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This article approaches the complex topic of racism and racialisation in connection to labour 

relations, more specifically their role in creating, supporting and reconstructing trabalho 

escravo (slave labour) in agriculture in the northern Brazilian state of Pará. The article, 

which forms part of an extensive interview study on trabalho escravo in this region from 

1995 to 2017, perceives racism as part of the (re)construction of these labour relations as 

well as of the creation of the pool of the possible labour force.1  

Unfree labour2 in Brazil, conventionally known as trabalho escravo, is defined and 

has been prohibited by law as labour analogous to slavery (trabalho análogo ao de 

escravo) since 1995. Using this legal definition, Brazil has also introduced elaborate laws 

and mechanisms to fight this labour condition. At first, only the restriction of the movement 

of the labourers legally constituted trabalho escravo. In 2003 the law was changed, 

following the experiences of state employees in the fight against this labour condition. 

Today, trabalho escravo is defined by three elements: first, the restriction of movement of 

the labourers (cerceamento da liberdade); second, degrading conditions (condições 

degradantes); and, third, exhaustive workdays (jornadas exaustivas). Only one of these 

factors has to be present to constitute trabalho escravo. 3  Degrading conditions and 

exhaustive workdays are normally determined by judges when the labourer’s life is in 

danger.4 Though the 2003 definition is contested and it is uncertain how long it will hold,5 it 

is also the definition used by this article.  

It is generally estimated that some 25,000 people enter trabalho escravo every year 

in the Amazon region alone.6 However, Xavier Plassat, of the leftist Catholic Pastoral Land 

Commission (CPT), one of the organisations most involved in the issue, said that he had 

come up with the number, which is an informed invention, as it is difficult to make estimates 

regarding illegality in labour relations.7 What is known are the numbers of people freed from 

trabalho escravo by state organisations.8 Around 50,000 labourers were freed from 1995 to 

2015, most of them in Pará. 9  Despite this fact, Pará has barely been studied. The 

concentration of trabalho escravo in and the lack of research on this state is rooted in intra-

Brazilian power structures, as Pará is a peripheral state within Brazil. Statistically, the 

northern states such as Pará have lower incomes and higher inequality rates, as well as 
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less industry and infrastructure, than the southern states. In the Amazon region, large 

landowners can exercise more power as the state is less present, which also leads to more 

unpunished violence.10 Furthermore, the northern states have been racialised in the sense 

of being constructed as backwards, in a way similar to colonial discourses.11 These states 

also contain a higher non-white12 population.13 

The agricultural labourers in trabalho escravo all over Brazil are nearly all non-white 

men, 14  which opens up the hypothesis that these labour conditions have a reciprocal 

relation to the imagery of gender as well as to racism; the second being the subject of this 

article. 

This article relies on interviews with members of organisations and individuals 

involved in the fight against trabalho escravo15 and organisations tackling racism16 that I 

conducted as part of a larger study.17 Conducting interviews seems the most effective way 

to document the interconnection of racism and trabalho escravo in northern Brazilian 

agriculture, as this relationship has rarely been addressed in academic studies, at least not 

extensively. Often, apart from my discussions with activists who were specifically 

concerned with racism, I had to to ask my interview partners two or three times before 

getting a profound answer: initially, they often said at first that there was no relation and that 

employers did not choose the labourers because of their skin colour. However, after further 

questioning, the structural racism became apparent.18 

Before proceeding, it is necessary to define racism and explain the normal trajectory 

of labourers in trabalho escravo. In light of the existence of many different definitions, it is 

crucial to underline that race, as a biological fact, does not exist. It is socially constructed. 

