rio News and A Revista Illustrada. Over 
time, even the administration subsidized journal of record, the Jornal do 
Commercio, would carry information from the other papers to cover 
Abolitionist stories. As they had since 1880, the Abolitionists used the press 
to mobilize public opinion, orchestrate meetings and demonstrations, and 
carry out other forms of pressure upon the cabinet. Most of the Abolitionist 
chieftains, founders and members of the Abolitionist Confederation, also in-
creased the clandestine, illegal aspects of the movement. The underground 
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railroad and the creation of urban fugitive communities increased dramati-
cally. Most important, Abolitionist began to attack the socio-economic basis 
of slaveholding in the countryside. The paulista branch of the movement, un-
der the charismatic leadership of Antonio Bento, extended urban clandestine 
activities of promoting flight and fugitive committees out to the rural sector 
itself, beginning a process of mobilizing plantation slaves to flee, offering 
them shelter and routing to the growing fugitive communities in the city of 
Sao Paulo and, especially, the port city of Santos. In the Province of Rio de 
Janeiro, the Abolitionist Carlos Lacerda was heavily involved in rural mobili-
zation and violence in the Campos area, the traditional sugar zone. While in 
Lacerda’s case, his activities led to a cane burning, urban violence and fero-
cious local and state repression, in Antonio Bento’s case the success of his 
clandestine agents, the caifas, began a process of labor destabilization in the 
economically critical sector of coffee exports.18 

In effect, Abolitionist tactics in the public political arena of the cities 
sought to embarrass and weaken the cabinet, to force its resignation. In the 
clandestine work done in the cities and the countryside, the Abolitionists 
sought to destabilize the slaveholding regime itself. For the most part, the 
strategy overall was undertaken to compel reform within the political struc-
ture by pressure upon crown and cabinet. The urban work was designed to 
obstruct the administration through attack, delegitimization, and disorder; 
the rural work was done to force policy change by making slavery impossible 
through resistance and flight. There were, of course, republicans (some 
Positivist, some not) who were interested in Abolition as part of a broad pro-
gram to modernize Brazil, and they intended to bring down the monarchy 
itself as part of this. Even prominent leaders among the Abolitionists, 
Patrocínio and Rebouças, thought a republic would be the inevitable solution. 
However, as time would show, most of the men who began as Abolitionists 
placed that cause before all others; the fate of the political regime was second-
ary – the point was the end of slavery, and the strategy was designed to carry 
out parliamentary reform, not regime change.19

Nabuco, while well aware of the clandestine work, focused upon a radical 
journalism designed to delegitimize slavery and embarrass the regime. In his 
diary, he noted his efforts leading to the reform of the pena de açoites (the 
punishment of the lash) as the high point of this work. A summary of what 
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this was and what it was intended to be will serve both to illustrate this phase 
of Nabuco’s career and to conclude this essay concerning his radicalization. 

Nabuco and other radical journalists began to use cases of extraordinary 
cruelty to dramatize the inherent barbarity of slavery. Such pieces mobilized 
public opinion by arguing that slavery had no place in a moral or civilized na-
tion; they also served to delegitimize slavery’s defenders in the cabinet and 
parliament by associating them with such barbarism. In Nabuco’s critical 
case, in mid-1886, several captives were accused of killing their overseer. In 
lieu of the death penalty, three of them were condemned to the pena de 
açoites, as was the common practice. In this punishment, an official had the 
condemned person stripped to the buttocks and whipped there in sets of 50 
strokes, usually up to a total of 200 over a period of days, under medical su-
pervision. In this case, the three men were given 300 strokes and, after they 
were returned to their owner’s agent, they died. Nabuco publicized their fate 
in O Paíz and his friend and ally, Dantas, promptly used the article in the 
Senate to condemn slavery again, to accuse the cabinet of participation in 
barbarism, and to suggest that the deaths were the government’s responsibil-
ity. Dantas made it clear that he was not interested in a reform of the penalty 
of the lash; rather, he wanted the abolition of Brazilian slavery, of which this 
was an integral part. The minister of justice, however, adroitly shifted the de-
bate to the penalty itself and urged its reform, effectively compelling the 
Abolitionists to support such a project, while leaving slavery legislatively un-
touched. In two and a half months, the reform passed.20

