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Figure 14: Unknown artist. “The battle in Canudos between legal troops and Antônio Conselheiro’s 
fanatics.” Also depicting “The glorious death of the brave Captain Solomon defending a piece of artillery.” 
Illustration in Don Quixote 83. March 21, 1897. 
 

Although the person of the Patria is noticeably absent in a vignette entitled “Victims 

of Duty” in Dom Quixote, the silhouettes of five infantrymen (including Colonel Moreira 

César) loom contemplatively above the battlefield. Continuing the theme of martyrdom, a 

prominently placed caption directs the reader’s attention to the “glorious death of the 

brave Captain Salomão” da Rocha amid a chaotic battle scene. A member of the second 

artillery regiment, the captain nobly manned his cannon despite being fired upon at close 

range (Figure 14).9  

                                                
9. The idea of an “honorable” or “glorious” death is evident in many different newspaper reports. Men 

who died defending the Republic—whether fighting an enemy that vastly outnumbered them or saving a 
fallen comrade—during their final moments receive this commemorative distinction. 
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In each of the above examples, illustrators represent men as individuals of 

achievement, and the Republic, a figure of inaction. Indeed, the Patria stands but a 

creation of noble men that is as much a reflection of their honorability as she is their 

magnum opus. As a good point of comparison, the undated “Allegory of the Republic” 

captures a similar theme more explicitly. Although the Patria sits atop a throne or 

elevated platform, an entourage of visionary military leaders presents her with the 

symbols of republican rule: a reconstituted flag of the Republic, the constitution, and 

several other documents. General Manuel Deodoro da Fonseca holds in his left hand a 

monarchical crown that he just removed from the Patria’s head, and an invisible hand 

instead provides her with a Phrygian cap. Also an important motif in revolutionary and 

post-revolutionary French political symbolism, the invisible hand suggests that the shift 

to republican rule is not only inevitable from a historical standpoint, but also that the laws 

of nature justify its mortal male orchestrators.10  

Like the unrealized allegory, wartime illustrations symbolically relegate the Patria to 

the sidelines. Illustrators suggest that the ideals of her enlightened sons and protectors are 

far weightier, for it is their prudence that ensures Brazil’s survival.11 Moreover, not all of 

                                                
10. The invisible hand motif is also common in the context of the French Revolution. See Maurice 

Agulhon, Marienne into Battle: Republican Imagery and Symbolism in France trans. Janet Lloyd 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981) and Maurice Agulhon, La France Démocratique 
(combats, mentalés, symbols) (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 1998). Generally speaking, the 
deliberately placed hand deals less with Adam Smith’s study of political economy than it does to convey 
ideas of natural determination. The engines of the natural world predetermined the advent of the Republic. 
It is thus an important symbolic device that serves as republican propaganda. Note the similarity of a 1911 
political cartoon in The New York Times. Renouncing the presidency, Porfírio Diaz offers Mexico a golden 
token of peace. See Johnson, 98-9. 

 
11. Comparing political cartoons from family or female interest publications during the final two 

decades of the nineteenth-century provides an interesting contextual perspective. Many contributors 
establish a distinct rupture from the past when the monarchy was overthrown. In recounting the 
accomplishment of republican governance—particularly in terms of the Republic’s vested interest in 
erecting healthy moorings for Brazilian family life—more than one commentator suggests that a sea change 
occurred on the family level thanks to republican positivism. One political cartoon contained within Revista 
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the Patria’s sons are capable or worthy of protecting her. Only branco males form her 

honored vanguard. In the above illustrations, these men look down from the heavens and 

they are enshrined as martyrs. Although Brazil was inarguably a multiracial society at the 

turn of the century, Gilberto Freyre’s myth of ‘racial democracy’ has yet to suffuse 

symbolic representations of the Patria and her positivist rescuers. Men and women of cor 

(color) are not actors in the preceding illustrated heroic dramas.12  

The absence of non-white individuals in press illustrations suggests the elite’s desire 

to whitewash the entirety of Brazilian society. Much like the removal of the ‘dangerous 

classes’ from areas of spatial-symbolic importance in the urban sphere, cartoonists in the 

Revista Illustrada and other publications jettison Brazil’s multiracial heritage. In so 

doing, on the one hand, these cartoonists remove mestiços and other non-whites from the 

(invented) historical narrative of Canudos. For the preceding illustrators, the actions of 

brave men sacrificing themselves for the Patria form an idealized public sphere. On the 

other hand, the absence of persons of cor suggests that cartoonists and editors are both 

shaping and mirroring the idea that non-whites are the reason why the Republic has 

embarked upon a crusade against fanaticism and disorder in the first place. 

As a point of comparison, the Fonseca painting (Figure 11) places blacks at the 

absolute bottom of the image. The perspective of the artist alone cannot account for the 

black women’s marginal positions in a spatial sense because the Patria and the corps of 

                                                                                                                                            
Illustrada is particularly revealing. In a left-hand pane identified as monarchical times, the cartoonist 
depicts a chaotic home environment: children are fighting and the home is in serious disrepair. In the right-
hand portion suggestive of republican rule, however, the children are well behaved and the house is in an 
immaculate state. See Revista Illustrada 21, no. 707 (1896): 7.  

 
12. Brazilian sociologist, anthropologist, and historian Gilberto Freyre first proposed his notion of 

‘racial democracy’ in The Masters and the Slaves: A Study in the Development of Brazilian Civilization 
(New York: Random House, 1964). In Portuguese, the book is entitled Casa-grande e senzala. 
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military leaders do not stand upon any sort of elevated platform. Additionally, the Pedro 

Ámerico de Figueiredo e Melo study painting (Figure 18) places newly emancipated 

blacks far beneath the meeting of winged white angels or goddesses. The exclusion of 

persons of color in the commemorative political cartoons in the Revista Illustrada and 

others suggests that they are fighting on the side of the Conselheristas. 

In certain respects, in later depictions of the war against Conselheristas, it is not 

immediately clear who the army is fighting. Rather than depicting backlanders as the 

person of Antônio Conselheiro as cartoonists did at the onset of the conflict, illustrators 

generally do not depict Conselheiro’s followers at all.13 Instead, in figures 12 through 14, 

an invisible, but no less dangerous, enemy assaults republican infantrymen. On a 

representational level, the physical absence of the enemy in his full form (or his 

obfuscation in the case of Figure 14) suggests that treachery extends far beyond the 

conflict between backlanders and urban dwellers. Rather than being a war waged against 

degenerate Conselheristas, the Canudos conflict seems to be more universal in scope. In a 

broader sense, it is a stand in for the duty of defending a higher ideal. Given that the 

Brazilian press often speculated that underground political movements secretly plotted 

the demise of the Republic, subsequent depictions of the Canudos War amplify fears of a 

third column and make the case for heightened vigilance. Whether in the city or 

backlands, an adversary loomed.14 

                                                
13. The illustration entitled “The Victims of Duty” seems to be the exception rather than the rule. See 

Figure 22). Although it is clear that bands of jagunços have trapped infantrymen at the bottom of a ravine, 
their faces are hidden by the artist’s perspective. The rebels firing upon Salomão and an anonymous 
infantryman beside a flattened crate face away from the viewer; only soldiers’ faces are depicted clearly. 

