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ABSTRACT: Divided between revolutionary syndicalism and reformist unions, Rio
de Janeiro’s labour movement represented one of the most complex local cases
during the Brazilian First Republic. This article intends to show how relations
between these two currents were far from clear cut, and that, despite the con-
frontational discourse they adopted and the disputes over labour unions they
were involved in, they eventually shared common practices and, to some degree, a
common culture.

To most observers, Rio de Janeiro’s labour movement after 1906 appeared
clearly divided into two antagonistic factions: “revolutionary syndicalism”

or followers of “direct action”, on the one hand, and “reformist” trade
unions on the other. This division persisted at least up to the 1920s, when a
third competing force, the Communist Party, entered the dispute. However,
like in many other countries, these two currents continued to be major
referents in the subsequent political disputes within the labour movement.
Until today, these labels are among the best known in the history of labour
movements: They are firmly established, even iconic attributions, appar-
ently valid all around the world with a stable meaning. Furthermore, they
have been perpetuated by historians, who use them to make sense of
different actors and currents in the history of labour. Of course, to a high
degree these labels refer to differences that were real (both in the sense of
stemming from realities and of creating these realities through their
discursive power), and such differences are most commonly defined along a
spectrum of certain programmatic and strategic orientations. Yet, as has
repeatedly been pointed out by both activists and academics, they are also
deeply problematic: their meaning shifts over time and, within one period,
is not the same in different locations; their boundaries are not clear cut,
sometimes even fluid, even within or in relation to the same organizational
and individual actors (especially over the course of a lifespan). In addition,
this division, to the degree that it was real, was rendered in different terms.
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In the case of Rio’s labour movement, for instance, an observer in 1913
spoke of a dispute between “legalists”, i.e. all “movements submitted to
political discipline – parliamentarism – organized in a great political party”
and the “revolutionary column, which knows no political discipline and
uses direct action as its sole means”.1

The unclear boundaries between the “reformist” and “revolutionary
syndicalist” spheres are further complicated by the fact that all labels
involved are controversial in their own right, denoting more a spectrum
of positions and practices than a stable phenomenon. Especially the
interrelation (or not) between “syndicalism” sans phrase, “revolutionary
syndicalism”, and “anarchism” haven been debated vigorously among
scholars: Sometimes an identity is presupposed (“revolutionary syndicalism”

being a specifically anarchist form of unionism), sometimes a much looser and
often discontinuous affinity is envisioned, sometimes an independence
of each current is insisted upon.2 As this article will make clear, the case
of Rio de Janeiro gives credence to those positions that see “anarchism” and
“revolutionary syndicalism” as often interrelated, though not at all moments
and under all circumstances.
The aim of this article is thus to explore how the boundaries between

“reformist” and “revolutionary syndicalist” ideological currents and union
practices were drawn in the case of Rio de Janeiro, and the way in which
these were, at the same time, blurred from the beginning, becoming even
more fluid over time, especially in the context of the long strike waves
between 1917 and 1919.3 The particularities of Rio de Janeiro (the capital of
Brazil during this period) are highlighted by pointing to some differences
with international trends and by comparison to other locations and regions
in Brazil, especially São Paulo, where a different constellation of forces led
to a different outcome. The argument is based on the research conducted in
Brazil on the trajectories of revolutionary syndicalism and anarchism,4

1. Rozendo dos Santos, “A ação operaria”, AVoz do Trabalhador, 6:23, 15 January 1913, pp. 1–2.
2. For examples of the former see Max Nettlau,Histoire de l’anarchie (Paris, 1983); James Joll, The
Anarchists (London, 1970); Nildo Viana, “Aurora do anarquismo”, in Rafael Borges Deminicis and
Daniel AarãoReis Filho (eds),História do anarquismono Brasil (Niterói, 2006), pp. 23–43; and Tiago
Bernardon de Oliveira, “Anarquismo, sindicatos e revolução no Brasil (1906–1936)” (Ph.D,
Universidade Federal Fluminense, 2009); for the latter see Jacques Julliard, Autonomie ouvrière.
Études sur le syndicalisme d’action directe (Paris, 1988); Edilene Toledo, Travessias revolucionárias.
Ideias e militantes sindicalistas em São Paulo e na Itália (1890–1945) (Campinas, 2004).
3. From now on “reformism”, “anarchism”, and “revolutionary syndicalism” are used without
quotation marks.
4. There are three main approaches concerning the relation between revolutionary syndicalism
and anarchism among Brazilian scholars: those who see them as inseparable and make no
distinction between the two currents; those who consider them as separate and clearly different
currents; and, finally, those that view revolutionary syndicalism, although distinct from
anarchism, mainly as a practice adopted by anarchists in the trade union movement.
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as well as on recent international debates, which both stress their transna-
tional connectedness and their remarkable changeability according to
different contexts and circumstances.5

WHO WERE THE WORKING CLASSES IN RIO DE JANEIRO?

According to the 1920 Census of the Federal District, which encompassed
the city of Rio de Janeiro and its environs, the city had 1,157,873 inhabi-
tants, representing an increase of forty-three per cent over the 811,443
found in the previous Census of 1906.6 Men formed 51.8 per cent of the
population in 1920, slightly outnumbering women (48.2 per cent).7 The
preponderance of men in the population was attributed to mostly male
immigration. Foreigners represented 20.6 per cent of the population (of
which only thirty-five per cent were women), a proportion that had been
rapidly decreasing since the beginning of the century.8

Foreigners represented an important part of Rio de Janeiro’s population and
of its workforce but, unlike in southern Brazil, Rio’s immigrant population
was composed primarily of adult males. Hence, the formation of relatively
closed immigrant communities was less frequent and integration easier
(“integration” here meaning a more regular contact between the immigrant
communities as well as between these and the wider Brazilian society).
Another aspect of Rio’s particular demographics, which, in comparison with
other Brazilian cities, smoothed over differences within the capital, was the
fact that the Portuguese were by far the largest immigrant group (followed by
Italians and Spanish), so language was no barrier between them and Brazilian-
born workers. Despite their relatively limited participation in the total
workforce, foreign-born workers formed the majority in certain trades,
industries, and even whole sectors, such as wood processing (slightly over 50
per cent), the food industry (52 per cent), land and (curiously) air transpor-
tation (51 per cent) and commerce (57 per cent).9 Women represented about
27 per cent of the industrial workforce, while they formed a clear majority of
workers in the garment industry (62 per cent) and, as elsewhere, in domestic

5. For this topic, see Neville Kirk, Comrades and Cousins: Globalization, Workers and Labour
Movements in Britain, the USA and Australia from the 1880s to 1914 (London, 2003); Jonathan
Hyslop, A Notorious Syndicalist. J.T. Bain: A Scottish Rebel in Colonial South Africa
(Johannesburg, 2004); StevenHirsch and Lucien van derWalt (eds),Anarchism and Syndicalism in
the Colonial and Postcolonial World, 1870–1940: The Praxis of National Liberation, Inter-
nationalism, and Social Revolution (Leiden [etc.], 2010).
6. Directoria Geral de Estatística (Ministerio da Agricultura, Industria e Commercio), Recen-
seamento do Brazil. Realizado em 1º setembro de 1920, Rio de Janeiro, 1923, vol. 2 (1st part),
p. XXII.
7. Ibid., p. XXXVII.
8. Ibid., pp. 11 and 13.
9. Ibid., pp. 514–515.
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service (82 per cent). In comparison, the share of women among all industrial
workers was slightly higher in the city of São Paulo (29 per cent), but there
they made up 58 per cent of the workers in the textile industry (production of
yarn and cloth), while in Rio women comprised no more than 39 per cent of
this sector, for reasons that are not entirely clear.
Until the 1920s, Rio de Janeiro was the country’s principal industrial city.

Of the ten most important cotton mills of Brazil in 1915, six were installed
in the Federal District,10 and textile mills were by far the most mechanized
and employed one of the largest workforces. But other branches of industry
and services exceeded the workforce employed in the production of
yarn and cloth, such as construction, transportation, the garment industry,
wood processing, and even metal works. Industries were, in general,
predominated by small-size establishments with a mostly low level of
mechanization. For instance, one post-World War I observer commented
on the shoe industry:

The manufacture of shoes has been greatly stimulated by the war, although the
industry has been well established for some time. There are over 4,000 shoe
factories in Brazil, including the home industries, but there are only 116
establishments which employ more than twelve people, and only sixty-one have
between six and twelve employees. The modern factory system, the piecework
system, and the home industry are all competitors.11

Of the 116 plants mentioned above, fifty-five were located in the Federal
District. Although the shoe industry is an extreme case, this excerpt illus-
trates vividly the coexistence of different “stages” of production in Brazilian
industry. Even the textile industry, in which, according to the afore-
mentioned report, “many of the plants are equipped with the most modern
machinery and are run by electricity, comparing favourably with the great
New England mills”,12 had a broad range of technological levels. In the
Federal District, alongside the cotton mills employing thousands of
workers, a wool manufacturing facility had only thirty employees.13 The
contrast was even more accentuated in the city of São Paulo, with numerous
manufacturing facilities not having more than two to five workers.14