The meaning of the case only makes sense in the politics of 1886. Nabuco 
published the account to condemn slavery and the cabinet which defended it. 
Dantas publicized Nabuco’s article for the same reasons. He used it, in fact, as 
one of many weapons at a time when he was mobilizing parliamentary opin-
ion against the cabinet’s cynical position on abolitionist reform, in which it 
claimed to be reformist (because it carried forward the perverted reform of 
1885) while repressing the Abolitionist movement and any further reform. 
This was the larger campaign the Abolitionists were fighting in the press and 
on the street. The parliamentary campaign waged by Dantas was so successful 
that he had actually recruited enough of the Senate to block the cabinet’s ag-
riculture budget, an unprecedented victory deeply embarrassing to the ad-
ministration. Cotegipe had to break up the Senate coalition Dantas had put 
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together, and he had to vindicate his cabinet’s position in parliament as a 
whole. To do so, he exerted all of the disciplinary finesse for which his party 
(and he) were famous. He also sought to take away a bit of the high moral 
ground of his Abolitionist opposition by supporting the reform of the penalty 
of the lash, thus taking that weapon away from his enemies. To those who 
pointed out the contradiction of his protecting slaveholding but supporting 
such a reform, he made it clear that the reform did not touch a slaveholder’s 
right to do what he liked to his captives on his plantation; it simply reformed 
what the imperial state could do. The cabinet’s manoeuvres worked. In 
October 1886, the reform was passed, with the cabinet’s support. That same 
month, the cabinet enjoyed a vote of confidence by the parliament as a whole. 
The Abolitionists got what Cotegipe judged a meaningless reform; Cotegipe 
got the vindication of his government.21 

Or so Cotegipe thought. The reform was dismissed by Cotegipe as a re-
form inconsequential to the slaveholder. This was not, however, how many 
others understood it. As was the case on so many critical points, the prime 
minister was apparently out of touch with the incendiary quality of the larger 
political and social milieu. Even during the debates on the reform, many of 
his parliamentary constituents questioned Cotegipe’s support for the reform. 
For them and for the Abolitionists, the end of the official penalty of the lash 
was a mortal blow to slaveholding itself. Indeed, they stated as much explic-
itly, and more than one observer argued afterward that the reform was widely 
understood to affect not only public, state punishment, but plantation flog-
ging, as well. Certainly, Nabuco thought so. In a private letter to his British 
abolitionist allies in 1887, he wrote 

Last year I was not in Parliament, but in the daily press writing in the columns of 
O Paiz have done probably more for our cause than I could have done as a deputy. 
In fact it was through the press that we forced the Conservative Cabinet to pass 
the law abolishing flogging, which if we had judges and the laws with regard to 
slaves were reality, would amount practically to the end of slavery.22

