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It is widely acknowledged that “the textile industry has a major and longstanding role in Brazil’s industrial geography.”1  Estimates of Brazilian trade in clothing and textiles for the year 2000 indicate an income of US $22 billion,2 representing one of the strongest growth sectors of the present economy.

But, while the importance of textile manufacture in the recent past is undeniable, the origins of this industry in Brazil have largely been obscure.  The very notion that colonial and early 19th century Brazil had a manufacturing past contradicts long-standing historical constructions predicated on cash crop economies dominated by exported sugar, cacao, tobacco, indigo and to a lesser degree, cotton.   With specific reference to the manufacture of cloth three arguments have been advanced: the first eschews the existence of Brazilian textile manufacture, or any other manufacture for that matter, prior to 1840;3 the second suggests that although textiles were woven in colonial Brazil, such activity was halted with the implementation of official prohibitions in 1785;4 the third position reckons that textiles continued to be produced post-1785, but that cloth manufacture ultimately fell victim to competition offered by inexpensive British goods after 1830--this view further holds that textile production was not revived until passage of protectionist legislation in the middle of the nineteenth century.5
Perhaps more telling, these arguments tend to characterize all early manufacture of cloth in Brazil as essentially pre-industrial, dismissing the textiles produced in the colony as artisanry or “craft”.6  That categorization, however, is no more satisfactory in describing the economic past of Brazil than are those narrow historicist constructions which have overemphasized the export sector.  My colleague John Dickenson and I7 have challenged these assumptions in a general survey of proto-industrialization in colonial Brazil.  

The present discussion focuses on the background of modern textile production in Brazil, and rejects all three of these models cited above for being essentially counterintuitive.  Colonial Brazil possessed many of the requisite factors for industrialized cloth manufacture: these included abundant raw material, of which native, long-staple cotton was only one fiber (wool and linen would be added after colonization); a vast available labor force composed largely of African slaves or coerced indigenous workers; the potential of a substantial domestic market with the sanctioned development of internal trade networks; and the encouragement, albeit sometimes wavering, of the metropolitan government in the eighteenth century.

This article addresses what logic can merely hint at, i.e., the coalescence of all these factors in the eighteenth century, resulting in the proto-industrialization of cotton cloth manufacture using Brazilian raw materials, as well as local workers to supply local markets.  It is the contention of this discussion that the proto-industrialization of the 1700s is the origin of the present textile industry in Brazil.  Nevertheless, while this textile industry has continued to expand from that period until the present, it is also clear that its evolution was neither completely linear nor even.  For example, through most of the eighteenth century textile production was characterized by the coexistence of two separate configurations, home/estate manufacture and factory production; only the latter can be considered the root of today’s modern industry.  Additionally, there were decided obstacles which proto-industrialized textile manufacture had to overcome in the course of its development.  Among these was competition between the mother country and her colony for textile production supremacy and shifting paradigms of mercantilism; the late eighteenth century growth of a substantial trade in raw Brazilian cotton to England, whose mills represented the principal competition to both the Portuguese and the Brazilian textile industries; and the Álvara (Law) of 1785, alluded to above, which ostensibly banned Brazilian textile production, whether industrialized or not, except for coarse goods.  For the nineteenth century there is the question of whether the Brazilian textile-producing capacity could continue to grow given the entrance of cheap British fabrics into the country.  All of the above will be considered here as well as the diverse nature of the Brazilian textile workforce which encompassed not only coerced laborers but also freemen, and male textile workers as well as the traditional female spinners and weavers. 

Pre-Colonial Period

Textiles were initially produced in Brazil by indigenous tribes using widely available cotton and other fibers.  Unfortunately, absent any written data relating to this production, historical interpretations have taken their cue from the salacious early accounts of Portuguese visitors to Brazil, which focused on the nakedness of the first peoples encountered.8  These commentaries ignored the fact that many Brazilian Indian tribes (especially in the interior) wore some kind of woven covering, ranging from tangas (small skirts) to full tunics with leggings.9 The obvious skill of autochthonous weavers was evident in their elegant redes (hammocks), baskets and ropes manufactured from vines and other fibers.  Weaving techniques were, in point of fact, so important ethnographically that, even among peoples of apparently the same tribe, differences in the final twist direction of cordage served to delineate the identity of internal groups within the larger ethnie.10

The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries

Coincident with the beginning of direct colonization of Brazil (around mid-sixteenth century), Portuguese settlers began to spin and weave cloth in their homes.  The output of this labor was impressively diversified even though it was confined chiefly to urban and rural domestic settings.  In the region of São Paulo, for example, everything from canvas to fine fabrics and trimmings was produced.11  Most textile manufacture, however, was limited to lesser (and coarser) fabrics, from which were fashioned the simple wool and cotton garments worn by the common classes.12  Local production satisfied this market, suggesting a situation in Brazil analogous to Portugal where coarse textiles for the poor were also woven by peasants in home settings.13 

We can surmise that production of these “subsistence textiles” during the period 1550-1700 proved to be economically supportable, since evidence of their manufacture exists from almost every region of the vast Portuguese colony.  Additionally, cloth was produced on fazendas (principally sugar plantations), where slaves served as both spinners and weavers.14  The goods which they turned out were sewn into the basic clothing worn by field hands.  Estates also produced coarse sacking materials used for packaging the sugar and tobacco that was destined for the export trade.  We may view these estates, therefore, as providing a type of self-contained, non-industrialized, rural workshop setting for textile production, in which the output was intended for internal consumption rather than trade, or for collateral usage as shipping materials.

