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ABSTRACT: This article focuses on African women (Quitandeiras) who worked in the
food sector of the fast-growing port city of Rio de Janeiro during the first half of
the nineteenth century. The growing need to supply the harbour workers as well as
the crews and captives on the slave ships stimulated the food economy in Rio de
Janeiro. The absence of effective government food infrastructure offered opportunities
for small businesses. The maritime world on a ship was, in many ways, male. However,
there were a high number of female workers in the ports, especially in the informal food
sector, frequently mentioned by contemporary authors. This article analyses the
involvement of these women as part of a growing working class, who contributed to
Rio de Janeiro’s crucial role in global networks. The research also focuses on the for-
mation of self-organized groups of female vendors. Thus, it provides further insights
into strategies of local actors. By grouping together, the women gained some measure
of protection, which empowered them to survive in a difficult and highly competitive
market. Through their activities, they also changed the urban space of the port area,
leaving their mark on it. They acted as crucial vectors for establishing different diaspora
dishes, which met huge demand among many consumers. In doing so, they contributed
to the formation of an African-American food culture on the streets of Rio de Janeiro.

INTRODUCTION

In March , Emília Soares do Patrocinio and other food vendors pub-
lished a petition in the Brazilian newspaper Jornal do Commercio opposing
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the exorbitant increase in rents at the local market. For decades, Emília had
been selling vegetables and poultry at many different stands at the port mar-
ket (Mercado da Candelária), and, by doing so, had become relatively
wealthy. When she died in  she bequeathed three houses, twenty slaves,
jewellery, and money to her heirs. It was a remarkable career for a West
African woman shipped to Brazil in the first half of the nineteenth century
and who had spent a great part of her life in slavery before buying her free-
dom in . Emília Soares had hired a stand at the market, which meant a
move to formalized areas of food selling. It required capital and was the mark
of a relatively high social position for a woman like her. The case of Emília’s
upward mobility is indeed remarkable in its rarity, since most of the
Quitandeiras had only a stand at the beach or worked as small ambulant tra-
ders under precarious living conditions. African women involved in the
street-food sector were called Quitandeiras. At this point it is helpful to
take a linguistic sidestep to clarify the origin of the word. Quitanda is a
loan word adopted from Kimbundu, the second largest Bantu language,
and means “to sell”.

Most of those who sold food with a permit (licença municipal) were male
slaves. There was a great variety among vendors. Some were slaves who went
out to sell foodstuffs in their free time, on Sundays, or at night, while others
worked on the streets with their masters’ permission. Some free and unfree
persons worked with an official licence (licença municipal), many as
unlicensed vendors. As slaves, they had the opportunity to accumulate suffi-
cient money to buy their freedom, often through activities in the food sector.
Then, many of them continued with this business.
In recent decades, female street vendors have been studied by a number of

Brazilian scholars, who have shed light on urban slavery, domestic slavery,
and other forms of unfree labour. From a micro-historical perspective,

. Jornal do Commercio (JC),  March .
. The market was located near the Baia da Guanabara. The idea was to construct a central and
controlled place for the sale of varying commodities, modelled after European markets. See
Samuel Gorberg and Sergio A. Fridman, Mercados no Rio de Janeiro, – (Rio de
Janeiro, ); Juliana Barreto Farias, “Mercados Minas: Africanos ocidentais na Praça do
Mercado do Rio de Janeiro (–)” (Ph.D., University of São Paulo, ), p. .
Juliana Barreto Farias, “De escrava a Dona: A trajetória da africana mina Emília Soares do
Patrocínio no Rio de Janeiro do século XIX”, Locus. Revista de História, : (), pp. –
, . See also Franklin W. Knight and Henry Louis Gates (eds), Dictionary of Caribbean
and Afro-Latin American Biography,  vols (Oxford, ), V, pp. –.
. Farias, “De escrava a Dona”, p. . See also Knight and Gates, Dictionary of Caribbean and
Afro-Latin American Biography, V, pp. –.
. Flávio dos Santos Gomes and Carlos E.L. Soares, “‘Dizem as quitandeiras…’. Ocupações
urbanas e identidades étnicas em uma cidade escravista: Rio de Janeiro, século XIX”,
Acervo,: (), pp. –.
. Luiz Carlos Soares, “Os Escravos de Ganho no Rio de Janeiro do Século XIX”, Revista
Brasileira do História, : (), pp. –.
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these studies incorporated labourers who were neglected by traditional his-
torical studies and showed through both the study of particular cases and
qualitative studies the agency of both enslaved and free/freed African
women who took part in local trade, relying on their transatlantic experi-
ences. These studies commonly focus on community building among
urban slaves and the formation of a West African diaspora. The group of
Mina vendors and their social mobility is the most studied group of these
women. The Mina came from the West African Coast, were sold in great
numbers from Bahia to Rio de Janeiro, and “stood out from the rest of the
slaves and freed persons for their strong ethnic links and ethnic-based
organizations”.

There are, however, few studies that explore street-food vending in Rio de
Janeiro as a social, everyday practice that was central for feeding the labour-
ing population of the port city. Since cooking is not only one of the most
time-consuming and widespread kinds of labour in history, it should not
be underestimated how labour intensive the provisioning and feeding of a
fast-growing port city probably was. Furthermore, the focus on reproduct-
ive labour hints at another aspect often overseen in earlier studies of labour
history, namely the fact that “not every kind of work aims at a market and
not every kind of work is arranged on a market”. Especially in the food sec-
tor, different kinds of labour existed in parallel to one another (slaves, former
slaves, wage-earning slaves, free and semi-free wage labourers, self-employed
women, and women as unpaid reproductive workers within a household).

In general, according to Rockman, all of “these workers lived and worked
within a broader system that treated human labor as commodity readily
deployed in the service of private wealth and national economic

. Sheila de Castro Faria, “Damas mercadoras: As pretas minas no Rio de Janeiro (século XVIII–
)”, in Mariza de Carvalho Soares (ed.), Rotas atlânticas da diáspora africana: da Baía do
Benim ao Rio de Janeiro (Niterói, ), pp. –; Carlos Eugénio Líbano Soares and
Flávio dos Santos Gomes, “Negras Minas no Rio de Janeiro: gênero, nação e trabalho urbano
no século XIX”, in De Carvalho Soares, Rotas atlânticas da diáspora africana, pp. –;
Farias, “Mercados Minas”.
. João José Reis and Beatriz Gallotti Mamigonian, “Nagô and Mina: The Yoruba Diaspora in
Brazil”, in Toyin Falola and Matt D. Childs (eds), The Yoruba Diaspora in the Atlantic World
(Bloomington, ), pp. –, here p. .
. Jürgen Osterhammel, Die Verwandlung der Welt, Eine Geschichte des . Jahrhunderts
(Munich, ), p. : “Durch Arbeit wird etwas hergestellt – nichts häufiger als Mahlzeiten,
so dass Kochen die am weitesten verbreitete und insgesamt zeitaufwändigste Verausgabung
von Arbeitskraft in der gesamten Geschichte gewesen sein dürfte. Nicht alle Arbeit, das zeigt
dieses Beispiel, zielt auf Märkte, und nicht alle Arbeitskraft wird über den Markt vermittelt”.
. Ibid., p. .
. Gisela Bock and Barbara Duden, “Arbeit aus Liebe – Liebe als Arbeit: Zur Entstehung der
Hausarbeit im Kapitalismus”, in Frauen und Wissenschaft: Beiträge zur Berliner
Sommeruniversität für Frauen, Juli  (Berlin, ), pp. –.
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development”. Food sellers were not merely passive victims of slavery and
marginalization, but a disparate group of capable actors, who created a gen-
dered niche of economic opportunity, through the capitalization of their
cooking and vending skills.

