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Foreword 

I dedicate this paper to the workers and the labor inspectors, coming from social movements, 

The Brazilian Ministry of Labor and The Federal Police, who risk their lives to release those 

laborers found under conditions analogous to slavery.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

 

Abstract 

The following thesis is an investigation of the actors, the forces and the conditions 

contributing to the phenomenon of forced labor in the Brazilian countryside. The paper begins 

by providing a relevant historical background to the problem of coercive labor, starting with 

the colonial legacy of slavery, dating back to the 16
th

 century and leading up to the present. 

The aim is to explore the role of local actors, in particular landowners, gatos and the 

‘enslaved’ (or workers coerced into forced labor) in constituting and re-constituting this 

phenomenon. At the same time the influence of local actors is contextualized in light of 

broader transnational processes, such as the spread of capitalism and neo-liberal globalization.  

 

Keywords: 

Forced labor, coercive labor, Brazilian countryside, slavery, landowners, gatos, the 

‘enslaved’, capitalism, neo-liberal globalization. 
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1 Introduction 

 

Slavery is a phenomenon that most people tend to associate with ancient forms of labour. 

Therefore, it is hard to believable when labour under slave-like conditions is said to occur in a 

'democratic' country like Brazil, renowned for its football, Bossa nova and Carnival 

celebrations. Nevertheless, it has been argued that slavery has assumed new forms in response 

to, among others, the spread of capitalism and forces of competition on a global market. 

    International media and organizations, such as the United Nations (UN) have 

acknowledged that human rights violations are not uncommon in Brazil. The Brazilian state 

has often been accused of applying or permitting excessive violence, especially against its 

most vulnerable citizens: prisoners, grassroots activists, the poor and even homeless children. 

Consequently, human rights violations are often accepted by the Brazilian police due to the 

impunity that offenders enjoy when such crimes are committed against underprivileged 

groups (Oliveira, 2002: 62-63).                                    

   After the reestablishment of democracy in the country in 1985, the Brazilian government 

formally endorsed most major international conventions and instruments defending human 

rights, succumbing under internal pressures (from civil society) and external pressures 

(mainly from the UN) (Oliveira, 2002:56).  
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   From 1996 to 2001, Brazil also ratified most of the internationally recognized standards and 

conventions on labour rights, among others: the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) 

Declaration on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work; the Convention on collective 

bargaining; the Convention on Equal Remuneration; the Convention on Discrimination; the 

Convention on the Worst Forms of Child Labour; the Convention on Minimum Age, and last 

but not least two Conventions on Forced Labour, prohibiting this form of work (International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions, 2004:1).  

   As a response to the ratification of these international agreements, as well as, to a multitude 

of accusations of human rights violations, some actions were taken by the Brazilian state. In 

1997, for example, the government presented a set of measures called “Programa Nacional de 

Direitos Humanos” or National Program for Human Rights. The measures included, among 

others, the definition of targets, the implementation of policies and even the creation of 

oversight organizations to inspect questionable enterprises and governmental institutions. 

These actions were in most cases aimed to address the problems with the violence practiced 

by the Brazilian police (Oliveira, 2002:61 and Macaulay, 2002:5).  

   Nevertheless, many human and labor rights are reportedly still violated in Brazil. Among 

them is the violation of rights stipulated by international declarations, like the UN Human 

Rights Declaration, and the ILO’s Conventions on Forced Labour.  

   Under the circumstances outlined above, the problem of forced labour in rural areas of 

Brazil, which is also the topic of the current paper, has not been resolved. It is estimated that 

twenty five thousand rural workers are still employed as forced workers (Sakamoto, 2007) 

   

Witnessing Forced Labor    

 

Already during my first week as an activist in a landless workers’ movement, I participated in 
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an occupation, taking place at a rural estate just five miles from the capital of the state of 

Pernambuco, Recife. The movement's leaders explained that the occupations or what the 

Brazilian mass media calls “invasions”, were the first fundamental step in the process of 

demanding federal land reforms. They argued that the people participating in rural social 

movements were tired of waiting for initiatives from the Brazilian government and were 

taking matters into their own hands.  

   Landless workers' movements are one of a wide variety of social movements found across 

Brazil as well as in other countries throughout Latin America. Their main political vision is to 

‘empower’ (understood as expansion of choices) civil society through land reform and to 

promote ‘globalization from bellow’ as an alternative to the globalization imposed by 

neoliberalism (Stephan,2009:1and Borras Jr, 2008) . 

   As we advanced through the sugar-cane fields the henchmen employed to run the estate fled 

in sight of the approaching activists and the landless families who were joining the 

occupation. Unexpectedly during our march, before we even had the time to set up camp on 

the sight, we found some twenty men, between the ages of fifteen and thirty-five, who were 

forced through debt, threats and violence to work the land without any compensation other 

than food and shelter. We found them living under conditions which were close to inhuman. 

They were malnourished and unprotected work with the sharp sugar-cane had left many scars 

and even bits of cane fibers in their bodies. The workers were immediately liberated and 

invited to join the movement.                            

   The events described above took place in 2001. In 2004 newspapers reported the murder of 

three labor inspectors in the state of Minas Gerais, in the southeast of Brazil (Moraes, 2004). 

The inspectors were murdered on their way to an estate accused of employing forced labor. In 

the following years labor inspection reports would show that this type of criminal 

employment was spreading to urban areas as well (more frequently occuring in the state of 



8 

 

São Paulo). One example is the Bolivian immigrants found working in conditions analogous 

to slavery, in textile factories in São Paulo (Cortez in Ecodebate, 2008). 

   The above occurrences made me realize that forced labor was not a problem specific to 

sugar cane plantations or recurring only in the countryside, or limited to the state where I 

come from. It existed in rural as well as urban areas and beyond the limits of one state or even 

of a country as vast as Brazil.  

 

1.1 Research Question and Objectives 

 

The aim of the following thesis is to discuss and analyze the continued existence of forced 

labor, as a form of work, in the Brazilian countryside. The phenomenon will be 

problematized, using a combination of theoretical perspectives on and definitions of slave-like 

conditions of employment, as well as drawing on examples from the Brazilian socio-political 

reality. Furthermore, the problem of forced labor will be contextualized, by providing a 

relevant historical background and taking into consideration the current spread of capitalism, 

underpinned by a neo-liberal discourse.  

More specifically, in order to address the aim of the thesis, I pose the following research 

question: 

What are the central forces influencing the context of forced labor in rural Brazil and what 

role do local actors play in constituting and reconstituting this phenomenon? 
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1.2 Methodology   

 

There are different ways by which one could approach the topic of forced labor in Brazil 

methodologically. In the current study I have chosen to look at a combination of empirical 

sources using qualitative methods. Due to limitations of both time and scope of the thesis, I 

have decided to look primarily at secondary research data. In other words, I draw on empirical 

material that I have not actively gathered myself, but that has been collected and presented by 

others (Aspers, 2007:159). 

   As the main sources of empirical evidence, presented in this paper, I use cases, statistics and 

otherwise documented instances of: labor related crimes; release of workers and punishment 

of criminal activities associated with coercive work practices. I have made a selection of the 

data provided by institutions like: the Brazilian Ministry of Work; Brazil's federal police; as 

well as reports published by the International Labour Organization (ILO); by NGOs, such as 

Ecodebate, working with the relation between environmental issues and forced labour; by 

rural social movements like Comissao Pastoral da Terra (CPT); etc.  