While house slaves dressed in a more sophisticated manner than lowly field hands they likely wore locally-produced fabrics, as well.  Ferreira Lima reports that clothing sewn from local materials was considerably cheaper than that fashioned from imported cloth.15  Indeed, the more refined (and imported) fabrics purchased by the well-to-do were deemed so valuable that fine clothing items were frequently mentioned in inventories, or left in wills to either relatives or the occasional lucky slave.16

 From the middle of the sixteenth century to the end of the seventeenth, therefore, the necessity of clothing the large number of African and creole-born slaves, as well as dressing the poor free population, created and sustained the need for cheap textiles in Brazil which was not satisfied (and probably could not realistically have been met) by Portuguese production.  Throughout this period, textiles were created in what were essentially “craft” operations, even while the wealthy in Brazil continued to favor an imported, and perhaps more industrialized, product.

The Eighteenth Century

If the early years of the textile industry in Brazil were characterized by small scale home/fazenda production geared toward internal consumption then, by comparison, the eighteenth century represents a watershed period of development.  By the 1700s dedicated textile factories appeared in newly established centers in the North and Far West of Brazil, as well as in older coastal centers.  A trade in textiles within Brazil now emerged, in conjunction with a parallel trade abroad.

The reorganization of Brazilian textile production at this point was a direct result of changes in the Portuguese textile industry at home.  Prior to the eighteenth century, Portugal had engaged in three separate phases of the textile industry, as producer, importer and trader of cloth: textiles from Guiné (Africa), Indian fabrics, Portuguese red cloth and French woven goods, for example, all found their way to the Cape Verde islands which functioned as a veritable entrepôt for the Portuguese textile trade.17  However, a dramatic shift in this pattern occurred in 1703, when the Portuguese and English signed the Treaty of Methuen allowing [mostly woolen] British textiles to enter Portugal unrestricted, in return for the entry of Portuguese wines on a tariff par with the French.18  This trade would soon prove to be quite lopsided; Portugal’s economic fortunes waxed and waned after the agreement was implemented, with the ensuing expanded importation of English textiles blamed for her weaknesses.19 

The obvious solution to what had rapidly emerged as a situation of economic dependency was to establish textile self-sufficiency.  Prodded by their new Prime Minister, the Marques do Pombal, mid-century Portuguese leaders rethought the once-promising Methuen Treaty and now aggressively promoted import-substitution at home and in Brazil.  This new commercial policy was an intentional rejection of contemporaneous mercantilist strategies with their traditionally-defined roles of colonial supplier of raw materials and metropolitan manufacturer.  Instead, Pombal insisted upon implementing his unique vision of a state economy in which colony and mother country might function as one economic unit, producing the same product, without competing with each other.  This new modality led to the coeval establishment of many new textile centers in Brazil and in Portugal, including those that processed silk as well as cotton, wool and linen.20
As it evolved, the textile industry in eighteenth century Brazil obeyed a type of geographic determinism, ranging from the production of wool and felted fabrics in the colder south,21 to fine fabrics woven to meet the demands of wealthy gold and diamond miners in central Minas Gerais,22 to the simple cottons needed to clothe indigenous populations and provide uniforms for soldiers in the very warm North and Far West.  Some of this production was no doubt rationalized by the difficulty and expense of transporting imported fabrics from the coastal ports to interior regions.  Minas Gerais, for example, capitalized on its distance from Rio de Janeiro to develop an industry in fine woven goods (including cottons and linens) which was so successful that Mineiro cloth was supplied to hinterland regions where logistics also precluded meeting consumer demands.23  This internal trade was duplicated in other regions as well.  Concurrently, workshops in the coastal (and, after 1763, capital) city of Rio de Janeiro turned out fine fabrics, including linens and velvets, some of which boasted gold and silver threads, as well as lace.24  That these offerings were quickly absorbed by the local elite is all the more interesting in light of availability of imported merchandise in that port city.  Clearly, we may read this as a confirmation of the high quality of the Brazilian product.
It was in the North and the Far West, however, that textile production most closely followed a proto-industrial model.  In these regions cloth manufacture was heavily promoted and subsidized by the metropolitan government and/or by commercial enterprises which had been organized in Lisbon (e.g., the Company of Grão Pará and Maranhão).  The textile output of this configuration was no longer restricted to satisfying immediate needs of the home or fazenda clientele (i.e., self-contained) but was, instead, geared toward creating surpluses for trade.  Instead of settlers’ wives or slave laborers producing fabrics, this new mode of production employed numerous wage-earning workers.  The factories, themselves, were located in large cities or in newly developed communities established in rural areas after mid-century.  In the scope of its production, the level of organization, and its dependency on wage labor, this type of factory manufacture represented a quantum leap from the home/estate cloth manufacture associated with the “subsistence textiles” of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and which continued into the eighteenth.  