 
14. Many parties claimed that monarchists secretly funded Antônio Conselheiro so he could state a 

restoration of the monarchy. Other figures opined that Canudos was the result of an anarchic plot.  
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The Canudos War thus assumes a prominent place among the myths, rituals, and 

symbols that constituted the republican imagery. Cartoonists integrate the conflict into 

the foundational myth that enlightened men drive Brazil along its natural trajectory of 

development. These men are so dedicated to their positivist vision that they are willing to 

perish in order to defend it. It is in this light that the war adds to a pantheon of new holy 

figures; Moreira César and untold male martyrs represent the enduring belief in Order 

and Progress. In lieu of motion pictures and newsreels, commemorative illustrations of 

the Canudos War in Revista Illustrada standardize the conflict’s image as a ritual of 

loyalty. Indeed, laboring on behalf of the collective povo brasileiro assumes a cathartic 

quality as a civil duty. Succumbing in a cataclysmic fight between the forces of good and 

evil, however, is suggestive of a profound religious experience. Like the crucifixion of 

Christ for the sins of humankind, dying for the permanence of Order and Progress is an 

unparalleled display of allegiance.15 

As I argued previously, illustrators cast the performance of loyalty to the Brazilian 

collective as a decidedly masculine operation. In the public sphere, men fight on behalf of 

republican ideals while women serve as passive onlookers. Upon closer observation, 

however, one recognizes didactic undercurrents for far more than the metaphorical 

Brazilian family. To be sure, commemorative illustrations of the Canudos War also 

instruct men and women how to ensure the health of the collective through the 

microcosm of the biological family. Men are to remain individuals of action while wives 

and daughters are honorably inert. Husbands and fathers pass freely through the public 

                                                
15. Although beyond the scope of this project, the number of parallels that can be drawn between 

Catholic symbolism and that of Brazil’s Old Republic is very interesting. It remains to be seen how closely 
illustrators and editors modeled the female figure of the Patria upon the Virgin Mary.  
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and private spheres while females remain in the latter. Despite this, illustrators appear to 

equate the model of female obedience to males’ feats on the battlefield. Put differently, 

the aloof (or “absent”) Brazilian woman is just as respectable as the soldier avenging the 

honor of his biological and collective families.16    

It is worth repeating that although the interwar illustrations considered here are also 

prescriptive. They aim to instruct the urban-minded movers and shakers of the Patria. 

This includes white, literate, and relatively affluent Brazilians, for it is they who pilot the 

Republic through rough sociopolitical waters. In this light, these graphics remind the 

middle and upper classes of the need to maintain the status quo. By adhering to 

predominant hierarchies of gender, race, and class, the Patria rests peaceably in a state of 

equilibrium.  

Conclusion: Conjecture, Readings and Reactions 
 
The degrees to which the abovementioned political cartoons accomplished the 

objectives of their creators are unknown. The reactions of ordinary readers/viewers are 

uncertain and the sources largely speak to the prevalence of preexisting attitudes and 

editors’ efforts to coopt them. This limitation does not, however, dissuade us from 

considering how readers might have interpreted the illustrations found within the Revista 

Illustrada, Don Quixote, and countless others. Because middle and upper class Brazilians 

founded and operated many of these publications, we are able to speculate as to how 

readers from their social classes might have felt when they discovered depictions of the 

Canudos War.  

                                                
16. This idea is similar to variations on the timeless argument that childbirth is on equal footing with 

men’s place on the battlefield.  



 

 

81 

Yet this only offers a partial perspective because, generally speaking, it remains to be 

seen how lower class readers (or listeners) internalized the same depictions of the Patria, 

Antônio Conselheiro, and a new pantheon of republican martyrs. This reminds us that we 

must creatively mine the available sources to amplify those voices still concealed in the 

historical record. Brazil’s middle and upper class readers likely interpreted the satirical 

depictions prominent in the first portion of the war as entertainment. Neanderthal-like 

images of Antônio Conselheiro and the inhabitants of Belo Monte/Canudos probably had 

a similar effect as popular advertisements for circuses, revues, and burlesque 

performances. 

 Like these published announcements, Conselherista caricature immersed readers in 

an unfamiliar world. Through the Revista Illustrada and other illustrated pieces, 

audiences could observe firsthand an assortment of sideshows that featured a people 

frozen in time. These depictions no doubt reinforced longstanding attitudes that the 

backlands was drastically different than the coast. It is uncertain, however, as to how 

urban audiences recognized or responded to cartoonists’ implicit comparisons between 

civilization and barbarism from the vantage point of the Brazilian military.    

The swing to commemorative illustrations also raises important questions of their 

viewers. One wonders if and how audiences consciously or subconsciously modeled their 

behavior upon the predominant themes of honor and communal sacrifice. Additionally, 

the shift from satire to memorialization begs the question of how the urban reading public 

understood the sudden change in the war’s meaning from a comical farce to a decisive 

struggle. On the surface level, it is likely that cartoonists’ commemorative illustrations 

elicited a strong emotional response from their audiences.  
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Symbolic references to defending one’s personal and family honor might well have 

succeeded in calling the conflict away from a remote backwater and into Brazilians’ 

everyday lives. Grieving mothers and widows could recognize that the Patria was also 

mourning the loss of her children. Likewise, these women could be reassured that the 

unforgettable sacrifice of a devoted soldier contributed to the health of the collective 

povo brasileiro. For males, the urgency of defending the honor and integrity of the Patria 

could wrest an emotional response if they equated the events on the national stage with 

the precarious stability of their wives and children.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

CHAPTER 4 

A PERFORMANCE OF HEGEMONY: THE PATRIOTIC COMMITTEE OF 
BAHIA 

 
 

Of two strong brothers / There is neither a victor nor the defeated / What was victorious was Charity / 
You were the winner. 