   It is important to point out that much of the evidence studied here comes from the above 

mentioned organizations’ efforts to investigate and penalise formally acknowledge labor 

crimes. This means that my access to information is limited to the officially documented cases 

of freed workers and public charges against offenders. In other words the data investigated 

here cannot account for the exact number of workers involved. Due to the criminal and hence 

largely informal nature of the practice of employing forced labor, and the high number of 

workers that escape without reporting these crimes (very often due to fear of reprisals from 

the offenders), it is very difficult to represent the true magnitude of this problem in Brazil. 

   Nevertheless, I believe the chosen empirical examples are sufficient to support the research 
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question, regarding the role played by different local actors contributing to the phenomenon 

of forced labor (in the context of neo-liberal globalization). As already noted above, I have 

chosen a qualitative research strategy, based on the interpretation of meaning. In other words, 

using a qualitative interpretative approach, I attempt to understand the actors and their actions 

or interactions, in terms of the meanings (both shared and individual) attached to those 

interactions.                      

   For the purpose of interpreting data, I find inspiration in Clifford Geertz' hermeneutic 

approach (1973), by which social phenomena can be analyzed in terms of what they mean to 

people or how they shape everyday interactions. Geertz emphasizes that meaning isn't 

something that exists independently or outside of individuals, but is actively 'constructed' and 

negotiated by them. In this sense the role of the researcher is to read and interpret meaning 

from the perspective of the actors involved in constructing it (1973: 3-32). 

   In addition to Geertz' 'constructionist' ontological starting point, Bryman supports the idea  

that people are actively involved in constructing their own reality (2001: 31-32) and argues 

for the use of 'qualitative content analysis', as a method, where the role of the researcher in 

analyzing documents and other sources of data, in their relevant context, is essential (ibid.: 

469).     

   It is also the ambition of this paper to adequately interpret and contextualize the role of local 

actors in contributing to the phenomenon of forced labor.   

1.3 Theory  

1.3.1 Neo-liberal globalization and its effects on rural labor conditions in 

Latin America  

In order to understand how globalization processes can affect economic growth and labor 

markets in developing countries like Brazil, and consequently influence the existence of an 

informal labor market, I believe it is necessary to spend some time discussing the influential 
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role played by international actors in setting labor standards in such countries.  

   Keeling, for example, argues that: 

...globalization involves changes in the spatial reach of capital, financial activities, advanced 

producer services, and information that transcend the political state system and where, arguably, 

multinational corporations replace states and communities as the predominant actors in the global 

system (2004:3). 

In other words transnational companies have not only become a predominant player on a 

global market of capital, goods and services, but are furthermore taking over an increasing 

number of functions previously played by states. These processes of simultaneously opening-

up and rolling-back of nation states, have come hand-in-hand with a core ideological force 

known as neo-liberalism.  

   In the Latin American context, there has been a steady inflow of neo-liberal ideas, starting 

especially in the 1980s. The spread of neo-liberal trends has, according to Bulmer-Thomas, 

been closely related to credit and debt initiatives promoted primarily by the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. These transnational financial organizations have 

driven the argument that Latin American states have historically intervened too much in their 

own economies, leading to inflation, economic stagnation and financial crisis. Therefore some 

measures to diminish states’ presence in the economic sphere would be necessary (1995: 14).  

Stabilization and adjustment programs were adopted under the watchful eye of both the IMF and 

the World Bank in an effort to establish the macroeconomic and microeconomic conditions that 

would make debt servicing possible” (Bulmer-Thomas, 1995: 357).  

The kind of adjustment measures, which Latin American states were required to implement in 

order to be eligible for financial loans, was dictated by the so called 'Washington Consensus' – 

a set of policy standards drafted jointly by the International Monetary Fund and the World 

Bank and aimed at helping countries, which found themselves in a state of financial crisis. In 

effect, this meant that Latin American states (like Brazil) would not be able to borrow money 

from these international institutions, in order to resolve their financial problems, without first 

meeting the terms set by the Washington Consensus.  
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   According to some authors not all of the adjustment measures proposed by the Consensus 

had a detrimental effect on economic development in Latin America. Soto claims that some of 

the more beneficial neo-liberal policies implemented on the continent were, for instance, the 

privatization of large inefficient state-owned companies, inflation control methods, as well as 

most measures welcoming foreign investments (2000:3). However, others argue that while the 

taking-on of neo-liberal initiatives, resulted in cutting down on excessive bureaucratic 

spending, it also diminished the role of “…the state-as-law and the ideological legitimation of 

the state” (O’Donnell,1993:5). As Dowbor concludes: 

The all-encompassing privatization envisioned by the the neoliberals is just as extremist as the 

wholesale nationalization attempted by the communists (2005: 93). 

Dowbor describes the potential consequences of neo-liberal ideas and policies for a country 

like Brazil. He points out that through these policy initiatives big companies are given the 

legal freedom to make profits as they see fit and adds that:  

…the left […] saw its world collapse, and is reconstructing much more advanced approaches than 

the right, which is still trapped in its corruption and backwardness, and continues to repeat a 

formula that is basically restricted to backing big business (Dowbor, 2005: 56).    

He discusses not only the socio-political impacts of such an ideology, but also what it serves 

to conceal. The formal rethoric for or against neoliberalism, he argues, acts as a ‘smokescreen’ 

behind which widespread ‘systemic corruption’ continues to dominate the ‘structure of 

political and economic power in Brazil’ (ibid.: 99-101).  A crisis of ethics is looming large and 

extending itself far beyond the economic sphere.  

   In the agricultural sector, the effects of commodity export-oriented policies led to more 

concentration of land and capital in the hands of 'transnational agro-industrial capitalists' and 

large landowners. Starting in the 1980s and up until 2000, the consequences of these measures 

for rural areas throughout Latin America were a shift from a state led inward-directed tactics 

to an outward-oriented economic configuration based on commodity export (Kay, 2004:234). 
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   As a result, during this period, the economically active agricultural population suffered a 

strong decline as unemployment rose and land reforms were reduced or stopped altogether. 

This wave of neo-liberal reforms, further led to an increase in seasonal wage work, the 

replacement of tenant labour by wage labour, and last but not least, a growth in 'new forms of 

labour exploitation and subordination'. (ibid: 235) 

Neo-liberal globalization represented in politics and popular culture in Latin America 

 

…a new kind of identity seems to be implicitly advocated and discursively constructed by 

the neoliberal project. Its bearer is the figure of the successful and innovating entrepreneur 

and its promise is widespread (credit card) consumption as the linchpin which could deliver 

the masses. The individual success, conspicuous consumption and privatized welfare come 

to replace equality, state-sponsored welfare, fairness and general austerity (Larrain, 

2004:32).   

