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STRUGGL8S

Representing the Peasantry?
Struggles for/about Land in Brazil
JOSE DE SOUZA MARTINS

INTRODUCTION

Unlike most other countries in Latin America (particularly Andean and
central American ones). a longstanding and thus deeply rooted system of
independent smallholding cultivation based on an indigenous peasantry has
until relatively recently been absent from Brazilian history. Perhaps because
of this, peasants in Brazil have been and are currently more prone than their
counterparts elsewhere in the continent to the phenomenon known as the
'invention of tradition', a process which in turn generates claim and
counter-claim about identity and entitlement based on this.' For this same
reason, the domestic and international visibility of the struggle for land in
Brazil over the last quarter of a century, and especially during the last
decade, challenges the social sciences to update their understanding both of
the agrarian question and of the peasant struggles in this country.
At the same time, these struggles over land raise important questions
concerning the direction and outcome of such conflict: in short, struggles
for land are also struggles about wider socio-economic objectives, or the
way in which property rights desired by the protagonists are perceived as
desirable by those in Brazilian society as a whole. Recent clashes over the
issue of land reform suggest that more aucntion be paid to the role and
agenda of non-peasants, or those who are termed here the agents of
mediation (= mediating groups). The latter designation covers a variety of
groups and institutions - especially the Roman Catholic church - that have
played a crucial part in making peasant and Indian protest and resistance
viable.
It is necessary, therefore, to dispel some of the more misguided
assumptions relating both 10 the land issue in Brazil and to the ensuing
conflicts. First and foremost, one should keep in mind that, in the Brazilian
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case, the agrarian problem does not conform to the standard Latin American
format. Historically, Brazil's huge landed estates (/arijimtlibs) focused on
producing tropical goods for export, such as sugar and coffee, and were
responsible for the development of an agranan bourgeoisie that played a k".Y
role in Brazilian economic development. ln cases such as that of the Sao
Paulo coffee area, this class evolved into a dynamic commercial, industrial
and financial bourgeoisie, as early as the nineteenth century. It was this
segment of the bourgeoisie, of agrarian origin, that was largely responsible
for the industrial development of the country's southeast, currently the core
of Brazil's economy. It was a bourgeoisie, furthermore, whose social and
political vision had a major social and potincat irn~_act, such as. its
involvement with the establishment of the University of Sao Paulo in 1934,
currently Brazil's most important centre of higher education and of the
production of technical and scientific knowledge.'
The contemporary history of Brazil, especially that which started with
the 1964 coup d'etat. which installed a military dictatorship that lasted for
twenty years (1964-85), suggests that agrarian issues generally and the
struggles of the peasantry in particular should be exa~ined through a much
broader optic: namely. a perspective that is not confined to episodes and
events which occur only in the countryside, but one that includes a wider
range of different social categoriesand classes in ~razilian society. Jn brief,
ii is difficult to understand peasant struggle until we cease to regard 11
merely as a current manifestation of an ancient conflict the protagonists of
which have their roots in a distant past, and a past. furthermore, which they
are intent on recuperating. For this reason, it would be epistemologically
and politically inappropriate to reduce the recent history of B~azil's peasant
struggles to a stereotype shared historically with the peasantries of Mexico,
Central America, Bolivia or Peru. The genesis of and path followed by
agrarian conflict in Brazil is very different, and calls for an interpretation
compatible with its own socio-economic specificities. .
.
The presentation which follows contains three sections, each of wh~ch
corresponds roughly to a particular phase in the agrarian struggle. The first
examines what might loosely be termed the 'opening of the agranan
frontier', the ensuing cash-crop production (coffee, su~ar, ru.bber) being
dependent for its labour supply on a process of imernarional immigrauon
and settlement.' The second looks at the subsequent closing of the agrarian
frontier, a situation of double dispossession which gave rise to national
migration as land usufruct tights hitherto enjoyed by members of the
agricultural work force were cut back at the same time as urban e.mployment
opportunities became scarce. The third considers the way 10 which the land
question was then reopened, by whom, and why, while the conclusion
investigates the arguments and conflicts surrounding what have in effect
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become movements by Brazilian Indians and peasant smallholders for the
re-possession of and/or the right to work on the land.

