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Abstract: 
The definition of national territories and borders during the creation of most Amazonian 
nation- states in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries may be described as a violent 
process driven by the regional capitalist expansion of commodity frontiers, such as 
rubber, gold, oil, among others, and their merciless global economic cycles. This lecture 
looks at the intersection of racial and labour relations during the expansion of the 
rubber frontier in southwest Amazonia in the first half of the twentieth century. Based 
on first-hand accounts and local experiences, it aims to address the many forms of 
labour coercion and/or enslavement that sustained the process of rubber trade 
territorialization in the Guaporé Valley, on the border between Brazil and Bolivia. In 
keeping with a transdisciplinary approach, it further assesses the spatial and temporal 
dimensions of labour commodification (CARDOSO DE MELLO & MELKEBEKE, 2019) in the 
rubber fields from an Indigenous perspective. In so doing, this talk ultimately seeks to 
advance the discussions on the transformations in labour relations during the rubber 
boom (WEINSTEIN, 1983; ULLÁN DE LA ROSA, 2004) by engaging both with the literature 
on the periodization of the history of slavery (TOMICH, 2018; ZEUSKE, 2019) and 
Indigenous historicities in order to contribute to the debate about the persistence of 
modalities of coerced labour in post-abolition Brazil and their role in the development 
of the capitalist world-economy in Amazonia. 
 
Bio: 
Louise C. de Mello is a historian and anthropologist specialised in the ethnohistory and 
archaeology of Indigenous peoples and Afro-descendant communities in Amazonia. She 
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