 As the quote above indicates the spread of free-market ideals, framed in a Western discourse 

of modernity has led to, among other things, an influx of new notions like individualism, 

consumerism and 'neo-liberal optimism' to Latin America. The emergence of a new type of 

identity, ensuing from these and similar notions, can, according to Larrain, be witness through 

its expression in popular culture.  In this respect, the famous “telenovelas” or soap operas 

have served as an important medium for transmitting this ideology of the self. Larrain 

emphasizes that previously central topics like politics, rural society and Latin American 

identity, have given room to a new type of popular narratives, where the hero, often portrayed 

and admired by those narratives, is a white upper class male, whose primary concerns are 

individual emancipation and self-realization in the private sphere. The main downside to 

embracing such a discourse, Larrain concludes, is that it serves to legitimize socio-economic 

inequalities. For instance, claims that a worker is only poor because he or she does not work 

enough, dresses poverty in individualistic terms implying that the responsibility to come out 

of poverty and fight inequality, lies with the individual, rather than with society.  
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   In the sphere of Latin American politics the effects of neo-liberal globalization were, among 

others, a shift, or what Uggla (2008) calls a “turn to the center” on the political/ideological 

scale. Characteristic of this political shift was a combination of discontent on behalf of voters 

with the disadvantages brought by neo-liberal policy reforms (Cooper & Heine 2009: 2)
1
, and 

at the same time, a revival of 'left wing' politics. During this phase several ‘left wing’ 

presidents were elected
2
. Most presidents elected during this “left wave”, adapted their 

rhetoric to fit into a less radical leftist discourse, in order to appeal to the majority of Latin 

American voters – characterized by their center-moderate political views (Uggla, 2008: 11).  

   While the left-to-center tendency, characteristic of the “new left”, was a sign of gradual 

democratic maturity taking place in Latin America, the negative consequences of this shift 

were an ideological crisis within left parties and a loss of political identity among voters, due 

to increasing similarities between parties belonging to opposite sides of the political spectrum 

(Uggla, ibid.). What this meant for rural areas was that elected presidents often gave up 

classic left-wing issues, like land reform and income distribution policies (Pedone, 2009: 263; 

Nassar, 2009: 56).   

   After providing some background to the economic, socio-cultural and political effects of 

neo-liberal globalization in Latin America, I would like to devote some attention to existing 

definitions of forced labor.       

1.3.2 Defining Forced Labor  

The definition of forced work or forced labor has long been an object of vivid theoretical 

debates and contradictions. The latter has led to a great deal of confusion about the problem's 

                                                      
1 Cooper and Heine give as examples of the negative impacts of neo-liberal reform in Latin America the 

closing of sectors of industry, the loss of a large number of public job positions, and privatization of 

enterprises, among others. 

 

2 Like Lula in Brazil and Evo Morales in Bolivia 
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true dimensions and has consequently hindered the formulation of solutions. Without 

claiming to be exhaustive in any way, I will attempt to present here a number of the more 

prominent definitions of forced labor, which I have come across and use those definitions to 

frame the problem of forced labor and its relation to global capitalism. 

   In the most general sense, the International Labour Organization (ILO) defines forced labor 

as a service or work “exacted from any person under the menace of any penalty and for which 

the said person has not offered himself voluntarily” (ILO 2005a, in Lerche, 2007:427).  

According to this definition, labor is conceptualized as forced when labor relations are based 

on involuntary entrance of laborers into those relations, combined with coercive means of 

keeping them at work. A similar definition of forced labor, in terms of classic power relations, 

is provided by Dahl (1957), where actor 'A' has power over actor 'B' in some ways that make 

'B' do what 'B' would otherwise not do (Dahl 1957, in Engelstad, 2006:19). 

   Scholars like Lerche see modern slavery as a consequence of global capitalism:  

Commodity chain links between global retailers, labour suppliers and contractors, leading to 

employment of forced labour at the end of global chains so as to compete on cheap and 

stable production… (2007:430).  

   In resonance with Lerche, Bales
3
 also contends “new slavery” is a global phenomenon and 

defines it as:   

…a relationship in which one person is controlled by another through violence, the threat of 

violence, psychological coercion, has lost free will and free movement, is exploited economically, 

and is paid nothing beyond subsistence. Slaves are forced to work for others’ profit and are unable 

to walk way (2009:31). 

   The latter occurs more often in societies where slavery belongs to their colonial past and has 

become a major part of their historical and cultural identity (Bales, 2004:12). In other words, 

slavery has never completely been eradicated; instead it has assumed new forms following 

trends imposed by world capitalism. 

                                                      
3Kevin Bales is the world’s leading expert on contemporary slavery and professor of sociology at the 

University of Surrey Roehampton, England. 
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   Bales further argues that the high rate of demographic growth in developing countries, 

combined with the concentration of land in the hands of a small elite and its utilization 

primarily for export purposes has led to the poor becoming even more vulnerable. Rapid 

socio-economic changes – especially in terms of a rise of the levels of unemployment and 

desperation of an increasingly impoverished population – have driven down the price of the 

workforce in those regions. Decreased possibilities of finding work have in turn led many 

workers into slavery (ibid: 13). 

The new disposability has dramatically increased the amount of profit to be made from a 

slave, decreased the length of time a person would normally be enslaved, and made the 

question of legal ownership less important (Bales, 2004:14).  

In other words, modern-day slave labor appears to be cheaper and more profitable than 

colonial time slavery. This is so, according to Bales, partly due to the current 'glut of labour', 

or the increase in available workforce in developing countries (making the purchasing prices 

for modern-day slaves drop considerably), partly due to modernization of the agricultural 

means of production (leading to further decrease in labor demand), and partly due to the fact 

that modern slaveholders are less restrained by long term legal responsibilities regarding their 

workers (ibid: 14-15).  

   In his book “Towards a Comparative Political Economy of Unfree Labour”, Brass (1999) 

discusses in some detail the implications of global capitalist development for the continued 

dependency on forced labor in rural areas in third world countries. He contends that at 

present, one of the most important distinctions between 'free' and what he terms 'bonded' or 

'unfree' labour hinges upon 'whether or not its subject currently enjoys the ability personally 

to commodify his or her own labour-power' (Brass, 1999: 28). Brass proceeds that 'regardless 

of whether the entry into the relation is voluntary or involuntary' unfreedom is an important 

means by which 'capitalist farmers and rich peasants cheapen, discipline and control rural 

workers by means of deproletarianization' (ibid.) 
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   In other words, employing forced labor, whether or not it is supported by the state, is in 

economic terms a way of reducing production costs and in that sense the 'unfree' worker, 

deprived of the opportunity to earn his or her own living, is reduced to capital, a mere 

commodity.   

   In adherence with the theories presented above, Sakamoto argues that forced labour is a new 

form of colonial times slavery. The forces of global capitalism have not served to eliminate 

slavery, but have in fact lead to further demand of forced labor. In developed countries, the 

presence of modern technologies has been sufficient to give those countries a competitive 

advantage on the global markets. In developing countries, lacking the necessary technologies, 

a similar level of production and competitiveness can only be achieved through reducing the 

costs of labor (Sakamoto, in Ecodebate 2007). In this light, using forced labor becomes a 

profitable enterprise.  

   For the complex task of investigating the role of local actors (in rural Brazil) involved in 

coercive labor, I will in the next section turn to Freire as a source of inspiration and ideas 

concerning Brazilian society.  

1.3.3 The Oppressors and the Oppressed 

I have argued that there is a need to discuss not only economic inequalities among Brazilians 

per se, but also the cultural logic behind these inequalities. In order to analyze the socio-

political causes of forced labor in Brazil's rural regions, I intent to apply some ideas 

developed by Paulo Freire
4
, which can serve to illustrate the role played by society in 

contributing to this problem. I believe the concepts developed by Freire can help to account 

for some of the asymmetries (poor verses rich, black verses white) deeply embedded in 

                                                      
4
 

  Paulo Freire (1921-1997) was a central educational theorist in Brazil, most known internationally for his 

efforts to develop a critical education system and pedagogic methods to alphabetise adults (especially in 

the Brazilian countryside).   
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Brazilian society, and shed light on the normative underpinning of social rights and 

responsibilities, providing privileges for some and disadvantages for others. 