OPF.NING

THE AGRARIAN

FRONTIER

In order to understand what peasant movements consist of in Brazil, as well
as to appreciate their aims and difficu lties, it is necessary to refer briefly and
in passing lo the agrarian question. We are all aware of what IJ1c agrarian
question is in theory: namely, a question about obstacles to accumulation,
whereby the existence of Jand rent blocks the development of capital, and in
effect prevents a surplus being generated in agriculture for the purpose of
industrialization.' Where economic activity depends on the land, and where
agricultural land is controlled by a traditional landowning class not directly
involved in cultivation, an economically unproductive landlord has the
power LO demand from the economically productive capitalist what amounts
to a charge on accumulation as a condition of setting the agrarian labour
process in motion. Such a cost is either passed onto and thus borne by all
productive elements in the context concerned, or - more probably - acts as
a barrier to capital investment and surplus generation.
In Brazil, however, the modern ownership of land was instituted through
the 1850 Land Bill, which had as its purpose the formulation of legal
mechanisms that made the cultivation of great landed estates obligatory,
especially where coffee plantations were concerned. during the nineteenth
century.' Its objective was to stimulate a process of primitive accumulation
that Brazil did not have, and - in the absence of a large mass of peasants
who could be expropriated and then proletarianized - for which the country
lacked the necessary pre-conditions. In this respect, it was 11 different
process from the one that look place in European countries, from the reality
and history of which the primitive accumulation theory derived. With the
abolition of slavery looming, the purpose of the 1850 Land Bill was simple:
to create both a shortage of land and a consequent incidence of poverty, so
as LO ensure the availability 10 landowners of' a work force that was
necessary, in large numbers. to tend coffee crops and to maintain the sugar
economy. Slave emancipation did indeed take place, in 1888, and deprived
plantation agriculture of its captive work force."
By lowering the cost of the agrarian workforce through a system very
similar to debt peonage, this measure, to some extent, transferred both the
hardships of and the economic burden occasioned by the abolition of
slavery Onto the new worker. At the same time, it converted surplus portions
of this workforce into a reserve army of labour that was essential to the
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establishment of a cheap source of blue-collar workers necessary for
industrialization. In providing medium and small commercial farms, as well
as large plantations. with low-cost rural workers. the 1850 Land Bill
subsidized the reproduction of the industrial workforce, makin.~ it cheaper
for industrial capital 10 employ labour-power. Thus, to some degree Brazil
was able to meet its requirements for accumulation from within its own
borders, by mobilizing surplus labour for all sectors of the economy
(agriculture. industry, trade. banking).
In the Brazilian case, tbe agrarian question manifests itself on two
planes. On one hand. therefore, ownership of the land in a political system
that was pan of the client-oriented and oligarchic system constituted - at
least up to the time of the 1964 coup d' euu - an economic reward for
political loyalty. The republican constitution of 1891 had transferred to the
states of the Brazilian federation the ownership of devolved land, and
transformed it thereby into the currency of political deals in the market of
oligarchic domination. In the more backward areas of the country, land
obtained by political means was the source of conflicts with rural workers
and consequently of violence against them. On the other hand. land was
monopolized specifically in order to enable landowners to exercise control
over their work force, and until the 1950s rural labourers were indeed in a
relation of dependence on farmers who employed them. With the industrial
boom of the 1950s, however, the urban demand for agricultural produce
increased the value of land. and rental payments - which hitherto had been
a way of obtaining and retaining workers - were now transformed simply
into a way of accruing speculative profits,
In this connection, it is important to understand that the current agrarian
conflict in Brazil does not stem directly and solely from the undeniable fact
of land concentration, notwithstanding the fact that large plantations were
and are a focus of struggle. Current agrarian conflict, and political solutions
linked 10 this, seem not from laufundism per se as from the transformation
in the relations of production that replaced slave labour, and came about as
a result of the abolition of slavery in the late nineteenth century. To
demonstrate this it is necessary to outli ne the three different solutions
adopted by regional elites in Brazil in order to replace slave labour, and thus
to ensure the continuity of large-scale export-oriented commercial
agriculture. The key to present agrarian struggles, and to the agrarian
question itself, therefore, lies not so much in the system of landholding as
in the changes 10 the labour regime introduced by rural employers.
Land, Slavery and the State
Changes lo rclauons of production within Brazilian agriculture during the
nineteenth century were necessitated by the abolition of slavery in the
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sugar-producing colonies of the Caribbean, itself an effect of inter-imperial
rivalries, and the consequent pressure from England to end the slave trade.'