Race is produced through the practice of racism and inscribed in social reality.19 Racism is 

a practice of dominance. It (re)produces and legitimises the unequal distribution of 

resources, rights and power.20 It supports hegemonic power structures through discourses, 

policies, social structures, everyday practices and personal interactions. Racism is not 

necessarily based on biology. Physical traits, religion, cultural patterns or, for example, 

language can be taken as the base for racialisation, that is, the grouping of people on these 

grounds in combination with the ascription of static character traits.21  

Trabalho escravo in Amazonian agriculture is often described as a vicious circle in 

Brazilian discourse: Before being employed, the labourers live in impoverished rural areas, 

with very little options to earn a living for them and their families. In order to earn some 

money, these labourers migrate to other regions, where they suspect they will have more 

opportunities. This migration is either done alone or incentivised and organised by a gato 

(labour recruiter), who promises them a job under false pretences. When the labourers get 

to their destination, they often have to wait for a job offer from an employer and so they stay 

at a so-called hotel. The circle of indebtedness, often a part of trabalho escravo, begins 

either with the organised travel or at the “hotel”. Once the labourers arrive at the workplace 
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and are put to work, everything is added to their debt, for example, the tools, food and 

quarters. At the fazenda (large agricultural enterprise), the living and working conditions fall 

short of any standards and endanger the labourers’ lives. Leaving the fazenda is difficult if 

not impossible. The lack of freedom of movement is either produced through the 

geographical space inside the Amazon jungle, which lacks infrastructure, or through armed 

vigilantes who threaten the labourers with physical violence or even death. When the 

labourers are no longer needed – which normally happens after some months, as their 

main job is the clearing of the rainforest and the preparation of the fazenda – they are left in 

some village with (nearly) no money, and the vicious circle begins anew.22 

Most labourers found in trabalho escravo in the agricultural sector work either on 

fazendas that raise cattle (62 percent) or in charcoal production (12 percent) that is used in 

the processing of pig iron and in growing soya (5.2 percent).23 The goods they help produce 

are important products for Brazilian exports.24 

Below, I present my arguments in three separate points: First, I describe the basic, 

structural elements in Brazilian society and the labour market that sustain and (re)produce 

inequality, which is a precondition for trabalho escravo. Then, I treat racism within trabalho 

escravo. Finally, I discuss the racialisation of the peões de trecho and its role in legitimising 

the labour conditions in trabalho escravo. 

Racism as an agent that structures capitalist production/labourers’ conditions 

Brazil is among the 20 countries with the highest inequality index.25 Inequality rates in Brazil 

depend highly on skin colour. According to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and 

Statistics, non-white people 26  have less access to good housing and education 

opportunities. They earn significantly less than white people, who on average earned 72.5 

percent more in 2017. Non-white people are more likely to be un- and underemployed and 

to work in informal jobs. They also work to a higher percentage in the lowest paid jobs with 

the most informal labour, like agriculture (60.8 percent “non-white” people), construction (63 

percent) and domestic labour (65.9 percent), which incidentally are also the labour sectors 

with the highest percentage of trabalho escravo.27 

Cinara,28 a militant of the black women’s movement Centre for the Study and the Defense 

of Black People in Pará (CEDENPA) in Belém, confirmed this picture: 

If we think about the fact that the black population in Brazil is the one that has the 

most difficulty in getting qualified jobs, the one with the highest rates of 

unemployment, and the one that earns the least, it means that the correlation [with 

trabalho escravo] is certainly intense. Because here in the north and northeast – I do 

not have any research – the ratio must be almost 80 percent black persons among 

the people [who are in trabalho escravo], also because of the profile of this 

population. There is a very close relationship. I would also say that these two realities 

are interconnected.29 
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Indeed, a study by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) from 2011 on trabalho 

escravo in agriculture shows that the majority of the labourers in trabalho escravo are non-

white people (81 percent in total; 62 percent of them define as pardos, 18.2 percent as 

black and 0.8 percent as indigenous).30 

One of the reasons for the structural inequality in Brazil and the distribution in the job 

segments in agriculture and domestic labour springs from Brazil’s long history of slavery 

(from the sixteenh century to its abolition in 1888).31 An important part of the structure of 

Brazil’s society and the labour market dates to that period. This is especially true for the 

worst labour conditions and, therefore, for trabalho escravo.32 Even after abolition, ideals 

and behavioural techniques stemming from the structures of slavery are inscribed in white 

and non-white people. The now free black population posed a threat to existing power 

structure and the white elite was not eager to give up their power positions. Juridical 

equality was installed but no integration projects were implemented. Furthermore, other 

mechanisms were put in place that upheld asymmetrical positions and advantages.33 For 

example, a new law of land distribution, where land was now bought and not lent by the 

state, excluded former slaves from owning land as they were not in a position to buy it.34 

Other important moments in the formation of the specific form of racism in Brazil are the 

notions and practices of branqueamento (whitening) and Gilberto Freyre’s concept of racial 

democracy in the 1930s. 