—J. H. de Cerqueira Lima 
 
 

Introduction 

Once the final rounds were fired in Canudos in October 1897 and after the corpse of 

Antônio Conselheiro was exhumed, photographed, and purportedly decapitated, 

republicans had to face the jarring aftermath of war. While heavy artillery fire and arson 

left most of Canudos’s residential structures and two churches in heaps of rubble, soldiers 

worked to apprehend masses of “true sick mummies” that “represented the pungent 

portrait of ignoble suffering.”1 Military officers detained large numbers of females and 

their children, many of which were crippled by smallpox and dysentery or severely 

malnourished. The sight of surviving men and boys was far more infrequent.  Serving as 

the foundation for Canudos’s defense corps, male Conselheristas succumbed en masse 

while shielding the community from republican assaults.2  

Though successful at destroying the settlement, the Brazilian military was not 

prepared for addressing the immediate mortal aftermath of the war. Surviving 

Conselherista girls, boys, and women suffered from wounds sustained in the heat of the 

                                                
1. Lélis Piedade, Histórico e relatório do Comitê Patriótico da Bahia, 1897-1901. Ed. Antônio Olavo 

(São Paulo, Brazil: Portfolium Editora, 2002), 215. 
 
2. Scholars’ estimates of the number of the dead vary widely. Euclides da Cunha maintains that close 

to 30,000 were killed. Historian Robert Levine, however, postulates that approximately 15,000 fell in 
Canudos. 
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conflict, and many lost relatives, friends, and neighbors. Their homes and assets rested in 

mounds of debris, and the military was not outfitted to provide for many of its own men, 

much less the scores of ailing Canudos survivors.  

In the wake of the war, the convention of elite charity served as an important means 

of delivering aid to Canudos’s desgraçadas, or the unfortunate, as they were called. Elite 

Bahians from Salvador converged to form the Comitê Patriótico da Bahia, the Patriotic 

Committee of Bahia (PCB). As an endeavor ostensibly served by members of all social 

classes “whose presence already supported ideas of humanity and patriotism,” the Comitê 

sought to assist the fallen of Canudos.3 Supported by scores of Bahian journalists, the 

Comitê endeavored to provide assistance to Canudos’s orphaned children, widowed 

females, and single mothers. The “virile and generous spirit” of Bahia, the Comitê’s 

leadership proclaimed, served as a call for its inhabitants to join the PBC’s “noble 

exercise” to “cure the sick and to provide caring assistance and love to [its] brothers.”4 

The PCB’s central commission organized supply drives and collaborated with members 

of the Bahian community to stage fundraising extravaganzas. Committee participants 

collected sizable donations of blankets, clothing, medicine, and food to distribute among 

those “disfavored by fortune.”5  

The Comitê provided spiritual and medical care to unfortunate women and children. 

Respectable physicians accompanied the PCB taskforce to the fringes of Canudos to 

                                                
3. Piedade, 48. Although nominally an effort supported by each of Brazil’s distinct social classes, 

Bahia’s most affluent citizens—bankers, clergy, cabinet-level secretaries, politicians, investors, doctors, 
lawyers, and others—guided the central commission of the Comitê. 

 
4. For the remainder of this paper, the Comitê will be referred to as the “CPB.” Ibid., 48. Italics added 

for emphasis. The endeavors of the Comitê were widely publicized in Bahian newspapers such as the 
Jornal de Notícias, among others. 

 
5. Ibid., 52. Financial and accounting records do, in fact, exist and they can be found within Lélis 

Piedade’s 1901 history of the Comitê. 



 

 

85 

dress wounds and to care for those stricken by smallpox, and they carefully monitored 

women and children found barely alive. Two determined clerics, Frei Francisco Electus 

and Frei Jerônimo de Montefiore, cared for survivors, “nurturing them to spiritual 

tranquility and lessening their mortal suffering.”6 More ambitiously, the Comitê sought to 

join mothers and their missing children, and they made great headway reuniting families. 

When searches for surviving mothers, fathers, or older siblings ended in vain, volunteers 

took abandoned and orphaned children with them to urban centers such as Alagonhias 

and Salvador. There, they could be reunited with distant relatives or placed under the 

temporary guardianship of esteemed citizens. PCB members led others, particularly those 

too infirm to travel long distances, by train to a rest home in the town of Cansanção, 

Bahia. There, in the “paradise of the backlands,” a functioning pharmacy and hospital, 

grocery store, and chapel served the needs of Canudos survivors—including victorious 

military men.7 

In this chapter I read between the untold deeds of the PCB in order to consider the 

social fixations that guided its work following the war.  I explore how late nineteenth-

century notions of gender and class are reflected in elites’ assimilation of surviving 

Conselheristas into coastal, and republican, social spaces. In reuniting families and 

placing Canudos orphans in the homes of many citizens, the Patriotic Committee of 

Bahia assigned them to social spaces suitable for their race, gender, and class. In both of 

these cases, as we will see, the PCB sought to guard women and children’s honor as a 

paternal proxy. In other words, the charitable organization served as an embodiment of 

                                                
6. Piedade, 215. 
 
7. Portuguese: “o paraíso do sertão.” The artist Manoel Lopes Rodrigues painted a number of works 

chronicling the work of the Comitê Patriótico in Bahia.  
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the patriarchal male figure, one vested with the important task of protecting his surrogate 

children by shielding their honor from unbecoming activities.  

My analysis builds on the work on a number of scholars, including Bianca Premo, 

Erica Windler, and Nara Milanich. These individuals have explored the nexus between 

charity and socialization, consequently shedding light on the politics of honor and the 

centrality of charitable institutions in raising the unfortunate upon abandonment. Their 

consideration of convents, charitable bodies, recolhimentos (orphanages for foundlings), 

and special schools in colonial and imperial Brazil, demonstrates how these bodies 

reinforced the social hierarchy. While the studies of Premo, Milanich, and Windler 

consider cases of orphanhood as results of economic difficulty, abrupt deaths, and 

dishonorable births, I employ their theoretical frameworks to consider the place of a 

charitable institution whose work was situated in a very different postwar environment. I 

point to the paradox of assisting marginalized peoples, on the one hand, and debasing 

them in the heat of conflict on the other. The incompatible discourses on backlanders 

consequently frustrated the Comitê’s mission to reintegrate survivors into proper social 

spaces. Indeed, the Comitê could not effectively curb the exploitations of civilians and 

military officials who rationalized their repression of the defeated on the grounds of their 

supposed barbarism.8  

The records of the Comitê provide extraordinary glimpses into what became of many 

women and children devastated by war. We can dimly hear their cries and the reassuring 

words whispered by men of the cloth, and we can visualize their physical afflictions. But 

beyond anthropomorphizing a group that has entered the annals of history as vanquished 

                                                
8. None of the abovementioned scholars explicitly consider what became of Canudos orphans, but 

their respective pieces nevertheless serve as a historical overview of orphanhood, marginality, and 
reassignment in eighteenth and nineteenth century Brazil. 
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‘fanatics,’ the Patriotic Committee’s documentary trail is filled with the gendered 

anxieties of republican Brazil’s elite. Indeed, an 1897 report presented to its benefactors 

serves as a reflection of the organization’s fetishized standards of respectability among 

both their charitable workers and Canudos survivors. Indeed, the report imparts clear 

looks at how elite urban Bahians conceived of honor and respectability among its 

volunteers in addition to that of Canudos’s unfortunate.  