Perhaps the most notable example of the new proto-industrialized configuration was the textile factory created c. 1756 in the city of Belém do Pará, the northernmost captaincy.25  The goal of this establishment was to supply cotton cloth in the various colors needed for military uniforms.  It was considered so vital to Portuguese interests that the local administrator was ordered to solicit and enlist the aid of the best spinners and weavers in the captaincy.26 Unfortunately, there are no data on the actual numbers of workers successfully recruited for this venture.  Perhaps more broadly interesting is the scheme that the home government proposed to assure success at this new factory.   Drawing on resources from a totally different part of the world, Portuguese administrators proposed to contract expert weavers and calico printers from the Coromandel coast of India to oversee manufacture in the new Brazilian establishment.27 This plan showed an extraordinary, and precocious, awareness of ethnicity for the time, as the government decreed that East Indian workers would be allowed to live in a cultural enclave, where they might preserve their own language and religious practices without interference.  The dynamics of such a fascinating social/economic experiment assuredly have implications regarding the growing global thinking of the Portuguese; sadly, there are no data which confirm that the program was ever implemented.

Another variant of this new industrialized textile configuration appeared in territories newly claimed from the Spanish after 1750.  In these regions, located mainly in the interior Amazon and the Far West, the manufacturing of cloth took on portentous overtones, emerging as a linchpin of Pombal’s mission to “civilize” indigenous populations.  Seeking to create “an enlightened and idealistic attempt at a new Indian policy [which was] coupled with a coherent plan to settle the Amazon Basin”28, the Portuguese would relocate and assimilate indigenous peoples, many of whom had only recently been wrested from Jesuit missions.  Under a governing authority known as the Directorate, local administrators were charged with resettling indigenous charges into new communities, where they would be required to grow cotton needed to produce clothing in the European mode.  While the large Jesuit missions had long produced cloth for the needs of their residents,29 now even the smallest community was required to develop communal plots where cotton could be cultivated,30 the objective being to increase the absolute volume of total raw material as well as, ultimately, the total cloth output.  Many of the new communities, placed under direct control of Portuguese secular administrators, had specific buildings dedicated to the spinning and weaving of cotton cloth, which are referenced on town plans as “factories.”  The 1784 map of the new town of Albuquerque in Mato Grosso, for example, is shown with such a textile factory occupying its own, distinct building.31  A visitor to the town in 1786 observed the activities of an already prosperous cotton-weaving industry, the products of which were exchanged with traders in the larger regional city of Cuiabá for luxury goods.32
The proto-industrialization of cloth production in the north was successful to the degree that not only was surplus cotton cloth produced for internal trade, and to clothe the military, but fabrics from the captaincy of Pará were apparently exported back to the mother country!33 Simultaneously, cloth had become so valuable, and so intimately linked to the economy of the northern zones (including the northern captaincy of Maranhão), that it served as a proxy for currency, given as wages to soldiers and indigenous workers on the one hand, and utilized as a medium of exchange for white settlers on the other.34  While payment in cloth actually dates from the seventeenth century, by the mid-1700s resident administrators in the Brazilian north were alleging that the practice had resulted in the scarcity of cloth (presumably because some of it had been exported back to Portugal as well as being absorbed into wages) and the precipitation of an inflationary cycle which saw rises in the price of cloth along with a devaluation of currency equivalents.35  In response to the situation, the local government forbade the export of cloth to Portugal after 1755;36 notwithstanding this prohibition, even as late as the turn of the nineteenth century, spun thread continued to be one of the statistically significant products shipped from Brazil to the mother country.37 

By the late eighteenth century, therefore, Brazilian textile production showed two distinct, but co-existing, configurations; home/fazenda production for self-contained use, which continued on much as it had in the earlier centuries, and proto-industrial factory production.  The metropolitan government had seemingly taken scarce notice of the pre-industrial mode of production.  However, in the factories established in the northern and the far western captaincies of the Brazilian colony, the metropolitan government took on a proactive role, supporting the capitalization of a textile industry .  In these settings the ability to manufacture enough product to satisfy local needs as well as to distribute surpluses to internal trade networks (and to Portugal), in conjunction with the level of attention attached to the production by the metropolitan government attest to a remarkably different order of development from the pre-industrial order of the previous two centuries.

The differences between these two co-existing modalities are further underscored by the variations in technology utilized in each setting.  Home/estate production continued to rely on simple spinning distaffs and looms.  By contrast, the state-run factories were associated with more sophisticated, and likely imported, machinery.  An illustration of a spinning machine in use in the late eighteenth century Amazon illustrates this point very well:[figure I]38 essentially a variation on the Saxony wheel, this impressive mechanism sported two spools [flyers] to collect the spun thread, as well as a side crank and a foot pedal which could be used by a seated operator.  This apparatus is analogous to those used in early English factories where poor workers were obliged to produce as much cloth as possible.39  The appearance of a similar machine in the Brazilian interior not only suggests pressure to produce increased amounts of thread by means of more efficient technology (hence, the two flyers) but, less obviously, implies that the Portuguese considered the indigenous textile workers who utilized the wheel a proletariat.  One also suspects that such devices were either directly imported from England or forwarded from Portugal,40 rather than being manufactured in Brazil.