   Oppressive practices, Freire contends, are rooted in the very fabric of society (1993[1970]). 

He describes society as divided into 'oppressors' and 'oppressed', where there exists the 

potential for struggle for ‘humanisation’ and freedom on behalf of the dispossessed. This 

struggle is counterbalanced by 'dehumanisation'. Humanisation and dehumanisation, Freire 

points out, are both ontologically and historically constituted. Historically, societies can 

choose between justice, through equality and liberation of individuals, or exploitation through 

injustice and violence. However, only humanisation, he concludes, represents the true 

'vocation of becoming more fully human'. Dehumanisation is a 'distortion' and applies both to 

those who suffer injustice, violence and exploitation, as well as, to those who have robbed 

others of their humanity. Sooner or later the 'dehumanized' will become aware of their ability 

to be free, initiating the struggle for freedom, the 'emancipation of labour' and the 

reaffirmation of their 'personhood’. (Freire, 1993 [1970]: 43-5) 

   What are the attitudes of the actors, representing different sides of the 'oppression-

oppressed' dichotomy? What are the forces that help maintain this type of coercive system? 

   In a social system organized around privileges, the oppressors become inhumane, when they 

seize to see the oppression suffered by the underprivileged. That incapacity for humaneness is 

masked behind the ideal of superiority and maintained by the fear of losing privileges. In 

other words, the oppressors lose their capacity to exist without domination and the application 

of mechanisms of oppression, ever since they believe that true respect, status, love and 

happiness cannot be achieved without the maintenance of power over the oppressed. The 

oppressed, in turn, incorporate the oppressor’s views through what Freire calls ‘self-

depreciation’. In this way, ideas of their subordination and inferiority, are accepted, 
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maintained and reaffirmed. Ideas of success and liberation become distorted, employing 

oppressors as role models. (1993 [1970]: 62-3) 

The oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape by virtue of their power, cannot find in this 

power the strength to liberate either the oppressed or themselves (Freire, 1993 [1970]: 44). 

   In other words, this unfair system appears as natural and unquestionable to both oppressors 

and oppressed. Therefore, according to Freire, the ideologies that support oppression have a 

deep enslaving impact on the oppressors themselves and that is why they cannot become free, 

or regain their humanity, without help from the oppressed. The more dominant an oppressive 

group (or individual) becomes the less power it has to become free from its’ own alienation. 

Thus, in the initial phase of their fight for liberation, the oppressed have their principles 

conditioned on a reality where, as pointed out by Freire:  

Their ideal is to be men; but for them, to be men is to be oppressors. This is their model of 

humanity (1993 [1970]: 45).  

   Consequently, instead of struggling for true emancipation, the oppressed tend to reproduce 

the dynamics of the oppressive reality they suffered and become what Freire calls ‘sub-

oppressors’ (ibid.).   

Freire, conceptualizes liberation as a process in which the individuals are reborn as new 

persons and free from the oppressed-oppressor contradictions. This is only conceivable when 

the oppressed become aware of themselves as “hosts” of the oppressors and “eject” the latter 

from within themselves. As long as the oppressed are “locked” in the duality of being just like 

the oppressors, liberation will not be possible (ibid: 48).   

   The reason why I take time to elaborate on Freire’s discussion of the concepts of 

‘oppressed’, ‘oppressor’ and ‘sub-oppressor’ is because I found they clearly represent 

categories of actors I identified in the empirical data presented bellow. These concepts have 

proved to be useful to think with when analyzing the data. 

                                                      



20 

 

2 Forced Labor in Brazil 

2.1 Introduction  

In this chapter I will present empirical evidence of forced labor in Brazil, in general and in 

Brazil’s rural areas, in particular. The aim is to give the reader insight into the main 

characteristics of coercive labor practices in these areas, starting with a brief outline of the 

phenomenon’s historical roots and leading up to contemporary forms of labor exploitation. 

Due to the lack of sufficient data the discussion of the transition from colonial to modern-day 

slavery is far from exhaustive. Nevertheless, the purpose is to give illustrative examples of 

where forced workers are currently most often found, what is produced by this specific labor 

force and, last but not least, who the local and external actors involved in this practice are. 

2.2 Historical Background 

When the Portuguese arrived in Brazil in the 1500s and started setting up plantations across 

the country’s vast territory (so called ‘plantation society’), there wasn’t enough indigenous 

labor force to work the land. Hence there was a need to employ slave labor imported from 

Africa (Retsö, 2011: 25). Slavery, during colonial times, was ideologically underpinned by 

the idea that both natives and Africans were racially (or biologically, as it was argued at that 

time) inferior. However, indigenous slaves ranked higher than African slaves and for that 

matter experienced somewhat better treatment. It has been argued that one of the main reasons 

for this difference in rank was the fact that the so called ‘humanists’ (mainly church 

representatives) were the biggest African slaveholders of that time. Paradoxically, the 

‘humanists’ were constantly raising moral/ethical claims in defense of the rights of Brazilian 

indigenous slaves (ibid: 129). African slavery would only be questioned much later, when the 

system came under international economic pressures, from among other, Great Britain. It was 

as late as 1888 when slavery was officially abolished in Brazil (Retsö, 2011: 427-429). 
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   Land, under slavery, was usually given for free to the church and colonizers, but as the 

process of liberation of the Brazilian workforce was established so began another process, that 

of legal concentration of land and the means of production in the hands of a privileged few 

(Costa, 2009). The 1850 “Lei de Terras”, or the Land Act, established that unoccupied 

Brazilian land, once provided for free, would now be owned and sold by the state. Thus 

Brazilian land was made affordable only for the already large landowners, but was too 

expensive for the poor or former slaves to buy. The result was an even higher concentration of 

land in the hands of a small number of individuals. During the process of abolition of slavery 

in Brazil, laws like “Lei de Terras” were adopted in order to ensure that former slaves, who 

now became the new working class, would not have access to the land or to the means of 

production. The Brazilian state feared that the abolition of slavery could result in a collapse of 

the major established rural producers and therefore would ensure that the means of production 

and land would remain in the hands of a few individuals. Labor would also be maintained 

cheap enough to avoid any rural economic collapse, and so as not to upset the rural elites 

(Costa, 2009:31-32). 

   Brazil’s colonial past has had major consequences, shaping contemporary perceptions of 

labor in the country today. As Costa states:  

Colonial slavery, in place in Brazil until 1888, established a deep-rooted model for highly 

hierarchical labour relations (both in terms of agricultural and domestic labour) that served 

as a guide for future labour relationships (ibid).  

   Having a big percentage of the Brazilian population providing services for its wealthy 

classes is something that bares the heavy mark of ideals of labor relations, deeply rooted since 

the period of slavery. Until this very day, Brazilian upper- and middle classes take the 

services from a cheap, (often) non-white labor force for granted, as they take for granted the 

inferiority and servitude of non-whites in the country, in general. In today’s Brazil it is not 
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unusual to find middle class families, even the ones with very tight household budgets, 

struggling to have house servants under their employment. (Retsö, 2011:134) 

   Even when the economic climate was unfavorable, the Brazilian upper class was able to 

maintain their properties. As Dowbor points out: 

[The ruling class’s] ideological adaptation to the era of globalization is relatively simple, 

because as a class it always sought to maximize it’s own returns through intermediating 

external interests, whether colonial, English, American or transnational (2005: 120-21). 

   As far as large landowners were concerned, the capital and influence accumulated in periods 

of economic boom were enough to cover losses in times of economic crisis. 

