
Introduction
Living at the Margins

On July 3, 1916, Manoel Teixeira, a Portuguese immigrant living with his 
young family in the city of São Paulo, resolved to sit down and write his 
mother to ask for her help. His words were clear: “I ask my dear mother that 
you sell [your home] and come as quickly as possible because here there is 
much work for women, but Maria earns little because she has to stay with 
our little girls.”1 What he was asking was considerable, that his mother sell 
her house in Portugal and come join his young family across the Atlantic. 
He did not promise to take care of her in her old age, nor did he speak of his 
achievements and successes. One day maybe they would return to Portugal, 
but for right now, the Teixeira family needed another set of hands so they 
could make ends meet in São Paulo.
 The following day, the Estado de São Paulo, the largest-circulation news-
paper in the state capital, published proceedings from the Brazilian legis-
lature, reported on conflagrations in Europe and major headlines in the 
Americas, and provided a summary of coffee prices and production. One 
article reported that the workers at a cigarette factory went on strike be-
cause the owners were reducing wages, cutting the piece rate offered by up 
to 30 percent.2 This article highlights how city residents were feeling the 
squeeze brought on by World War I. Manoel’s letter demonstrates that the 
Teixeiras were not immune to the wartime economic hardships.
 Manoel’s mother did decide to come and help her son, daughter-in-law, 
and grandchildren in São Paulo. Her arrival meant that Maria could look 
for work. Wartime shortages made prices high and brought construction 
to a halt, making many building-trade jobs difficult to find, but women 
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could find jobs in textile factories. Production had increased to fill the cloth 
shortage, and employing women minimized production costs; women were 
paid just 65–79 percent of what men were paid in these jobs. Working-class 
families increasingly saw women’s wages as important and even, for many, 
critical for family survival. Maria’s pay was likely crucial to the Teixeiras, 
as Portuguese immigrants. In addition to highlighting the family wage and 
gender pay gaps, my research shows how finding a good job for Manoel 
would have been more difficult. Although he was literate, he undoubtedly 
faced significant hiring discrimination as a Portuguese immigrant, and 
many potential employers would have only considered him for unskilled 
positions.
 In Navigating Life and Work in Old Republic São Paulo I consider the 
working lives of Paulistanos, residents of the city of São Paulo, during a 
period known as the First Republic or Old Republic, 1891–1930. São Paulo 
refers to the city of São Paulo, the capital of the state of São Paulo. Any ref-
erences to the state will be explicit. São Paulo had a highly diverse resident 
population that included immigrants, migrants and established residents, 
but I use the term “Paulistano” to denote residents in the city for the dura-
tion that they lived there regardless of where they were born. Periodically, 
I use the term “Paulistana” to explicitly reference female residents and their 
experiences. The term “Paulista” refers to residents of the state; there is no 
gendered distinction in this term.3 Identity as Paulistanos or Paulistas did 
not supersede national identity, so I also consider these categories. Thus, 
Manoel and Maria Teixeira and their daughters lived in São Paulo and were 
both Portuguese and Paulistanos.4 To denote different racial groups, I refer 
to individuals who appear in the historical record as brown (pardo) or black 
(preto or negro) as Afro-Brazilian. I do so to avoid the term “nonwhite” but 
also to recognize that racial discrimination extended to all individuals with 
darker skin color in São Paulo.5