In yet another contrast with home/fazenda production, where cotton was cleaned by the tedious labor of plucking seeds from the fibers by hand, in the Amazonian factories a variant of a cotton gin had been put into use at least as early as 1784[figure II].41  Still hand powered, it increased efficiency by using two heavy rollers to extract seeds from the cotton fiber.  We know nothing about the origin of this gin.  However, by 1811, the French botanist Auguste de Saint Hilaire observed the use of twelve water-powered cotton gins in just one locale in western Meia Ponte, suggesting that the earlier mechanisms had been superceded by more modern water-powered models.42  The use of this relatively sophisticated machinery ( as well its rapid obsolescence ) suggests extensive capital outlay in the northern and western Brazilian textile factories.  Such a profile is consistent with proto-industrialization elsewhere. 

On the other hand, not every aspect of textile production was modernized in the factories.  The vertical, indigenous loom [figure III]43 remained in wide usage everywhere, from home/plantation settings to factories.44  No other loom descriptions have been found for Brazil, although in Portugal, as already shown, up-to-date English equipment, including horizontal looms, was widely imported by the late eighteenth century.

Statistics on the amount of fabric which was spun and woven in the eighteenth century exhibit similar lacunae.  Data obtained on 266 looms registered to individuals (most likely settlers) in the southern captaincy of Santa Catarina provide a figure of 42,181 varas of cotton cloth produced in the year 1755.45  By contrast, a single factory in the vicinity of Rio de Janeiro (Campos de Goitacases), where approximately a hundred looms were in service, produced nearly 50 thousand varas (c. 1.1 m.) of cloth in the year 1785.46 This suggests the greater efficiency of the factory settings.  A cotton mill established in Rio Negro in the Amazon in the 1790s, had eighteen looms, run by a labor force of sixteen men and women, and another ninety-six workers who prepared the cotton and spun thread in preparation for weaving.  This workforce, composed of resettled Indians, produced 407 rolls of cotton cloth in 1797.47  Unfortunately, there is no way to estimate how many varas of cloth constituted one roll, or even if the size of rolls was consistent throughout the colony.   Thus, it is impossible to compare the Rio Negro output with that of the Campo de Goitacases factory.   For Minas Gerais, Douglas Libby notes that over a thousand looms were listed in an inventory taken after 1785 but cites no data to confirm how much yardage these devices actually produced.48  One is left with the impression of substantial output, but the data needed for confirmation are lacking.
A final category which must be considered in this discussion of the colonial origin of Brazil’s industrialized textile manufacture is labor.  Throughout the colonial period, even in the home/fazenda configuration, textile makers were an extraordinarily diverse lot by Brazilian standards.49  The standard divisions between the labor of slaves vs. freemen, or Portuguese vs. indigenes, dissolve when considering the manufacture of cloth.  Douglas Libby goes so far as to suggest that the homely tasks of spinning and weaving were social equalizers; he writes that on Mineiro estates the owner’s wife frequently worked alongside her slaves to spin and weave sufficient cloth for their needs.50  We may also imagine that slave women recently arrived from Africa passed on their past weaving skills to other workers, perhaps even to their patrons; as noted earlier, the Portuguese had long been involved in trade with areas in Africa which produced expertly woven fabrics.

The labor in home settings was also gender specific.  It was almost exclusively women who were engaged in the production of textiles; young women (both free and slave) were taught skills at an early age allowing them to work with more experienced spinners and weavers without real hierarchical distinction.  The sheer numbers of women engaged in such occupations is staggering.  Libby proposes a tentative figure of 30,000 spinners51 needed to supply the 1000 looms noted in the 1785 inventory (i.e., a ratio of thirty to one), but he insists that these figures represent home rather than factory organization.  Interestingly, Libby suggests that a half century later (by 1831-1840) the ratio had been reduced to twenty-four spinners to one weaver.52 It is likely that women were also involved in exchanging their homespun in what gradually evolved into a substantial local trade.

By contrast, in the proto-industrial setting, where the workers were recruited indigenous inhabitants of newly settled villages, the level of organization showed completely different gender tendencies.  In the factories, women did not prevail in the labor force as they did in settlers’ homes or fazendas, but shared the tasks with men, (although to focus their attention on work, they do appear to have been separated by gender in different areas of the factory).53  Significantly, such workers were paid wages.  In the northern captaincies of Brazil, wages were set by law, and periodically adjusted across the board for the entire region.54   The wages earned, in turn, reflected divisions in labor defined by assigned task; in such settings definite hierarchies of workers emerged.  In the Rio Negro factory, for example, spinners were paid 2,000 reis for each roll of thread produced.  Master spinners, however, automatically earned more than the ordinary workers, receiving 1600 reis a month.  Since we do not know how many rolls could be produced monthly there is no way to calculate the difference between ordinary spinners and the master spinner who supervised their work, but the categorical distinction is apparent from the data.  Other workers, such as weavers, were apparently paid a set wage (1200 reis per month), and were not paid by piece work.   Of course, none of the indigenous workers ever received actual currency but were paid the equivalent value in bolts of cloth, which could be used in bartering for other goods.  Lastly, the distribution of the output seems to have been accomplished by government officials, who kept accounts of production; for the Rio Negro factory one half of the net profits were deposited in the account of the treasury in 1797.55