I begin by studying the documentary evidence compiled by the Comitê. The 

commission maintained meticulous records of the Canudos survivors under its care, and 

it is valuable to sketch out preliminary portraits of the women and children the 

organization encountered in the immediate aftermath of the civil war. Second, I trace how 

the PCB operated alongside and within traditional discourses on gender and class. I 

conclude this chapter with a consideration of the backlash against backlanders, and I 

contend that violence directed towards the former inhabitants of Canudos materialized 

amidst concurrent and conflicting discourses of its inhabitants. On the one hand, elite 

urban Brazilians severely criticized Conselheristas and interpreted them as barbarians. On 

the other hand, the elite driven PCB sought to care for and reintegrate the survivors of the 

war.  

The Sources and Demographic Trends9 
 

The Comitê documented its efforts for urban sympathetic audiences. Bahian 

journalists widely publicized the fundraising endeavors of the organization, and the 

PCB’s financial workers maintained registers of the body’s expenditures.10 The Comitê 

                                                
9. For complete statistics, see http://people.duke.edu/~gfk4/comite.html (accessed April 17, 2014). 

 
10. Many newspaper articles are readily viewable online thanks to the digitalization efforts of the 

Hemerototeca Digital Brasileira: http://hemerotecadigital.bn.br/ (accessed November 8, 2013).  
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also recorded an impressive amount of demographic data pertaining to the women and 

children under its protection. Transcribers dutifully identified each individual’s name, 

sex, color11, physical afflictions, birth status, parents, birthplace, living relatives, and 

other related biographical information. When possible, volunteers also took careful note 

of women and children’s respective social class and standing, emphasizing that several 

survivors belonged to a boa família, or a prominent family. In most instances, Comitê 

workers took an active interest in Conselheristas’ means of obtaining a livable income, 

and they interviewed women and children to determine what motivated their families to 

join Canudos in the early 1890s.  

In late 1897, a compilation of the records of 107 such individuals joined general 

reports of the Comitê’s successes (and insufficiencies, as we will later see) to be 

presented to its members and benefactors. In the Report of the Commission Named to 

Collect Backlander Children Taken Prisoner in Canudos, PCB members applauded the 

body’s impressive humanitarian feats, remarking, “The number of victims that we 

assisted and protected under our flag of charity, between women, babies, and children of 

both sexes, was not negligible.”12 Examples of heroism and sacrifice among civilians and 

military personnel peppered the report, further emphasizing the decidedly patriotic 

                                                
11. The employment of racial categories in Brazil, even at the turn-of-the-century, is vastly different 

than that practiced in the United States. On the contrary, racial markers were based upon an individual’s 
complexion; as such, they could be identified as white (branco), brown (pardo), mixed (cabolco, mulato, or 
moreno), or black (preto or negro). As for the brown or black distinctions, descriptive modifiers such as 
“light” or “dark” typically complemented most descriptions of an individual’s physical “color.” See 
Howard Winant, “Rethinking Race in Brazil,” Journal of Latin American Studies 24, no. 1 (February 
1992): 173-192.  

 
12. In the original Portuguese, the document is entitled O relatório da comissão nomeada para 

recolher as crianças sertanejos feitas prisioneiras em Canudos. Piedade, 211. Amaro Lélis Piedade, a 
journal for the Diário de Notícias and former secretary of the Comitê, published the report in 1901 
alongside a general history of the PCB and its deeds in History and Report of the Bahian Patriotic 
Committee (1897-1901). In the original Portuguese, the title of Piedade’s PCB history is Histórico e 
relatório do Comitê Patriótico da Bahia (1897-1901 
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orientation of the mission. 

Although the Patriotic Committee of Bahia tried in earnest to produce faithful 

records of those it served, problems of practicality curbed their efforts. First, exact 

numbers of exactly how many women and children the Comitê assisted following the war 

are unavailable. The 107 individuals cited in the 1897 report is undoubtedly a small 

sampling of the Canudos survivors encountered by the body. Secondly, the registers of 

the membership report are incomplete. The efforts of volunteer transcribers were almost 

certainly compounded by the chaotic postwar environment. Many survivors were 

interviewed were too infirm to answer the questions of their examiners, and PCB officials 

often could not determine the complete names of the survivors, much less identify their 

birthplace or their likelihood of having living relatives.13 Others were so physically 

disfigured that volunteers were unable to determine even victims’ most essential physical 

attributes, such as color, sex, or age.  

The potential pitfalls posed by the Comitê reports do not, however, sound the death 

knell for their value to scholars. On the contrary, the report and Lélis Piedade’s 1901 

history of the organization conjointly shade general trends concerning those served by the 

charitable body. Within the committee’s statistics and its volunteers’ varied remarks on 

specific sertanejos, one begins to observe distinct traits not only in terms of demography, 

but also in families’ background stories and their motivations for relocating to Canudos.  

Of the 107 individuals whose names appear in the Comitê’s narrative, the average 

figure is a branca (white), legitimate northeastern female of approximately eleven years 

of age. Males are underrepresented in the body served by the organization, as over 70% 

                                                
13. In the historical record, Canudos survivors are referred to as desgraçadas, or “unfortunate” 

persons.  
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are female.14 The eldest sponsored by the Comitê is 60 years of age and the youngest, a 

mere ten days. Although most women are branca, a sizable portion is cabolco (of mixed 

Amerindian and European ancestry) or mulata (of European and African mixed 

descent).15 In terms of geographic distribution, the majority of individuals interviewed by 

the BPC ventured from small villages and towns in north and northeast Brazil. The most 

prominent of such states include Bahia, Paraíba, Sergipe, Pernambuco, Ceará, and 

Maranhão. Though statistically fewer in number, others migrated from southern states 

including Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro, and Mato Grosso do Sul.16 

 
 

Charity, Virility, and Modernity 
 
Having lost fathers, husbands, and brothers in the backlands conflict, many Canudos 

survivors required the presence of a strong paternal figure to protect the honor and 

welfare of women and children. As a decidedly traditional organization assembled upon 

patriarchal values sustained by Salvador, Bahia’s urban elite, the PCB imbued the figure 

of the Brazilian patriarch with special significance. Males not only provided their 

families with material support, but they also contributed rational and logical moorings. 