   In phases of rural economic decline, farms were usually rented out to peasants in exchange 

for a percentage of their production and maintenance of the properties. This type of system, 

called “arrendamento” in Brazil, is basically sustained through the high supply of cheap low-

educated labour found in Brazilian rural areas. When Brazilian agricultural economy is 

flourishing, owning land becomes a profitable business.  

…huge landowners concentrated on what they considered to by politically smart – seeking 

subsidies through their covert pressure and locking up land that they don’t cultivate or let 

anyone else cultivate (Dowbor, 2005: 121);  

However, even when landownership was not first and foremost a matter of making profits it 

was an important status symbol signifying wealth. It is then reasonable to conclude that 

wealth in Brazil is accumulated with the help of disposable labor and landownership 

(Stephan, 2009:2).  

2.2.1 The Recognition of Modern-day Rural Slavery in Brazil 

The Brazilian state recognized the existence of rural forced labor in 1995 after a case of this 

kind of criminal employment became internationally known. At the estate of Espirito Santo, 

located in the state of Para, in the north of Brazil, around 60 laborers were kept working by 

force. Two of them, the 17 years old Jose Pereira and his fellow, known by the nick name 
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“Parana”, managed to flee. The two fugitives were ambushed by the estate employees who 

shot at them, killing Parana and injuring Jose in the face and hands. Jose Pereira, pretending 

to be dead, was dumped together with the body of his friend some 20 km away from where 

they were shot. After the gunmen had left, he could ask for help at the neighboring estate. Jose 

was taken to a hospital and decided to report the slave-like labor conditions from which he 

had escaped to the federal police who would later free the remaining workers or ‘slaves’ on 

that estate (Costa, 2009:5). 

   The case above was used by the Pastoral Land Commission (CPT – an institution run by the 

Catholic Church), which together with some NGOs exposed the problems faced by many 

rural workers in the country. It was used as a form of accusation of the Brazilian state for its 

failure to fulfill its’ obligations and ensure basic human rights, legal protection and safety at 

work for its citizens. The Brazilian state was later also, officially and internationally, indicted 

for its lack of efforts to put to trial the offenders involved in these types of crimes. The case of 

Jose Pereira became a landmark of the fight against ‘slave labour’5 in Brazil.  After some 

years of legal proceedings and denunciations for its passivity, the Brazilian state finally (in 

1995) recognized the existence of slave laborers within its territory and as late as 2003 created 

a special force, called National Commission to Eradicate Slave Labor (CONATRAE), to help 

eradicate forced work (Costa, 2009: xvi, 7). 

2.3 Brazil During Lula’s Presidency 

The period 2003-2011 was marked by the administration of a left wing proletarian president. 

This was a time when Brazil would become internationally known as an agrarian super power 

                                                      

5
 

 The term Slave labour was adopted after pressures made by the CPT and the National 

Confederation of Agricultural Workers (CONTAG) seeking to overcome the legal problems caused by 

confusing previous definitions.  
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(Nassar, 2009). However, it was also a time when scandals surrounding forced labor (both 

with respect to the countryside and urban areas) were becoming public and occuring with 

greater frequency. Rural forced labor in Brazil during the government of Lula appears, 

therefore, as an interesting phenomena, due to its clear persistence, despite measures to 

eradicate it. 

   Before going further into the discussion of Lula’s time in power, I will briefly outline the 

political climate (created by his predecessor) within which Lula had to manouver.  

   Eight years before Lula was elected president, Brazil was ruled by a liberal president, called 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Cardoso’s administration was mainly characterized by the shift, 

from the previously nationalist protectionist policies to a more liberal policy program, 

opening up state boundaries. Most of the policies promoted by Cardoso were strongly 

influenced by neoliberal discourse (Burity and Halewell, 2006: 70). Hyperinflation, that had 

been a big problem for many years, was finally under control, by way of stabilizing the 

Brazilian currency. Privatizations of state companies took place, diminishing state budget 

deficiencies and Brazil faced a period of openness for imported industrial products and strong 

influence of multinational corporations (Retsö, 2011: 412-13). The main negative impacts of 

Cardoso’s neoliberal administration were expressed through higher rates of inequality, 

increased impoverishment and unemployment rates (Pedone, 2009: 263). Dowbor exposes the 

‘great ideological simplification of liberalism’ (2005: 67) and emphasizes that while: 

…capitalism…is a solid organizer of production… it is a terrible distributor of income, and it 

is increasingly a mediocre creator of jobs (2005: 104). 

This negative impact would become politically devastating for Cardoso’s successor Jose 

Serra, leading him to lose the 2002 presidential elections to Lula. Unlike Serra, Lula’s whole 

campaign came under the motto “Change “, implying his political will to combat inequality, 

poverty and unemployment. Predictably in 2003 Lula came into power (Simões, 2006:9).  
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   During the period from 2003 to 2011, although he resumed some protectionist measures 

towards industrial imports, Lula did not change much of the policies, put in place by 

Cardoso’s administration (Pedone, 2009: 262). Lula established partnerships with China, 

India and South Africa and global trends, like rising prices, increasing demand for food and 

fuel commodities and the rise of Chinese and Indian middle class consumption, influenced 

how the government formulated labor and production efficiency policies and thus effected 

Brazil’s agrarian sector (Nassar, 2009: 55-7).  

   Including the high taxes and interest rates, Pedone argues that high labor taxation 

encourages the employment of workers informally, affecting forms of employment all over 

the country, including rural areas (2009:265-6). In agriculture, in addition to the deficiencies 

presented anove, the lack of infrastructure and high transport costs, appear as major obstacles 

to developing efficiency and competitiveness on the global market. Last but not least, forced 

labor is still extensively used for the production of some Brazilian commodities, related to 

environmental problems like deforestation in the rain forest, in the Amazon basin – a topic of 

vivid debates around the world (especially in Europe; Nassar, 2009: 57, 61; Costa, 2009: 37).  

    It should further be emphasized that the impressive economic growth, which Brazil 

exhibited during this period, should not be confused with human development and a rise in 

living standards. During those eight years, Brazil became a global player in terms of the 

exports of primary products, in the spheres of agriculture, forestry and fishing, mining and the 

extraction of oil and natural gas (Burges, 2008:78 and Moraes, 2004), but the country 

remained at the 75th position in international human development, as measured in terms of 

the international Human Development Index (HDI, Ecodebate, 2010).  

    Domestically, already at the beginning of his mandate, Lula took certain measures, such as 

investing in welfare programs to adress poverty and unemployment, and employing more 
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police officers to address the issue of forced labor (Bales, 2004: xi). However, these initial 

actions were insufficient due to the vastness of the problem and workers under slave-like 

conditions were still found (Hashizume in Reporter Brasil, 2011).  

   Furthermore, despite the political will for change: 

with the election of Lula, the new government ha[d] to walk in the very narrow space it ha[d] 

opened in the traditional structure of densely meshed interests (Dowbor, 2005: 101).  

   The worker-president made coalitions with Brazilian ‘oligarchic-patronage’ politicians, 

occupying the majority of seats of congress (Pedone, 2009: 262, 275). This group of 

congressmen, also known as “bancada ruralista”, represents the interests of the large 

landowners and tends to demonize and marginalize any attempt to make social reforms in the 

Brazilian countryside (Ecodebate, 2010, Dowbor, 2005: 101).  