The censuses show a significant number of adults (twenty-two per cent of
the total population in 1920) classified under categories such as “ill-defined
professions” or “undeclared professions”, which certainly encompassed

10. Centro Industrial do Brasil, Relatorio da diretoria do Centro Industrial do Brasil para ser
apresentado à Assemblea Geral Ordinaria do anno de 1915 (Rio de Janeiro, 1915), pp. 239–253.
11. Arthur H. Redfield, Brazil: A Study of Economic Conditions since 1913 (Department of
Commerce/Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, Miscellaneous Series, No. 86)
(Washington, DC, 1920), pp. 63–65.
12. Ibid., p. 58.
13. Centro Industrial do Brasil, Relatorio da diretoria, p. 244.
14. Ibid., pp. 252–253.
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not only the “dangerous classes” of vagrants, beggars, criminals, sex
workers, etc., but also the casual labour force that was essential to the
operation of the city’s port and various other activities.
During the 1980s, scholarly works, especially those influenced by

sociology, typically tried to establish a correlation between nationality,
profession, and ideological choices. In short, this scholarship implied that
immigrant industrial workers were more likely to turn to direct action,15

while Brazilian port or transportation workers would choose reformism.
Workers employed in strategic sectors of a commodity-export economy
would undeniably have more leverage to negotiate and to have their
demands met. The exact opposite would happen to industrial workers
who produced mainly consumer goods.16 Nevertheless, there is substantial
evidence that supplies counter-examples to this kind of premise, thus any
automatic correlation between structural circumstances and ideological
choices impedes our understanding of the multiple and complex factors,
many of them conjunctural, that lead people to take a particular
political stand.

THE 1906 LABOUR CONGRESS

The First Brazilian Workers Congress, which met in Rio de Janeiro from 15
to 20 April 1906, only became possible after a long organizing process in
which different groups proposing the congress finally managed to agree.
Despite all the effort and the twenty-eight delegates present (sixteen of
which were from the Federal District, that is, the city of Rio de Janeiro), in
fact they represented only five states. Nonetheless, this congress attempted
to bring together different currents – in itself a remarkable fact in view of the
already clearly established separation between anarchism (and its numerous
tendencies) and socialists in many European countries at the time. The
congress confronted a series of classical issues of political and strategical
orientation (formation of a political party, participation in elections, rela-
tions between trade unions and political organizations, forms of struggle,
etc.), and it established the defining characteristics of the labour movement
for the next two decades.
Edgard Leuenroth (1881–1968), one of the main leaders of São Paulo’s

anarchists, cunningly eliminated any discussion about the possible creation

15. “Direct action”, it should be remembered, has experienced a shift in its meaning during the
last decades. Whereas at the turn of the twentieth century, especially in the context of French
revolutionary syndicalism, the emphasis was on direct economic action without institutional
intermeditation and in relation to sites of productions, through strikes, factory occupations, etc.,
since the 1970s, the meaning has shifted towards the contestation of public space, acts of civil
disobience, or the disruption of symbols of power and order.
16. On this subject, see for example, Fernando Teixeira da Silva and Maria Lucia Gitahy, “The
Presence of Labour in the Urban Culture of Santos”,Moving the Social, 49 (2013), pp. 11–29, 25.
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of a working-class political party, a point scheduled for debate by the
congress, by proposing a resolution establishing that “the congress was
composed of working-class associations organized on economic grounds,
and it was not intended to discuss political opinions and actions of the
members of those associations”.17 Thus, the approval of Leuenroth’s reso-
lution by a majority of delegates rendered any further discussion of political
action meaningless. The congress decided to found the Confederação
Operária Brasileira (COB; Brazilian Workers Confederation) as an
umbrella organization, inspired by the French General Confederation of
Labour (CGT) and thus of clearly syndicalist orientation. Years later, a
report by the COB presented to the 1913 workers’ congress described what
happened in 1906 in a way that is worth quoting at length as it makes clear
how the identifications of “reformist” and “revolutionary syndicalist”were
clearly becoming discernible, although not necessarily with these labels:

If it were not for the combative temperament of the delegates representing São
Paulo’s workers, united with the representatives of Rio de Janeiro, already seasoned
by previous fights, the 1906 Congress would have been useless for the working class
of Brazil, since its main promoters were committed to extract from that magnificent
clash of ideas a strong political party to serve the interests of the bourgeoisie.

[…] The struggle sustained in that memorable encounter of two currents of action,
until then unknown, was one of the most exciting we have witnessed. On the one
hand – the majority – highly organized in their efforts to make a compromised
set of ideas prevail, a real denial of common interests; on the other hand – the
minority – a phalanx of brave companions who are propagators of new ideals,
tired of promises, full of ardour, bearing the torch of solidarity, fighting against
prejudice, snatching the naïve worker from the darkness of ignorance, illuminat-
ing our camp with the light of their knowledge on the question that concerns us
and that will inevitably lead us to the final destination of our aspirations, which is
the abolition of this iniquitous regime, this dammed institution.

Reason, thus, has won against ignorance and wickedness.18

It is remarkable how this quote presents those who, after all, managed
to convince the majority to vote for this resolution as a struggling and
somewhat heroic minority, and those defeated as an oppressive majority.
Furthermore, it is striking how the partisans of direct action here consider
their political project as one of “illumination” and education.
Whatever the numeric correlation of forces at the beginning of the con-

gress (when it seemed that the reformist side had a majority), in its main

17. The resolution was reprinted as “Os operarios – O Congresso Operario Regional”, Correio
da Manhã, 16 April 1906, pp. 1–2.
18. Quoted from an extract of the congress’ report reprinted in a compilation of documents by
the Brazilian labour movement: “O Segundo Congresso Operário (1913)”, in Paulo Sérgio
Pinheiro and Michael M. Hall (eds), A classe operária no Brasil. Documentos 1889 a 1930, vol. 1,
O movimento operário (São Paulo, 1979), pp. 172–223, 207–208. Emphasis in the original.
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resolutions the principles of revolutionary syndicalism held sway, especially
in relation to two issues: the forms of action to be adopted and the way trade
unions should be structured. Under the general principle of direct action,
the resolutions prescribed that workers themselves should take action
against employers without help from outsiders (such as politicians,
government officials, lawyers), by means such as boycotts, sabotage, and
strikes. For its part, the trade union organization had to be autonomous and
as unbureaucratic as possible, with no paid officials, directed by an execu-
tive committee with no hierarchical distinction between its members, and
dedicated exclusively to “economic” struggle, that is, to improving wages
and working conditions. Activities such as cooperatives and those related to
mutual aid, which where common in most Brazilian working-class asso-
ciations by that period, were considered undesirable and should be avoided
by unions. A number of trade unions based on these principles were
founded in the aftermath of the congress, but very few survived the
industrial crisis that bore a powerful impact on employment and working-
class organization between 1908 and 1911.

CONGENIAL NON- IDENTITY: REVOLUTIONARY
SYNDICALISM AND ANARCHISM

Revolutionary syndicalism was an international current in the labour move-
ment, although it could assume quite different characteristics in the various
national contexts in which it was present. In its original French version,
revolutionary syndicalism was formed by labour activists, many of whom
were former anarchists or socialists, into a third and quite distinct ideological
current.19 In Italy, it was the offspring of the anti-parliamentary left wing of
the Socialist Party. A similar process occurred in the Argentinian case, where
also it emerged from socialist ranks.20 In the USA, and to a lesser degree in
Canada, it can be associatedwith the organization of the IndustrialWorkers of
the World (IWW), which had its own particularities.21

19. It should be added that “syndicalism” and “revolutionary syndicalism” have mostly been used
synonymously (both by contemporary activists and subsequent historians) although there are instances
of a syndicalism that did not identify itself as “revolutionary”, but as “gradualist” or “reformist”.
20. On Argentina, see for instance, Hugo del Campo, El “sindicalismo revolucionário” (1905–
1945). Selección de textos (Buenos Aires, 1986), pp. 9–10; Alejandro Belkin, Sobre los orígenes del
sindicalismo revolucionario en Argentina (Cuadernos de TrabajoNr. 74) (BuenosAires, 2007). On
France, see Julliard, Autonomie ouvrière; Marco Gervasoni, “L’invention du syndicalisme révo-
lutionnaire en France (1903–1907)”,Mil neuf cent, 24 (2006), pp. 57–71. On Italy, see Alceo Riosa,
Il sindacalismo rivoluzionario in Italia e la lotta politica nel Partito socialista dell’età giolittiana
(Bari, 1976); Willy Gianinazzi, “Le syndicalisme révolutionnaire en Italie (1904–1925).
Les hommes et les luttes”, Mil neuf cent, 24 (2006), pp. 95–121.
21. Among these particularities are that the IWW was based on industrial unions, an organizing
method that, although it also existed in other contexts, gained pre-eminence among the Wobblies.
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It is doubtful whether revolutionary syndicalism ever represented
a consolidated political current in Rio de Janeiro. It was, rather, an
ideological reference point and a conception of how trade unions should be
organized, and it was a set of ideas adopted by anarchists in the trade
union movement. In this sense, Rio de Janeiro was quite different from São
Paulo, where in addition to anarchists adopting revolutionary syndicalist
practices, a distinct revolutionary syndicalist current emerged under the
leadership of Italian socialist militants such as Alceste De Ambris.22 Other
major differences between the two cities, which may help to understand
certain political choices, are that the Brazilian capital had a middle-class
opposition that eventually established alliances with the working class,
while nothing of the sort existed in São Paulo. Also, repression of the
labour movement in São Paulo tended to be far more brutal than in Rio.
Nevertheless, it is quite likely that, in Rio, a number of trade union officials
were more attracted to a revolutionary syndicalist stance than to an anar-
chist ideology proper.
Whether or not Brazilian revolutionary syndicalism ever became a