                                                
14. Men and boys were killed throughout the war and the Brazilian military executed surviving males. 
 
15. Approximately 72% of the 107 individuals are female, while only 30 were male. The high number 

of men and teenage boys that fatally fought republican forces accounts for the smaller proportion of males 
served by the Comitê. Information pertaining to color is absent for nine individuals. The ages of thirteen 
individuals are absent in the committee’s report, seven of which accompanied their newly appointed 
guardians to the coast. Others lacking information in age are listed as “invalid,” “seriously ill.” Most were 
infected by smallpox. For general descriptions of race in nineteenth century Brazil, see the Glossary in the 
Appendix. 

 
16. These general demographic trends support many scholars’ arguments that a protracted drought 

swept across the Northeast in the last quarter of the nineteenth-century, forcing its inhabitants to seek their 
fortunes elsewhere. Following abolition in 1888, the Northeast sugar industry declined and remained 
secondary to industrial endeavors in the final decade of the nineteenth-century. Furthermore, most of the 
individuals’ extended families based in the abovementioned states were also small planters and agricultural 
laborers. 
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Mothers were ascribed with the role of teaching morality and religiosity, and fathers were 

understood as providers of order.17 In prolific studies, scientific circles maintained that 

adolescents lacking fathers and mothers were highly susceptible to social deviance and 

delinquency. Sons and daughters without mothers conceivably would be ill-versed in 

ethical lessons, but the conditions of husband or fatherless households would be 

especially pernicious, particularly in middle or lower class families, where deceased or 

absent male figures were least likely to set aside substantial resources in the forms of 

wills or remittances. There, matriarchs, and often their children, were drawn into the 

masculine world of the street, as described by Lauderdale Graham’s analogy, of 

businessmen and negotiators.18 In this dangerous otherworld of this street, women and 

children were vulnerable to unhealthful conditions and immoral behaviors. Prostitution 

and crime reigned supreme in the crowded alleyways of coastal cities, and adolescents 

and children remained at the mercy of their perils.  

In the report to its members, the Comitê indicated that female Conselheristas were 

especially vulnerable to unbecoming influences. Its officials remarked with surprise, “not 

one, out of all the prisioneiras [female prisoners], was of irregular reputation or irregular 

conduct.” On the contrary, they embraced “good customs, good habits of work and 

sentiments of honor and modesty.” Regarding the scores of children cared for by the 

                                                
17. As Caulfield, Soihet, and Lauderdale Graham have pointed out, scientific circles studied manhood 

and womanhood through an essentialist framework. In other words, physicians, psychologists, and 
phrenologists, among others, sought to discover and understand attributes specific to biological sex. In 
medical studies that were disseminated widely, intellectuals underscored the analytical strengths of men 
and the moral aptitude of females. Despite this, scientists understood men to be prone to violence and 
infidelity, while women frequently lied and were often emotionally unstable. 

 
18. Brazilianist Sandra Lauderdale Graham points to the metaphorical dichotomy between the house 

and the street in her seminal work, House and Street: The Domestic World of Servants and Masters in 
Nineteenth-Century Rio de Janeiro. In this work, she sketches out the symbolic spaces of the feminine and 
masculine and is careful to note the class and racial underpinnings of these distinct milieus.  
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PCB, the 1897 report assured its members that on-site volunteers were “unable to observe 

condemnable words or gestures” among Conselherista children, and that domestic 

education was a prized skill passed from mothers to their daughters.19 Upon learning of 

an ailing Conselherista women that gave 5,000 reis to her poor brothers and sisters, the 

Comitê concluded that many of the individuals under its care were “made respectable by 

their honest conditions of living and working.”20 In many respects, then, Comitê 

volunteers recognized parallels between backlanders and their cosmopolitan counterparts, 

a realization that undoubtedly differed from sensationalist newspaper reports or from 

longstanding accounts of barbarism in the backlands. 

Given that its directorship regarded Canudos survivors as particularly upright, the 

Comitê remained cognizant of the potential pitfalls of women and children wandering 

into the street. And while the work of the commission supported the theological 

cornerstone of Christian caritas—particularly in providing immediate relief through 

donations of food, clothing, medicine—its charitable deeds also served as a response to 

elite Brazilians’ fears of growing the “dangerous classes.” The PCB actively sought to 

avoid adding to the stream of marginalized prostitutes, vagrants, and ordinary criminals 

that descended upon coastal cities in search of work during the second half of the 

nineteenth century.21 Beyond caring for the worn spirits and sickly bodies of 

                                                
19. Piedade, 216. 
 
20. Ibid., 216-7. 
 
21. Brazilian elites courted foreign investors throughout the 1890s in attempts to place Brazil on the 

track to industrialization. As many scholars such as Brodwyn Fischer have shown, capitalists emphasized 
republican Brazil’s new role as a modern, progressive country, one increasingly comparable to the 
industrialized cores of Europe and North America. Extensive sanitation and renovation campaigns in 
coastal cities—particularly in Rio de Janeiro—were undertaken in order to provide visual façades of 
modernity. City planners relocated marginalized groups to undesirable sectors of the cityscape as to avoid 
bringing foreign dignitaries into contact with cities’ “dangerous classes.” See Teresa Meade, “Civilizing” 
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Conselheristas in the immediate aftermath of the conflict, the commission served as a 

channel for returning women and children to paternal figures that would protect their 

honor for the long term. In returning survivors to their families, the Patriotic Committee 

of Bahia consequently upheld the status quo without significantly challenging the 

existing social order.  

Beyond granting temporary refuge in hotels and in the infirmary at Cansanção, 

reuniting families remained the chief priority of the commission. While the Comitê cited 

impressive results in terms of joining lost children and mothers, it also collaborated with 

Bahian journalists to publicize in newspapers small samplings of the children 

encountered in Canudos and the surrounding cities in the hopes that the editorials would 

attract the attention of their relatives. For children whose parents or living relatives were 

either nonexistent or not immediately available, the Comitê Patriótico da Bahia worked 

with state officials to grant temporary guardianship to upstandings citizens of Bahia.22  

Indeed, the membership report acknowledged that the PCB had been successful in 

matching nineteen children under the age of thirteen with respectable military and 

civilian families. Married men collectively representing occupations that served as 

hallmarks of Brazilian modernity, including train conductors, capitalists, tax collectors, 

and businessmen, took in six of the youngsters noted in the report. Soldiers of the fourth 

division took a number of abandoned children, as did those of the twenty-eighth division. 

The example of republican general Olímpio da Silveira did not go unnoticed in the 

                                                                                                                                            
Rio: Reform and Resistance in a Brazilian City, 1889-1930 (University Park: Pennsylvania State University 
Press, 2005).  

