The Vibrant Street Life of Rio De Janeiro:

Exploring Urban Vending and Street
Occupations (1850-1925)

Rio De Janeiro, internationally known for its stunning beaches and lively carnival,
has a rich history that goes beyond its picturesque landscapes. During the period
between 1850 and 1925, the city witnessed a boom in street occupations and
urban vending, shaping its vibrant street culture and contributing to its

socioeconomic development.

The Rise of Street Occupations

As Rio De Janeiro experienced rapid urbanization during the late 19th century, an

increasing number of individuals sought occupation in the city streets. From
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shoeshiners to street entertainers, these occupations became an integral part of
the urban fabric, providing both livelihoods for the workers and entertainment for

the passersby.
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One of the most iconic street occupations during this period was the "Jornaleiro,"
or newspaper vendor. Jornaleiros could be found on almost every street corner,
enthusiastically selling the latest newspapers and periodicals to eager customers.
Their loud cries announcing the headlines and sharing the day's news became an

intrinsic part of the city's soundscape.
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Urban Vending in Rio De Janeiro

In addition to street occupations, urban vending played a significant role in Rio De
Janeiro's street life during this period. Street vendors offered a wide variety of

products, from fresh fruits and vegetables to homemade crafts and trinkets.

The "Ambulantes," or food vendors, were particularly popular among locals and

tourists alike. They roamed the streets with their carts, filled with delicious street
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food such as "acarajé" and "pastel," attracting hungry customers with their
enticing aromas and flavors. These vendors not only brought culinary delights to
the city but also contributed to the cultural diversity and fusion of flavors that

characterize Brazilian cuisine today.

Challenges and Transformations

While street occupations and urban vending thrived during this period, they were
not without challenges. The rapid influx of workers into the city led to

overcrowded streets and increased competition among vendors. Additionally, as
the urban landscape transformed with modernization initiatives, regulations were

implemented to manage street occupations.
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Despite these challenges, Rio De Janeiro's street culture continued to evolve,
adapting to the changing times. Street fairs and markets became more organized,
offering a wider variety of goods. Vendors expanded their offerings to cater to the
growing demands of a diverse population, leading to the establishment of iconic
street markets like the "Feira de S&o Cristovao," known for its vibrant atmosphere

and cultural exhibitions.

Legacy and Influence

The era of street occupations and urban vending in Rio De Janeiro between 1850
and 1925 left a profound impact on the city's identity and social fabric. The vibrant
street culture fostered a sense of community and contributed to the formation of a

unique urban identity. It also provided opportunities for social mobility and
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entrepreneurship, empowering individuals from different socioeconomic

backgrounds.

Even today, remnants of this rich heritage can be seen in the bustling markets
and street vendors that dot the city's landscape. The vibrant colors, enticing
aromas, and energetic atmosphere continue to captivate both locals and visitors,

offering glimpses into the historical tapestry of Rio De Janeiro's street life.

Street occupations and urban vending in Rio De Janeiro between 1850 and 1925
played a significant role in shaping the city's street culture and socioeconomic
development. From the iconic newspaper vendors to the mouth-watering street
food, these occupations embodied the vibrancy and diversity of the city. Despite
the challenges they faced, they left a lasting legacy that continues to resonate in

the streets of Rio De Janeiro today.

So next time you find yourself wandering the bustling streets of Rio, take a
moment to appreciate the vibrant street life and the legacy of those who

transformed the city's sidewalks into their thriving businesses.
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Street vending has supplied the inhabitants of Rio de Janeiro with basic goods for
several centuries. Once the province of African slaves and free blacks, street
commerce became a site of expanded (mostly European) immigrant participation
and shifting state regulations during the transition from enslaved to free labor and
into the early post-abolition period. Street Occupations investigates how street
vendors and state authorities negotiated this transition, during which vendors
sought greater freedom to engage in commerce and authorities imposed new

regulations in the name of modernity and progress.

Examining ganhador (street worker) licenses, newspaper reports, and detention
and court records, and considering the emergence of a protective association for
vendors, Patricia Acerbi reveals that street sellers were not marginal urban
dwellers in Rio but active participants in a debate over citizenship. In their
struggles to sell freely throughout the Brazilian capital, vendors asserted their
citizenship as urban participants with rights to the city and to the freedom of
commerce. In tracing how vendors resisted efforts to police and repress their
activities, Acerbi demonstrates the persistence of street commerce and vendors’
tireless activity in the city, which the law eventually accommodated through

municipal street commerce regulation passed in 1924.

A focused history of a crucial era of transition in Brazil, Street Occupations offers
important new perspectives on patron-client relations, slavery and abolition,
policing, the use of public space, the practice of free labor, the meaning of

citizenship, and the formality and informality of work.
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