Shortly after Brazilian Independence from Portugal in 1825, England
obtained from Brazil the light for the English navy to board the slave ships
headed toward its ports, freeing the captives in their own colonies and
confiscating the vessels. But it was only in 1850 that Brazil finally approved
a law forbidding the trafficking and entry of slaves from Africa. This sealed
the fate of slavery in Brazil.
At that very conjuncture, Brazil also passed a new Land Bill, replacing
the sesmarias or land-grant system inherited from Portugal and suspended
in 1822. According Lo this older form of tenure, the occupation of land was
free and ownership was conferred by virtue of cultivating the land and
residing on it permanently. This earlier form of land Litle extended only co
those who were white, free, and Roman Catholic: that is, to those 'pure' in
blood and faith. Final disposition over land, however, was vested in the
crown (as embodied in the state), which upheld properly rights only where
land was cultivated. If land granted remained uncultivated, the crown had
the right to reallocate such holdings to other interested parties. In essence,
the Land Grant Bill (Lei das Sesmariasi of the kingdom of Portugal was, in
the early fourteenth century, only a usufruct right to land whereby tenure
was conditional on the land being cultivated. It is to this law that the
establishment of huge landed estates in Brazil is erroneously ascribed; much
rather, the consolidation of such latifundia was linked 10 the availability of
slave labour - provided both by the indigenous population and also by
Africans. The land grant (sesmaria) itself was merely a secondary factor in
the establishment of the large landholdings system prevalent in the country.
According to the new Land Bill of 1850, the Brazilian Stale gave up its
rule over granted land (the dominiuni) and made the grantee the full and
unquestioned owner of the land. thereby instituting full ownership rights
over land property. It simultaneously abolished previous ethnic prohibitions
on landownership, while at the same time restricting access to land by
establishing economic barriers. Jn other words. land was henceforth a
commodity, and as such could be purchased, either from a private individual
or from the State. This law was premissed on two complementary processes.
First, the gradual disappearance of slavery, as a result both of the ending of
the slave trade, and of an inability 10 supplement this shortfall by the
employment of a captive indigenous population. And second, the
recognition that large-scale fanning required massive immigration, or the
influx of foreign labour to till the land. The interruption of slave trading,
however, led to a substantial increase in the price of slaves, which rendered
the abolition of slavery inevitable by 1888, for cost reasons.' 1\vo years
before abolition. the Brazilian government was already fostering
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immigration schemes, which subsequently resulted in the inflow of
hundreds of thousands of families - initially from Italy. Spain, Portugal,
Germany, and Switzerland, and later on from Japan - all of which were
relocated in the south of Brazil, and especially in the coffee-growing southeastern region.'
~
Coffee and the Colonato
Jn the case of coffee, besides the transformation of work relations, one must
also take into account that, at that time, cultivation of this crop expanded
toward the west of the province of S3o Paulo, pushing out the economic
frontier and occupying virgin land, especially the highly fertile, so-called
'purple' soil. Together with the labour supply crisis occasioned by the
abolition of the slave trade, this resulted in an economic decline of the rich
but less productive coffee estates in the south-east area, which depended on
the port of Rio de Janeiro. These estates suffered economically because of
two factors: the comparatively lower productivity of their coffee plantations
and the suspension of the slave trade, each of which combined to undermine
the position of slave-owning landlords. In the western area of Sao Paulo, by
contrast, commercially dynamic agricultural production based on a new
type of labour relation, the so-called colonato system employing
immigrants from other countries, became the norm [8eig11elma11, 1968].
Contrary to what is sometimes claimed, chattel slavery in Brazil was not
replaced with free wage labour." Commercial farmers made several
attempts to create a new work relations that would, above all, ensure the
continuation of export-oriented agricultural production on large landed
estates managed on capitalist lines. In Rio de Janeiro, for example, one
alternative given serious consideration was the introduction of Chinese
'coolies'. The latter, commercial farmers hoped. would become temporary
slaves on coffee plantations. This proposal, however, did not work out.
Sharecropping was attempted in Sao Paulo, but this also failed, due to the
high cost of obtaining foreign workers, a result of commercial farmers in
Brazil themselves having to pay for the passage of such migrants and their
families from Europe to the place of work [Davarz. 1941 ].