Branqueamento as an ideology and practice developed in connection with scientific 

racism in Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The idea was that the skin 

colour of a population would influence its moral, biological, cultural and economic progress 

and that lighter skin would show and further this progress. Methodologies and hegemonic 

ideas of how to change a population’s skin colour changed over time: first, Christianity was 

already believed to have lightened Brazil’s population. In the nineteenth century, whitening 

was deemed possible through miscegenation and by furthering European immigration.35 

Branqueamento was an official ideology until the first half of the twentieth century, but it is 

still subliminaly existent and visible, for example, in the sale and purchase of whitening 

creams and similar products, as well as in the selective hospitability regarding migrants, 

where indigenous and black Latin Americans, Africans, Arabs and, to some degree, Asian 

people have a severely different experience in Brasil than white immigrants.36 

Freyre’s concept of racial democracy, in contrast, at least in the eyes of his time, 

tried to include the influence of (at least) black people in Brazilian history, but in turn denied 

the existence of racism in the past and present. The Portuguese colonialists and 

slaveholders, according to him, had been relatively benign. Therefore, a racial democracy 

had evolved in Brazil, in which all races knew their place, accepted it and, with that, helped 

the progress of Brazil as a nation. This image remains very powerful inside and outside 

Brazil.37 The notion of racial democracy leads to the reality that black movements have to 
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fight continuously in order to make their experiences and realities visible. It is also certainly 

the reason why racism is not automatically seen as an important element in trabalho 

escravo. 

Racist structures and discourses are always reproduced, renewed and adjusted 

according to the needs of a society in order to uphold the existing power relations. It is the 

concrete structures of domination that determine which differences are socially and 

politically relevant and in which form.38 Therefore racism (but also class and gender, for 

example) influences labour relations in today’s capitalism in a way that favours the 

accumulation of capital. The splitting of the labour force is a tactic to minimise the cost of 

labour: One group is excluded from good and regular jobs, which leads individual members 

of this group to take any job, however bad the conditions, as the group experience teaches 

them that other jobs are not available.39 

And this is precisely the experience of the labourers; it is the lack of opportunities in 

their hometowns, the bad labour conditions already experienced and the needs of their 

families that drive them to take job offers that later turn out to be trabalho escravo.40 

Therefore, the intersection of structural racism and class formation plays an important role 

in determining non-white people as the pool of labourers that are the main target for 

trabalho escravo. 

The splitting of the labour force does not only work on a local, but also on a global, 

level, as the international division of labour shows that people from the peripheries have the 

worst labour conditions, either in their regions or as migrants in the centres.41 This is also 

evident in the system of trabalho escravo, where in Pará, a peripheral state, it is Brazilian 

migrants who work in these conditions, while in the global cities, like in São Paulo, it is 

transnational migrants (often Bolivians) in the textile sector who work in trabalho escravo, 

for example. While the lack of (formal) citizenship worstens the situation of transnational 

migrants and makes them vulnerable to trabalho escravo, the agricultural labourers in Pará 

only posess a subaltern citizenship – a lack of access to citizenship rights – as the Brazilian 

researcher Jessé Souza has termed it.42  

At the same time, these structural inequalities (exclusion and peripheral inclusion in 

the labour market) are denied through the “myth of merit”. This myth claims that under 

capitalism all people are born with the same chances, attributing socioeconomic differences 

to individual talents and effort.43 But capitalism needs inequalities and differentiation to 

facilitate the accumulation of capital, as Paulinho, a priest and CPT organiser in Pará, 

expressed in an interview: 

If there were no slaves, how would there be masters? How would there be bosses if 

there were no labourers …? It is necessary to exploit the other … There should be 

social balance, but there is no social balance in capitalism. There has to be 

inequality. Inequality is real, it is the backbone to maintaining exploitation.44 

While capitalism claims the equality of all humans, it negates it and rewards the 
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taking of supremacy, with racism serving as a legitimising legend and structural element for 

these inequalities.45 From the myth of merit emerges the image of self-inflicted poverty. 