It is curious that Nabuco himself seems to have misunderstood the actual 
meaning of the reform, which did not abolish flogging, only the state’s admin-
istration of flogging as a punishment. In a larger sense, however, he understood 
the key issue very well, indeed. The real victory has more to do with a phrase in 
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the same letter, where he stated “Since it is not lawful to flog the slaves, I do not 
know how the masters could enforce their rights on them.”23 The real victory 
had to do with the legitimacy of slavery. In effect, the press campaign, like the 
reform, were part and parcel of a successful Abolitionist movement which, over 
the course of 1886 and 1887, effectively delegitimized slavery in the cities and 
parliament and destabilized it in the rural sector. The reform itself was not as 
significant as the political and social perception of it across the monarchy, 
where observers saw it as part of a fatal, rapid decline in the moral and effective 
control of the captives by their masters. In the end, the Abolitionist campaign 
of public pressure, initiated by Nabuco and his allies in 1885 and 1886, helped 
mobilize a movement in the streets and in the fields which, in turn, would fi-
nally reach back into press and parliament to force Cotegipe’s resignation and 
the ascent of João Alfredo, who put a legal end to slavery.24 
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Bocaiuva and José do Patrocínio, were allied, even supporting each other for political of-
fice. See, e.g., DUQUE-ESTRADA, p.193-94n1. Rebouças, a monarchist, shifted away from 
support for the regime in early 1886, apparently in disappointment with Dantas’s fall and 
the Conservative triumph (see André [Rebouças] to Meu querido Nabuco, Petropolis, 2 
March 1886, CPp16doc.306, AJN). Yet, as is well known, with the abolition of slavery in 
1888, both Rebouças and Patrocínio became passionately devoted to the monarchy. My 
sense of the overall strategy comes from studying the Abolitionists’ actions; that this was a 
conscious strategy seems clear enough from these. However, Nabuco indicated his sense of 
the situation in private correspondence: “mas não ha abolicionismo politico ou parlamen-
tar sem que exista no paiz, esse outro abolicionismo de acção popular, intransigente e im-
mediate, que empurra os partidos e os governos para deante e conquista para o escravo, e 
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para isso todos os meios que foram moraes são legitimas, a liberdade a que elle tem o 
mesmo direito que o senhor. O abolicionismo politico e parlamentar não é senão o de lo-
comotive, o freio o vapor que a move é o abolicionismo popular…” Nabuco to Meu dis-
tincto Correligionario, Rio de Janeiro, 18 Oct. 1887, Cap5doc.91, AJN.
20 On Nabuco’s awareness of the clandestine work, see the last citation in n19, above. 
Nabuco’s role in O Paíz was much as suggested by the friends who urged him to take the 
position there; see the letter from Antonio Carlos Ferreira da Silva cited in n17, above. As 
period correspondence and the diary annex noted below indicate, Nabuco tried and failed 
to raise money for, O Século, a periodical that he would control; the O Paíz position was the 
best he could manage. On Nabuco’s sense of this case’s importance, see NABUCO, “Anos da 
minha vida, 1886,” in “Anexo B,” Diários, v.2, p.511. His sense of the significance of the case 
was clear at the time, as well; see Nabuco to Dear Mr. Allen, [London, Apr. 1887], in 
BETHELL and CARVALHO (Eds.) Joaquim Nabuco, p.116. For the case itself, see OTONI, 
Autobiografia, p.273-276; DUQUE-ESTRADA, A abolição, p.199; MORAES, A campanha, 
p.215-216; and CONRAD, The Destruction, p.237. While Moraes’ and Conrad’s apprecia-
tion of the actual law is closest to what it actually involved, only BROWN, Alexandra K. “A 
Black Mark on Our Legislation”: Slavery, Punishment, and the Politics of Death in 
Nineteenth-Century Brazil”. Luso-Brazilian Review, v.37, n.2, p.110n112, Winter 2000, has 
noted the difference between what the reform entailed and what the historiography has 
claimed (the latter generally asserts, incorrectly, that the reform made flogging of slaves il-
legal, while, in fact, the reform only made it illegal for the imperial government to flog 
slaves). Even Moraes, who did understand the distinction, elided it, by arguing that the 
magistracy could and did interpret the reform to impact private corporal punishment. My 
discussion of this case, here and below in the text, derives from NEEDELL, “Politics, 
Parliament, and the Penalty of the Lash,” paper presented at the conference honoring Boris 
Fausto, Rethinking Brazilian History, Center for Latin American Studies, Stanford 
University, May 2010.
21 On the political context summarized here, see the parliamentary record, i.e., DANTAS, 
JC, 31 July 1886, p.1; PRADO, Antonio, ibid., 10 Aug. 1886, p.2, and contemporaries’ ac-
counts, e.g., PEREIRA DA SILVA, Memorias, v.2, p.318-320 and MORAES, A campanha, 
p.154-155. Dantas’s victory against the cabinet was won in a Senate vote, which was irregu-
lar. As Pereira da Silva notes, while the Senate’s vote could, therefore, not be considered 
critical to the cabinet’s survival by constitutional practice or parliamentary tradition, such 
a vote did challenge the cabinet’s public moral authority, which was critical to any cabinet’s 
capacity to function politicly (cf. NEEDELL, The Party of Order, p.72, 76, 243). 
22 Nabuco to Dear Mr. Allen, [London, April 1887], in BETHELL and CARVALHO (Eds.) 
Joaquim Nabuco, p.116.
23 Ibid.
24 On the debate over the flogging reform and its actual meaning and impact, see Dantas, et 
al., JC, 31 July 1886, p.1; Ignacio Martins, ibid., 3 Aug. 1886, p.1; Ribeiro da Luz, et al., 21 
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Aug. 1886, p.1; Ignacio Martins, Cotegipe, et al., ibid., 30 Sept. 1886, p.1; Ribeiro da Luz, et 
al., ibid., p.2; Silveira da Motta, et al., ibid., 1 Oct. 1886, p.1; Ignacio Martins, et al., ibid., 5 
Oct. 1886, p.1; 14 Oct. 1886, p.2. For contemporaries’ views afterward, see Pereira da Silva, 
Memorias, v.2, p.311; OTONI, Autobiographia, p.276; and MORAES, A campanha, p.215-
216. I should note that Pereira da Silva writes of the general milieu of the agricultural sector 
due to Abolitionist propaganda by mid 1886, even before this controversial case; Otoni and 
Moraes write explicitly of the 1887 impact of the reform within this milieu. On Cotegipe, 
this administration of Cotegipe, and the ascent of João Alfredo, see NEEDELL, “Brazilian 
Abolitionism,” p.246n27, 249-256.
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