 To consider the lives of Paulistanos in a period of rapid and large-scale 
transition in Brazilian and Latin American history, this book is both a so-
cial history using quantitative economic history methodologies and an eco-
nomic history grounded in qualitative analysis. Only by combining these 
methods and questions can one appreciate the varied experiences in rank-
and-file workers’ daily lives and understand how individuals’ and families’ 
choices and adaptations affected larger trends. Examining historical experi-
ences, particularly when considering the masses and marginalized groups, 
has become increasingly restricted to the realm of social and cultural 
historians. The peripheral role of economic history within this growing 
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scholarship limits the ability to interpret important social and cultural 
changes.6 Many economic historians would encounter the Teixeiras, but it 
would mostly like be at the aggregate level, in official statistics. Their un-
derstanding would miss what Manoel’s letter reveals about the family wage 
structure in Old Republic São Paulo and how the working class adapted 
to World War I hardships.7 Without a micro-level approach that uses re-
gression analysis, one may understand where the Teixeiras intersected with 
“modernization” and “whitening” efforts in Brazil’s Old Republic but fail to 
uncover the hiring discrimination they faced as Portuguese immigrants.
 In the 1980s and 1990s, a number of labor histories combined social 
and economic history to examine working-class experiences during Latin 
America’s first industrialization. Scholars of Brazil expanded an under-
standing of labor organization, the composition of the industrial labor 
force, and real wages and paid particular attention to questions of racial 
discrimination and female labor force participation, particularly in São 
Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.8 Theirs were vital contributions but still left much 
room to expand the understanding of Brazil’s workforce, particularly for 
the years 1891–1914.9 Another group of scholars in the 1980s and 1990s re-
visited dependency theory assumptions about Latin America’s growth and 
development. Growing out of the tradition of Stanley Engerman, Robert 
Fogel, and Douglass North, they took a data-grounded approach that com-
bined quantitative history and applied economics. This approach has come 
to be known as new economic history.10 Their research has dispelled many 
dependency theorists’ claims while also recognizing that Latin America 
rarely developed to its full potential.
 Cristina Peixoto-Mehrtens has noted in her introduction to Urban Space 
and National Identity a turn among historians away from economic history 
and a transition toward cultural history. She describes a shift when histori-
ans in the 1990s increasingly considered “the city as an economic-political 
space intertwined with other sociocultural practices.”11 Even here, the stud-
ies she references that consider entrepreneurial initiatives and are written 
by labor historians are vastly outnumbered by those that consider pun-
ishment, crime, gender roles, and ethnicity. The turn toward cultural his-
tory has only become stronger and economic history more isolated in the 
twenty-first century.12 It is time to reencounter and reconsider economic 
history. Studying working-class families in São Paulo is the perfect place to 
start.
 Economic history’s potential analytic power is illustrated by consider-
ing recent discussions surrounding silences in the archives and embedded 
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narratives.13 Careful statistical methodologies provide an ideal starting 
point for extracting some of these seemingly hidden stories. Labor econo-
mists and economic historians have provided key models for investigat-
ing questions of discrimination and opportunity often missing from the 
traditional written record.14 The Teixeira story proves an illustrative case. 
Maria may have been relatively silent in Manoel’s letter, but my analysis of 
the hiring, wage, and tenure patterns of more than five thousand workers 
in São Paulo’s Old Republic reveals the expectations Maria most likely had 
about her work opportunities. She would have looked for a textile job not 
only because were those positions available but also because the sector con-
centrated the highest-paying positions available to women. Even though 
these were the best jobs, they still reflected a notable gender wage gap; 
even if she gained considerable experience, Maria would receive minimal 
raises over her lifetime. Hers would not have been an isolated experience; 
given their participation in the labor force, this was the expectation of one 
of every five Paulistanas in 1920. Reading these results alongside textile 
industrialists’ circulars, interview transcripts, and worker profiles shows 
that in addition to pay discrimination, women like Maria faced increasing 
labor exploitation after the war ended. As imported cloth returned to the 
Paulistano market, industrialists doubled down with heavy-handed labor 
practices. For the Teixeira daughters, this would mean that if Manoel was 
unable to find a good job that offered training, a high wage, and employ-
ment opportunities, they too would have joined their mother in the textile 
labor force. The consequences of that decision would have been consider-
able in their own lifetimes and would have extended to future generations.15

 The rapidly growing and diverse urban environment characterizing São 
Paulo’s Old Republic provides the ideal setting to investigate where and 
how working-class stories, expectations, hopes, and failures intersected 
with impersonal trends such as unprecedented economic growth, infla-
tion, and wide-scale unemployment. Understanding how race, national-
ity, and gender influenced those opportunities and workers’ choices allows 
a greater appreciation of working-class motivations and adaptations. In 
fleshing out the city’s remarkable growth from this standpoint, the findings 
I present here challenge what is known about São Paulo’s immigration his-
tory, the role of families in the early twentieth century, the use of binaries in 
Brazilian history, and the complex impact World War I had on the region’s 
working class.
 São Paulo functioned as a node of family-centered immigration during 
the era of European mass immigration in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
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centuries. As such, the family unit played a central role in survival and suc-
cess. In São Paulo, family-level concerns were strong enough to limit the 
effectiveness of labor organizing and to shift children out of the classroom 
and into the workforce. The influence of the family unit spread well beyond 
the labor market. Research highlighting the prominence of family-centered 
theater in São Paulo during the era reflects this impact. Investigating the 
Paulistano working-class family demonstrates that while individual agency, 
contestation of power structures, and worker movements will remain im-
portant lines of inquiry to understanding the working class in general, the 
family should also be considered as a base collective unit.16