Both the absence of an effective government food infrastructure and the
inability of the police to control public spaces offered opportunities for
small (informal) businesses, especially in the port area. These businesses
had a huge impact on the development of and change in the city’s food cul-
ture. As in other port cities, European culinary customs were very influential
in the nineteenth century, but through Rio de Janeiro’s special role in the late
transatlantic slave trade the Quitandeiras brought with them their own
knowledge and culinary practices. This article explores, in particular, the
ways in which they not only introduced African cuisine, but also created
city spaces for workers, despite the forces opposing them. The vending
environment became an important space of sociability, for multi-ethnic inha-
bitants, port labourers, and foreign visitors.
This article argues that, despite all their efforts to modernize and control

the city space, the city’s authorities were unable to prevent the selling of
food on the streets, since their intentions were undermined at a local
level. On the contrary, the street-food vendors became a highly visible
part of the life of the city. The planning of Rio de Janeiro into a modern
metropolis was forced to adapt to the Quitandeiras, who refused to relin-
quish their space in the city. Furthermore, since Rio de Janeiro was a globally
connected port city, the reputation of the Quitandeiras, as a highly visible
part of the city, reached distant parts of the world. The Quitandeiras can
be regarded as part of a larger heterogeneous group of street working
women who gained visibility and recognition in parts of contemporary
popular culture, an aspect that until now has been completely overlooked.
In contrast to studies that focused on the ethnic diversity of workers, a

perspective that highlights the differences between the vendors, this study
concentrates on the similarities between very heterogeneous groups of free
and unfree workers in their everyday struggles for survival on the streets,
which was a result of their shared marginalized status.

. Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore
(Baltimore, MD, ), p. .
. Farias, “Mercados Minas”.
. Richard Graham, Feeding the City: From Street Market to Liberal Reform in Salvador,
Brazil – (Austin, TX, ), p. .
. Selma Pantoja, “A dimensão atlântica das quitandeiras”, in Júnia Ferreira Furtado (ed.),
Diálogos oceânicos: Minas Gerais e as novas abordagens para uma história do Império
Ultramarino Português (Belo Horizonte, ), pp. –.
. Patricia Acerbi, Street Occupations: Urban Vending in Rio de Janeiro, – (Austin,
TX, ).
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The first part focuses on food, consumers, and the labour process of selling
food on the streets. The second part centres on the urban space of Rio de
Janeiro. Street vendors constantly had to fight for their spaces in the city
against municipal authorities, the police, but also against other vendors,
because public space then, as now, was an “indispensable resource of
income”. The third part is focused on the gendered nature of street food,
because the popularity of female hawkers was closely connected to their
being women. I will combine recent approaches in research on aspects of
street vending in urban contexts, case studies from Rio de Janeiro, and
new sources mainly from contemporary Brazilian newspapers.
Rio de Janeiro, but also many other port cities, relied on the reproductive

labour of women; this is often overshadowed by the much more studied male
port labourers and sailors.

STREET FOOD

The description given by a Parisian woman who travelled to Rio de Janeiro
in the mid-s provides a closer view of the everyday business going on
near the port. “There stand, under large linen umbrellas, negresses, who
serve you, for two cents, […] some angú”. A painting by Jean-Baptiste
Debret (Figure ) depicts a scene similar to what the Parisian women wit-
nessed. Three vendors at a makeshift stand are preparing angú in cauldrons
stabilized by large rocks over an open fire prepared in between them, con-
stantly stirring with large wooden spoons and ladling the angú onto a
plate, in order to serve it to the customer.
The sociocultural background and the place of residence were and still are

decisive for where and how people take their meals. In the port area the habit
of eating out, as a form of providing the highly mobile working class with
food during their worktime and beyond, was very common. During the
late eighteenth and the early nineteenth century, the city of Rio de Janeiro
grew from a small village into the biggest city in South America and one
of its most important commercial centres (Figure ). The population
expanded rapidly, nearly doubling in size from , to , inhabitants
in the period – to , people in . The history of Rio de

. Kristina Graaff and Noa Ha, “Introduction. Street Vending in the Neoliberal City: A Global
Perspective on the Practices and Policies of a Marginalized Economy”, in idem (eds), Street
Vending in the Neoliberal City: A Global Perspective on the Practices and Policies of a
Marginalized Economy (New York, ), pp. –, .
. For a similar highly gendered group of labourers and their social networks, see the article by
Titas Chakraborty in this Special Issue. It examines the experiences of household workers and
their agency in East Indian Company ports of precolonial Bengal.
. Adèle Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil (Boston, MA, ), p. .
. Mary C. Karasch, Slave Life in Rio de Janeiro, – (Princeton, NJ, ), p. .
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Janeiro in the nineteenth century in many ways resembles the story of other
fast-growing cities in different parts of the world. What makes Rio de
Janeiro special is the fact that its growth was largely interlinked with the his-
tory of the late transatlantic slave trade. Providing slave voyages to Africa
with food was an important part of the infrastructure of the transatlantic
slave trade. Food production and provision was one of “the labour-intensive
ancillary activities” to the rise of which the slave trade contributed. Even
though Rio de Janeiro had been a slave society since the seventeenth century,
fundamental changes were taking place regarding its political and economic
importance at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth
century. Having been the capital of the Brazilian Empire since , its pol-
itical importance rose with the transfer of the Portuguese crown and admin-
istration as a consequence of the invasion of Portugal by Napoleon’s army in

Figure . Jean-Baptiste Debret, Négresses marchandes d’angou [Negress angú vendors].
The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, Print Collection, The
New York Public Library, New York Public Library Digital Collections.

. For more information on the development of cities in the nineteenth century, see
Osterhammel, Die Verwandlung der Welt, pp. –.
. David Eltis, Paul E. Lovejoy, and David Richardson, “Slave-Trading Ports: Towards an
Atlantic-Wide Perspective, –”, in Robin Law and Silke Strickrodt (eds), Ports of the
Slave Trade (Bights of Benin and Biafra): Papers from a Conference of Commonwealth
Studies, University of Stirling, June  (Stirling, ), pp. –, .
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. During the s and even more so the s, its economic importance
relied on the extremely profitable coffee zones situated in central-south Brazil,
and most of all in the Vale do Paraíba. According to Dale Tomich and
Michael Zeuske and their concept of the Second Slavery, central Brazil was
one of the “highly productive new zones of slave commodity production”
and became the biggest exporter of coffee in order to meet the demand from
Europe and North America. This demand also stimulated the import of
new slaves, and Rio de Janeiro functioned as a link between the wider world
and the Brazilian hinterland. Even after the official prohibition of the trans-
atlantic slave trade to Brazil in , slaves were still entering the port up until
at least  (and some ships even arrived afterwards). Of all the slaves

Figure . Rio de Janeiro in the nineteenth century.

. Rafael Marquese and Dale Tomich, “O Vale do Paraíba escravista e a formação do mercado
mundial do café no século XIX”, in Keila Grinberg and Ricardo Salles (eds), O Brasil Império:
Vol. II – – (Rio de Janeiro, ), pp. –; João Luís Ribeiro Fragoso, Homens de
Grossa Aventura: Acumulação e Hierarquia na Praça Mercantil do Rio de Janeiro (–)
(Rio de Janeiro, ), p. ; Ilmar Rohloff de Mattos, O tempo saquarema (São Paulo, ).
. Dale Tomich and Michael Zeuske, “Introduction, The Second Slavery: Mass Slavery,
World-Economy, and Comparative Microhistories”, Review (Fernand Braudel Center), :
(), pp. –, –. Dale W. Tomich, Through the Prism of Slavery: Labor, Capital,
and World Economy (Lanham, MD, ).
. Manolo Garcia Florentino, Em Costas Negras. Uma História do Tráfico Atlântico de
Escravos entre a África e o Rio de Janeiro (séculos XVIII e XIX) (Rio de Janeiro, ), p. .
. The most famous cases were the Bracuhy (RJ) and the Sirinhaém (PE). Martha Abreu, “O
caso do Bracuhy”, in Hebe Maria Mattos de Castro and Eduardo Schnoor (eds), Resgate:
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imported to Brazil, . million arrived during the nineteenth century.