Precarious economic and bad labour conditions are made a problem of personal traits, 

which again feeds racist discourses and partly leads to the internalisation of racist 

stereotypes. 

Hierarchies and inhumane treatment: The labour situation 

Not only is the pool of labourers partly structured by the long history of slavery and the 

postabolition era; the labour relation itself resembles slavery – hence the name. The system 

of trabalho escravo in agriculture is characterised by structural as well as physical violence. 

It is pinned together by a rigid hierarchical system, which is headed by the fazendeiro, the 

owner of the agricultural enterprise, followed by the manager, who directs armed personnel. 

The labourers are at the bottom of the hierarchy and are also differentiated according to the 

form of their labour organisation (for example, long- or short-term labour, paid by piece or 

by hour). The aforementioned ILO study describes how these hierarchies also reflect the 

racial structure in society, as the fazendeiros and managers are mostly white men. The 

fazendeiros often originate from and live in the southern parts of the country, mirroring, 

again, the geographical stratification. The labourers, on the other hand, are not white and 

normally come from the northern parts of Brazil.46  

Another factor constituting trabalho escravo is the implicit dehumanisation, a specific 

form of racism. The labourers are not treated as fellow human beings. They have no access 

to medical care, no work safety equipment, live in very rudimentary and overcrowded 

housing, often with no sanitary facilities, and are not provided with sufficient food or potable 

water. Often, the food that they are given has already gone off.47 In an interview, a labourer 

said that they went without food for days, as they did not receive their pay and, thus, could 

not buy any. The labourers had to go on strike to receive their pay and, consequently, to be 

able to eat. He also spoke about illnesses: One labourer got sick from spraying pesticide 

and the fazenda managers just told him to drink milk. Malaria is also a big problem in the 

Amazon region and the labourer said that if a labourer got sick, his colleagues had to 

organise to get him to a hospital themselves, which is very difficult. The employer did 

nothing in those cases. And even though he did not restrict their movement himself, the 

Amazon jungle and the lack of infrastructure did the rest.48 This interview made it clear that 

the labourers in trabalho escravo are not treated as human beings; their human dignity is 

disregarded, which is often mentioned in the Brazilian discourse. Their lives have no 

meaning to the employers. 

Most of the fazendeiros justify the treatment of their labourers by claiming that they 

were unaware of their situation or that their subcontractors are responsible for managing 
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the labourers. But, as Raffaela, a member of the human rights group Centro da Defesa da 

Vida e Dos Direitos Humanos Carmen Bascaran (CDVDH), said, in most of the cases the 

fazendeiros are well aware of the labour conditions: 

This employer has every record of what is produced. Sometimes he goes to the 

fazenda, to the property. Therefore, he knows what resources he offers. He knows 

that he does not offer adequate accommodation. He knows that he is not paying 

correctly, that he is [paying] late. He knows that the alimentation is weak … He does 

it … aiming to augment the profit and because he thinks that these people do not 

deserve to have their rights respected, because they already lived in a situation of 

extreme poverty in their homes and that they have to live the same way in the 

workplace, because, at least in Pará and Maranhão, that would be the valorisation of 

the culture of that region. Therefore, they think that it is normal, that it is cultural, that 

the labourer drinks the water where the cattle drink it, that he lives in a shed of plastic 

sheets, because this was culturally experienced for a long time … I see it more as 

irresponsibility on the part of the employer, even as a person, because he does not 

see himself in the other. He leaves the labourers there, but he does not understand 

that he [the labourer] is a citizen, who has rights that must be respected, or he 

understands it, but he does not want to do it, in order to reduce his costs.49 

In her statement, Raffaela not only confirms the dehumanisation theory touched 

upon above but also talks about the culturalisation (othering) of the labourers, both of which 

are particular forms of racism.  