Instead of these options (coolies, sharecroppers), commercial farmers
finally opted for the colonato system. which took root and operated for
roughly one century. Although there is still debate about this, the colonato
system in effect combined what were various different types of working
arrangement within a single production relation." On any coffee plantation
in Brazil at this conjuncture there were three main kinds of agricultural task
requiring manual labour. The first was taking care of the coffee plants, by
keeping the plantation weed-free, a task which entailed two or three
weedings annually. This work was paid for in cash. a fixed amount

•
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according to the number of coffee bushes treated. Additionally, a contract
labourer (colono) was allowed to plant subsistence crops - such as corn.
beans and even rice - between the rows of coffee bushes. The second task
consisted of harvesting the coffee, work that was paid for either in cash. by
volume of coffee picked. or under a sharecropping system. Thirdly, a
contract labourer had to provide !he landed estate with several days of
unpaid work per year: this consisted of jobs such as clearing pasture,
cleaning and maintaining paths and roads, fixing fences, and putting out
fires. Members of the contract labourer's family also received wages for
working in the coffee processing area.
The co/0110 contract in fact encompassed the whole agricultural
labouring family, all of which was involved in working on the farm, even
the children." Accordingly, there was a clear preference on tbe part of
commercial farmers for the recruitment and employment not of single
workers but rather of agricultural labouringfamilies, and large ones at that.
These agricultural labouring families lived in 'colonies' of houses sited
within the estate or farm; some of the larger coffee estates had several of
these colonies located within their boundaries. forming a veritable rural
network of villages. Besides a house, the colono workers were entitled to a
plot of land on which lo plant vegetables and raise farm animals (chickens,
goats). Finally, they were also allowed to maintain in the farm's pastures that is, at U1e owner's expense - two pack animals (horses. mules, donkeys)
for working and transportation purposes. The colonato relation included,
furthermore, the possibility that al harvest-time a contract labourer might
himself hire workers on his own account (i.c., recruited and paid for by
him), to help him pick coffee both in the amount and in the time stipulated
by his contractual obligations to his employer.
The co/011a10 was accordingly a diversified and complex contractual
rclal ionship, combining salaried work, the payment of rent in the form of
Jabour 11J1d goods, and the rendering of labour services free of charge, in
addition to direct production of the means of subsistence. It was, in short. a
relational form that united clements of a declining peasantry with aspects of
an emerging rural working class, and thus a working arrangement in which
cash payment represented less than half of overall pay, in general roughly
one third. Researchers who maintain that the colono relation indicates the
existence of a rural proletariat point 10 behavioural evidence, citing the
participation of contract labourers in strikes. Such episodes were few in
number. however. and have little significance when considered in the wider
context of the large number of contract workers who did not withdraw their
labour-power in this fashion. Most importantly, the dispute about whether
or not the colono was a proletarian overlooks both the fact and the role or
the relation as being that of an agricultural labouring family, and not an
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individual worker. There is much documentary evidence that the
recruitment by rural employers of a family as distinct from a single worker
was a deliberate ace, designed co achieve two particular ends: not just to
obtain access to more labour-power al a lower overall cost, but also to use
the family itself as a method of social control. Simply put, the catono was
dissuaded from participating in class struggles due to the fear of seeing
himself and his family - especially his wife and small children - evicted
from their smallholding."
The main problem facing commercial farmers using this new labour
relation was generated by the fact of worker indebtedness, a result or the trip
from Europe. Debt condemned all the agricultural labouring family to many
years of serfdom, which contract labourers were unwilling to accept. While
the imminent abolition of slavery was being debated in Parliament. a revolt
by colonos from Switzerland contributed to the decision by the Brazilian
government to establish state subsidized immigration. In this it had die
support of the government of the province of Silo Paulo, which also
instituted a wide-ranging programme of subsidized immigration in order Lo
obtain workers for its coffee plantations.
It was the Brazilian stale which instituted rational, effective ways 10
manage the landed estates· demand for manpower and the organization of
supply. II organized the immigration process, appointing and hiring
recruitment agents in Europe, and also created hostels in which to house
the immigrants temporarily between their arrival in the country and their
transferral to farms and/or estates. Since it was the state which paid for
the passage of agricultural labouring families. the labour-power
embodied in the latter was in effect gifted-to the estate owners. This was,
indeed, the form taken by the economic compensation that the Brazilian
government offered farmers andfor planters for their acceptance of an end
to slavery: namely, socializing the costs of obtaining and establishing a
substitute work force, without which the territorial expansion of large
coffee plantations would have been impossible. This measure was very
important. both in creating the internal market and also in providing a
first impulse toward industrialization. shortly after the abolition of
slavery.