Between  and , , of these captives arrived in the surrounding
ports of Rio de Janeiro in the central-south of Brazil. It was also mainly
after the suppression of the transatlantic slave trade in  that the internal
slave trade in the Brazilian Empire gained new relevance. Slaves from the nor-
thern and southern provinces were lucratively resold to the central-south pro-
vinces, where labourers were more needed than in other parts of Brazil. Brazil’s
economic development was possible only through the workers performing the
necessary “hidden labour” in the port area, such as provisioning and feeding.

Street vendors were able to do business because their customers, who lived
and worked near the harbour, were very often mobile, staying in the city
only for a while. For them and for the many other workers on the streets
of Rio de Janeiro, eating out was practical or even necessary. The food-selling
women were able to offer lower-priced meals especially for working and poor
residents, who were often without access to a kitchen. Among the most import-
ant customers were seamen who stayed in the city for just a few days and did
not always have a fixed address on land, which meant that they lived onboard
their ships. After weeks at sea, with its monotonous diet, the crews often spent
their wages on food and alcoholic drinks in the port areas. Other important
customers were wage-earning (ganhadores) and fugitive slaves, who often
shared a room with others, sometimes without access to a kitchen, or even
slept on the streets, and in boats at the beach – like the forty-eight-year-old
man from São Tomé known to sleep in a canoe at D. Manuel beach.

Another example of housing for slaves was inside the Rio de Janeiro market,
where the market slaves could get permission from their masters, who rented
the stand, to stay overnight. As it was forbidden by law to sell pre-prepared
dishes inside the market, these slaves had to find their meals elsewhere.

Wage-earning slaves and former slaves were important consumers, and
their preferences were observed by vendors. They had specific expectations

Uma Janela para o Oitocentos (Rio de Janeiro, ), pp. –; Gláucio Veiga, O desembar-
que de Sirinhaém (Recife, ).
. www.slavevoyages.org; last accessed  December .
. Ibid.
. Robert W. Slenes, “The Brazilian Internal Slave Trade, –: Regional Economies,
Slave Experience, and the Politics of a Peculiar Market”, in Walter Johnson (ed.), The Chattel
Principle: Internal Slave Trades in the Americas (New Haven, CT [etc.], ), pp. –.
. Cf. Rockman, Scraping By, pp. –.
. JC,  September .
. Farias, “Mercados Minas”, p. .
. Diário do Rio de Janeiro (DRJ),  December  (Regulamento da Praça do Mercado Art.
). For safety reasons, open fires were forbidden inside the market.
. Manuel Schramm, Konsumgeschichte, available at: https://zeitgeschichte-digital.de/doks/
frontdoor/deliver/index/docId//file/docupedia_schramm_konsumgeschichte_v_de_.
pdf; last accessed  October .
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regarding what buying food from Quitandeiras meant, which in return
induced the Quitandeiras to adjust their behaviour in order to meet these
expectations. The marketing strategies were part of a performance and
interaction with the consumer. To attract the customer’s attention, vendors
would holler and sing. Thomas Ewbank, who travelled around Brazil in the
late nineteenth century, vividly described his impression of life on the streets
of Rio de Janeiro: “The ‘cries’ of London are bagatelles to those of the
Brazilian Capital. Slaves of both sexes cry wares through every street.
Vegetables, flowers, fruits, edible roots, fowl, eggs, and every rural product;
cakes, pies, rusks, doces, confectionery, ‘heavenly bacon,’ etc., pass your win-
dows continually.” Through such immensely crowded streets the
Quitandeiras walked; they were described as elegant, with a basket or a
tray, and wearing characteristic clothing – such as a coloured dress, a turban,
and a pano da costa over the shoulder. The atmosphere surrounding the act
of eating was also important for the overall experience, since dining is a
multi-layered experience appealing to all senses.

Toussaint-Samson and other travellers described angú as the slaves’ staple
food. The labour-intensive dish angú, in other regions of the Atlantic
world called fufu, is made by boiling either manioc or maize in water and
then mashing it while stirring continuously until it is sticky. Its consistency
is similar to, but thicker than, mashed potatoes. It is served with various
ingredients. Angú is still advertised as the ideal food for giving workers

. Cf. Maren Möhring, Fremdes Essen: Die Geschichte der ausländischen Gastronomie in der
Bundesrepublik Deutschland (Munich, ), pp. , .
. Soares, “Os Escravos de Ganho”, p. .
. Recently, several studies have appeared that concentrate on soundscapes of cities and typical
cries of street vendors in cities in France and Portugal. See especially Olivier Balay, “The
Soundscape of a City in the Nineteenth Century”, in Ian Biddle and Kirsten Gibson (eds),
Cultural Histories of Noise, Sound and Listening in Europe, – (London [etc.], ),
pp. –; João Silva, “Porosity and Modernity: Lisbon’s Auditory Landscape from 
to ”, in Biddle and Gibson, Cultural Histories of Noise, Sound and Listening in Europe,
pp. –. Studies of the soundscapes of nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro are a desideratum.
. Thomas Ewbank, Life in Brazil; Or, A Journal of a Visit to the Land of the Cocoa and the
Palm (London, ), pp. –.
. Cf. Cristina F. Rosa, Brazilian Bodies and Their Choreographies of Identification
(Basingstoke, ), p. ; Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil, p. .
. Graham Campbell-Smith, Marketing of the Meal Experience: A Fundamental Approach
(London, ). Quotation from Alan Warde and Lydia Martens, Eating Out: Social
Differentiation, Consumption and Pleasure (New York, ), p. ; Hasia R. Diner,
Hungering for America: Italian, Irish, and Jewish Foodways in the Age of Migration
(Cambridge, MA, ), p. .
. Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil, p. ; Johann Baptist von Spix and Carl Friedrich
Philipp von Martius, Viagem pelo Brasil. Vol.  (Rio de Janeiro, ), p. .
. Judith A. Carney and Richard Nicholas Rosomoff, In the Shadow of Slavery: Africa’s
Botanical Legacy in the Atlantic World (Berkeley, CA, ), p. .
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energy in order to get through their day without hunger. It was typically
consumed in West Africa. Since angú was normally eaten without cutlery,
as can be seen on the painting by Debret (Figure ), the food had to be pre-
pared in such a way that it did not stick to the fingers. The preparation of the
dish varied considerably depending on the availability of ingredients.

Manioc or maize were the core ingredients in preparing angú, but to achieve
a tasty meal a starchy sauce with the aforementioned ingredients would be
served as well. The preparation of the sauce, using palm oil (azeite de
dendê) from West Africa and spices, was central to the specific taste of the
dish. Toussaint-Samson notes that “the negroes, who are most dainty, even
season everything with a sort of fat they call azeite de dindin”. Daily news-
papers in Rio de Janeiro frequently advertised palm oil to angú sellers. It
was already being produced in Brazil, but it was also common to import it
from West Africa. Intermediaries, travellers, and ships’ crews frequently
crossed the Atlantic and through their access to various markets were able
to engage in trade in the commodities requested. Food could function as
a strong “agent of memory”, which is very important for diasporic groups
in order to feel connected with their homeland. As Pierre Bourdieu pointed