coherent political project, one thing is certain: theirs was a moderate version
of its European counterpart. The resolutions passed by the First Workers
Congress in 1906, which endorsed direct action and other revolutionary
syndicalist conceptions, never used the word revolutionary either as an
adjective or as a noun.23 This can be attributed, at least in part, to the need
for partisans of revolutionary syndicalism to convince delegates of that
congress to adopt their approach to labour organizing; in other words, to
the fact that the results of the congress were a compromise. Yet, despite such
constellations of opportunity and necessary compromise, Brazilian revo-
lutionary syndicalism was certainly more syndicalist than revolutionary on
its own terms, precisely because it had less affinity to the ideological hor-
izon of a larger project (“revolution”) and more to the cornerstone of
syndicalism, the limitation to the “economic” struggle. This does not mean
the ideas of French or Italian revolutionary-syndicalists were unfamiliar to
Brazilian activists: For instance, as advertised in the COB newspaper,
AVoz do Trabalhador, the writings by the following were found on sale at
the federation’s offices: Émile Pouget, Victor Griffuelhes, Marc Pierrot,
Aristide Briand, Enrico Leone, alongside Marx and anarchists such as

Another characteristic was the One Big Union concept, i.e. the demand for a united union
organization for all workers, which was unfamiliar to most revolutionary syndicalists elsewhere.
22. Toledo, Travessias revolucionárias, ch. 2; Edilene Tolede and Luigi Biondi, “Constructing
Syndicalism and Anarchism Globally: The Transnational Making of the Syndicalist Movement in
São Paulo, Brazil, 1895–1935”, in Hirsch and Van der Walt (eds), Anarchism and Syndicalism in
the Colonial and Postcolonial World, 1870–1940, pp. 363–393.
23. “O Primeiro Congresso Operário (1906)”, in Pinheiro and Hall, A classe operário no Brasil,
vol. 1, O movimento operário, pp. 42–49.
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Malatesta, Kropotkine, Réclus, or Grave.24 And translated articles written
by Pelloutier, Pouget, Lagardelle, Yvetot, or Gustave Hervé (or at least
quotes from them), were published not only by AVoz do Trabalhador, but
also other papers of the labour press.25

Whatever the proximity of the unions of syndicalist orientation and
anarchist groups, as far as the leading persons promoting revolutionary-
syndicalist principles in labour unions (which included philosophical, political
and religious neutrality) were concerned, these were, in most cases, outspoken
anarcho-communists – in other words, followers of the international anarchist
current whose most famous representatives included Kropotkin in Russia and
Malatesta in Italy. In Brazil, the principal theoretical defence of anarchists’
adoption of revolutionary-syndicalist practice within unions came from the
São Paulo-based, Portuguese-born journalist, Gregorio Nazianzeno de
Vasconcelos (1878–1920), better known as Neno Vasco.26 Although this
positionmanaged, until 1920, to assure a solid majority among anarchists who
supported participation in the trade union movement, it had to deal with
contestation both from anarcho-communists who opposed trade union action
altogether and from those who, in an opposite but similarly radical stance,
sustained that unions should adopt anarchism in their programmes. Both
views had some currency in the state of São Paulo, less so in Rio de Janeiro.
The historiography concerning the Brazilian labour movement,

especially up to the 1990s, tended to use the term “anarcho-syndicalism” to
designate anarchists acting in trade unions, despite the fact that this term did
not appear in Brazilian labour vocabulary before mid-1920s, and even then
usually with pejorative connotations. The term only began to appear more
frequently in documents produced by the Communist Party (PCB) from
1928 onwards.27 The popularization of this designation in labour history
reaches back to the writings in the post-war years of militant historians,
many of whomwere members or former members of the PCB.28 The use of

24. “Livros à venda”, AVoz do Trabalhador, VII (71), 8 June 1915, p. 4.
25. For Rio de Janeiro, see for example O Marmorista, 1907; O Baluarte, 1907; Novo Rumo,
1906, 1910.
26. Neno Vasco arrived in São Paulo, as a child along with his father and stepmother. Some years
later, he returned to Portugal to complete his studies and attend the Law School of the University
of Coimbra. On returning to Brazil in 1901, he became an active anarchist, publishing a number of
newspapers, as well as a prolific political writer, playwright, and translator. In 1910, with the
establishment of the Portuguese Republic he returned to his homeland, where he continued his
anarchist engagement until the time of his death. The most complete study on
Neno Vasco is Alexandre Samis, Minha Pátria é o Mundo Inteiro. Neno Vasco, o anarquismo e o
sindicalismo revolucionário em dois mundos (Lisboa, 2009).
27. For some of the first mentionings of this term, see “Para Genebra”, O Alfaiate, VI (25), 13
May 1926, p. 4; “O III Congresso (dezembro de 1928–janeiro de 1929)” in Edgard Carone (ed.),
O P.C.B. –Vol. 1: (1922–1943) (São Paulo, 1982), p. 73.
28. See for example, Astrojildo Pereira, Formação do PCB. 1922–1928, notas e documentos. (Rio
de Janeiro, 1962).
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Figure 1. First page of May Day’s 1913 edition of A Voz do Trabalhador, newspaper of the
revolutionary syndicalist Confederação Operária Brasileira [Brazilian Workers’ Confederation].
A Voz do Trabalhador, Rio de Janeiro, 1st May 1913, p. 1. Collection Arquivo Edgard
Leuenroth/IFCH/UNICAMP, J/0013.
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this term, however, is by no means a Brazilian peculiarity. Such English-
speaking historians as George Woodcock use it as a synonym for “revolu-
tionary syndicalism” when speaking of France.29 But this designation, as
more recent labour history has shown, is both imprecise and problematic:30

If the designation is controversial for the French case, where not all
revolutionary syndicalists came from anarchism, it is completely pre-
posterous when speaking of the Italian or the Argentinian case, where they
came mostly from socialist ranks. In the Brazilian case, with its considerable
regional differences in almost all matters related to the labour movement, at
least until the mid-twentieth century, such an approach certainly does not
aid understanding of the complex relationship between anarchism and
revolutionary syndicalism, nor does it illuminate the specific contours that
this relationship acquires in different places, such as Rio de Janeiro and
São Paulo.
One final aspect to be considered are the individuals – more than one

anarcho-communist changed position concerning trade union activity
according to the shifting historical circumstances. José Elias da Silva, for
instance, one of the future founders of the PCB, in 1913 served as the
Secretary General of the Federação Operária do Rio de Janeiro – FORJ
(Rio de Janeiro’s Workers Federation), the city’s most important revolu-
tionary syndicalist organization. Three years later, at a moment when
labour associations were experiencing a major crisis, he published, together
with two other disillusioned anarchists, a pamphlet that harshly criticized
the participation of anarchists in trade unions.31 As the labour movement
regained force in 1917, Silva returned to the syndicalist ranks. In other
words, for many, revolutionary syndicalism was not a matter of principle,
but rather a form of action to be adopted under favourable circumstances.

THE CURRENCY OF REFORMISM AND THE ABSENCE OF
A SOCIALIST PARTY

Reformists in the labour movement were a similarly heterogeneous sphere
of different positions, ranging from trade unionists seeking concrete

29. George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements
(Harmondsworth [etc.], 1983), pp. 277; 303–304.
30. A critique of this term in Brazilian context first came from Adhemar Lourenço da Silva Jr.,
“O anarco-sindicalismo no Brasil. Notas sobre a produção de ummito histórico-historiográfico”,
in Ana Lúcia Velhinho D’Angelo (ed.), Histórias de trabalho (Porto Alegre, 1995), pp. 151–159.
It was further developed in Claudio Batalha, O movimento operário na Primeira República (Rio
de Janeiro, 2000); and figures as one of the central arguments in Edilene Toledo, Anarquismo
e sindicalismo revolucionário. Trabalhadores e militantes em São Paulo na Primeira República
(São Paulo, 2004).
31. José Elias da Silva, Manoel Campos, and Antonio Moutinho, O anarquismo perante a
organização sindical. Para desfazer mal entendidos (Rio de Janeiro, 1916).
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improvements for their specific crafts or industries to socialists trying to
establish links between unions and working-class parties; a number of other
ideological orientations inhabited the wide space between these two
extremes. Craft or class, political activism or neutrality, cooperation resp.
negotiation or class confrontation were some of the issues that divided the
heterogeneous reformist camp. In addition to socialism, other tendencies
were present, one of the more significant being positivism. Positivism (in a
local and, again, heterogeneous adoption of the French version) had been a
guiding ideology for Brazil’s First Republic (1889–1930), informing various
sectors of the state, the military and middle-class professionals, while also
having some currency among wider layers of the population. One of the
tenets of this positivism was to acknowledge and address the “social ques-
tion”. Its adherents within the labour movement proposed that workers
participate in elections and present their own candidates.32