 
22. Comitê documents do not, however, provide us with information concerning how long temporary 

guardianship lasted. 
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Comitê bulletin, as the victorious commander took in two preta girls, both six years of 

age.23   

The commission was especially concerned with widows, who in this society were 

seen as especially needy because they lacked property and the economic security of their 

husbands. As a result, the commission acted swiftly to unearth a number of surviving 

property deeds in the remains of Canudos “so many widows [could] earn honest means of 

living thanks to the resources left by their husbands.”24 As for women who did not 

receive endowments from their husbands, committee volunteers took extensive notes on 

women’s birthplaces prior to settling Canudos, the names of their living relatives, and 

their respective professions.  

Using the information provided during countless interviews, the organization ferried 

some women to Queimadas, Alagonhias, or Salvador, where they often joined distant 

relatives.25 Perhaps most illuminating of the agency's preference for limiting women to 

the supervision of their fathers, uncles, or other male family members is the interesting, if 

not remarkable, case of 18 year-old branca orphan, Maria Rosa dos Santos, of Sergipe. 

Having lost both parents during the conflict, but also belonging to a wealthy boa família, 

or honorable family, dos Santos became engaged to one captain Ângelo of the fifth corps 

                                                
23. Piedade, 216-7. The studies of Windler and Milanich conjointly provide an analytical framework 

with which to understand an additional incentive for respectable military officials (and citizens) to take in 
foundlings. As they have shown, engaging in acts of charity and goodwill provided men and women with 
added public honor, thereby increasing their likelihood for decorations or various appointments.  

 
24. Ibid., 217. 
 
25. Ibid. In the statistical information compiled by the commission upon interviewing desgraçadas, 

transcriptionists were careful to note that many women’s relatives were simple tillers or tradesmen, quite 
respectable positions according to Comitê members. 
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of the Bahian state police.26 As the daughter of a good family, Santos gravitated to, or 

perhaps was coerced into, a locus consistent with her social standing. Serving as a 

relatively prominent figure in the republican armed forces, captain Ângelo could protect 

the especially revered honor of his fiancée, and he would imaginably consign his new 

wife the responsibility of overseeing the home and the upbringing of the couple’s 

children.27   

Difficulties 

Despite the laudable intentions of the PCB, predominant issues of class and race, 

undergirded by geographic “otherness,” repeatedly thwarted its efforts. As we have seen, 

the Comitê reunited many children with their mothers and distant relatives. When such 

individuals were not immediately available, the organization placed supposed foundlings 

under the temporary care of civilians or military officials. Despite this, several morally 

dubious figures managed to acquire innumerable children. Under the tutelage of these 

questionable persons, young boys and girls became prime targets for free labor in the 

cities. That many lower ranking soldiers taking in young girls flatly refused to transfer 

their care to the Comitê was equally problematic; many men brutally raped young girls 

and forced them into concubinage. Lélis Piedade and other PCB administrative officials 

blenched in horror as dishonorable individuals seemed to resurrect a ‘new slavery’ that 

capitalized upon the misfortunes of Canudos survivors.28  

                                                
26. Piedade, 222. That several other young women included in the commission’s report also belonged 

to wealthy and highly respected families suggests that they might well have met similar fates due to their 
status. The identification of similar cases will allow one to study with more precisions the place of race and 
class in the fates of Canudos survivors immediately following the Canudos War.  

 
27. Additional research is required to determine the outcome of the couple’s marriage.  

 
28. Throughout his writings, Piedade draws parallels between pre-emancipation Brazil and the nova 

escravidão engendered after the Canudos War. 
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Both in the 1897 report and in newspaper stories, Comitê spokesmen denounced the 

unspeakable crimes against Conselheristas with increasing regularity. PCB officials 

turned the public’s attention directly to the injustices committed by Brazil’s armed forces. 

Secretary Piedade remained particularly vocal in condemning soldiers’ practice of 

transforming children into spoils of war as “living trophies.”29 Many of these children 

abducted by soldiers in the frenzy of victory were, as Piedade notes, young girls. In the 

published report, Piedade expressed the great pain in reminding Comitê members that 

many girls were “deflowered without being able to recover their honor and without a 

provision taken against such monstrous and cowardly attacks.”30 Twelve year-old Maria 

Domingas de Jesus, for example, returned to the care of the Committee thanks to the 

proper conduct of Captain Manuel Luiz da Silva Daltro, but only after being raped 

repeatedly by an infantryman belonging to the 25th division.31  

Large numbers of minors allegedly gravitated to the homes of ordinary market 

workers and prostitutes in Alagonhias and Queimadas. That esteemed citizens abandoned 

the children under their care warned officials of a “shameful trafficking of hopeless 

orphans.”32 Although records do not provide precise glimpses into the exact process by 

which girls purportedly became gratis laborers and servants, the case of Sr. Aguido 

Batista suggests that orphans became vouchers of obligation between social peers and/or 

their dependents. The prominent owner of the Hotel Americano in Alagonhias, Batista 

                                                
29. Piedade, 217. 
 
30. Ibid., 212. Throughout the documents belonging to the Comitê Patriótico da Bahia, rape is 

referred to as deflowering (Portuguese: deflorar).  
 
31. Ibid., 212. Young Maria was apparently only able to recall the given names of the infantryman, 

identified solely as one José Maria. 
 

32. Ibid., 212. 
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received from the Salvador Comitê a ten or eleven year-old branca. When conferring 

with Sr. Batista some time later regarding the state of the branca girl under his care, 

representatives learned that she had been sent without their authorization to work in the 

home of Captain Ramiro Leite Vilas-Boas, owner of the Hotel Brasil in Cachoeira.33    

Other Bahians obtained minors without the assistance of the Comitê, and many were 

not orphaned to begin with. The commission directed benefactors’ attention to the 

‘notorious’ case of Matias da Costa Batista, who reportedly harbored a child 

“barbarically taken from their mother.” When questioned by the Comitê regarding the 

three minors under his tutelage (two of which were presumably arranged with its 

permission), Costa Batista declined to provide information concerning the three children. 

He further argued that he would not return the three children to the commission, for his 

temporary custody was endorsed by the organization itself.34 Likewise, in Queimadas, 

two girls resided in the home of grocer Francelina de Limas Dias, but the Comitê was 

alarmed by claims that one of the girls remained under the guardianship of a parda 

woman with a reputação duvidosa (dubious reputation). Officials feared that the women 

obtained ten year-old Jovelina and five year-old Maria, both morenas, through the illicit 

orphan trade. Limas Dias declined to provide authorities with the identities of the young 

girls and later informed them that the pair had been sent to Vila Nova for their safety.35 

                                                
33. Piedade, 219. Unfortunately, Comitê documents do not indicate comment on the fate of the 

branca girl following her transfer to the owner of the Hotel Americano.  
 