We lack clear knowledge of the ages of these indigenous factory workers; we can only say with certainty that if anyone was unsatisfactory they were sent back to their villages to do other tasks.  It is equally difficult to comment with certainty on the ratio of spinners to weavers in the proto-industrialized factories.  Nevertheless, available data from the Rio Negro factory, where the eighteen looms operated by men and women were supplied thread spun by ninety-six Indian [gender unspecified] spinners,56 suggest a ratio of 6:1, considerably lower than that cited by Libby for domestic production in Minas Gerais.  What this probably indicates is the greater proficiency of these proto-industrialized indigenous spinners who engaged in cloth production full time, as well as the use of more efficient technology.  We noted earlier that the use of the two flyer spinning wheel in English poorhouses implied increased pressure on spinners to produce more thread.  It was likely that the same situation prevailed in the Amazon, where the government was essentially the owner of the factories.  In any event, we can be certain Indian workers put in long hours; notwithstanding the appearance of a relaxed schedule, factory workers in the Rio Negro worked ten and a half hours a day (five to eight in the morning, followed by a half-hour rest, then from eight-thirty until noon, followed by a two hour rest and then more work until 6 p.m.).57 Certainly the intensity of production in the factory (where work represented full-time employment) would have differed dramatically from the home/fazenda setting where other tasks likely intervened.  

All of the indigenous workers, including those engaged in textile production, came under the jurisdiction of the Directorate, which required them to be dressed in quasi-European fashion.  Commenting on the Portuguese desire for assimilation through dress, the great eighteenth century Brazilian naturalist, Alexandre Rodrigues Ferreira, noted that cloth was not only given as wage payment to native workers but also doled out, free of charge, to recent occupants of indigenous communities.  He observed that it was commonplace in such villages to single out the chiefs and to present these with more and finer bolts of fabric than to the ordinary tribe members.  It was reckoned that this “gift” would encourage the chief to wear European-style dress and inspire others to follow his example, even while such practice simultaneously served to re-enforce his authority and, hence, his obligation to his Portuguese patrons.58

Critics of the Directorate system have suggested that the real motivation behind the clothing mandate was to increase profits by creating a captive indigenous consumer market.59 While it is undoubtedly true that expanded numbers of consumers were a consequence of the legislation (and go far in confirming the existence of a proto-industrialized economic modality), this critique misses the irony inherent in transforming native textile factory workers into a rural proletariat.  Not only did indigenous textile factory workers wear clothing sewn from the fabrics which they, themselves, had produced at work, but they were even paid salaries (as dictated by the Directorate) calculated in bolts of locally-produced cloth.60  Additionally, it was likely that they, or others in their villages, grew the cotton from which the cloth was spun and woven.  The indigenous spinners and weavers who labored in these small textile factories, therefore, were being assimilated, even as, simultaneously, they were the instrument via which the assimilative process took place.  Seen in its broadest perspective, the clothing directive exhibited multiple functions: it stimulated the increased output of industrialized cloth production which, in turn, hastened assimilation, economic integration, liquidity, as well as expanded markets.

On the other hand, it is extremely important to understand that the use of indigenous textile laborers did not automatically result in a totally “Europeanized” product.  Instead, design patterns woven into locally produced fabrics reflected the cultural traditions of the areas in which they were produced.[see figure IV]61  Fashioned into European styles, such fabrics, nevertheless, incorporated geometric designs typical of indigenous hammock and basket weaving.  By allowing for such hybridized departures from European models, the result was a product presumably more palatable to local tastes; the reward for the Portuguese was a clothed population.62  Still another factor which affected cloth production was the impact of the mid-eighteenth century sumptuary laws, which applied not only to Portugal but to its vast realm.63  These regulations restricted the working classes from wearing the finery associated with the upper class.  Ostensibly the purpose of these measures was to prevent importation of expensive cloth from other European nations; inversely, they also served to stimulate local demand for simple fabrics.  Given these sumptuary restrictions, Indians would have automatically been precluded from completely emulating European couture.  Thus, it made sense for the Portuguese to allow them leeway in designing their own cloth.  With regard to non-indigenous Brazilians affected by these laws, occasionally these sumptuary prohibitions took an ironic twist: elite partisans of the late eighteenth century nativist revolt in Minas Gerais known as the Inconfidência, for example, sported locally produced inexpensive cotton clothing as a proud symbol of their resistance to the Crown.64 

Did the state-sponsored Brazilian textile industry impact its Portuguese counterpart?  While it is difficult to answer this question with certainty we can observe that the initial enthusiasm that engendered the push for import-substitution on both sides of the Atlantic gave way, first, to skepticism and eventually to alarm concerning Brazilian production.  Even while Pombal was still at the helm, an early, but unsuccessful, attempt65 was made in 1766 to curtail Brazilian textile production, which was now perceived as threatening to metropolitan factory output.  Justifications for this re-evaluation of the colonial economic scene were often obscured in circuitous, quasi-physiocratic arguments; the captain-general of Minas Gerais suggested, for example, that prodigious local production of cloth had reduced the incentive of miners to dig for gold since with Mineiro cottons readily available they would not need ore to pay for more costly imported (i.e., Portuguese) manufactures.66  Apparently, if the Minas Gerais residents had simply bought enough Portuguese textiles, they would not be facing restrictions.