   Consequently but hardly surprisingly, land became concentrated in the hands of even fewer 

individuals (Dowbor, 2005: 43). Lula’s government provided even less land to rural workers 

than during Cardoso’s period in power. The issue of land reform and land distribution would 

become known, among rural social movements, as the “agenda esquecida” or “forgotten 

agenda” (Ecodebate, 2010). 

Bellow I will present occurrences of forced work in the country, as documented through 

repports originating from this specific period of time. 

2.4 Legal Aspects of Forced Labor  

 

   The Brazilian constitution, in accordance with the ratification of the ILO Convention No 29 

on Forced Labor, in 1957 and Convention No 105 on the Abolitions of forced labor, in 1965, 

prohibits forced work. In addition to the Brazilian labor laws, some specific institutions and 

programs have been created to address the problem. As a result of these actions, the number 
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of workers released has gradually risen. However the problem persists and is still widespread 

in Brazil. (ICFTU, 2004:7)  

   Brazilian labor unionists have concluded that most of the ‘offenders’ involved in coercive 

labor practices do not fear the programs against forced labor, launched by the government. 

Among the reasons for this are: the long process through which complaints are verified, 

giving offenders enough time to intimidate ‘victims’ and destroy evidence; the lack of 

logistics or inspectors to carry out inspections; and the lack of fear of retribution for the 

employment of forced labor. Ultimately, the impunity of offenders is recognized as one of the 

main reasons why forced labor crimes continue to occur. The “politica do Barracão
6
”, placing 

workers in a debt relation, under false pretenses, has remained intact even after the 

implementation of stronger measures by the Brazilian government to address the problem. For 

instance any estate caught employing forced workers, can have their land confiscated and 

have their financial, taxation and public benefits denied. In practice though, when convicted, 

offenders are often punished by having to pay indemnifications to the victims, but are on very 

rare occasions actually convicted and put in jail. (ICFTU, 2004:7) 

   Marco Magri argues that forced workers tend not to identify the conditions of their 

employment as slave-like. They do not see themselves as slaves, because they associate 

slavery with images of the ancient colonial type of slave labor. They are, in general, 

unfamiliar with the current definition of the conditions of slave labor, presented in the 

Brazilian constitution and are therefore inclined not to report abuse from their employers. 

Magri concludes that when acquainted with their current rights, workers are less likely to 

become victims of these practices. Most employers also think that, exposing workers to 

dangerous, poor and humiliating working conditions does not constitute any crime and 

                                                      
6 The estate store policy used to keep workers in debt. 
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therefore it can be justified. Many employers and supervisors, when reported, deny the 

existence of slave labor in their business. (Magri in Ecodebate, 2011) 

2.5 The Actors Involved in Brazilian Forced Labor 

The “Enslaved” 
Rural workers coming from Brazil’s poorest regions are the main victims of forced labor. 

From 1995 until 2010, approximately forty thousand workers were freed from conditions 

analogous to slavery. ILO’s statistics show that 77% of these came from northeast states of 

Brazil. They are, in most cases afro-descendants, illiterate and on average around thirty years 

old. 92, 6% of all workers, interviewed by ILO researchers, started laboring before they were 

sixteen years old and 59, 9 % had been previously exploited through the same coercive form 

of employment (Lourenço, in Ecodebate 2011). These victims are enticed by false promises of 

good jobs in estates far away from where they are recruited. As soon as the workers arrive at 

their workplace they are informed that they now have transport and foodstuff debts towards 

the intermediaries, called ‘gatos’. Their workplace usually has its own store where workers 

will have to buy extremely overpriced food and tools, adding more debts and perpetuating 

their moral and economical bondage towards the landowners. These workers are, in general, 

given tasks that are hard to accomplish and their legal documents are retained by their 

employers. Workers willing to escape will have to overcome a line of dangerous obstacles, 

such as armed henchmen as well as the geographical isolation and vastness of most Brazilian 

estates, making a barefoot-escape highly improbable, if not physically impossible (Costa, 

2009: 34). 

   Workers that nevertheless manage to escape usually face two additional problems. The first 

is the long, often interstate, journey back home on an empty stomach and no money for 

transport or food. The second problem is the possibility of getting caught by local police who 
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very frequently support the coercive labor employers and in some cases even take escaping 

workers back to the estates. Figueira describes what can happen, if the local police apprehend 

a fugitive worker:  

… a Gato handed-in an escaped labourer to the municipal delegate on a Friday and took that same 

labourer back to his estate on the following Tuesday. He stripped the young man and gave him “a 

bath in a stream”, before forcing him to travel naked sitting on the lap of another naked worker 

(Figueira, 2004 in Costa, 2009:42).                    

The workers that stay in these estates very frequently have to deal, not only with a system of 

perpetual debt, but also with very poor and degrading work conditions. These include, in most 

cases, poor living standards, lack of safety equipment and proper hygiene, or health care 

facilities. Food is, despite the overinflated prices at which it is sold, limited and of very bad 

quality. Meat, for instance, is very seldom provided to the workers found in these estates. An 

example of the level of injustice of this employment system is that of (now free) workers, who 

were forced to take care of three thousand heads of cattle, in the state of Para in 2003, but they 

could only eat meat when a cow died. In another estate in the same state, forced workers were 

found in 2004 eating rotten beef, full of worms (Costa, 2009: 55).  

   It is difficult to point out one single agricultural activity or rural area in Brazil where forced 

labor is not in demand. From sugar cane plantations in the northeast state of Pernambuco to 

strawberry plantations in the southeast state of Minas Gerais, workers have been found treated 

as slaves (Ministério Público Federal, 2011 in Ecodebate, 2011).  

   In the state of Santa Catarina in the south of Brazil, workers, including two children under 

the age of fifteen, were freed by the federal police, from tea herbs and pine wood plantations, 

respectively. Federal labor inspectors were shocked by the fact that even the costs for the 

transportations of pine-wood, in the second estate, were ‘paid’ by the workers resulting in a 

situation where workers were literally ‘paying to work’ (Ecodebate, 2011). These workers are 
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victims of the same system of exploitation through debt, threat and violence, which in Brazil 

goes under the name “Politica do Barracão” (Costa, 2009:8).    

   The labor inspection database shows that, on average, Brazilian forced labor is mostly 

employed in activities related to management of pastures (49% of the workers freed), 

deforestation (19%) for cattle and arable production, and activities linked to charcoal 

production (12%). This numbers can vary from one year to another. In 2007, for example, 

more than half of the 5,877 workers officially released were involved in the cultivation of 

sugar cane (ibid: 37). The north of Brazil, with its seven states: Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, 

Para, Rodônia, Roraima and Tocantins, is the region where the incidence of forced labor is 

highest. This region, also called “Legal Amazon”, constitutes 61 per cent of Brazil’s total 

territory, but only ten per cent of its population (Costa, 2009: 44-45).  

   Workers are employed for periods that, depending on the kind of agricultural activity 

involved and their physical health, usually vary from three months to two years. Workers that 

fall ill or suffer physical injuries, which disable them, are often told to leave the estates. As 

Bales describes:  

Rather than keep on those who can no longer work at full strength, it is more cost-effective 

to discard them and recruit fresh workers to take their places (2004:129).  

   Penniless and weak, many can’t make it back home so they end up working on other estates 

under similar conditions. Brazilian industry, for instance, is very dependent on charcoal in 

order to produce steel. Charcoal is produced in camps that only last three years until the forest 

around it is totally depleted. This is one of the agricultural activities, together with the 

deforestation for cattle and soybeans production that employ most rural forced labor in the 

country. Both branches involve simultaneously the exhaustion of natural resources and the 

exhaustion of workers. When these resources are fully exploited it is time to either release 

(i.e. dispose of) workers or move them to the next field (ibid).  