34. Ibid., 219. The age, gender, and cor of the child supposedly sequestered by Costa Batista are not 

found in Comitê documents. 
 
35. Ibid., 220. Limas Dias and the troublesome parda woman by the name of Eduviges Dias occupied 

the same residence. No additional information is provided in order to identify exactly why the parda had a 
dubious reputation, but in line with the paramount fears expressed throughout the Relatório, it is certainly 
possible that Dias had the reputation of a “loose” woman or as a prostitute.   
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The Comitê embarked upon a crusade against the “wicked and beastly crime.” 

Elected officials declared that the separation of children from their mothers was “not even 

permitted during the time of slavery.”36 Confiscating children from their mothers split the 

veins through which republican virtue was ordinarily transmitted. Placed instead under 

the negligent and exploitative supervision of immoral persons, such as greedy merchants, 

prostitutes, and deviant soldiers, young girls remained susceptible to the vices of the 

“dangerous classes.”  

Though the Patriotic Committee of Bahia avowedly sought to protect and defend the 

honor of young women and orphaned children, their work was often criticized. PCB 

efforts did not prevent professedly moral individuals associated with the commission 

from engaging in the underground orphan trade, nor was it able to find untold numbers of 

girls quietly taken by military officials as sexual objects of conquest. In each of these 

cases, the Comitê reacted in horror as the Canudos survivors under its care drifted more 

closely into the very unhealthful milieus that it sought to avoid, all the while blemishing 

their personal honor, often irreparably.  

Clearly, the young girls orphaned by Canudos were vulnerable and abused. The 

aristocratic PCB maintained the need to assist Conselheristas, on the one hand, while 

republican military officials and journalists recurrently debased (or “othered”) them prior 

to, and during, the heat of conflict to foment domestic support for the campaign.37 And 

while writers and illustrators produced distinct images of the bumbling promiscuous and 

immoral backlander, their newspaper articles and pieces of illustrated satire merely 

                                                
36. Piedade, 218. Italics were added for emphasis. 
 
37. Many of the means of imbuing sertanejos with degrees of otherness can also be found in period 

medical literature. See Dain Borges, “Puffy, Ugly, Slothful and Inert: Degeneration in Brazilian Social 
Thought, 1880-1940,” Journal of Latin American Studies 25, no. 2 (May 1993): 235-256.   
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typified longstanding archetypes of the rural dweller. As I have argued in previous 

chapters, the conceptual dichotomies between the coast and hinterlands were not 

novelties in nineteenth-century Brazil. The antecedents to the Canudos War merely 

widened the fissure between urban dwellers and their country cousins, and propagandists 

capitalized upon preexisting animosities and elements of popular lore.  

Military men and ordinary civilians on location in Canudos were thus surrounded by 

two different discourses on marginalized backlanders. Despite being a decidedly 

traditional body, the Comitê nevertheless provided for the needy by contributing 

medication, food, and clothing. Although it facilitated the act of returning women and 

orphans to their corresponding spaces in the nineteenth-century Brazilian patriarchy, the 

PCB declined an agenda that would fundamentally challenge Conselheristas’ systemic 

marginalization. Although we are not privy to their written reactions, soldiers, generals, 

and engineers involved in the civil war were imaginably perplexed or perhaps even 

infuriated by the charitable efforts of the PCB, who placed orphaned children and 

abandoned young women in the very same resting quarters at Cansanção. Nevertheless, 

from the standpoint of the victors, the republican victory over backlanders placed into 

relief elite urban Brazilians’ invented evolutionary superiority, having been reminded of 

their enemies’ degenerative savagery and preference for political subversion as 

monarchists.38   

Although much work remains to be done in terms of unpacking issues of race and 

class in the specific instances of abducting orphans and rape is not deflowering, we 

                                                
38. The reader should not, however, mistake my (speculative) consideration of such a backlash as any 

sort of rationalization; I merely intend to sketch out the disagreement in ideas that opened the space in 
which violence towards Canudos survivors occurred.  
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recognize that their “otherness” encouraged, or at least recognized, the wave of 

repression following the war. The violence of rape quite literally confirms male 

dominance. In this way, the male body, suggestive of republican progress and rationality, 

subjugates the feminine, characterized as weak and disobedient.39 In the long term, 

though, rape was a life-changing act. Not only would a young woman carry the 

recollection of the violence, but also her honor could be severely injured and with serious 

consequences. In many respects, then, rape committed by military men was a weapon in 

its own right. It inflicted not only psychosocial damage among female victims, but it also 

severely damaged their personal honor, that of their families, and that diffused among 

their children.40 

In the clandestine exchange in Conselherista children, both orphaned and abducted, 

we also encounter the couched assumption that compulsory gratis labor was permissible 

in light of backlanders’ inferiority. It is indeed telling that Comitê officials likened the 

dishonest and unspeakable acts of opportunists to the rationales of slavery among Brazil’s 

former slaveholding elite. In both instances, individuals’ alleged backwardness 

vindicated their subordination. And it would be a disservice to the reader to forgo 

remarking on the fact that the Patriotic Committee also worked under the idea that 

backlanders were different from, and even inferior to, coastal Brazilians.  

                                                
39. Similar paths of inquiry have been followed concerning the Japanese occupation of Singapore and 

others. See Kevin Blackburn, “Reminiscence and War: Recalling the Japanese Occupation of Singapore, 
1942-1945,” Oral History 33, no. 2 (Autumn 2005): 91-98; Roland Littlewood, “Military Rape,” 
Anthropology Today 13, no. 2 (April 1997): 7-16; and Claudia Card, “Rape as a Weapon of War,” Hypatia 
11, no. 4 (Autumn 1996): 5-18. Claudia Card’s analysis is especially useful because it considers martial 
rape as a weapon of war. 

 
40. As Nazzari, Lauderdale Graham, and others have shown, since the colonial period in Brazil, the 

personal honor of a woman remained closely tied to that of her family. If a woman willingly engaged in 
promiscuous and dishonorable behavior, or of she were violated, the injury to her personal honor affected 
that of her family, as well.  
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As we have seen, its representatives were perplexed upon observing that Canudos 

survivors exercised proper demeanors and thus behaved respectably. Despite this 

awareness, the Comitê’s treatment of foundlings clarifies its wider assumptions that 

orphaned required rehabilitation upon the end of the Canudos War. The distribution of 

children among prominent cosmopolitan workers whose occupations were the props of 

Republican positivism is also symbolic. Placing these children in the homes of urban, and 

no doubt republican, families provided them with paternalistic oversight, on the one 

hand, and healthful incubators in which orphans could acquire an appreciation of Order 

and Progress, on the other. 