The opportunity to enact further prohibitions against the increasing Brazilian cloth manufacture presented itself when Pombal fell from power in 1777.  The very same fabric manufacturers whom he had promoted in Portugal now pleaded with the Crown for relief in the form of totally outlawing Brazilian textile production; Kenneth Maxwell argues that this turnabout may be viewed as a retreat to neo-mercantilism.67  Ultimately, the campaign of these favored manufacturers met with success, resulting in the Álvara of 1785 which not only prohibited textile production but curtailed all colonial manufacture.  In regard to cloth production, the Álvara specifically limited activity to the production of coarse textiles (suitable for the clothing of slaves and the very poor) and sacking.  Inadvertently, however, the legislation allows us to confirm the extent to which textile production had burgeoned during the colonial period, by singling out for prohibition “the manufacture of not only cotton cloth, but silk, wool, linen and embroidery”.68

Far from delivering a crushing blow to Brazilian cloth manufacture, however, the legislation of 1785 appears to have operated more in the breach than in the observance; available data from the post-1785 period suggest that widespread production and trade in textiles continued unabated in most of the colony.  In the area of Vitoria, for example, the principal commerce continued to be cotton, traded both in thread and in cloth.  In Minas Gerais production seems to have actually sped up after 1785.69  The Rio Negro factory considered above was first established in 1798 ( some thirteen years after the publication of the prohibition), while in the Far West the Crown openly encouraged the production of fine cotton textiles rather than lesser fabrics even after the Álvara was in effect.  A clear example of what is an obvious breach of official policy is provided in the 1787 instructions from the captain-general to the Commandant of the Vila of Borba.  The Commandant was to set two Indian couples, who had recently migrated out of Spanish territories wearing apparel of finely woven cotton cloth [figure V],70 the task of weaving such cloth for the Portuguese.  Apparently, the government was not restricted by its own prohibitions on manufacture, as the Commandant was even promised looms!71  Yet another example of an obvious violation of official government policy was the textile factory of the new town of Albuquerque.  As noted earlier, when this town was observed in 1786 it was producing substantial amounts of cotton cloth for re-sale in Cuiabá, even as the prohibition had supposedly taken effect.  By the same token, the impact on what appears to have been a longer-established major textile producing region, Rio de Janeiro, must also be re-evaluated, as only sixteen persons in that city appear to have been constrained from producing luxury cloth.72

Yet another variable in this complex portrait of Brazilian textile manufacture was the increase of exported raw Brazilian cotton to England after mid-eighteenth century.73  Ironically, this trade began at roughly the same time that cloth production was being encouraged in Brazil.  The overlap of these two clearly contradictory trends is problematic.  Was this yet another method of controlling the expansion of the competitive Brazilian manufacture or was there simply enough raw cotton to play both ends of the market at the same time? Ultimately, it would seem that the possibility of long-distance trade with the British in Brazilian cotton proved to be at least as attractive as allowing that cotton to be absorbed into local manufacture.  The impact locally in Brazil, as we have seen, does not seem to have seriously threatened production.

19th Century

After 1785, “semi-official” sponsorship of Brazilian textile factories, as well as home production, continued unabated until European politics once again dramatically intervened.  The Napoleonic invasion of Portugal, which forced the removal of the Portuguese royal family to Rio de Janeiro in 1808, had made it imperative to open Brazilian ports to foreign trade.  In a very real sense, the colony was transformed into the metropolitan power; as the “new” Portugal, therefore, Brazil would necessarily have to lift restrictions on manufacturing (including those on textiles) in order to survive.  Thus, the 1785 prohibitions were officially revoked in 1808, in conjunction with the opening of trade to foreign nations.  