31 

 

    In case of mutilations caused by the lack of safety in the workplace, workers can get certain 

compensation. A labor inspector, asking freed workers how much compensation they could 

get, discovered that in many estates there is a price table for body parts lost at work. As the 

labor inspector illustrates: “Whenever I see a blind or mutilated worker, I ask how much the 

boss paid for the injury and the answer is often along the lines of ‘R$60 for losing an eye, 100 

for a hand and so on”. (ILO 2007 in Costa, 2009:58)   

The Offenders  

As already mentioned above, landowners, ‘gatos’ (i.e. henchmen) and in some cases the state 

police are actively involved in the phenomenon of forced labor in Brazil.  

   Landowners that employ forced labor are usually well-educated white males living in the 

urban centers of the country (Lourenço in Ecodebate 2011). In other words, they more often 

than not, do not reside on their estates. Instead, they hire gatos, meaning henchmen (or 

foremen), who act as intermediaries and run the estate and the people employed on it.   

   Most of the landowners who get reported for employing forced labor come from states in 

the southeast of Brazil. These estate owners usually claim that they are not responsible for this 

crime, often blaming it on intermediaries and henchmen or claiming ignorance about labor 

conditions on their property and therefore shirking responsibility for such illegal practices 

(ibid.).  

   In many cases, the people caught employing rural forced work are (or become) local 

politicians. For instance, one of Brazil’s largest beans grower Antério Mânica was pointed 

out, by the Federal Police, as the main emptor of the assassination of the three labor 

inspectors in 2004 (mentioned in the introduction of this paper). Mânica was elected as mayor 

some months later in the city of Unaì (in the state of Minas Gerais) – the same city where the 

crime was committed. (Gusmão, 2008 in Ecodebate, 2011)  The labor inspectors Erastótones 
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de Almeida, João Batista Soares Lage, Nelson José da Silva, and their driver Ailton Pereira de 

Oliveira, were ambushed and killed while investigating farms owned by Mânica, in Unaì. 

None of the nine offenders involved in this crime were convicted and only five of the 

executors were waiting for trial in prison, while Mânica was not only free, but would be 

reelected in 2008 (Pyl and Hashizume in Reporter Brasil 2011).    

   Another example of a person high in the local power structures, involved in coercive work 

practices, comes from the city of Palmares in Pernambuco, where charges for the employment 

of two hundred and eighty four workers in sugar cane plantations were filed by the Ministry 

of Labour, against the landowner, who also happened to be the city’s mayor (Jornal do 

Comèrcio, 2008). 

   Gatos are usually intermediary actors. Their work involves, among others, recruiting 

laborers and administrating their debts. ILO’s reports show that, in many cases, these loyal 

estate employees are formerly exploited workers that became “promoted” by their employers. 

In most cases, they fit the profile of an illiterate afro-Brazilian male, around 45 years of age, 

often coming from states in the northeast of Brazil (Lourenço in Ecodebate 2011).   

   Gatos go around, in buses or cattle trucks, offering jobs from door to door. Sometimes they 

even use loudspeakers and visit public buildings to announce hiring possibilities and the 

advantages of working for the estates they represent. They usually focus on small towns and 

slums with high unemployment rates and low levels of education, occasionally giving away 

small sums of money, to potential workers’ families to demonstrate they ‘mean well’. The 

gatos most preferably employ workers from the northeast because they are seen as “less 

demanding” and “harder working”. According to Sakamoto, the vast majority of workers who 

have been rescued are originally from the state of Maranhão. (2009:25)  
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   During the transportation of workers, gatos will pay for the recruited laborers’ food and 

accommodations. Gatos are also responsible for taking notes of all workers’ debts during the 

trip and after their arrival in the estates. They are well aware of the strong “moral code” that 

rural workers have which, in most cases, leads laborers to the conclusion that they cannot 

leave without paying their debts. Beyond morality, workers that are caught trying to escape or 

just complaining about their conditions are subjected to beatings (ibid: 27).    

   The workers are strategically never told exactly how much they owe to the estate or the 

gatos and are often asked to leave their documents with the gatos (ibid). The latter makes 

escaping even more difficult, due to the possibility of having problems with document 

controls by the local police. Even gatos do not always have to stay on the estates. Most of 

these estates are so isolated that gatos, as supervisors, can leave workers in the field and come 

back days later to bring food and other supplies. In this sense, one could conclude that these 

employees are not enslaved by laws or chains, like the colonial times slaves, but by debts that 

never end as well as by the isolation of their workplaces and the threat of violence (Sakamoto, 

2009:23 and Bales, 2004:126).     

   In some estates, gatos can have their relatives involved in coercive labor practices. Labor 

inspections of two estates (in the city of Unaì, in the state of Minas Gerais) known as large 

national bean growers, found for instance that a gato had a number of his relatives involved in 

the exploitation of a total of a hundred and thirty one workers (in both estates). His son 

transported workers to the estates, while one of his brothers was in charge of supervising 

workers. The gato’s sister and another of his brothers took care of the food store where 

workers accumulated debt. According to the labor inspectors, in this case, the two estates 

involved were highly wealthy and technologically developed, with modern machinery and yet 

they found it even more profitable to employ forced labor (Pyl, 2011).        



34 

 

3 Analysis  

3.1 Introduction  

In this final chapter I will apply the theories presented in the first part of the thesis, and in 

light of the empirical data presented in the second part, I will attempt to answer my research 

question regarding the role played by different forces and actors in constituting and 

reconstituting the phenomenon of forced labor in rural Brazil. The analysis is framed by the 

aim of the thesis, namely to investigate why forced labor continues to be a form of criminal 

employment practice in Brazil and shed light on the economic, political and sociocultural 

dimensions of this problem, found both locally and globally.  

3.2 Central Actors and Forces (Re)constituting Forced Labor  

 

Even today, at the beginning of the millennium, Brazilian workers account for roughly one 

third of national income […] the 10 per cent richest families in the country account for 50 

per cent of the income, which makes Brazil the most unjust country in the world…(Dowbor, 

2005: 43).  

In a society like the Brazilian, with an “extreme differential in power” (Bales, 2004: 31), 

where the ruling class is used to taking the availability of cheap labor for granted, and where 

“1 percent of the landowners hold half the agricultural land” (Dowbor, 2005: 43), the ideal is 

to have as much as you can get.  

If others do not have more, it is because they are incompetent and lazy, and worst of all is 

their unjustifiable ingratitude towards the “generous gestures” of the dominant class (Freire, 

1993[1970]: 59). 

The victims of forced labor presented in this paper seem to, in my view, fit well with Freire’s 

description of the dehumanized or oppressed, while the landowners can best be described as 

the oppressors (Freire, 1993[1970]: 43-4). If one were to lead this argument to its logical 

conclusion, it turns out that around one percent of the Brazilian population is primarily 

responsible for the exploitation of a vast majority of underprivileged people. While this 
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argument may be a little oversimplistic, I nevertheless find Freire’s ‘oppressors-oppressed’ 

dichotomy a useful analytical tool because it provides insight not only into the phenomena of 

forced labor itself, but also into the societal forces and the normative motivations with which 

both sides legitimize the existence of forced labor.  