. Available at: http://www.angudogomes.com.br/o-famoso-angu/; last accessed  December
. This is the website of a restaurant opened by a Portuguese in . The text on the site
emphasizes the long history of angú, its African origins, and its connection to a specific lifestyle
led by the city’s working class in the port area.
. Hans Jürgen Teuteberg, Die Revolution am Esstisch: Neue Studien zur Nahrungskultur im
./. Jahrhundert (Stuttgart, ), p. .
. Sidney Mintz developed the Core-Fringe-Legume hypothesis, which provides a model for
the diet of most agrarian societies. According to this hypothesis, a “core” of seventy to eighty
per cent of basic food is complemented by a “fringe”, which adds taste, and fruits and vegetables,
due to seasonal factors. See, for example, Sidney W. Mintz, “Die Zusammensetzung der Speise in
frühen Agrargesellschaften. Versuch einer Konzeptualisierung”, in Martin Schäffner (ed.), Brot,
Brei und was dazugehört: Über sozialen Sinn und physiologischen Wert der Nahrung (Zurich,
), pp. –, –.
. Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil, p. .
. JC,  July ; JC,  July ; JC,  September .
. Arquivo Histórico do Itamaraty, Rio de Janeiro, lata , maço  (Emilia). For example, the
African mariner Jorge carried azeite de dendê on the slave ship Emilia. Robin Law, “Trade and
Politics Behind the Slave Coast”, The Journal of African History, : (), pp. –. JC, 
July .
. Arjun Appadurai, “Globale ethnische Räume: Bemerkungen und Fragen zur Entwicklung
einer transnationalen Anthropologie”, in Ulrich Beck (ed.), Perspektiven der Weltgesellschaft
(Frankfurt am Main, ), pp. –, . Gabriela dos Reis Sampaio, “Africanos em trânsito
entre Salvador e Rio de Janeiro nas últimas décadas do século XIX”, in George Evergton
Sales Souza, Guida Marques, and Hugo Rubeiro da Silva (eds), Salvador da Bahia: retratos de
uma cidade atlântica (Salvador da Bahia, ), pp. –, , f.
. Diner, Hungering for America, p. .
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out, taste in food has an undeniably strong influence on our identities. “It is
probably in tastes in food that one would find the strongest and most indel-
ible mark of infant learning, the lessons which longest withstand the dis-
tancing or collapse of the native world and most durably maintain
nostalgia for it.” Therefore, it was not surprising that the influx of thou-
sands of forcibly immigrated people changed consumption habits in the
cities.
In her description, Toussaint-Samson also specifies the customers, saying

that the habit of eating out is above all a consumption behaviour maintained
by those who are members of the lower classes: “[…] a negro’s repast, and
even that of the white people of the inferior classes”. As shown in
Figure , a scene from the Largo do Paço (palace square), where seamen
and officers are using their afternoon breaks to buy sweets and drinks
from the Quitandeiras, street food was consumed not only by the lower
classes. Angú da Quitandeira could be found not only on the streets but
also on menus – “O bello e succulente almoço” – at a ball at the Casino
Fluminense in  and as part of a theatre piece alluding to the fact that
the dish was very prominent. In the play, social class differences in food
consumption were used to produce an ironic effect. In the Portuguese ver-
sion the play was entitled O angú da quitandeira, which was clearly meant as
an allusion to the exotic origin of the dish. In Brazil, however, angú da
Quitandeira was far from extraordinary and, therefore, the play was called
O angú do barão. The plot can be summarized as follows: An old baron,
who is married to a beautiful young woman (a dualism), invites a colleague
of his to his house for dinner. Instead of offering his guest a dish that would
correspond to his social rank, he serves him angú (another dualism). Due to
the palm oil, which is one of the typical ingredients of angú, the dish is
apparently highly seasoned. Therefore, the baron drinks a considerable
amount of alcohol, which inevitably makes him drunk. His guest, however,
is more interested in his host’s wife than in the taste of the meal. While the
baron’s body temperature is rising due to the spicy angú, his guest also
feels the heat of his body because of the presence of the young woman,
who is described as a dish too. Since the baron, who is clearly drunk,
soon retires to his chambers his colleague is able to fulfil his emotional

. Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans. Richard
Nice (Cambridge, MA, ), p. .
. Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil, p. .
. Francisco Lellis and André Boccato, Os Banquetes do Imperador. Menus colecionados por
Dom Pedro II. Receitas e Historiografia da Gastronomia no Brasil do século XIX (São Paulo,
), p. .
. The theatre piece was performed in Rio de Janeiro and advertised in JC,  December 
and  October . It is unclear when it was performed in Portugal.
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and amorous desire, although the details are left to the spectator’s
imagination.

For the middle and upper classes, eating at home was the most common
way of taking their meals. Most well-off households had servants who pre-
pared dishes for them. In these social classes, eating at home – though fre-
quently in the company of their kin, colleagues, or acquaintances – was a
central element of domestic sociability. However, the ingredients for
these meals had to be bought at the local food markets or from vendors sell-
ing products door-to-door, in ways that effectively connected them with the
street-food sector.

Figure . Jean-Baptiste Debret, Les rafraîchissements de l’après-dîner sur la place du palais.
[After-dinner refreshments on the palace square].
The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs, Print Collection, The
New York Public Library, New York Public Library Digital Collections, –, available at:
http://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/ddf--ad-e-eaa; last accessed 

October .

. Arquivo Distrital de Leiria, J.F. Titulo, “O Angú da Quitandeira. Canção brasileira”, in
Coleção: Coleção de monólogos e cançonetas n° (Lisbon, n.d.).
. Sandra Lauderdale Graham, House and Street: The Domestic World of Servants and Masters
in Nineteenth-Century Rio de Janeiro (Cambridge, ), pp. , .
. Warde and Martens, Eating Out, p. .
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To understand the street-food sector, it is important to look at the
Quitandeiras’ networks and to explain the local underground food distribu-
tion. The majority of foodstuffs arrived in the city from other parts of the
province and other parts of Brazil. A number of free blacks and slaves
were part of this trade. Some worked on boats, others on small canoes,
like João, a canoe man from Mozambique, who used to transport goods
between Gamboa and Prainha. Sometimes slaves would steal canoes in
order to start a business. In the port area, canoe men and street vendors
came together, as in the case of a thirty-to-forty-year-old Quitandeira,
who likely escaped with one of her seamen friends. In another case, the
grass-selling slave Antonio, well-known at D. Manuel beach, escaped.
Sometimes, he could be seen with a little canoe near the food stall kept by
his mother, a Quitandeira. Sources that mention individual cases like
these allow a glimpse of underground networks between street-food vendors
and workers who supplied the city with food. The port area was a natural
place to sell fish and shellfish, and for this reason slaves and free(d) men
like the famous “pica peixe” went fishing in their canoes. They could sell
the fish they caught to vendors (at the market or outside of it). Through
the implementation of high hygienic standards inside the market, any fish
not sold the same day they were caught had to be thrown away. It is con-
ceivable that some of these leftovers could have been sold to ambulant ven-
dors at a lower cost. Home-produced goods such as alcoholic drinks, jams,
cakes and sweets, crops and fruits planted by slaves in small gardens, and
chickens and other small farm animals raised on the same land were also
sold on the streets. Fixed commercial establishments had their own vendors
who sold the products in the streets. João, for instance, a slave who escaped
in , had stolen from his master before and was selling the items on the
streets. A similar case was that of Cesario Coelho Paredes, who was con-
victed in  for selling eleven stolen chickens and a rooster to a

. Manioc flour was imported mostly from the south of the province of Bahia and from Santa
Caterina; rice from the south of São Paulo; and dried meat and wheat from Rio Grande do Sul.
Corcino Medeiros dos Santos, O Rio de Janeiro e a conjuntura Atlântica (Rio de Janeiro, ),
p. .
. DRJ,  December ; DRJ,  April ; Graham, Feeding the City, pp. , . Cf. also
Nielson Rosa Bezerra, As chaves da liberdade: confluências da escravidão no Recôncavo do Rio
de Janeiro (–) (Niterói, ).
. DRJ,  February .
. JC,  January .
. JC,  November .
. DRJ,  November .
. DRJ,  December  (Regulamento da Praça do Mercado, Art. , ).
. Acerbi, Street Occupations, p. . Cf. Karasch, Slave Life.
. DRJ,  March .

African Women and Street Food, Nineteenth-Century Rio 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000130


Quitandeira. The atmosphere of the chaotic city with mule trains and other
animal transports arriving from distant farms and women carrying large bas-
kets of chickens on their heads made the city susceptible to missing animals,
which could be taken by others.

