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Eat the street: food consumption in 19th century Rio de Janeiro (1830-1860)

Comer na rua: o consumo de alimentos no Rio de Janeiro do século XIX (1830-1860)

Melina Teubner 1

Female street vendors were a common sight in cities worldwide in the first half of the 19th 
century. Fields of history like women’s history have dealt with the role of these street vendors in 
European cities. In recent decades, female street vendors have also been studied by a number of 
Brazilian scholars, who have shed light on urban slavery, domestic slavery and other forms of 
unfree labor. These studies commonly focus on community building among urban slaves and the 
formation of a West African diaspora. All around the globe female street vendors were (and still 
are) not merely passive victims of marginalization, but capable actors, who created a gendered 
niche of economic opportunity, through the capitalization of their cooking and vending skills.  The 
popularity of female hawkers was closely connected to their being women.

Until now, few studies explore the food stalls in the city of Rio de Janeiro in the first half 
of the 19th century as special places of consumption within a global perspective. Street food gave 
rise to a working-class consumer culture. This study aims to focus on the social, material and 
imaginary aspects of these vending places. What role did they play within the consumer culture 
of Rio de Janeiro? What food did they provide? What was the communication between vendors 
and customers like? These questions are especially interesting to ask against the background of Rio 
de Janeiro’s intensive sociocultural transformation in the years between 1830 and 1860, after the 
official prohibition of the transatlantic slave trade. 

Places of food consumption such as the Paris-style restaurant (representative of luxury 
dining) and taverns (representative of more commonplace, popular restaurants) saw a great 
increase in the first half of the 19th century.

Analyzing food stands as places of food consumption offers the possibility to break up the 
narrative of the male centered public sphere and show that women especially played a crucial 
role in providing 19th century cities with food. Daily newspapers, contemporary descriptions by 
foreign visitors and social novels  demonstrate in an excellent manner the contemporary discourse 
of eating out, the dishes that were served, who consumed these dishes and female vendors in a 
global perspective. 

The paper argues that eating out was not only a necessity for some, but also a form of 
entertainment comparable to professional theater plays. Food stands were places were gender 
roles, prejudices against foreign food and sexual honor were negotiated. Since cooking is one of the 
most time-consuming types of labor in history the paper combines food history with labor history 
and demonstrates public eating as a special form of entertainment. 
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