   As Freire reminds, in the fight for one’s liberation, the oppressed tend to go through a phase 

in which they reproduce the oppression they themselves suffered, incorporating the 

oppressor’s views through ‘self-depreciation’ (1993[1970]: 62-3), rather than struggling for 

true emancipation. Hence, we have the ‘sub-oppressors’ as exemplified by the category of the 

henchman, or the gato. As formerly ‘oppressed’ that have achieve the position implying 

certain privileges and freedoms, gatos take the responsibility for recruiting new workers and 

administrating their debt very seriously. Though (or perhaps just because) they have absorbed 

the oppressive reality, to which they once were victims, gatos hold the power to become 

oppressors. In this light, gatos play an important role in the enslavement of workers and the 

maintenance and perpetuation of slave-like working conditions (1993[1970]: 45).  

      However, it is important to point out that if one were to focus merely on dichotomies 

inherent in forced labor relations, like capitalists-workers, landowners-poor peasants, 

slaveholders-slaves or profits-costs (Bales, Brass, Sakamoto, etc.), one might miss some of 

the complex dynamics of this phenomenon. Therefore, what I have tried to do in this thesis is 

to go beyond simple dichotomies and take into consideration the full spectrum of forces, 

relations, actors and intermediaries constituting (directly or indirectly) new forms of coercive 

work practices.  

   Going back to the ILO’s definition of forced labor as a transaction ''for which the said 

person has not offered himself voluntarily” (2005a, in Lerche, 2007:427), it should be added, 

drawing on Sakamoto among others that in the case of forced labor in rural Brazil, workers 

may often get tricked into entering a labor relationship voluntarily, under the false promise of 
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“guaranteed salaries, lodging...”, etc., and end up enslaved (Sakamoto in Andrees and Belster, 

2009: 23).  

Debt is a powerful tool to exploit workers, by which they are “prescribed behavior” meaning: 

 …the imposition of one individual’s [the oppressor’s] choice upon another [the oppressed] (Freire 

1993[1970]: 47).  

I believe that Geertz’ (1973) methodological approach towards an analysis of the meanings, 

which people attribute to their thoughts and actions can be applied here. Gatos are familiar 

with the meanings, which poor rural workers attach to ‘debt’ and the kind of ‘moral code’ 

under which those workers labor, in order to repay their debts. Thus, gatos appropriate the 

meanings workers attach to debt and use them as a mechanism for legitimizing oppression in 

moral terms. Therefore the situation of the enslaved is exacerbated two times. Not only are 

they not given the legal right to negotiate the terms of their employment, but also they 

conform to the goals desired by the oppressor voluntarily, believing in the 'creditor-

employer's' right to exercise unconditional authority over their lives (Freire, 1993[1970]: 47; 

Brass, 1999: 28).  

Consequently: 

…the new slavery appropriates the economic value of individuals, while keeping them under 

complete coercive control (Bales, 2005: 25) 

Debt gets imposed upon workers and sustained, from the moment they enter into the work 

relationship, depriving workers of the right to negotiate the conditions of repaying that debt, 

by way of “distortion” or by deceiving workers as to the true size of the debt, through “false 

accounting”. Either way, “repayment is forever out of reach”. (Bales, 2009: 33) 

   Furthermore, rural forced labor in Brazil fits into Bales’ notion of  ' modern slavery', defined 

as a relationship you cannot walk away from in another respect as well. If “psychological 

coercion” doesn’t do the trick, there is the threat of violence or the actual exercising of 

violence over the oppressed.   
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   Another important factor exacerbating the conditions of forced labor is the process of 

economic globalization and the ensuing need for modernization of the countryside. Bales 

points out that the shift from 'small-scale subsistence' to 'cash-crops' has driven many small 

farmers (in developing countries) into bankruptcy and consequently slavery (2004: 13). In the 

case of Brazil the depriving of small-scale farmers from their land was facilitated already 

through the 'Lei de Terras' of 1850, leading to the concentration of land in the hands of those 

privileged few who could afford it. The situation for landless peasants was further aggravated 

by the spread of export-oriented neo-liberal reforms, across Latin America, starting in the 

1980s (Kay, 2004:234-235). In Brazil, especially since the 1990s, with the Cardoso 

administration, policies embracing liberal ideals meant an opening up to the influence of 

multinational corporations, deepening inequalities between the already vulnerable and the 

well-to-do. As Dowbor concludes, in light of global capitalism, developing countries are 

confronted with “a double weakness”: 

…they are too powerless in economic terms to influence the directions of the global 

economy […] and at the same time they are characterized by privileged oligarchies 

surrounded by a sea of misery (2005: 103).  

   Sakamoto argues that in countries where modern technologies, reducing the costs of 

production, are lacking profits are primarily achieved through reducing the costs of labor 

(2007) and as already argued a very efficient way of reducing labor costs is through 

employing forced labor (Bales, 2004; Brass, 1999). Even while agricultural modernization is 

taking place, it is not incentive enough to stop the use of cheap forced labor. The example 

with the wealthy and modernized farms in the city of Unaì illustrate the fact that the practice 

of recruiting forced labor is unlikely to stop when you have the ready supply, the decreasing 

value of the workers, due to high rates of poverty and unemployment and the lucrative gains 

(Bales, 2004:14).  Thus, forced labor in Brazil is available even in times of decline in the rural 

population, as shown by Kay (2004:235-236) and is persistent despite the implementation of 

some welfare programs by the Brazilian government (Pedone, 2009: 265).               
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   Shorter employment periods and a surplus of a flexible (i.e. easily 'disposable') workforce 

means that nowadays forced labor employers can make more profits than ever before, with the 

help of accessible cheap labor. Compared with ancient forms of slavery, the above also makes 

a big difference in how workers are treated – as previously valued, and currently highly 

disposable commodity.  

   It could be also argued that the lack of ethics (or the focus on fast profits), among actors 

both on the Brazilian and the international labor market, plays a role in sustaining forced labor 

practices in rural areas in Brazil.  

The new slavery mimics the world economy by shifting away from ownership and fixed asset 

management, concentrating instead on control and use of resources and process (Bales, 2004: 25). 

The above, combined with the global rise in commodity prices (Nassar, 2009:56) can be said 

to have a strong effect on the working conditions and terms of employment of workers on 

Brazilian rural estates. Let’s add to that a context of institutionalized inequalities and a society 

ruled by ‘systemic corruption’ and ‘a mafia-like power structure’ (Dowbor, 2005: 99-102), 

where corrupt entrepreneurs are portrayed as role models (Larrain, 2004), while their crimes 

remain literally unrecognized and hence unpunished (ICFTU, 2004:7).  

   Conclusively, I argue together with Brass and Freire that once enslaved, rural workers 

become reduced to the very means of production, through which profits can be generated. 

They are transformed into mere capital, or as Freire would say ‘things’ and their lack of 

rights, or their ‘dehumanization’, is naturalized (Brass 1999: 28; Freire 1993[1970]: 68). 

Being ‘things’ or commodities is a state in which one’s humanity is denied. Trying to escape 

from this situation requires awareness about the right to be human, awareness about the right 

to be free. This awareness is usually not created overnight. Providing good education and a 

functioning social security system to all are first steps towards creating social awareness. A 

more fair distribution of income, land and resources are the next steps. Ultimately, however, 

the way towards abolishing forced labor in countries like Brazil hinges upon a total 
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restructuring of the political, economic and judicial spheres. A genuine will to gradually 

eradicate institutionalized forms of corruption and inequality would lead to a truly democratic 

society, opening up for new possibilities and providing stronger rights for its most vulnerable 

members.  
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