In addition to street-food vendors, over , taverns, small establishments
where labourers could eat and drink, and over  corner stores could be
found in the city around . Members of the economic and social elite
consumed items imported from Europe, which were increasingly advertised
in the daily newspapers. French cuisine became the standard in the nine-
teenth century, and for this reason French chefs and the French restaurant
concept were imported to Brazil after the middle of the century. Most high-
end restaurants would even announce in French “huitres fraiches, potage aux
huitres frites, branlade de morue, et tout ce que l’on peut désirer dans un
hôtel”. Portuguese and Italian restaurants also opened during this time,
where it was commonly male chefs, recently emigrated from France,
Portugal, and Italy, who ran the kitchen. In comparison to street vendors
and taverns that offered inexpensive foods and drinks, haute cuisine was
not strongly represented in urban areas in the mid-nineteenth century.

URBAN SPACE

Contemporary visitors to Rio de Janeiro left behind a narrative of the chaotic
street commerce and narrow and highly frequented streets. Although the

. DRJ,  May .
. DRJ,  January .
. Zephyr L. Frank, Dutra’s World: Wealth and Family in Nineteenth-Century Rio de Janeiro
(Albuquerque, NM, ), p. ; Leila Mezan Algranti, “Tabernas e Botequins Cotidiano e
sociabilidades no Rio de Janeiro (–)”, Acervo, : (), pp. –, . For more
on taverns in the Americas, see Sharon V. Salinger, Taverns and Drinking in Early America
(Baltimore, MD, ).
. Frank,Dutra’s World, pp. –. Frank defines the members of the economic and social elite
as the “traditional land elite and the emergent mercantile families growing up in the hothouse of
the Atlantic economy” (ibid., p. ).
. For more on the concept of the modern restaurant, see Rebecca Spang, The Invention of the
Restaurant: Paris and Modern Gastronomic Culture (Cambridge, MA, ); Osterhammel, Die
Verwandlung der Welt, p. .
. JC,  January . Cf. Almir Chaiban El-Kareh and Héctor Hernán Bruit, “Cozinhar e
comer; em casa e na rua: culinária e gastronomia na Corte do Império do Brasil”, Estudos
Históricos,  (), pp. –, .
. Tim Wätzold, Vom kaiserlichen zum nationalen Koch: Ernährungsgeschichte des brasilia-
nischen Kaiserreichs (Mettingen, ), p. ; Eva Barlösius, Soziologie des Essens (rd edn.,
Weinheim, ), p. .
. Wätzold, Vom kaiserlichen zum nationalen Koch, p. .
. Among many others, travellers like Jean-Baptiste Debret (Jean-Baptiste Debret, Viagem
pitoresca e histórica ao Brasil: –,  vols (São Paulo, )), John Luccock (John
Luccock, Notes on Rio de Janeiro, and the Southern Parts of Brazil: Taken during a
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provisioning of the city and its inhabitants relied, to a large degree, on a high
number of food-selling women and the work they did, survival in the urban
milieu was difficult. The study of contemporary newspapers sheds light on
the everyday problems and struggles of the street sellers.
The authorities tried to regulate the city space and the places where ven-

dors were allowed to sell foodstuffs because such spaces were intended as
representative public spaces of the growing modern city. The food market
was one of these projects – coined by a contemporary journalist as a place
“capable of challenging the jealousy of Europe’s important cities”. For
this reason, enslaved purchasers were ordered to spend only a minimum of
time at the market and to leave as quickly as possible.

As in the case of Emília Soares, even vendors at the top of the food-selling
hierarchy were not immune to the profit-maximizing interests of private
investors or the state, both of which monopolized selling areas with the
aim of increasing rents to make more money off the Quitandeiras’ labour,
hoping workers would accept the new conditions because there were no
alternatives. The stallholders at the market formed a union and tried to com-
bat the unequal power relationship by making their protest public in the local
Rio newspapers.

Hiring a stand on the market required more capital than most
Quitandeiras could afford. Therefore, many of them sold their goods in
other places, where they were the subject of regular complaints by city offi-
cials and/or citizens – oftentimes published in local newspapers.
The expulsion of food-selling women from certain parts of the city was

justified by reference to those complaints, which related to noise, the accu-
mulation of garbage and leftover foodstuffs from the vending sites, as well
as criminal and immoral acts, such as prostitution. These complaints
show a typical perception of street-food vendors and poor people in general
as a nuisance and a threat. Even today, such statements are used as justifica-
tion for the treatment of people doing business on the streets.

In , for example, an anonymous citizen complained about a
Quitandeira who worked at the Largo do Rocio in front of a building and
sought to have her banned from the site because her numerous customers
disturbed the neighbourhood regularly between five and ten o’clock in the

Residence of Ten Years in that Country, from  to  (London, )); or Charles
Ribeyrolles (Charles Ribeyrolles, Brasil pitoresco, vol.  (Belo Horizonte-São Paulo, ))
were fascinated with how street vendors – especially women – were deeply enmeshed in the
daily life of the streets.
. DRJ,  December .
. DRJ,  December  (Regulamento da Praça do Mercado, Art. , ).
. JC,  March .
. Cf. Acerbi, Street Occupations, p. .
. See, for example, Jonathan Shapiro Anjaria, The Slow Boil: Street Food, Rights and Public
Space in Mumbai (Stanford, CA, ), p. .

African Women and Street Food, Nineteenth-Century Rio 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000130 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859019000130


evening by blocking both the front door and the sidewalk. The complaint
shows that the vending stalls were also places where people met, shared news,
and grouped together. The vendors were deeply enmeshed in the everyday
occurrences on the streets of their neighbourhood. Slaves who managed to
escape had often begun building their networks before they escaped. This
was a common occurrence on the streets, for example, when some of them
visited Quitandeiras. Apparently, masters knew about their contacts, friend-
ships, and visits, as in the case of the slave Benedicto, who had been in con-
tact with the community of Mina slaves for some time before his escape.

Against the background of the Age of the Atlantic Revolutions and several
slave rebellions such as the Malê revolt in Bahia in , meetings of slaves
and former slaves at places in the city could cause fear among the city’s
authorities.

Another much-cited complaint from  shows that the struggle for
urban space had a long history in Rio de Janeiro. In this case, the complaint
nearly caused the expulsion of the Quitandeiras from their selling point in
front of the town hall. The presiding judge of the town council (a
Portuguese judge directly appointed by the Portuguese crown) had decreed
the closing of the Quitandeiras’ stands due to the constant noise the selling
produced. Some Quitandeiras appealed to the town council attorney against
their expulsion from their selling point, since they had been providing the
inhabitants of the place with foodstuffs for years and – in contrast to other
vendors – had an official licence. Their complaint convinced the town coun-
cil attorney to support their claim to stay; he agreed to represent them and, in
the end, was responsible for repealing the new law. He drew attention to the
fact that the numerous illegal vendors probably would not be banished by a
decree. The law would have ended up punishing the wrong vendors without
solving the original problem. This incident sheds light not only on street vend-
ors’ struggles, but also on the chances that their voices would be heard, if
they united. For vendors, to group together offered them protection. As a
result of the street vendors’ mobility and knowledge of narrow streets and
alleys, as well as of hiding places, city authorities found it difficult to monitor
their enterprises. They were also unable to stop the Quitandeiras from
engaging in other commercial activities on the side, which in some cases
were more profitable than the act of selling food. An article in the Diário
do Rio de Janeiromentions that aQuitandeirawho worked as a fortune teller
in the Rua da Carioca and earned , réis per customer continued with this

. DRJ,  December .
. JC,  February ; JC,  July ; JC,  October .
. On the fear of the “urban mob” in London, see Osterhammel, Die Verwandlung der Welt,
p. ; João José Reis, Slave Rebellion in Brazil: The Muslim Upspring of  in Bahia
(Baltimore, MD, ).
. For this case, see Gomes and Soares, “Ocupações urbanas”.
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work although she had been asked to end it. The street-selling women were
a visible part of society, but certain activities had to happen out of sight of the
authorities. Clandestine meetings happened in taverns, specialized in provid-
ing drinks, or in the casas de angú, “small establishments where slaves and
freed persons converged to eat”. Some of these rooms also functioned as
hiding places. The authorities recognized their strength, considered them a
threat to their power, and attempted to control them by invading their estab-
lishments. They became important places of social interaction and also a
place to practice African-Brazilian religions, which stressed female know-
ledge of the rituals of cooking and healing. In these religions, preparing rit-
ual dishes fed the different eating preferences of the spirits in order for them
to release their energy into the world, and it was traditionally a space for
women. Members of the community would meet up at night to share
meals, celebrate religious events, make music, gamble, or have their fortune
told.