Unlike other South American cases, including Argentina, Uruguay, and
Chile, no enduring, unified, and nationwide socialist party was established
in Brazil before the 1940s, something that should be seen as one the main
determinants of the country’s political history and which poses a major
challenge for labour historians to explain.33 One must recall that all Brazi-
lian politics during the First Republic (1889–1930) was based on single
states, thus political parties had a state and not a national organization (the
first important exception would be the 1922 Communist Party). Even the
few attempts to create ruling-class national parties failed. Furthermore,
Brazilian socialists never had any solid connection with the Socialist
International, among other reasons, because the many labour and socialist
parties created from the 1890s to the 1930s did not last long enough for this
connection to be established. All formal contact with the International was
limited to two reports sent by German-speaking workers, members of São
Paulo’s Allgemeiner Arbeiterverein (General Workers’ Association), in
1893 and 1896.34 Nevertheless, the lack of organic links with the Inter-
national did not mean other forms of contact with international socialism
did not exist, such as correspondence, the exchange of periodicals,
migrational links, occasional visits by militants, and so forth.
Italo-Argentinian José Ingenieros and Portuguese social-republican
Sebastião Magalhães Lima played a major role in the 1890s as correspon-
dents of Brazilian socialist newspapers and in introducing various works

32. Adalmir Leonidio, “Saint-simonismo e positivismo nos primórdios do movimento operário
no Brasil”, Mediações, 10 (Jan.–Jun. 2005), pp. 165–183; Teresa A. Meade, “Civilizing” Rio:
Reform and Resistance in a Brazilian City, 1889–1930 (University Park, PA, 1997), pp. 95–101.
33. On the repeated attempts to found such a party and on the trajectories of a group of leading
socialists, see the contribution by Aldrin Castellucci and Benito B. Schmidt in this Special Issue.
34. Georges Haupt, “Militants sociaux-democrates allemands au Brésil (1893–1896)”, Le
Mouvement Social, 84 (July–August 1973), pp. 47–61.
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and their authors to local socialists.35 The works known to Brazilian
socialists, mostly through French, Italian, and Argentinian editions, reflect
an eclectic, mainly reform-oriented socialism. Authors made known to
Brazilian activists in this way included Benoît Malon, Gabriel Deville,
Filippo Turati, Enrico Ferri, Ferdinand Lassalle, August Bebel, or Friedrich
Engels. Marx, although frequently quoted, was mainly known through the
interpretations and didactic syntheses of his work then in circulation.36

Local socialists not only mixed different authors, in a practice that was
not uncommon in many parts of the world during the Second International,
but also proposed a selective reading of these authors. For instance, Benoît
Malon, who was one of the most popular among Brazilian socialists, was
stripped of an essential aspect of his thinking, his defence of federalism.
Likewise, Brazilian socialists’ selective reading of Malon disregarded his
anti-Semitism (something many French socialists had also turned a blind
eye to before the Dreyfus Affair).
The positivists or followers of what was known as the “Labour Cult”

(Culto do Trabalho), under the leadership of Francisco Juvêncio Sadock de
Sá, a mechanic who worked as a foreman at Rio de Janeiro’s Army Arsenal,
were an ideological phenomenon that was specific to Rio de Janeiro (with
limited presence in some other cities) and, although based on an inter-
pretation of Auguste Comte’s writings, with no apparent links with inter-
national tendencies. Initially, during the early years of the twentieth
century, Sadock de Sá and his followers held positions similar to those of
other reform-oriented groups promoting working-class candidates in local
and federal elections, demanding labour laws, supporting strikes (but only
under certain circumstances), and making vague references to socialism.37

By the end of the first decade of the century, with the creation in 1909 of the
Círculo dos Operários da União (Federal Government’s Workers Circle),
however, followers of this ideological tendency became a pressure group
that primarily recruited its followers from the ranks of workers employed
in state-owned firms. With their stance towards the state significantly
softened, they proposed collaboration with government, “social harmony”,
the adoption of an anti-strike stand, withdrawal from collective action with

35. Among the more important of the numerous newspapers of this orientation were A Questão
Social, Santos, 1895–1896; EchoOperario, Rio Grande, 1896–1898;O Socialista, São Paulo, 1896–
1898; Primeiro de Maio, Rio de Janeiro, 1898; Aurora Social, Recife, 1901–1902.
36. See Claudio H. M. Batalha, “A difusão do marxismo e os socialistas brasileiros na virada do
século XIX”, in João Quartim de Moraes (ed.), História do marxismo no Brasil. Os influxos
teóricos, 1st repr., (Campinas, 2007), vol. 2, pp. 9–41; Benito Bisso Schmidt, “Os partidos socia-
listas na nascente República”, in Jorge Ferreira and Daniel Aarão Reis (eds), As esquerdas no
Brasil, vol. 1, A formação das tradições (1889–1945) (Rio de Janeiro, 2007), pp. 131–183.
37. See, especially, Sadock de Sá’s contributions during these years, written under the pseudonym
of François Seul, in the fortnightly newspaper Brazil Operario, published from 1903 to 1904
under the direction of a group of printing workers.
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other workers, and a new focus on getting favourable laws passed by means
of petitions and other forms of pressure on the National Congress as well as
the government. It is thus not surprising that the associations that followed
this tendency refused to participate in any of the working-class congresses
after 1906.38

A number of reform-oriented unions – probably the majority of
them – had no particular ideological affiliation; they were “reformist” by
default and aimed to obtain gains for the particular crafts and sectors
they represented by whatever means they found suitable. This trend was
particularly present among Rio’s dockworkers’ and stevedores’ unions,
in which semi-professionalized and clientelistic leaders known as the
“Colonels of the Port” (Coronéis do Porto) dominated for a long per-
iod.39 In many respects, these unions had positions similar to those of
the American Federation of Labor under Samuel Gompers, with its
epitomized mix of confrontational action when necessary and negotia-
tion whenever possible. Similarly, Rio’s port strikes were among the
most violent during the period, and these unions did not hesitate to
strike when necessary. At the same time, these unions and their leaders
were often especially supportive of authorities and rushed to endorse
government policies during World War I.40

Regardless of their differences, the diverse reformist tendencies had much
in common. Firstly, all conceived strikes were to be a last resort, used only
when all other means of pressure had failed. In contrast with revolutionary
syndicalism, any help to obtain their demands was welcome, so during
labour conflicts they would frequently appeal to lawyers, politicians,
government officials, the Chief of Police, ministers, and even the president
of the Republic seeking mediation. Another distinctive quality of reformist
unions was their view of working-class associations: to be strong, even
during periods of crisis, they should be able to offer their associates modes
of support beyond fighting for their labour demands, such as providing
mutual aid and cooperatives. Furthermore, trade unions should be institu-
tionally efficient and effective, for which hierarchical boards of directors
and headquarters in the union’s own premises were required. In other

38. Claudio H. de Moraes Batalha, “Le syndicalisme ‘amarelo’ à Rio de Janeiro (1906–1930)”
(Ph.D., Université de Paris I – Panthéon-Sorbonne, 1986), pp. 176–177.
39. The exact origin of the designation is unknown, but, most likely, it is a reference to the
“colonels”, a groupwho, being mostly landowners, held military ranks in theNational Guard and
who dominated politics during the Brazilian First Republic (1889–1930).
40. See Michel Zaidan Filho, “Pão e Pau. Política de governo e sindicalismo reformista no Rio de
Janeiro (1923–1926)” (MA, Universidade Estadual de Campinas –UNICAMP, 1981), ch. 3; Maria
Cecília Velasco e Cruz, “Amarelo e negro: matizes do comportamento operário na República
Velha” (MA, Instituto de Universitário de Pesquisa do Rio de Janeiro – IUPERJ, 1981); Marli
B.M. Albuquerque, “Trabalho e conflito no porto do Rio de Janeiro (1904–1920)”, (MA,
Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro – UFRJ, 1983); Batalha, “Le syndicalisme “amarelo”.
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words, institutional and financial stability were seen as essential for trade
unions to reach their objectives.
Until the 1980s, “reformism” was completely misunderstood by Brazi-

lian labour history. Based on their fundamental belief in liberal or orthodox
Marxist presuppositions, historians tended, first, to conflate the broad and
shifting spectrum of reform-oriented unions, non-confrontational currents,
and socialist activism under one label and, second, to view reformists as
manipulated either by the state or by employers, denying them any agency.
At least in part, this view was inherited from Astrojildo Pereira, a former
anarchist who later became Secretary General of the PCB and, later, one of
the main exponents of militant labour history.41 In the mid-1910s, still in his
anarchist years, Pereira began to refer to reformists using the term sindi-
calismo amarelo (yellow unionism), which explicitly established a parallel
with the French syndicalism jaune, a conservative, Catholic, and anti-
socialist labour ideology sponsored by employers. The obvious differences
between this French approach and the Brazilian reformists mattered little,
what mattered was the political impact of such labelling. The relative success
of this denunciation can be gauged by the long shadow this label was able to
cast, including on historiographical assessments. Until recently, reformism,
whatever terms it was described in, was either seen as negligibly small or
altogether suspicious: While for some it was a phenomenon limited to Rio
de Janeiro, for many others it was an early manifestation of the state-
controlled unionism that existed from the 1930s onwards under the cor-
poratist regime of Getúlio Vargas. A series of recent studies has revisited
these received wisdoms, making clear that reformists had agency both
during the First Republic and after, and that their role during the 1930s and
under the Estado Novo (1937–1945) dictatorship was more complex than
previously thought. Furthermore, these studies have also revealed that it
was a much more widespread phenomenon, both numerically and region-
ally, that was present, in one way or another, in most of Brazil.42

LABOUR DIVIS ION BETWEEN TWO CONGRESSES

The number of trade unions and of the workers they organized grew
steadily between 1902 and 1908, in particular in the aftermath of the
1906 congress, which was accompanied by victorious strikes. Unionized
workers at this time remained mostly male and belonged to the skilled trades.