Sugar after Slavery
In the most important sugarcane growing and sugar-producing area of the
country, the north-east, the rural labour supply crisis occasioned by the
ending of slavery had other characteristics." Al that particular conjuncture,
the cultivation of sugarcane differed from the cultivation of coffee in many
ways. First, because sugarcane was being grown in what was basically the
same area as it had since the sixteenth century; coffee, by contrast, had only
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become a major crop in the south-east during the nineteenth century, and
especially after 1860. This difference in longevity profoundly affected the
way in which farmers and workers were habituated lo the production
regime. Second, for a long time the cultivation of sugarcane was essentially
limited lo the same part of lhc north-east, close to the coast. There was a
major area of sugarcane plantarions also in the inner state area of Sao Paulo
and Rio de Janeiro, but this did not generate the same kind of habituation a'
was the case in the north-cast.
As with coffee, sugar cultivation became a tool for expanding the
economic frontier, moving further inland and, over the course of several
decades, into new areas of virgin territory covered by native woodlands.
Sugarcane production was undertaken by what became over time a wellestablished planter class, given LO conspicuous consumption and the self.
image of which was that of an aristocratic agrarian elite, and generally
conservative as to property inheritance, socral relations, social hierarchy
and political outlook. By contrast, coffee produced an agrarian elite that was
open to the incorporation of new farmers, precisely because of its rapid and
relatively recent territorial expansion. Unlike their well-established
counterparts producing sugarcane, therefore, coffee farmers in Brazil were
required to start cultivation from scratch: felling the forest, clearing and
preparing the soil, seeding the coffee plantation, and waiting for a period of
between four and five years before productiou could commence." All of this
groundwork was based on temporary. fonnally non-capitalist, labour
relations; only once all this had been accomplished did the resident cotonos
move in to tend the plantation and harvest the crop.
Because it was older, the cultivation of sugarcane maintained within the
great plantations a large mass of creole (mestizo) inhabitanrs descended
from Indian freedmen, Indian slavery having been abolished during the
mid-eighteenth century, This form of chattel slavery was unknown in the
cultivation of coffee. When emancipated, this workforce - equivalent to
what the colono would become at a later date - did not command sufficient
resources enabling them to survive as independent economic agents outside
the estate system. For 1J1is reason, they continued to Ii ve on their former
masters' estates, under the paternal regime of the planter class, growing
food for their own subsistence on marginal plots of land ill-suited for
sugarcane cultivation. In exchange for permission to grow their own crops,
these descendants of Indian freedmen paid the landowner labour-rent, all
arrangement known as the 'yoke' (cambiio). whereby they worked for a
certain number of days per annum in the sugarcane plantation." Although
they were allowed to sell surplus product from their plots to anyone they
chose, in practice the purchaser was often the landowner himself, who
Acquired their output at niggardly prices.
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Planters were from the outset obliged co acquire black slaves as labour
for sugarcane cultivation. nm least because of the monopoly over slave
trafficking exercised by the Portuguese Crown itself. Wi1h the cessation of
this trade, slave labour gradually became scarce, both in the sugarproducing north-east and in the coffee-producing south-east, dusing the
price of such workers LO rise. Sugarcane growers began selling their slaves
to the large coffee-plantation owners in the south-east, thereby establishing
an internal trade in unfree labour. In order lo compensate for workers lost in
this manner, planters increased the amount of labour-rent their freedmen
were required 10 provide in order LO continue having access lo smallholdi ngs
on lbe estates. From this emerged a system of tenant farming based on a
permanent agricultural worker (morador) resident on the sugar plantation, a
relational form that lasted until the rnid-19.'iOs.

Rubber Tapping i11 Amaza11ia
Another area of economic activity possessing its own specific labour regime
was the rubber industry located in the Amazon region. Unlike the
cultivation of sugar or coffee, rubber was an extractive economic industry
based on large Irec groves i o the heart of the forest. This form of producti ve
activity became more important in the Amazonian region only after 1870,
and chattel slavery was therefore relationally insignificant LO its economic
development The cultivation and harvesting of rubber depended, much
rather, on the labour-power of an internal migrant workforce, composed of
impoverished peasants and agricnnural workers escaping from rhe semiarid
north-eastern region (not the sugarcane north-east)." These migrants were
recruited in large numbers and then transported to the Amazon region by
labour contractors. Although the latter exercised extra-economic coercion
when recruiting workers, usually a process linked lo cash advances and
debt, the main reason for migration remained hunger and poverty
occasioned by severe drought, especially the one that occurred in 1877."