Numerous newspaper articles contain reports of robbery, poverty, or vio-
lence. The bodies of many women showed marks of slavery and violence,
like the one of “a black woman […], who had a scar of a stab wound on
her face and sold angú at the Praia do Peixe”.

Furthermore, many articles focus on acts of violence among poor people.

A certain Luiz Gonçalves was arrested because he had stolen money from a
Quitandeira who was selling fruits. In another case, two people attempted to
kidnap the son of Quiteria, a Quitandeira at the Prainha, and sell him into
slavery even though he was a free person. Rodrigues, a forty-two-year-
old coach driver from the province of Maranhão and a fifty-year-old
Quitandeira, Maria Nacisado Espirito Santo, were sentenced to ten and
eight years respectively in prison because the first raped a thirteen-year-old

. DRJ,  March .
. Soares, “Os Escravos de Ganho”, p. ; Reis and Mamigonian, “The Yoruba Diaspora in
Brazil”, p. .
. Carlos Eugênio Líbano Soares, A capoeira escrava e outras tradições rebeldes no Rio de
Janeiro (–) (Campinas, ), pp. , .
. Elizabeth Pérez, Religion in the Kitchen: Cooking, Talking, and the Making of Black
Atlantic Traditions (New York, ), p. ; Kelly E. Hayes, “Serving the Spirits, Healing the
Person: Women in Afro-Brazilian Religions”, in Lillian Ashcraft-Eason, Darnise C. Martin,
and Oyeronke Olademo (eds), Women and New and Africana Religions (Santa Barbara, CA,
), pp. –, .
. Pérez, Religion in the Kitchen, p. .
. Soares, A capoeira escrava, pp. –; Robert W. Slenes, “‘Malungu, ngoma vem!’: África
coberta e descoberta do Brasil”, Revista USP,  (), pp. –.
. DRJ,  November . On marks of violence on slave bodies, see Marcus Rediker,
Gesetzlose des Atlantiks: Piraten und rebellische Seeleute in der frühen Neuzeit (Vienna,
), pp. –; Michael Zeuske, Sklaverei. Eine Menschheitsgeschichte von der Steinzeit bis
heute (Ditzingen, ), pp. , .
. JC,  October  or  December .
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girl, Leopoldina Carolina, the granddaughter of Maria, who sold him
Leopoldina’s virginity. Although sexual abuse and violence were part of
the everyday life of enslaved and freed women in the Atlantic world, the
newspaper article about this specific case highlighted it as being from the
lowest and most immoral parts of society. In many instances, the alleged
moral profligacy of these people served as an explanation for the violence
among them, a global phenomenon. The poor were described in a way
that contributed to an intense fear of these parts of the society and led to
their further dissociation.

Some dangers on the street are connected to their being women. Women
could benefit from relationships with wealthy men who supported them
financially. Many of these relationships were formed through coercion,
and numerous enslaved women resorted to prostitution to earn money for
their master. Freed women prostituted themselves as a result of poverty
and lack of other opportunities. In small-scale disputes, women developed
strategies to defend themselves against some attacks. Camille de Meirelles,
for instance, accused a twenty-year-old Quitandeira Mina, a slave woman
owned by João de Oliveira Lima, of hitting him across the face as an insult.
He claimed that the event took place in a tavern. The court found her not
guilty, after she was able to prove that her accuser had made up the story
after she had rejected his advances. The reaction of the accuser is hardly
surprising when put against a backdrop of a society that privileged white
men. With regard to the European colonies and particularly to the planta-
tions in nineteenth-century America, Jürgen Martschukat and Olaf
Stieglitz have adapted Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s concept of the
“desire machine” (machine désirante), where they emphasize that

the colonial expansion, as machine of conquest, subjugation, and government,
was also a “machine désirante”, a desire machine […]. The colonies and espe-
cially the slave plantations in the Americas of the nineteenth century appeared
as places in which everything was possible for the colonizers and specifically
for the masters. Sex was an instrument and a technique of violent subjugation
of the “other”.

. JC,  August .
. Mariana Candido, “Strategies for Social Mobility: Liaisons between Foreign Men and Slave
Women in Benguela, ca. -”, in Gwyn Campbell and Elizabeth Elbourne (eds), Sex,
Power, and Slavery (Athens, OH, ), pp. –, .
. Osterhammel, Die Verwandlung der Welt, p. .
. Toussaint-Samson, A Parisian in Brazil, p. .
. DRJ,  February .
. Jürgen Martschukat and Olaf Stieglitz (eds), Race & Sex: Eine Geschichte der Neuzeit: 
Schlüsseltexte aus vier Jahrhunderten neu gelesen (Berlin, ), p. .
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The personal cases described by the newspaper illuminate the social pro-
blems in a slave society where manumission was not unusual but the margin-
alized status was very difficult to escape.

GENDER

Several examples clearly illustrate that slaves preferred to work on the streets,
and even tried to convince their masters to send them there to work. For
example, a reward announcement for the capture of the runaway slave
Dionizia, published in the Diário do Rio de Janeiro in , shows that
this slave woman begged her master to let her work as a Quitandeira on
the streets. Dionizia’s master refused her plea, whereupon she fled the con-
fines of the household and tried to survive on her own. Working in the
food sector allowed women to combine domestic with productive labour
in a job that offered them and their families a certain food security. In con-
temporary newspapers, slaveholders advertised female slaves mostly as gen-
eral domestics with the addition of being very skilled at selling goods.

Female slaves were employed for general household duties, but these could
easily be combined with occasional, or part-time, street vending. For fam-
ilies or people with only one or a few slaves, it could be economical to buy
one slave to keep the house clean and additionally make some money on the
streets.
The work of men was more valued in Brazil. As a consequence, female

slaves were easier to acquire and especially interesting for less wealthy
groups. Investments in slaves indicated socio-economic mobility and were
the easiest form of wealth to acquire. In the s, Quitandeiras were
worth on average , réis according to the Jornal do Commercio.
Comparing the cost with the potential income generated in the vending sec-
tor, it is obvious that purchasing a healthy female slave could be extremely
profitable. In most newspaper announcements, being characterized as
“Mina” was a positive description used to drive the price up and quicken
the sale. Only in very few cases were Mina slaves not preferred but seen as

. Many women, especially Mina women, had the opportunity to accumulate sufficient money
to buy their freedom, often through activities in the food sector. See Manolo Florentino,
“Alforria e etnicidade no Rio de Janeiro oitocentista”, Topoí. Revista de História,  (),
pp. –, –. For further information on how the state used penal discipline as a way of con-
trolling the urban poor, who remained in a marginalized state even as free workers, see Martine
Jean’s article on different forms of work in the construction of Rio de Janeiro’s prison (Casa de
Correção) in the present volume.
. DRJ,  January ; Soares, “Os Escravos de Ganho”, p. .
. Women were described in that way in nearly all the  announcements published in the
Jornal do Commercio in –.
. Frank, Dutra’s World, pp. –.
. Ibid., p. .
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rebellious. Foreign visitors who came to the city in the nineteenth century
highlighted the Mina’s proficiency in trade and distinguished the food-
vending women from the ordinary mass of the slave population. Their
reputation as good vendors was not only earned on the basis of skills
acquired in their regions of origin in Africa, it was part of a discourse
about the Mina’s superiority known throughout many parts of the
Atlantic world. Food preparation, cooking, and selling were traditionally
female enterprises in West and Central Africa. In Luanda, Quitandeiras
also sold their products in ways similar to those adopted by the women in
Rio de Janeiro, but they did not enjoy the same reputation as the Mina
women. Certain advertisements boasted that the slaves were capable of
paying their master up to  réis per day. According to the paper, the
average payment to the owner was  réis a day, i.e. around , réis
a year. Based on this calculation it was possible for a Quitandeira to
earn her selling price within two years. It can therefore be assumed that own-
ers bought women to use them as Quitandeiras because male slaves would
have been more expensive, and not necessarily more successful as street ven-
dors, while women could also carry out other, even more profitable tasks.
The most successful vendors would have started their businesses as slaves,
and self-employed people earned enough money to buy their freedom,
hire a stand at the market, and eventually invest in slaves. Quitandeiras
also occasionally advertised slaves in local newspapers. A Mina woman
who sold angú across the Santo Antonio Street invested in slaves and resold
a slave woman called Thereza to another owner.