41. Pereira, Formação.
42. Joan L. Bak, “Labor, Community, and the Making of a Cross-Class Alliance in Brazil: The
1917 Railroad Strikes in Rio Grande do Sul”, Hispanic American Historical Review, 78 (1998),
pp. 179–227; Osvaldo B.A. Maciel, A perseverança dos o mutualismo dos trabalhadores do
comércio em Maceió (1879–1917) (Recife, 2011); Aldrin A.S. Castellucci, Trabalhadores e política
no Brasil. Do aprendizado do Império aos sucessos da Primeira República (Salvador, 2015).
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From 1907 onwards, the tide turned in Rio and wages, which had
continuously increased since the earliest years of the century, began to
decrease in some industrial sectors, while food and housing became more
expensive. Government monetary and taxing policies benefitted the impor-
tation of manufactured goods, leading industries to slow down production
and to fire their workers. To render the situation even worse for organized
labour, in 1909 a number of important strikes were defeated. Under these
circumstances, not surprisingly, many working-class societies ceased to exist
or, at least, closed down temporarily.
By 1911, the labour movement began a slow recovery as old associations

were reactivated and new ones created, while strikes increased once again. One
year later, some of the reformist unions decided to organize their own con-
gress, which they called the Fourth BrazilianWorkers’Congress (4ºCongresso
Operário Brasileiro). The organizers of this gathering considered the 1906
Congress as the third of its sort and counted the socialist congresses of 1892 in
Rio de Janeiro and of 1902 in São Paulo as the first two events.
At that time, Brazil’s president was FieldMarshal Hermes da Fonseca (1910–

1914), whose election has resulted from an alliance between the oligarchies of a
number of states that had previously had relatively little power in national
politics and the military. Hermes da Fonseca was one of the first presidential
candidates to mention the existence of a social problem and, consequently, he
received support from part of the labour movement. Thanks to these circum-
stances, the Congress managed to obtain some support from the government,
such as free train tickets and the use of a government venue, the Monroe Palace
inRio, then the seat of the Brazilian Senate. TheCongress was held from 7 to 15
November 1912 andwas composed of seventy-four delegates (sixteen of whom
were from Rio), representing thirteen different states.43 Some of the resolutions
approved did not differ greatly from the type of demands usually presented by
the partisans of direct action, such as the eight-hour work day, weekly rest,
indemnities for work accidents, regulation of women’s and child labour, and so
forth. Yet, other proposals would immediately be met with opposition from
revolutionary syndicalists, such as the approval of the creation of an umbrella
organization named the Confederação Brasileira do Trabalho (Brazilian
Confederation of Labour), which was simultaneously a political party and a
confederation of trade unions. Following the contemporary critics of this
Congress in the labour movement, especially anarchists who were excluded
(with very few exceptions) from participation, the historiography has tended to
view the Congress as an early expression of peleguismo.44

43. Confederação Brazileira do Trabalho (Partido Político),Conclusões do 4ºCongresso Operario
Brazileiro. Realizado no Palacio Monroe no Rio de Janeiro de 7 a 15 de novembro de 1912 (Rio de
Janeiro, 1913).
44. The term derives from pelego (a lambskin used between the saddle and the horse’s back in
Southern Brazil) and is used to designate state-controlled unionism after 1930.
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It took the adherents of revolutionary syndicalism a little longer to give
an appropriate response to the challenge represented by the reformists,
because its main organization, the COB, founded in 1906 yet hibernating
since 1909 (when a congress was supposed to take place but never actually
happened), was only reorganized at the beginning of 1913. By September of
this year, the confederation finally managed to hold a new congress. In
comparison to the competing congress, the COB event had fewer delegates
(sixty-two), but a superior number of states were represented (nineteen). At
the same time, the Second Brazilian Workers’ Congress (whose very name
showed their disregard for the reformist view of the legitimate lineage of
congresses) had to deal with several problems: in addition to having to face a
reinvigorated reformist camp, it saw an urgent need to launch campaigns to
confront the growing increase in the cost of living and to oppose a new law
mandating the expulsion of foreigners. As part of its mobilization against
the law, the COB sent representatives to Europe to campaign against
emigration.45 Interestingly, the resolutions passed at this congress were
largely similar to those approved in the one held in 1906. The main differ-
ence in 1913 was that the rhetoric of revolutionary syndicalism finally came
to the fore; indeed, unlike in 1906, when the word “revolutionary” was

Figure 2. Members of reformist trade-unions on their way to the May Day 1913 demonstration.
Fon-fon, Rio de Janeiro, 10 May 1913 [no page number]. Collection Arquivo Edgard
Leuenroth/IFCH/UNICAMP, R/0359.

45. In this remarkable campaign, COB representatives tried to convince those willing to emigrate
that working conditions in Brazil were worse than in Europe and that promises made to emigrants
were not fulfilled.
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never uttered, participants in this later gathering explicitly discussed the
possibility of a “revolutionary general strike”.46

The 1912 and the 1913 congresses where held at a moment when unions
had just begun to reorganize, but instead of contributing to unity these
events exacerbated division. This was a period that witnessed the brief
rebirth of the labour movement, which soon after plunged into a new crisis
that grew in intensity as World War I began. By mid-1915, the COB
stopped the publication of its newspaper, A Voz do Trabalhador, and
vanished from the scene shortly thereafter.

THE GROWTH OF LABOUR PROTEST IN 1917 – 1 9 19

As World War I proceeded, industrial activity regained momentum, while
competition from foreign industrial goods diminished with the sharp
decrease in imports. The cost of living, however, kept rising as industrialists
maintained wages at a stagnant level, a combination of factors that created
favourable conditions for labour protest. From 1916 onwards, Rio de
Janeiro’s labour movement began to reorganize itself as old unions
reopened and new ones were created. One major change during the period
was the creation of local industrial unions in sectors of production that,
until then, had been divided into various craft unions, such as among metal
and construction workers. This change also allowed for greater participa-
tion of unskilled workers in unions, where their presence had previously
been quite limited. Another change was the creation of two federations that
were less based on sectors than on similar jobs and activities: one was the
Brazilian Maritime Federation (Federação Marítima Brasileira – FMB),
combining port and maritime workers’ unions; the other was the Vehicle
Drivers’ Federation, which gathered the land transportation unions. Both
of these federations were considered as reformist, although, again, this
meant quite different orientations and practices in each case.47 By 1917,
labour had regained and surpassed the force it had during the period from
1912 to 1913. As workers from various sectors of the economy went on
strike, in particular to demand better wages and working conditions, they
initiated a prolonged cycle of struggles that lasted until 1919. This cycle had
its own local backgrounds (often greatly varying between its numerous
locales in Brazil); yet, it was also connected to the international wave of
labour, often revolutionary unrest at the end of World War I and in the
wake of the Russian Revolution. In international comparison, it is a rela-
tively sustained series of mobilizations, lasting much longer than in many

46. See the partial reprint of the congress’ report in “O Segundo Congresso Operário (1913)”.
47. While the FMB was more willing to compromise with government representatives and even
sustained government policies, the federation of land transportation unions was less inclined to
such a collaboration.
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other countries. At the same time, the mobilization’s ability to shatter the
whole of society remained more limited in Brazil than in other places.48