In terms of culturalisation (othering), it is claimed that these living conditions are 

normal in the culture of the labourers, that it is either a form of respect for their culture, 

letting them live how they do in their own homes and/or that the labourers want to live this 

way. They are, even if not explicitly, seen as deserving of these living standards. With this 

they are constructed as “others”. The way in which this is done inherently includes elements 

of the legitimation of slave treatment as well as the notion of race (cultural racism).50 Of 

course, the conditions are not seen as just in the eyes of the labourers, who often claim that 

they are treated like animals.51 

The feeling of the labourers that they are not treated as humans (dehumanisation 

through labour conditions) is also reflected in the view of the fazendeiros, as they, as 

Raffaela states, do not see themselves in the other, in the labourer (dehumanisation 

through delimitation). They are not seen as the same and, therefore, do not deserve the 

same rights in their eyes.  

How the labourers’ status is reduced through the labour condition 

As mentioned above, the labourers are often left with very little or no money in some village 

far from their hometown, after their job clearing the woods and building up a fazenda is 

done. Often they either cannot go back to their hometowns, to their families, because they 

lack the money to do so or are ashamed to do so for the same reason. Consequently, they 
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stay and search for a new job in agriculture. When they do that again and again, they 

become so-called peões do trecho (roughly “migrant labourers”).52 Iana, a CPT militant in 

Pará, explained their condition in an interview: 

Who are those peões do trecho? Normally they are people who have lost their family 

ties. They came [to Pará] and stayed here … “I’m going to Pará. I’m going to earn 

money and then I will go back to my family. I’m going to work and do my best in order 

to improve my living conditions. Then I will go back to my family to help them, to 

improve their situation.” A lot of them come alone and finally stay here and they go 

from fazenda to fazenda … They are then far away from their family and lose contact 

with them.53 

As the peões are normally only seen in the villages when they are without work, 

certain prejudices are ascribed to them and they are discriminated against. They are seen 

as a corresponding category of people or, as I would argue, they are racialised.  

Racialisation is best described by the psychologist Birgit Rommelspacher. Writing 

about the racialisation of Muslims, she states that their religious trait is used as the basis for 

othering in a way that the construction of otherness is not just limited to religion; Muslims 

are constructed as having an “essence of character” inscribed in their nature.54 Just as 

religious affiliation to Islam becomes biologised over time, so too does the sociocultural 

status of being a peão de trecho. Racialisation is, therefore, a process where people are 

grouped together on the basis of a specific element, such as being agricultural migrant 

labourers from lower social strata, in this case. From this starting point, supposed group 

specific personal traits are deduced.  

The term peão (de trecho) has been used for poor migrant labourers since at least 

the nineteenth century.55 The supposed “essence of character” of the peão de trecho in the 

Amazon region is produced and reproduced in a specific and constantly recurring 

description. Therein, the fact that they are poor and mostly black plays a role.56 The peões 

are described as irrational people who do not possess the ability to plan their future and 

who, in general, have a proclivity to lie, engage in criminality, be sexually promiscuous and 

have alcohol problems. They give rise to physical disgust and are described as dangerous, 

vindictive, ungrateful and lazy people, who, with guidance, can be good labourers. All these 

traits have already been applied, for example, in racist discourses on colonised people, 

slaves or the lower classes in general.57 

Binka Le Breton, an author who mainly writes about the Amazon region, relates a 

conversation she had with three women in a bar in Araguaína. One of these women, who 

turned out to be a gata (labour recruiter), thought that the author wanted to hire peões and 

warned her about their problematic behaviour:  