. JC,  June .
. Luíz Agassiz and Elizabeth Cary Agassiz, Viagem ao Brasil: – (Belo Horizonte,
), pp. –.
. Reis and Mamigonian, “The Yoruba Diaspora in Brazil”, p. ; Stephen D. Behrendt,
“Ecology, Seasonality, and the Transatlantic Slave Trade”, in Bernard Bailyn and Patricia
L. Denault (eds), Soundings in Atlantic History: Latent Structures and Intellectual Currents,
– (Cambridge, ), pp. –, ; John Adams, Remarks on the Country
Extending from Cape Palmas to the River Congo (London, ), pp. –.
. Felix K. Ekechi, “Gender and Economic Power: The Case of Igbo Market Women of
Eastern Nigeria”, in Besse House-Midamba and Felix K. Ekechi (eds), African Market
Women and Economic Power: The Role of Women in African Economic Development
(London, ), pp. –, –.
. Vanessa S. Oliveira, “Gender, Foodstuff Production and Trade in Late-Eighteenth Century
Luanda”, African Economic History,  (), pp. –, .
. Admittedly, one should note that the potential profit might have been exaggerated in an
advertisement in which the Quitandeira was being offered for sale.
. Assuming twenty-five working days per month. It is reasonable to assume that the
Quitandeiras worked no more than six days per week.
. Ribeyrolles, Brasil pitoresco, p. . DRJ,  August .
. DRJ,  August .
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These women created female spaces throughout the city, integrated their
slaves into their communities, and were sometimes even regarded as part
of the family (fictive kinship). As Farias has pointed out in her study on
Mina market women in Rio de Janeiro, this form of kinship could lead to
the emergence of strong networks between women and the passing on of
wealth from woman to woman (Casamento de mulheres). However, it
would be wrong to assume that these women always acted in solidarity
with each other. On the contrary, one woman tried to sell her slave through
a newspaper announcement, adding that the slave woman was behaving in a
rebellious way and would not follow the orders of a “black” woman.

Sometimes, even poor “white” women could be part of the female spaces
formed by the street-vending women. In the Jornal do Commercio an old
white woman was advertised as a domestic servant. At the time, she was liv-
ing in one of the Quitandeira’s houses, which illustrates contacts between
white women and Quitandeiras that go beyond the “normal” hierarchy
with white women at the top.

Through its interconnection as a port city, Rio de Janeiro was strongly
linked with other parts of the world. A European reader interested in con-
temporary literature might have heard of the Quitandeira even though he
or she had never been to Brazil. Because street vendors were typical figures
of the nineteenth-century city landscape, they also appeared in these forms of
entertainment. Natasha Korda shows that in early modern London both
forms of entertainment, the performance of women selling on the streets
and professional theatre plays, competed with each other. A great num-
ber – but not all – of these novels and plays could trace their origins to
France, more specifically to Paris, and were published in Brazilian newspa-
pers or played at the theatres in Rio de Janeiro. The highly successful
social novel Les mystères de Paris, written by Eugène Sue and originally

. Farias, “Mercados Minas”, pp. –. On fictive kinship, see Michael Zeuske,Handbuch
Geschichte der Sklaverei. Eine Globalgeschichte von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart (Berlin
[etc.], ), pp. , .
. See again Farias, “Mercados Minas”, pp. –.
. DRJ,  April ; DRJ,  August .
. DRJ,  September .
. Natasha Korda, “Gender at Work in the Cries of London”, in Mary Ellen Lamb and Karen
Bamford (eds), Oral Traditions and Gender in Early Modern Literary Texts (Hampshire, ),
pp. –, .
. Serialized novels published in the Jornal do Commercio include Les mystères de Paris, by
Eugène Sue (); Soeur Suzanne, by Xavier de Montépin (); O Castello dos
Phantasmas, by Xavier de Montépin (); A sombrinha do Conego II, by Joaquim José
Teixeira (); Os Ciganos de Regencia, by Xavier de Montépin (); A miséria de
Londres, by Charles Dickens (); O vampire, by Leão Gozlan (). Plays staged in Rio:
“A vendedora de Perus” (); “A cigana de Paris”, by Emilio Doux (–); “O
Pelotiqueiro” (); “La Bouquetière” (); “A Tia Bazú” (); O último dia de
Pompeia” ().
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published in the French newspaper Le Journal des débats between June 
and October , was a description of nineteenth-century Paris, showing
the social problems and the living and working conditions of the poor
parts of the city’s population. Female workers, such as prostitutes and
street vendors, are also featured in this novel. It was translated into
Portuguese and published in the Jornal do Commercio in . The novel
was highly successful in Rio, attracting the interest of Brazilian readers.

Despite male vendors also existing, the plays and stories gave female charac-
ters a prominent role and a much higher degree of fame. The popularity of
street-life representation in plays, with their diverse characters, ensured
that the character of the Quitandeira appeared in theatre pieces like The
Boy and the Quitandeira and in serialized novels published in the newspaper
written by Brazilian authors. The fictitious figure of the Quitandeira was
created through these novels and plays but also through travel accounts,
poems, and songs written in this period.
In Europe, the demand for travel accounts with stories about far-off lands

and exotic characters was high, and, because of this, published accounts had a
large number of readers. Contemporary descriptions by foreign visitors
highlighted the beauty and seductiveness of the slave women. The announce-
ments in contemporary newspapers confirm this view. In some of these
announcements the beauty of the slave women is highlighted and gives an
idea of “the quotidian monstrosity of the desire to which she was sub-
jected”. This exoticism is reminiscent of the image of the women of colour
in other parts of the Atlantic world in the nineteenth century.

Eduard Duller, a contemporary Austro-German author, became so famil-
iar with the Quitandeira through travel accounts that in  he wrote a
short story, “TheQuitandeira from Rio Janeiro”, without ever having visited

. Antonio Hohlfeldt, Deus escreve direito por linhas tortas. O romance-folhetim dos jornais
de Porto Alegre entre  e  (Porto Alegre, ), pp. –.
. JC,  December .
. “O moleque e a Quitandeira”, by Manoel Joaquim Teixeira Cardoso (August , June
). Jürgen Kocka and others have pointed out the importance of social novels as one kind
of bourgeois perspective on the “working class”. According to Kocka, even before a working
class emerged in the historical reality of nineteenth-century Germany, it existed in the imagina-
tions of many citizens and in public discourse. See Jürgen Kocka, Arbeiterleben und
Arbeiterkultur. Die Entstehung einer sozialen Klasse (Bonn, ), p. .
. In twenty-seven of  announcements published in the Jornal do Commercio in –
, the beauty of the women is described with attributes such as “eye-catching”, “beautiful”,
or “fine-figured”. Lisa Ze Winters, The Mulatta Concubine: Terror, Intimacy, Freedom and
Desire in the Black Transatlantic (Athens, GA, ), p. .
. Dominique Rogers and Stewart King, “Housekeepers, Merchants, Rentières: Free Women
of Color in the Port Cities of Colonial Saint-Domingue, –”, in Douglass Catterall and
Jodi Campbell (eds), Women in Port: Gendering Communities, Economies, and Social Networks
in Atlantic Port Cities, – (Leiden, ), pp. –, .
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Brazil. The main character, a Quitandeira, is defined by the love she has
for a certain slave. This love can never be, because the slave has already
been promised to someone else in his home country. During his attempt
to escape slavery and return to Africa, he trusts his former king, the father
of his fiancée, to help him and ignores the advice of the Quitandeira not
to trust the king. After the Quitandeira recognizes that the man she loves
cannot be convinced of the king’s false intentions, she accepts the advances
of a rich white man. In this passage from the story, the power white men
hold over the Quitandeira is clearly evident. In the end, she saves the
slave from slavery and drowns herself in the ocean. In the story, bourgeois
virtues such as self-sacrifice, fidelity, and chastity are discussed. The story-
line is similar to that of the widely read novel The Last Days of Pompeii, also
published in  by Edward Bulwer-Lytton. A female enslaved flower
vendor plays a key role in the story. Even though she is blind, she leads
her would-be lover and his lover through the streets of the city to the har-
bour where they escape before the volcano erupts, while thousands are killed.
Because her would-be lover never loved her, Nydia the flower girl drowns
herself just like the Quitandeira. This story presents Nydia not as a passive
slave, but as a capable actor who, in spite of her blindness, knows the streets
of the city better than anyone else. A sculpture of Nydia was made in 
and became very popular during the nineteenth century. Since it is highly
probable that Duller knew Bulwer-Lytton’s novel, it does not seem far-
fetched to assume that he constructed the character of the Quitandeira in
allusion to Nydia and presents the Brazilian woman not as a helpless slave
but as a capable actor.
Furthermore, during the World Exhibition in Vienna in  the Brazilian