However, as has been shown above, textile production had never really ceased post- 1785.  It is, therefore, probably more accurate to characterize the post-1808 period as one of expansion of fabric manufacture, rather than its inception.  With open encouragement of the now resident-in-Brazil royal government, new textile factories were established soon after manufacturing prohibitions were lifted, appearing in Ouro Preto (Minas Gerais) in 1814, in São Paulo by 1813, in the now Imperial capital of Rio de Janeiro in 1819 and 1826, and in the province of Pernambuco (1822).74  Such new factories produced not only cotton goods, but luxury items such as silks and trimmings of gold and silver.75
Production levels during the early nineteenth century appear to have been substantial; one well-known British source, which reported solely on production in Minas Gerais for the year 1827-1828, suggested that the amount of cloth that province exported, combined with the amount produced for domestic consumption, yielded an astounding figure of more than 8 million yards.76  Yet, in the following decade, Mineiro textile production figures were much lower than those of the 1820s, leading many historians familiar with these statistics to assume that the burgeoning industry had been undercut by outside competition.  These historians reason that the preferred nation status gained by British products in the Brazilian market first through an 1810 Treaty, and later re-confirmed by independent Brazil in 1827 (these arrangements were essentially paybacks for British aid in challenging Napoleon in Portugal and helping the Portuguese safely reach Brazilian shores) had finally stymied local Brazilian textile production.  According to one view, the stultifying impact of British textiles imports to Brazil began c. 1830 and persisted until 1844, when passage of protectionist legislation ushered in a period of re-invigorated Brazilian textile manufacture;77 yet another perspective on this period proposes that the first viable textile manufacture can be confirmed for Brazil only after protection was implemented.78
These positions, however, are strongly contradicted by several indicators.  First, there were a number of factories created before 1844, at precisely the moment when the negative impact of British goods is considered to have been most disastrously felt.  For example, after 1830 but before 1844, two substantial plants in the vicinity of Bahia, São Antonio de Queimado and Conceição, were already in operation.  Then, in 1845-1846, just a year after the passage of the Protection Act and with scarcely enough time to radically alter investment conditions, the Todos os Santos factory was founded in the nearby Recôncovo area with a yearly output greater “than the first two combined”.79
Secondly, as this author has demonstrated elsewhere, the British government routinely complained that exported goods (of which cotton textiles were statistically the most important) languished in the Brazilian market, where overstocking was a real concern.  Even the removal of sugar duties on Brazilian sugar in the British market in 1846 failed to stimulate the sale of British manufactures in Brazil which could not be sold “except at ruinously losing prices”.80  Might one tentatively suggest that this was so because Brazilian factories met local needs?  Supporting this conclusion is the evidence that British textiles which entered Brazil frequently bypassed the local consumer and were, instead, transshipped to Africa to pay for slaves marketed in Brazil.81  It is difficult to reconcile the puny showing of British textiles in Brazilian markets with the notion of such fabrics swamping Brazilian production.  Given these indicators, the British threat to Brazilian textile production should definitely be re-evaluated. 

After 1850, the year in which the Brazilian slave trade ended, conditions for textile production improved even further.  Eugene Ware Ridings Jr. notes that textile production in the Province of Bahia was favored by a large resident labor force which could be employed for relatively small sums, as well as by the capital released from the ending of the slave trade.82  Not surprisingly, this capital would be invested in newly created companies, with the result that by 1866 Brazil boasted nine textile factories (five of which were in Bahia).  That number had escalated to thirty, nationwide, by 1875.83  Ten years later, Brazil had forty-eight textile factories; the center of textile production, however, had now shifted away from the north to the more centrally located Minas Gerais (where there had long been manufacture), and the southeastern provinces of Rio de Janeiro84 and São Paulo.85  With profitability evident after the 1860s, entrepreneurs began to invest in modernized textile machinery.86  Textile manufacture now spread to the southeastern regions, where abandoned coffee lands were given over to cotton cultivation.

The gender of textile workers employed varied depending on the region and on the configuration, home/fazenda or factory.  In some areas of Minas Gerais, where the first modality persevered (notwithstanding the creation of textile factories), Douglas Libby has calculated that women so dominated cloth production and, conversely, production dominated their existence, that over 90% of the female population (both free and slave) spun and wove.87  

In the factories, by contrast, the work force included men and women, a direct parallel to the state-sponsored factories of the late eighteenth century.  Since the institution of slavery was not abolished in Brazil until 1888, slaves continued to provide labor to the textile industry for the better part of the century.  It was not unusual in the nineteenth century factory for male and female slaves to work alongside free workers88 (much as slave women worked alongside their owners in the home/fazenda configuration).  Again, the ratio of free to slave workers varied by geographic region.   

Brazil’s nineteenth century textile factories were often financed with foreign capital.  Thus it should not be surprising that in these settings, the upper echelon of workers, the technicians, was frequently non-Brazilian; it was rare that Brazilians were promoted beyond the position of assistant.  Many of the managerial jobs were held by English workers, who brought with them a kind of global knowledge of the industry, as well as technical expertise to run imported machinery, now allowed in Brazil with the ending of restrictions on imported machinery in 1846 and 1847.  The interchange between textile interests of both nations occasionally led to expert English spinners and weavers being relocated in Brazil; this was especially so after 1870 when depression and foreign competition forced large numbers of British cotton mills to close.89   Poor foreign immigrants, recently arrived in Brazil, provided another source of labor for textile factories.  The Santo Aleixo factory near Rio de Janeiro counted 100 out of 116 workers as foreigners in 1850; eighty-four of them had come from the German settlement at Petropolis.90
There is no doubt that child labor was employed in some of these nineteenth century mills, while long work hours were standard, despite published work-day standards of ten hours.  In his seminal study of the nineteenth century Brazilian textile industry, Stanley Stein remarks that when the installation of electric lights made night labor possible in the 1890s laborers put in fourteen to seventeen hour days.91  As elsewhere, most of Brazil’s nineteenth century textile workers, were unskilled, illiterate and poor; some were foundlings.92  This is not to minimize the appearance of “industrial paternalism” at mid-century which saw some mill owners providing housing, schooling and food.  Such enlightened “benevolence”, however, was certainly not the norm in Brazilian manufacturing establishments and had a limited lifespan.  By the end of the century, worker’s towns [vilas operarias] were replacing dormitory arrangements, with housing units rented out to workers rather than provided as before.93
The Brazilian textile industry of the twentieth century has been analyzed by several authors, including John P. Dickenson94 and Stanley Stein95.  One can note that despite the impression of industry health that a statistic of over 115,000 textile workers nationwide by the 1920s implies,96 the textile industry on the eve of WWII was a technologically outdated sector of the economy.  The turning point in the modernization of textile production occurred as a result of the demand for Brazilian cloth by Allied forces in the 1940-1945 period.  Paralleling the history of the industry elsewhere, modern Brazilian textile production has been characterized by strong unions and opposing manufacturers’ associations.97