They kill each other for the smallest reason … Of course, they drink a lot but this is 

not a problem if you know how to deal with them. If you get their respect, everything 
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is fine. But in Xingú, I tell you, it’s not easy. The peões cheat in card games, smuggle 

drinks into the workplace and end up completely drunk. They fight, attack each other 

sexually and always run away, so they don’t have to pay their bills. I tell you, it’s a 

nightmare. You simply cannot trust them. Sometimes I think they’re worse than 

animals … They argue, they fight, they always complain. They lie shamelessly. Worst 

of all is they are a bunch of lazy people. If you let them, they keep rolling around in 

their hammock, pretending to be sick. Additionally, they do not do their job right. I’m 

telling you, these guys aren’t worth anything … They’re cool if you are hard on 

them … You have to make them respect you. You know what? They’re really a race 

you cannot trust.58 

Apart from the fact that this gata explicitly calls the peões a race, we can also see 

that these prejudices legitimise discrimination and inequality as well as, in this case, the 

violent labour relations in which the labourers are exploited. It becomes obvious that the 

violent treatment of the labourers and ignorance of the living conditions of these humans (or 

half humans – they are ultimately described as worse than animals) is seen as appropriate. 

Plassat, the CPT coordinator for the trabalho escravo sector, confirms that these views are 

shared by the fazendeiros: 

What’s the idea? “It is normal that you have to be firm with the ignorant labourer, 

because if you are not he does not work, if you are not he falls into alcoholism or 

searches for the public charity of social programmes. You have to be firm.59 

Here, labour coercion is described as a reformatory process, which is even in the 

interest of the labourer (so he does not become an alcoholic) and/or of society as a whole 

(so that the lazy labourer does not abuse the social system). Following the logic of the two 

quotations above, labourers escape from the workplace not because of the terrible 

conditions, but because of their characteristic trait to run away from their debts and 

because of their supposed fraudulent character, which justifies restricting their movement. 

Also, they supposedly just pretend to be sick – even though a lot of labourers in fact get 

malaria – which legitimises the nonexistence of medical treatment. 

But it is not only the fazendeiros who (re)produce and believe these images of the 

peões. A documentary made to expose the harsh reality of trabalho escravo also 

reproduces these images. At the same time, it shows the paternalistic attitude of the labour 

inspectors from the Special Mobile Labour Inspection Group (GEFM) who come to free the 

labourers.60  

In the documentary, when the labour inspector, a blonde woman, interviews a 

labourer who is trembling and sweating, she asks him if he is trembling out of fear, which he 

affirms. She laughs and says that she was just coming to sort out his life and that he should 

not be afraid. Later on, the same labour inspector explains: “The majority of the labourers 

don’t know, they don’t have documents, they don’t know how to write, they don’t even have 

an understanding of the money they receive.”61 

Antônio, another peão, plays a central role in the documentary. After he was freed 



                  
  

 
      
 

 

 

Volume 19.1 (2019) 
 

 
11 

 

from trabalho escravo, the labour inspectors pay him the sum of money he should have 

received by working on the fazenda, a common practice after the liberation of labourers. 

The moment Antônio arrives to be with his family, he distributes nearly all the money to 

some children while his family members and friends advise him to not to spend the money 

at once, not to use it to buy alcohol and to do something useful with it.62 Neither the 

documentary nor the labour inspector appearing in it explains that the labour condition and 

the condition of the labourers are structural. Rather, they are presented as something that 

are partly an outcome of the labourers’ character and, for that reason, partly self-inflicted, 

with the fazendeiros taking advantage of this nature. In addition to the dehumanisation and 

culturisation, a process that patronises and infantilises the peões can be observed.  

All of these discursive strands legitimise labour coercion but with different reasoning. 

While, for example, the dehumanising discourse sees in the labour coercion the protection 

of society or of the self, the patronising one states it as benefitting the other, the labourer. 

The forms of legitimation do, of course, overlap. As Plassat describes above, it is argued 

that labour coercion transforms the peões into productive members of society while helping 

them to get a grip on their lives. The infantilisation argument might even be more effective 

than the dehumanising and patronising ones in drawing a whole society into a legitimising 

discourse, involving not only the subjugators and, as we have seen, the people who are 

supposed to help the labourers, but also the subjugated themselves.63  

Finally, racism and racialisation are also internalised. Frantz Fanon and Nilma 

Bentes both describe this internalisation as a feeling of inferiority, instilled through the 

interaction with a society that perceives them as such and disadvantages them socially and 

economically.64 Of course, the aforementioned “myth of merit” plays an important role in this 

internalisation process. In the end, the internalised feeling of inferiority facilitates and 

legitimises the unequal distribution of wealth, rights and resources as the socioeconomic 

differences appear to be self-evident and naturally ordained.65 

Therefore, even the conditions in trabalho escravo are seen as normal and somehow 

just by some of the labourers.66 Le Breton was told the following by a migrant labourer: “I’m 

not afraid to die and I will never leave work. Those who left are weaklings. They didn’t have 

the structure to pay their food. I want to say that if a man owes something, he must pay.”67 