Although general strikes took place in 1917 in Rio and in other major
Brazilian cities like São Paulo and Porto Alegre, each movement had a
distinct dynamic. In Rio, strikes were carried out by trade unions and even
if the Workers’ Federation of Rio de Janeiro (the Federação Operária do
Rio de Janeiro, FORJ), the city’s major union federation of revolutionary
syndicalist orientation, did present a common list of demands, negotiations
with employers were conducted separately by individual unions, many of
which did not recognize the Federation as their representative. Meanwhile,
in São Paulo, where repression was more intense, the reorganization of
unions did not occur as swiftly as in Rio, so strikes were not organized
based on the workplaces or certain economic sectors, but through the
workers’ communities by neighbourhood associations. These were then
brought together in a city-wide body called Comitê de Defesa Proletária
(Committee of Proletarian Defence). This phenomenon probably con-
tributed to the greater unity of São Paulo’s strike movement. Thus, the
negotiation of a common list of demands presented to employers and to the
state administration by the Committee of Proletarian Defence led to stri-
kers’ collective acceptance of the final agreement with their employers and
the government. Nevertheless, despite their differences, labour movements
in both cities during this time experienced what may be seen as a more
flexible and more pragmatic turn. This also applied to unions adhering to
revolutionary syndicalism. The list of demands in São Paulo was a mix of
labour, consumer, and political requests that was strikingly different from
the usual agenda of direct action, a tendency that supposedly dominated
organized labour in that city. At the same time, albeit indirectly, São Paulo’s
unions established channel of negotiation with the state government
(something openly rejected in previous conflicts). As for Rio, trade unions
affiliated to a revolutionary syndicalist tradition and their leadership also
acted with a discernable degree of pragmatism. All this might seem, at first
sight, paradoxical: Were these mobilizations, after all, not connected to the
great, international wave of revolutionary unrest at the end of World War I
and, subsequently, to “1917”, with all the principles and high political stakes
that it involved?Was this not an epoch of an abundance of “ideology” and a
lack of “pragmatism”? However, as the Brazilian case illustrates, the
ascendancy of “ideology” and “pragmatism” were not mutually exclusive:
“Revolution”, above all the fear of revolution by those in power, also bred
opportunities for reform, while the momentum of the mobilizations led its

48. Cristina Hebling Campos,O sonhar libertário. Movimento operário nos anos de 1917 a 1921
(Campinas, 1988); Aldrin A.S. Castellucci, Industriais e operários baianos numa conjuntura de
crise (1914–1921) (Salvador, 2004); Isabel Bilhão, Identidade e trabalho. Uma história do oper-
ariado porto-alegrense (1898–1920) (Londrina, 2008).

Revolutionary Rio: Syndicalism and Reformism (1906–1920) 93

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002085901700044X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002085901700044X


leaders to grasp these opportunities and seize the moment with whatever
means seemed appropriate to achieve them.
During a strike in August 1917, as part of the ongoing dispute between

direct action and pragmatic reformist unionism, the Shoemakers’ Union,
affiliated with the syndicalist FORJ, saw the birth of a dissident organiza-
tion called the Shoe Workers’ League, which included only industrial
workers but omitted craftsmen.49 While it officially professed a syndicalist
allegiance, the League managed to reach an understanding with employers,
with the mediation of the Chief of Police, which established higher wages, a
fifty-two-hour work week, and a rule that employers should give workers
two days’ notice before their dismissal.50 The most important part of the

Figure 3. Maritime workers demonstration called by the Brazilian Maritime Federation against
the lease of Brazilian Merchant ships.
O Malho, Rio de Janeiro, 24 March 1917 [no page number]. Collection Arquivo Edgard
Leuenroth/IFCH/UNICAMP, R/0363.

49. “Rapido retrospectivo do movimento associativo: um ano de vida operaria”, A Razão,
19 December 1917, p. 9.
50. The agreement and a later addition are documented in Liga dos Operarios em Calçado,
“Accordo feito entre o Centro da Industria de Calçados e Commercio de Couros e a Liga dos
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negotiation, and an entirely new consequence of these talks, was the
intention to constitute a commission, composed in equal parts by
employers and employees, to discuss ongoing and future industrial
conflicts. But the correspondence that the League exchanged in the
following months with the Chief of Police, who had been transformed into
a kind of guarantor of the deal, shows that employers were not respecting
the terms of the agreement.51 Although the Chief of Police of the Federal
District was occasionally called upon to mediate labour conflicts, this was
probably the first time that he had taken on such an institutionalized role.
Pragmatism now not only reigned in matters of trade union work, it also

started to characterize some of the more political interventions of the
union’s leaders. In April 1917, Pascoal Gravina, who had been a delegate to
the 1913 Workers’ Congress, became president of the newly created
General Union of Metal Workers (União Geral dos Metalúrgicos –UGM),
again, a union of revolutionary syndicalist orientation. A few months later,
he publicly supported Evaristo de Moraes, a lawyer retained by several
different labour unions, as a candidate for the Chamber of Deputies,
running as part of the Brazilian Socialist Party (one of the many parties
organized under this denomination during this period).52 After the episode,
however, the UGM published a note insisting on syndicalist principles and
forbidding any of its members to speak on the union’s behalf on such
matters.53

Gravina, however, was not the only one to flirt with electoral politics.
In October 1915, the Graphic Workers’ Association of Rio de Janeiro
(Associação Gráfica do Rio de Janeiro –AGRJ) was created after several years
during which these workers were unorganized or were divided into different
craft unions. The AGRJ originated from a coalition of direct action and
reformist militants, with João Leuenroth, former member of the COB board
and brother of the well-known anarchist Edgard Leuenroth, as its president
until 1918. After a short interlude, in which the board was dominated by
anarchists who, however, soon resigned, João Leuenroth once again became
the association’s president in 1919. In that same year, he failed to win a seat the
City Council. Both João Leuenroth and the previously mentioned Gravina

Operarios de Calçado e a União dos Cortadores de Calçado da cidade do Rio de Janeiro”, 26 July
1917, Arquivo Nacional (Rio de Janeiro) [henceforth, ANRJ], Secretaria de Policia do Distrito
Federal, 1887–1930, 6 C–584 [old classification].
51. The agreement’s aftermath is documented in the same file through letters of the Liga dos
Operarios de Calçados to the Chief of Police, number 60, 22 January 1918 and number 63,
23 January 1918.
52. The UGM’s support for Evaristo de Moraes is mentioned in “A candidatura do Dr. Evaristo
deMoraes à deputação federal”,ARazão, 10 December1917, p. 5. On the trajectory of Evarista de
Moraes see also the contribution by Aldrin A.S. Castellucci and Benito B. Schmidt in this
Special Issue.
53. “Proletariado – União Geral dos Metalurgicos”, A Razão, 16 December de 1917, p. 6.
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had been known as anarchists until the late 1910s, and yet they turned to or at
least flirted with electoral politics. In 1920, when anarchists decided to quit the
association for good and create a competing union of their own,54 Leuenroth
remained.
Yet another piece of evidence demonstrating the flexible and pragmatic

stance that unions tended to adopt during those years are the relations they
cultivated with certain politicians, especially those who tried to pass laws
regarding working conditions. Even during the preceding period, when
anarchists and reformists still coexisted in the AGRJ, this association main-
tained close ties with city councillor Ernesto Garcez.55 Thanks to Garcez, the
AGRJ received a symbolic subvention from the city to aid the Professional
School (Escola Profissional) it intended to establish and a gold medal to offer
as a prize for “the most artistic work” in the Graphic Exhibition it organized.
One might argue, of course, that the AGRJ’s relationship with Garcez

can be understood in light of the composition of the Association’s leader-
ship, which included both reformists and anarchists. Nonetheless, Garcez
also had relations with the Centro Cosmopolita (Cosmopolitan Centre), a
union of workers in hotels, restaurants, and bars, which was affiliated with
the FORJ and hence more clearly identified with syndicalism and direct
action.56 Acting with the agreement of the Centre, Garcez presented a bill
establishing a twelve-hour workday (ten hours for those who worked in
kitchens) with a weekly day off for workers in that sector. In December
1917, the bill was approved by the City Council and enacted in January
of the following year.57 Although the intransigent demand for an eight-
hour workday was present in the resolutions of all workers’ congresses and
was part of various strikes, this episode shows that, under certain circum-
stances, unions, despite their revolutionary syndicalist rhetoric (which
ruled out any compromise on such a central issue, especially when
reached through outside intermediation), would pursue any possible gain,
even if it meant settling for results that fell short of goals once considered
indispensable.