Conclusion

This discussion has examined the issues concerning textile production in pre-modern Brazil from a revisionist perspective.  During the first two centuries of colonization, the pre-industrial pattern of cloth production included simple home manufacture and estate production.  In both instances, the output of such endeavors was intended for local consumption, and operations were essentially self-contained.  By the eighteenth century the evidence suggests a dramatically altered production scale, with factory settings now providing a substantial portion of Brazilian textile manufacture.  Moreover, fabrics produced in urban factories or in mills located in rural Indian communities contributed to what had become by the eighteenth century an internal textile trade, which apparently continued unabated into the 1800s.  To the extent that fabrics were shipped to Portugal, that trade may also be considered an international one.

The proto-industrialized textile factories of the 1700s were characterized by wage-earning workers who were employed full-time for the purpose of producing cloth.  The pay scale, at least for weavers, apparently corresponded to the hours of work spent in the factory, rather than to pieces produced.  There is no evidence from the factory data that “finishing” work was done at home, or that there was auxiliary “putting out” to home producers.  Rather, factory laborers appear to have put in long hours in these state run enterprises to produce a finished product in situ.  Such enterprise suggests modernization as well as profit-orientation.  The limited but available statistics on ratios of spinners to weavers factories definitely confirms far greater efficiency than in home/fazenda settings. 

Neither the factories, nor home/estate production, nor even the internal trade, appear to have been eclipsed by the prohibitions of 1785.  Indeed, the only impact of the legislation seems to have been to refocus the industry to the production of inexpensive textiles (although some fine fabrics continued to be produced at government request).  While it is clear that Britain did absorb increasing amounts of Brazilian cotton through the late eighteenth century, emerging as a global giant in the textile world in the 1800s, there is no clear evidence that her production ever totally inhibited Brazilian textile production either in the eighteenth or nineteenth century.

Beatriz Nizza da Silva has argued that Brazil was on the cusp of becoming a manufacturing presence before the prohibitions of 1785.98  This paper has presented the evidence for a rather different interpretation as regards the textile industry.  Not only does it appear that cloth manufacture had resulted in true industry by the eighteenth century, but its parameters were defined by the government, which encouraged its survival despite legal restrictions.  In their scale and level of organization the proto-industrialized textile factories of late colonial Brazil suggest clear analogies to those of contemporaneous Portugal or England.99  Perhaps the only notable difference is that Brazilian textiles were never intended to supply global markets (the temporary trade with Portugal is a clear exception).  The point of textile production in colonial and nineteenth century Brazil was to provide needed fabrics to a very large and geographically far-flung internal market, and all indicators suggest that the goal was successfully met.  While it is obvious that the momentum of textile production was by no means even, it is equally the case, as this discussion has shown, that it never really stopped altogether.  Rejecting previous perspectives on Brazil’s cloth industry, this article concludes that the origins of today’s enormous textile output may be directly traced to the late colonial period and to its continuation unabated through the nineteenth century when home/fazenda manufacture was finally superceded by the factory mode.
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I    Plate # 51 (vol. I),

 “Roda de tear algodão” (spinning wheel for cotton), 1784, in Alexandre Rodrigues Ferreira, Viagem Filosófico pela Capitania do Grão Pará, Rio Negro, Mato Grosso e Cuiabá,  2 vols. Facsimile folio (Rio de Janeiro, 1971) [hereafter, VF, I].  Note the presence of two flyers to collect the spun thread, as well as the side crank and foot pedal.
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II   Plate # 50, 

“Engenho de Descaroçar Algodão” (engine for ginning cotton), 1784. VF, I.  Note that this device is illustrated as being hand-powered, and that the ginned seeds are shown.  The origins of this device are obscure.
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III   Plate # 53, 

“Prospecto do Tear, com que fazem as suas redes mais delicadas as Indias da villa de Monte-Alegre” ( a view of the loom used by Indian women in the village of Monte Alegre to weave their most delicate hammocks), 1785.  VF, I, Note the geometric pattern which is being woven.
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IV   Plate # 118, 

“Índio Cambeba com suas Armas” (Cambeba Indian male with his armament), nd. VF, I.  The Cambeba, or Omagua (as they known by the Spanish), Indians were widely known for wearing “European-style” shirts and trousers sewn from their own woven cotton fabrics.  The cloth clearly displayed characteristic geometric motifs, as shown in this illustration.  
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V   Plate # 107,

“Índias Vestidas de Tribo não Identificada” (Clothed Female Indians of an unknown tribe),  c. 1787.   VF, I.  The women illustrated here (and their husbands) are the couples who arrived in the Village of Borba from Spanish territories.  It is the fine quality of the fabric of their dresses which they apparently had woven themselves and are shown wearing, which resulted in the Portuguese assigning them the task of making cloth in Borba.
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