Conclusion 

The topic of the Canudos aftermath is thus significant because it sketches out the 

contours of charity practices among urban elites, a performance that was largely 

conservative and mainly concerned with reestablishing the status quo and minimizing 

suffering. It also provides us with clearer looks at how elites began to reevaluate the 

nature of the sertão/littoral divide in the late 1890s. Indeed, they seemed surprise to note 

that backlanders were not beastly or ill mannered. Looking at the individual stories and 

experiences of the dispossessed creates sympathetic portraits of a group that largely 

remains "others" as religious fanatics, or backwards/"traditional" individuals. More 

fundamentally, the aftermath places into relief gender and class expectations and 

anxieties.  

Finally, it opens the opportunity to ask questions of how we can use the 

commission's documentary evidence to looks at Conselheristas’ experiences in richer 

detail. We have yet to understand the gendered dynamic of millenarianism on its own 
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terms, and the Comitê’s 1897 report to its benefactors is an important starting point. We 

now know at least some of the names of those assisted by the Comitê, and it is thus 

possible to track down any surviving oral histories or written documents. The report of 

the Comitê, then, provides not only closer looks at the interconnectedness between the 

littoral and sertão, but it also serves as an impetus for exploring Canudos in a more 

holistic manner.  
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Appendix A: Timeline 
 

1870s    Antônio Vicente Mendes Maciel (1828-1897) emerges in the  
  historical record as a Bahian beato. Wandered intermittently  
  throughout the sertão,  preaching, collecting alms, and taking part  
  in religious processions. 

 
1873    Founded the city of Bom Jesus in Itapicurú; lived there for   
   approximately 12 years. 

 
November 15, 1889 Marshal Deodoro da Fonseca deposed Emperor Dom Pedro II,  
   proclaiming Brazil a constitutional democratic republic.  

 
November 1896 Luiz Gonzaga de Macedo appealed to police chief of Bahia for  
   protection against ruffian Conselheristas. 

 
Early 1890s   Antônio Conselheiro less tolerated by local political and religious  
   figures; archbishop of Bahia prohibited the Counselor for   
   preaching because he  lacked basic qualifications (i.e., being  
   ordained).  

 
? 18931   Settled an abandoned fazenda (a ranch) known as Canudos;  
   subsequently established the city of Belo Monte. 

 
May 13-21, 1895 Capuchin delegation sent to Canudos to encourage    
   Conselherista population to return to their homes. Friars driven out 
   of the city.         
     
November 1896 Antônio Conselheiro arranged for wood to be delivered to Canudos  
   for the construction of a new church, but the goods were   
   intercepted. Several Conselheristas traveled to the nearby city of  
   Joazeiro to claim their lumber, but a local judge petitioned the  
   governor of Bahia for the help of state troops to suppress the  
   Conselheristas. First republican attack led on Belo    
   Monte/Canudos. 

 
January 6, 1897 Second republican attack on the city. 

 
March 2, 1897  Moreira Cesar morally wounded. 

 
March 6, 1897  Third republican attack on Canudos. 

 
Late September 1897 Antônio Conselheiro dies from dysentery and fasting.2 

                                                
1. The exact month of the founding of Belo Monte/Canudos is unknown. 
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October 1-2, 1897 Fourth and final attack on Canudos; the city fell. 
 

October 6, 1897 Corpse of Antônio Conselheiro exhumed by armed forces and  
   decapitated head sent to Salvador, Bahia. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                                            
2. Euclides da Cunha speculates that Antônio Conselheiro died on September 22, 1897. See Rebellion 

in the Backlands, 478. 
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Appendix B: Glossary 

 
Bahia: A state in Northeast Brazil noted for its importance as a former major sugar-
producing region. 

 
Beato/a:  A transient holy man (or woman) that typically wandered throughout Brazil 
since the sixteenth-century. These individuals were prominent individuals that cared for 
the ailing, collected alms, offered prayers, and maintained cemeteries and churches in 
disrepair. Some, but not all, claimed to possess magical powers, thus contributing to their 
allure in Brazilian folklore. 

 
Belo Monte/Canudos: Belo Monte (“fair hill”) is the name of the “New Jerusalem” 
established by Antonio Conselheiro in the Bahian backlands on an abandoned 
fazenda (farm). Canudos, more generally, refers to the area and was named after a sort of 
reed native to the region.  

 
Branco/a: A term of cor, or color, used to describe someone that is white or an individual 
that identifies as white. 

 
Caboclo/a: A person of mixed indigenous and European ancestry. A cabolco/a is a type 
of mestiço. 

 
Canudense: A noun or adjective that refers to someone residing in Belo Monte/Canudos. 

 
Conselherista: For the purposes of this thesis, an individual living in Belo 
Monte/Canudos. In a general sense, it refers to a follower of Antônio Conselheiro. 

 
Antônio Conselheiro: The self-proclaimed pilgrim (born as Antônio Vicente Mendes 
Maciel) that amassed a large following of pious Brazilians in the backlands in the 1880s. 
He and his followers stumbled upon and resettled the abandoned fazenda (farm) of 
Canudos in 1893, dubbing it Belo Monte (see above). The Counselor perished as a result 
of illness and malnourishment from severe fasting in September 1897. Throughout this 
thesis, Antônio Conselheiro, Conselheiro, and Maciel are used interchangeably.  

 
Fanático: A “fanatic.” In a pejorative sense, this term was used to refer to the inhabitants 
of Belo Monte/Canudos since urban Brazilians frequently identified religious fanaticism 
and superstition as essential attributes of backlanders.  

 
Jagunço: Loosely refers to a backlands bandit reminiscent of the figures of the “Wild 
West” in U.S. history. These individuals made a living by raiding throughout the 
backlands, and they served as important allies of Antônio Conselheiro as a sort of 
auxiliary defense corps. Furthermore, jagunços recurrently conduced supply raids on 
neighboring towns and villages and brought sequestered supplies to Belo 
Monte/Canudos. 
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Mestiço/a: Denotes a person of mixed race in the Portuguese-speaking world. In Spanish 
America, the parallel term is mestizo.  

 
Moreno/a: Refers to someone that is dark skinned. This term is analytically ambiguous, 
however, because it can refer to any number of persons perceived to be “dark” in 
complexion.  

 
Pardo: An umbrella term that denotes persons exemplifying various shades of brown. 

 
Preto/a: An umbrella term that identifies persons of blackness.  

 
Sertão: The arid backlands that forms part of the highlands region in the eastern, 
southern, and central portions of Brazil. 

 
Sertanejo/a: A descriptive term for individuals living in the sertão region. 

 
__ 
For a comprehensive introduction to constructions of race in Brazil, see Robert Stam, 
Tropical Multiculturalism: A Comparative History of Race in Brazilian Cinema and 
Culture (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 45-58. 
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