54. Competing unions in the same trade or industry were rare during the Brazilian First Republic
(1889–1930). Although there was no legal prohibition, such situations were usually short-lived.
This was the case of the anarchist dissident graphic workers’ union, which ceased to exist within a
year of its creation.
55. Ernesto Garcez Caldas Barreto (1874–?), was a lawyer, who, after being state representative in
the Northeastern State of Pernambuco, began a political career in Rio de Janeiro, where he was
city councilor from 1907 to 1910 and from 1917 to 1925. He entertained close ties with certain
unions and presented bills concerning work regulations for various occupations.
56. On the activity of the Centro Cosmopolita and the role of Garcez, see Adailton Pires Costa,
“A história dos direitos trabalhistas vista a partir de baixo. A luta por direitos (e leis) dos
trabalhadores em hotéis, restaurantes, cafés e bares no Rio de Janeiro da 1ª República (DF,
1917–1918)” (MA, Universidade Federal de Santa Catarina – UFSC, 2013).
57. Ibid., pp. 180–190.
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After the 1917 strike movement, which managed to attain a number of
victories, repression became more intense, leading to the closure by police
of the FORJ on the pretext of the need to preserve public order.58 The
following year, the number of strikes grew significantly again59 and workers
formed a new, equally revolutionary-syndicalist federation, the União
Geral dos Trabalhadores (Workers’ General Union, UGT). News from
international news agencies and greatly distorted by the local mainstream
press offered limited knowledge of what was going in Russia, yet, as in
other parts of South America, the idea of a revolution in which workers had
actually taken power was received enthusiastically by many activists.60

Especially anarchists tended to see the Revolution as their own (and did so,
in view of the deep chasm dividing Bolsheviks and Anarchists, at the latest
from the civil war on, for a remarkably long time). The journalist Astrojildo
Pereira, by then an anarchist with a particular interest in Russian events,
wrote that the Russian Bolsheviks’s programme, drafted already in 1905,
was “in essence anarchist”.61 Nevertheless, to some degree inspired by the
Russian Revolution, in November 1918 an unlikely alliance of anarchists
(including Pereira), trade union leaders linked to the UGT, and dissident
politicians planned an insurrection (to start in Rio, but which they would
spread to the whole country). The plan was to launch a general strike that
would receive the support of military units. Strikers mainly included metal
workers, textile workers (who had their own specific demands and
remained on strike despite repression, even after the attempted uprising had
failed), and a limited number of construction workers. The Army lieutenant
who was supposed to serve as a liaison between the striking workers and

58. Delegacia do 4º Districto Policial, 22 April 1918, ANRJ, Secretaria de Policia do Distrito
Federal, 1887–1930, 6 C–602.
59. Different studies reach different conclusions concerning the number of strikes during the
1917–1919 period: 21, 33 and 26 are the numbers found by Eulalia Maria Lahmeyer Lobo and
Eduardo Navarro Stotz, “Flutuações cíclicas da economia, condições de vida e movimento
operário – 1890 a 1930, Revista Rio de Janeiro, 1:1 (December 1985), pp. 61–86, 86; while 13, 29
and 22 were those established by Branno Hocherman Costa and Francisco Josué Medeiros de
Freitas, “Greves e polícia política nas décadas de 1920 e 1930”, in Marcelo Badaró Mattos (ed.),
Trabalhadores em greve, polícia em guarda. Greves e repressão policial na formação da classe
trabalhadora carioca (Rio de Janeiro, 2004), pp. 137–160, 139.
60. For Argentina and the remarkably long-lasting group of “Anarcho-Bolsheviks” that had
formed there, see Andreas L. Doeswijk, “Entre Camalões e Cristalizados: Os anarco-
bolcheviques rioplatenses, 1917–1930” (Ph.D., Universidade Estadual de Campinas –

UNICAMP, 1999); and Roberto Pittaluga, “Lecturas anarquistas de la revolución rusa”, Prismas.
Revista de historia intelectual, 6 (2002), pp. 179–188. Also see Pittaluga’s much broader study
about the Russian Revolution in Argentina (including the debates until the end of the 1920s),
Roberto Pittaluga, Soviets en Buenos Aires, la izquierda de la Argentina ante la revolución en
Rusia (Buenos Aires, 2015).
61. Astrojildo Pereira, “A Russia revolucionaria. Um ano depois”, O Cosmopolita, 2:29,
25 March 1918, p. 1.
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military units proved to be an agent of the police who had infiltrated the
workers’ movement. Consequently, the main leaders of the strike were
arrested, the UGT and the three unions representing the sectors on strike
were shut down, and the police applied further repressive measures to the
entire labour movement.62 For many labour activists, the insurrection was a
government provocation to justify wide-scale repression.63 Without doubt,
several factors came together in this failed insurrection (which was partly
planned as a putsch): Rio had a long tradition of popular revolts, the last one
having taken place in 1904. At the same time, Brazilian anarchists had been
rather reluctant to take up the local tradition and never assumed an insur-
rectionist stance (in sharp contrast with numerous partisans of Anarchism
in Europe). Yet, the Russian experience and the powerful promises it
seemed to carry might have led many of these activists to reconsider and see
the moment come for such action.
Strikes were still numerous in 1919, but repression grew steadily and

employers were more organized to resist workers’ demands. In place of the
UGT, a new syndicalist federation named Labour Federation of Rio de
Janeiro (Federação dos Trabalhadores do Rio de Janeiro, FTRJ) emerged,
which proved to be even more pragmatic than previous federations by
accepting affiliations with such trade unions as the AGRJ. The FTRJ even
managed to launch a daily newspaper the following year, Voz do Povo.

THE DECLINE OF REVOLUTIONARY SYNDICALISM

In March 1920, a strike broke out at the Leopoldina Railways,64 a strike
which was to become a particular challenge to labour in many ways.
Syndicalist principles were once again combined with pragmatism, and the
strike became an arena in which the dispute between different tendencies
seeking to influence the movement played out fully.
Initially, a list of demands containing points that ranged from wage

increases and better working conditions to union control over conditions in
railroad workshops was presented to the company by a workers’ associa-
tion formed in the town of Além Paraíba (in the state of Minas Gerais),
which was part of the railroad’s network. The company did not bother to
respond to these demands and, shortly thereafter, workers in Rio formed
another organization, the Leopoldina Employees’ Union (União dos

62. For a more detailed account on the insurrection see Carlos Augusto Addor, A Insurreição
Anarquista no Rio de Janeiro (Rio de Janeiro, 1986), ch. 3.
63. For a typical example of this suspicion, see “Movimento operario”, O Graphico, 4:74,
1 February 1919, p. 4.
64. The Leopoldina Railways (Estrada de Ferro Leopoldina), founded at the turn of the twentieth
century under the auspices of British investors, was one of Brazil’s major railway companies, its
huge network covering mainly the states of Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais and thus playing an
important role in the coffee economy.

98 Claudio Batalha

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002085901700044X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002085901700044X


Empregados da Leopoldina). The new union endorsed the existing list of
demands and agreed on a date to strike. The resulting strike was not limited
to the city of Rio de Janeiro, but rather reached the entire railroad network
in different states. From the outset, the company refused to engage in direct
talks with union representatives, so some kind of state mediation seemed
inevitable, a task carried out by the Minister of Transportation and Public
Works. Despite the minister’s proclaimed intention of an negotiated
ending of the conflict, the government provided the company with military
personnel to operate the trains. As negotiations stalled, the strike took on a
new dimension when an impressive number of other trades and industries
entered into solidarity action, backed by the syndicalist FTRJ as well as the
particularly reformist Vehicle Drivers’ Federation. Rio was paralyzed as the
strike extended from the city’s transportation to its bakeries, restaurants,
etc., even including the street cleaners. Voz do Povo, the FTRJ’s daily,
covered the events closely. After four days of what was nearly a general
strike (and was the last great strike of the period), police and army launched
a massive wave of repression, resulting in the arrests of over 2,000 strikers
and the invasion of the headquarters of the unions involved. To justify the
repression, the government alleged that a Bolshevik conspiracy lay behind
the strike movement.65

In the meantime, the Leopoldina Employees Union reached an agree-
ment with the company, with the mediation of the FMB that had abstained
from joining the strike. This Federation had, by its own initiative, from the
beginning tried to reach an agreement to end the strike, securing from the
President of the Republic, Epitácio Lindolfo da Silva Pessoa (1919–1922),
the release of some of the arrested strikers before the strike ended. The final
agreement, concluded with the President of the Republic acting as guaran-
tor, did not obtain the wage increase that had been the main reason for the
strike, but even under these difficult circumstances the workers did gain
some concessions, such as the release of all imprisoned strikers, the
re-employment of fired strikers, and the promise that nobody would be
subject to punishment. Both the Drivers’ Federation and the FTRJ con-
sidered the agreement to be a form of treason and criticized the Leopoldina
Employee’s Union for negotiating and agreeing to it. On its part, the rail-
road company never complied entirely with the terms of the agreement.66

This strike not only represented a turning point in Rio de Janeiro’s labour
movement, just some weeks before a newworkers’ congress was held, but it
also shows that reformist policies could present themselves in different