This attempt to differentiate oneself from the common prejudices against the group that the 

person is identified with, without questioning those prejudices as such, is a further 

consequence of internalisation. In this case, the labourer is eager to finish the work and to 

pay his debts in order to not identify himself with the “weaklings” and the ones who do not 

pay what they owe, the “typical peões.” He does not want to be typical but, at the same 

time, accepts the prejudice ascription in general. After all, in order to rise one’s status, the 

hegemonic discourse has to be accepted. It is problematic, though, as a nonsubjugated 

status can never be reached following the logic of supposed inferiority and internalisation 
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because the supremacy of the others is never put in question.  

The infantilising argument works in a similar way: Like in colonial or other racist 

infantilising discourses, this strand is open to some kind of supposed betterment for the 

people subjected to it. The judges of that are not the labourers themselves, though: their 

rationality, diligence and trustworthiness is judged from outside. But, it facilitates the 

acceptance of subjugation, as at least some kind of praise from their self-proclaimed 

masters is possible.68 

Finally, racist and racialising discourses are an effective part of disciplinary power, in 

the way Foucault described it in Discipline and Punish.69 Generally, in racialising, poor 

people are ascribed specific characteristics. These mostly legitimise their position as 

subordinates as well as their poverty. Regarding the peões de trecho, racialisation makes it 

possible to not see the labour relations as highly exploitative, but the characteristic traits of 

this population group as the problem. Racism and racialisation help to explain existing 

inequalities in a way that their victims are perceived as responsible for their disadvantages, 

because of their alleged characteristics or lack of diligence.70 But people are not socially 

downgraded because of personal inherent deficits. It is because they were excluded, 

inherent deficits were ascribed to them, which often ends in racialisation, as social 

downgrading and racism are tightly interlocked.71  

Conclusion 

This article has attempted to show that racism and racialisation are structuring factors of the 

labour market and that they play a role in constructing unfree and terrible labour conditions. 

First, it points out the existence of structural racism as an important factor in the inequality 

of Brazilian society and in the labour market, as it is the intersection of race and class that 

constitutes the pool of possible labourers for trabalho escravo. Secondly, it explains the 

hierarchy in these labour relations and their racist connotations; also the concept of 

dehumanisation through labour conditions and the treatment to which the labourers are 

exposed. Finally, it describes the racialisation of the labourers as a special group – the 

peões de trecho – as a strategy of legitimisation as well as of labour control through 

internalisation, as it impedes the fundamental questioning of these labour, power and social 

conditions, even on the part of the labourers. 

Concerning the connection between the creation and maintenance of terrible working 

conditions and racism in general, the precarious status of the labourer is usually a 

prerequisite for unfree labour. This prerequisite is codesigned by forms of exclusion within a 

society. Racism plays a role in creating and legitimising these mechanisms.72 Racism and 

working conditions are generally closely linked, as not only do they create segments in the 

population that can be used as a cheap workforce, they also cheapen workforce control, 

making potential organised or nonorganised uprisings and other forms of resistance more 

difficult.73 By delimiting persons into different groups of people and using already existing 
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prejudices, the low pay of the discriminated persons can be pushed further downwards. 

Then again, the existence of people who have to work for low wages also threatens the 

jobs of the less precarious labourers, which is also frequently made explicit. Therefore, the 

dominant group, together with the state, finds methods to secure their jobs, through 

immigration policies and various other forms of exclusion and structural racism, which 

actually aggravates the problem, as the supposed exclusion is rather a form of precarious 

incorporation into the labour market.74  
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