 In distinguishing between immigrant groups and highlighting the divi-
sions within the working class, my research also demonstrates the limita-
tions of the binary approach that pervades much scholarship on Brazil. In 
the case of the Teixeiras, many studies would consider Manoel as having 
more opportunity because he was white or because he was an immigrant.17 
I do not dispute that Manoel fit these classifications, and I likewise find that 
persistent racism at the hiring level put Afro-Brazilians at a considerable 
disadvantage during the Old Republic; however, I also find that Portuguese 
immigrants in São Paulo experienced hiring discrimination. While Ger-
man and Austrian immigrants were more likely to hold jobs that provided 
for mobility into the laboring middle class and Italians could hope to find 
jobs in factories of compatriots, an influx of unskilled Portuguese in the 
prewar era meant employers expected Portuguese to be unskilled. That was 
simply not always the case.
 This research offers a much richer understanding of how World War I 
served as an important inflection point for the working class. Many stud-
ies of the period either highlight the pre- or postwar era, and those that 
consider the Old Republic in its entirety often fail to disentangle changes 
emerging during the war years. While hardships existed prior to the war, 
many residents became adept at navigating the ebbs and flows accompany-
ing migration and economic cycles. To a certain extent, as the period saw 
declining real wages, their beliefs were based on marked gains in health 
and education that demonstrated quality-of-life improvements. But the 
war tarnished those dreams for many Paulistanos. It may have solidified 
the role of a woman like Maria in the labor market, but her opportunities 
were largely restricted to exploitive jobs in the textile or domestic-worker 
sector. While male laborers with the right skin color who were employed in 
the construction or transportation industry could gain access to the mid-
dle class, wartime shortages and changes in migration cut short important 
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advancements for women and exacerbated the lack of opportunities for 
Afro-Brazilians. Many of these individuals were forced to find housing 
that was overpriced, in regions prone to flooding, or on the city’s outskirts 
where infrastructure was scarce. This additional challenge drove an even 
larger wedge in the laboring class before the presidency and dictatorship of 
Getúlio Vargas (1930–1945). This finding calls for scholars of Latin America 
to revisit changes in working-class experiences both before and after World 
War I. Doing so will reveal the extent of the war’s impact on pervasive ra-
cial, ethnic, and gender discrimination in the region and the consequent 
challenge to development.

The City Grows

At Brazil’s independence in 1822, São Paulo was a relatively quiet entrepôt 
connecting the coastal port of Santos to Brazil’s southeastern interior. 
Founded in 1554 along an Indian route that connected the state’s interior 
to the coastal ports, the city’s location on the inland side of the Serra do 
Mar coastal range offered a hospitable area for settlement. Getting to the 
city, however, remained complicated. A paved road was constructed be-
tween Santos and São Paulo in 1791, but the road often flooded, requiring 
merchants to transfer goods to canoes for transport.18 The city’s primary 
economic activities were related to the mule trade and agricultural pro-
duction catering to local markets. Fewer than 25,000 people lived in the 
city proper, and almost 80 percent of the population was free. In the late 
eighteenth century, small, nuclear families predominated among both the 
freed and enslaved populations. Elizabeth Kuznesof has described the city 
as a town based on kinship.19

 Within thirty years of independence, coffee’s arrival to the region brought 
many dramatic changes. Introduced to Brazil in 1727, coffee reached the 
fertile soils of Rio de Janeiro in the late eighteenth century and by 1835 
surpassed sugar and cotton to become Brazil’s leading export product.20 
The Paraíba Valley, nestled along the state border between Rio de Janeiro 
and São Paulo, served as the early center for coffee production, but by 1850, 
São Paulo’s hinterlands became the country’s and world’s primary coffee-
producing region. As the world demand for coffee increased, particularly 
in the industrializing Germany and United States, the coffee frontier ex-
panded. Rich massapê soils in São Paulo state’s western plateau were ideal 
for cultivation, and São Paulo state became the center of Brazil’s export 
economy.21
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