65. For an eyewitness account see Astrojildo Pereira, A greve da Leopoldina (Rio de Janeiro,
1920).
66. A historiographical analysis of the Leopoldina Railway strike is offered by Glaucia Fraccaro,
“Morigerados e revoltados. Trabalho e organização de ferroviários da Central do Brasil e da
Leopoldina (1889–1920)” (MA, Universidade Estadual de Campinas – UNICAMP, 2008).
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ways and that certain groups, notwithstanding their identification with
“revolutionary syndicalism” or “reformism”, were more eager than others
to compromise with the government. It is necessary to stress, nonetheless,
that during the Brazilian First Republic regional differences played a central
role with considerable variation in the conditions under which these unions
acted. And in Rio de Janeiro, despite the repressive policies that were similar
to those in the rest of Brazil, possibilities for negotiation and mediation
were greater than those found in São Paulo, where the authorities followed
a repressive approach much more consistently. In part, this can be explained
by the fact that the national government was installed in a port city with
a long tradition of unruliness and conflict that could not be managed
exclusively through force.
When the Third Brazilian Workers’ Congress met in April 1920 (here,

again, the nomenclature followed the revolutionary syndicalist rather than
the reformist mode of counting), participants had to deal with the changes
that labour was undergoing during those years. Although reaffirming the
resolutions passed at the two previous congresses, its own resolutions
adopted a more pragmatic tone, recognizing the different situations
encountered in various economic sectors. More remarkably, the Third
Brazilian Workers’ Congress, while sustaining the principles of direct
action, saw the adjective “revolutionary” disappear from its documents yet
again. This congress was the most representative of all up to that time, with
seventy-two delegations present, thirty-two of which were from the
Federal District.67 The opening session was attended by 103 delegates.68 For
the first time, different ideological tendencies were present, from reformist
through revolutionary syndicalist to anarchist, although in key areas such as
the port, dock, and maritime workers, not all unions sent representatives.
The proposals presented tried to obtain a minimum agreement of the

majority of the delegates, sometimes by simply adopting a rhetoric of the
least common denominator that would seem acceptable for other delegates.
The AGRJ, for instance, presented ideas that fell under the title “union
neutrality”, proposing that unions should avoid all involvement in politics,
including ideologies such as anarchism (which at first sight seemed a pro-
position following the traditional stance of revolutionary syndicalism),
while, at the same time, proposing that workers engage in politics outside
the unions. Even the references used to give credence to this proposition
were inaccurate: The authors attributed the endorsement of such a policy to
Félicien Challaye, a French philosophy professor who wrote a book on
revolutionary and reformist syndicalism, when, in fact, the quotations, cited

67. For a detailed account of the congress see Edgar Rodrigues, Nacionalismo & cultura social
(1913–1922) (Rio de Janeiro, 1972), pp. 307–320.
68. “Terceiro Congresso – A imponente sessão de hontem”, Voz do Povo, 1:77, 24 April
1920, p. 1.
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in Challaye’s work, came from a French socialist, Albert Thomas, who had
been Minister of Armament during the war. Although Thomas’s name is
never mentioned in the congress proceedings, it was his works that
Challaye used to illustrate the reformist position, in the sameway as he quoted
revolutionary syndicalists to illustrate theirs. Even the title of the proposal that
called for “union neutrality” came from an article by Thomas.69

Apparently, the congress tried to carry out the impossible task of
obtaining a minimum consensus among organized labour while reaffirming
some of the main principles of revolutionary syndicalism, and while a
pragmatic approach held sway in all major issues. The congress did not stop
the erosion of the prestige that revolutionary syndicalism once had among
anarchists. In the years that followed, they preferred to adopt the position
that unions should assume an anarchist programme, a proposal that had
been defeated in the past and which bore all the hallmarks of a self-isolating
minority position. At the same time, those anarchists who had turned to
other experiences, such as the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW) and
particularly the Russian Revolution, ultimately formed the Communist
Party (Partido Comunista do Brasil) in 1922.

A SHARED CULTURE?

At first glance, the orientations, which are conventionally labelled as direct
action and reformism, appear to have been completely incompatible with
and clearly opposed to each other. Yet, they did share some common
ground, starting with a number of more obvious commonalities, such as the
importance attributed to working-class education, temperance, the demand
for an eight-hour work day, and the celebration of May Day.
The shared appreciation for certain symbolic practices could lead to

surprising, even amusing episodes: In April 1913, for instance, a dozen
working-class associations, representing both major ideological tendencies
present in Rio de Janeiro’s labour movement, sent a letter do the Chief of
Police protesting against a carnival that the Club dos Fenianos (Fenians’
Club)70 planned to hold on May Day, an act that was supposed to honour
the working classes. The authors of this letter judged the celebration an
affront to the day universally dedicated to the struggle against exploitation.
Some days after receiving the protest letter, the Chief of Police invited a
delegation of workers to discuss the matter and assured them he would not

69. On this subject, see Claudio Batalha, “Syndicalisme révolutionnaire et syndicalisme réfor-
miste. Les modèles européens dans le movement ouvrier brésilien (1906–1920)”, in Tania Régin
and SergeWolikow (eds),Les syndicalismes en Europe. À l’épreuve de l’international (Paris, 2002),
pp. 15–26.
70. The club’s name originated from the fact that it was formed in 1869 at an Irishman’s home. See
Maria Clementina Pereira Cunha, Ecos da folia. Uma história social do carnaval carioca entre 1880
e 1920 (São Paulo, 2001), p. 110.
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authorize the carnival.71 Under other circumstances, one could hardly
imagine anarchists or revolutionary syndicalists seeking the Chief of
Police’s help; yet, this seemed a matter, despite its symbolical character, too
important not to use all means at hand.
As this article has highlighted for Rio de Janeiro’s labour movement

between the beginning of the twentieth century and 1920, the boundaries
between the revolutionary syndicalist, anarchist, and reformist orientations
could be quite porous. This not only applied to symbolical matters and
shared demands, but also held true for those issues seen as absolutely
divisive, such as the question of negotiation with and the intermediation
through the state, the involvement in electoral politics, the achievement of
concrete gains falling short of long-held sine qua non-demands, or the
building of a professionalized organization. Here, the history of the labour
movement of countries seen as “typical” (and where a clear-cut separation
into different spheres is supposed to have happened in the 1890s at the
latest) can obfuscate the degree to which the different currents in other
world regions were densely interwoven for much longer. In the case of Rio,
there are manifold moments when the revolutionary syndicalist and refor-
mist stances intermingled, and when leading individual activists or whole
organizations proceeded to change their practices (while often maintaining
the rhetorical claims). This intermingling has seen a certain development
over time:While in the years from the Congress in 1906 positions seemed to
be entrenched, the recovery of the movement from 1917 onwards and a
subsequent three-year cycle of struggles have witnessed all currents acting
under more pragmatic and flexible auspices, swiftly reacting to the oppor-
tunities offered. Not coincidentally, this turn towards pragmatism, espe-
cially among adherents of revolutionary syndicalism, happened in a period
considered in more traditional accounts as being under the signature of
“revolution”. However, both dynamics – the revolutionary and the prag-
matic – were not mutually exclusive, the former (or, more precisely, the
threat of it) opening space for the latter. In Rio, it was those currents that
had long borne the attribute “revolutionary” in their commitment as
unionists that, in particular, grasped this accurately. This was favoured by a
local version of revolutionary syndicalism that, in comparison to other
Brazilian cities as well as internationally, had been relatively moderate from
the beginning, and a political landscape that (compared to São Paulo) had
always offered more opportunities for gradual gains.
Despite different interpretations, defenders of direct action could thus

adopt reformist stances (and vice versa). Yet, the commonalities between the
different currents had roots that were deeper than the issues of strategic
orientation and political demands: Both currents shared certain beliefs and

71. “A festança dos fenianos”, AVoz do Trabalhador, 8:70, 11 May 1915, p. 1.
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practices – a common culture – that, in most cases, were older than the
division between the two currents of labour activism. As early as the
mid-nineteenth century, working-class associations supported the impor-
tance of workers’ education, whether in the form of formal or professional
education. Thus, it was quite common for trade unions, at least in their by-
laws, to propose the creation of libraries, courses, and schools, as we have
previously seen in the case of the AGRJ. In 1913, another union, the Sailors
and Rowers’ Association, declared in its by-laws that it should establish
basic educational classes, a library and, eventually, professional training for
its associates, all these proposals being subject to the availability of financial
resources.72

May Day was a date that both direct action activists and partisans of
reformism shared, and their speeches would refer to a common repertoire
associated with the occasion: remembrance of the “Chicago martyrs”, a
universal stoppage of work, the fight for the eight-hour work day, and so
forth. This occasion simultaneously reinforced unity and made important
differences visible in the way the day should be observed. Direct action
preferred sober and clearly class-oriented meetings, even if plays, poetry
reading, and musical presentations did occur, while reformism tended to
prefer larger-scale public demonstrations and parades with military fanfare
and the presence of politicians. Yet, even at moments when relations
between the two currents were particularly tense, gestures of conciliation
were made: In 1913, during the period between the two competing workers’
congresses, the socialist cigarette worker Mariano Garcia inaugurated a
Workers’ Column in the daily newspaper A Epoca, which, on the occasion
of Mayday, he also opened for anarchists to set out their ideas about
the date.73 Conversely, two days later, in Rio, anarchist leader Edgard
Leuenroth, taking part in FORJ’s May Day activities, attended a session
organized by the Workers’ League of the Federal District, the association
that was directly responsible for the 1912 Congress so bitterly criticized by
anarchists.74 Thus, even before revolutionary syndicalist practice became so
pragmatic by the end of the 1910s that it could barely be distinguished
from reformism, it did, ultimately, share a common culture with the other
currents of the labour movement.

72. Estatutos da Associação de Marinheiros e Remadores (Rio de Janeiro, 1913), p. 7. It should be
noted that with such concerns about stable finances these organizations already went beyond a
“pure” revolutionary syndicalist orientation, according to which financial issues, etc. are
secondary.
73. “Columna Operaria”, A Epoca, 1 May 1913, pp. 5–8.
74. Antonio Mariano Garcia, “Liga do Operariado do Distrito Federal”, A Epoca, 4 May 1913,
p. 11.
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