commission decided to integrate the picture Fruchtverkäuferin in Rio de
Janeiro into their exhibition (Figure ). The picture was taken by a well-
known German photographer, Alberto Henschel, in his studio in Rio de

. Eduard Duller, “Die Quitandeira von Rio Janeiro”, in Eduard Duller (ed.), Erzählungen
und Phantasiestücke. Erster Band (Frankfurt am Main, ), pp. –.
. On this literary motif, cf. B. Riesche, “Schöne Mohrinnen, edle Sklaven, schwarze Rächer.
Schwarzendarstellung und Sklavereithematik im deutschen Unterhaltungstheater (–)”
(Ph.D., Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität Munich, ), p. .
. Duller, “Die Quitandeira von Rio Janeiro”, p. .
. Riesche, “Schwarzendarstellung und Sklavereithematik”, p. .
. Edward Bulwer-Lytton, The Last Days of Pompeii (London, ).
. Available at: https://www.metmuseum.org/art/online-features/viewpoints/nydia; last
accessed  January .
. See Sven Schuster and Alejandra Buenaventura, “Entre blanqueamiento y paraíso racial. El
Imperio de Brasil y la legitimación visual de la esclavitud en las exposiciones universales”, in Sven
Schuster and Óscar Daniel Hernández (eds), Imaginando América Latina. Historia y cultura vi-
sual, siglos XIX–XXI (Bogota, ), pp. –, here p. ; Sven Schuster, Die Inszenierung der
Nation: Das Kaiserreich Brasilien im Zeitalter der Weltausstellungen (Frankfurt, ).
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Janeiro. In the picture, a saleswoman, dressed in a clean white dress and a tur-
ban, smokes a pipe while she is sitting in front of her stall, which is decorated
with exotic fruits. The background is that of a tropical landscape. Altogether,
fruits, dress, stall, and background were designed to evoke “feelings of exotic
authenticity and mysterious foreignness” among the visitors to the World

Figure . AlbertoHenschel,Fruchtverkäuferin inRiode Janeiro [Fruit seller inRiode Janeiro], c..
Leibniz-Institut für Länderkunde, Leipzig (Germany).
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Exhibition. In a companion volume to the World Exhibition, it was stated
that, as a sign of progress, slavery in Brazil would soon be gone without
rebellions or damage to the private property of the slave owners since the
“release of slaves was common”, which “confirmed the mild mind and the
philanthropy of the Brazilian people”. As highly visible workers, the
Quitandeiras would be a clear sign of this progress for visitors. Of course,
her clean and perfect dress, as well as the absence of visual signs of violence
or hunger, romanticized her life and work on the streets.

Beginning in the s, the women who were actually working as
Quitandeiras on the streets were increasingly driven off the streets of Rio
de Janeiro. Paradoxically, the end of slavery also meant the end of the rela-
tively autonomous branch of the economy in which these women had previ-
ously been able to work and live.
The Quitandeiras displayed a high degree of visibility during a period in

which female vendors attained a public profile not only in Brazil but also
abroad. This connects them to other poor working women in the urban
milieus of nineteenth-century cities. As we can see from the serialized novels
and theatre plays that appeared in Paris, London, Rio de Janeiro, and else-
where, the figure of the female street vendor had entered popular culture.
However ambivalent in their portrayal, and despite the sexual and exotic con-
notations that are frequent features of these stories, some of them also give
their female characters a considerable degree of agency and power.

CONCLUSION

Research on street food has increased dramatically in recent years, with sev-
eral case studies from different historical periods and cities around the world.
These studies highlight street food as a typical source of income for women
in urban areas. In the port city of Rio de Janeiro, many women of colour
worked in a wide range of activities linked to the food sector in which free
and different forms of unfree labour co-existed. These women created a
niche of economic opportunity in a place dominated by men. The local

. Nele Beck, “The Breathing Archive: Social Dynamics of Photographic Archives”,
available at: http://kjc-sv.kjc.uni-heidelberg.de:/exist/apps/wiki/photocultures/beck/
TheBreathingArchive; last accessed  July .
. Cf. Schuster and Buenaventura, “El Imperio de Brasil”, here p. .
. Ibid.
. Henrique Espada Lima and Fabiane Popinigis, “Maids, Clerks, and the Shifting Landscape
of Labor Relations in Rio de Janeiro, s–s”, International Review of Social History, :
S (), pp. –, especially p. . As the authors show, many of the Quitandeiras disap-
peared from the streets and began to work in private households because of growing competition
in the street-food sector – the result of increasing immigration from Europe to Brazil in the late
nineteenth century.
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food markets were economically significant and inextricably linked to Rio de
Janeiro’s role in the late transatlantic slave trade. Despite their economic
importance, they aided the development of urban cultures in Rio de
Janeiro, which have to be seen in an Atlantic context. Street food not only
helped to preserve the eating habits of the diaspora, it also gave rise to a con-
sumer culture for the working class. Despite their different statuses, workers
met up at taverns, casas de angú, or at meeting points on the streets to
socialize.
Street vendors worked under conditions that were always hard, often dan-

gerous, and financially precarious. To walk through the streets of the city for
the whole day carrying a tray with several bottles of liquor, a large basket of
fruits, and live chickens, for instance, was extremely exhausting; such work
reflected absolute necessity rather than choice. The vendors engaged in dif-
ferent forms of protest and sometimes supported each other in order to
find ways out of their marginalized status. Some of these struggles received
public attention. Others were part of the everyday activities of the women
and happened in the shadows of the port city. Despite all their efforts, the
city’s authorities were unable to prevent the selling of food on the street,
since their intentions were undermined at a local level. The co-existence of
different labour forms produced a very flexible labour market in Rio de
Janeiro and resembles the “width of the forms of labour and exploitation
in capitalism” in general. Rather than banding together in a mutual strug-
gle against these forces, women working in the food sector also fought
against one another, in a competition for survival. Some women were them-
selves slaveholders.

TheQuitandeiras were highly visible and therefore defined the widespread
image of the city. Their reputation extended to distant parts of the world due
to the fact that Rio de Janeiro was a globally connected port city. This article
has demonstrated that the Quitandeiras can be seen as part of a larger hetero-
geneous group of street working women who, in many parts of the world,
gained visibility and recognition on the streets of growing cities and in popu-
lar culture in the first half of the nineteenth century.

. AndreaKomlosy, “Arbeit undWerttransfer imKapitalismus: Vielfalt der Erscheinungsformen
und Operationalisierung”, Sozial. Geschichte Online,  (), pp. –, here p. .
. Farias, “Mercados Minas”.
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