Once in Amazonia, these migrants were reduced to serfdom by virtue of
debts they owed lO the owner's store (barra(.'iio) that supplied them with
staple goods on credit, 10 be paid for from their accumulated earnings at the
cod of the agricultural season. Unlike the colono, the rubber tapper
(>'erin811eiro) was a lone worker, living and labouring by himself in the
forest, with the owner's store as his sole point of reference." The estate
owner forbade the rubber tapper from trading with strangers (either buying
from or selling co others), a measure enforced by hired gunmen (gaws) who
also prevented workers from running away by controlling river access lo the
rubber-tree groves. Structured by coercion, this type of production relation
was in essence a form or slavery: the debt peonage system (Cu11ha, 1946]."
Just as the labour regimes of sugar and coffee cultivation differed from
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tnat of rubber production, so the economic crisis of the latter was due 10 an
equally distinct cause: the introduction into the world market in 1911 of
rubber produced in Malaysia rsantns, 1980]. With its comparatively tow
level of productivity, the extraction of rubber continued in Amazonia, but
now stripped of the economic importance ir had enjoyed during the 20
years in which its output had dominated world markets. This was the
period in which the ostentation and conspicuous consumption by rubber
planters ensured that their lifestyle became la effect a tropical extension of
Parisian high society. This was particularly true of the town of Belem, the
gateway into the Amazon region, the architectural splendours of which
rcftcctcd the profitability of the rubber economy. In some areas, estates
producing rubber were abandoned by their owners, but the rubber tappers
continued to work independently as squatters [laruii, 1978]. The extraction
of rubber in Brazil was given a new lease of life during World War 11, when
the West's access lo Malay rubber plantations was cue off. As part of the
war effort. the Brazilian government developed an incentive program for
rubber and encouraged migration from the semi-arid northeast to the
Amazon region. These measures, however, did not bring about any
changes in production relations. Mach rather the contrary, since the
economic revitalizauon of rubber extraction also resulted in a
corresponding revitalization of peonage, or the practice of holding persons
in servitude to work off a debt.
Peasant Agriculture in the South
There were yet other areas of agricuhural production in Brazil the economic
problems of which made a contribution 10 the formation of what now
manifests itself as a crisis of the peasantry. This is particularly true of the
important family farming sector composed of privately owned
smallholdings in the south of Brazil. Al a time when ic was recruiting
workers in Europe for the commercial coffee estates and farms, the
Brazilian government intended that at least some of these immigrants
should join agricultural colonization projects where they would become
peasant family farmers, Nol the least important objective of this policy was
an ideological one: namely, 10 demonstrate to prospective immigrants that
by working hard on the plantations they, too, coald become independent
peasant proprietors. The latter was, quite explicitly, held up as a reward for
contributing to the economic well-being directly of commercial agriculture
and indirectly of the nation itself. In the south of the country, most of the
agricultural workers settled in this manner and for this reason were of
Italian, German and Polish· origin. Theirs was a self-sufficient agriculture,
practised by a peasantry transplanted literally from Europe 10 the south of
Brazil, a form of production that remains fairly important to this day.
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Each one of these economic processes - sugar, coffee, and rubber
production - had its moment of crisis and, consequently, iLS experience of
social transformation. Except for producers engaged in the extraction of
rubber, whose crisis came earlier, those who cultivated sugarcane and coffee
plus the peasant family farms in the south all faced economic ~iffLculties,
but for different reasons, from the 1950s onwards. It was these economic
difficulties chat are at the root of the social conflict which eventually forced
itself onto tbe national political agenda in the decades which followed.
What is important to understand is that, co some degree. it was the shared
chronology of change taking place in distinct agricultural sectors located in
different parts of the country that conferred ideological legitimacy on the
presence of a uniform problem and political solution: that is, on the notion
of a uniform set of problems, a uniform political programme, and a uniform
agrarian struggle. [n short, a rural movement the rnobilizarion of which
managed to hide its diverse causes, and - by implication - the different
social consequences of this face for a seeming unified demand for reform.
TI
CJ..OStNG

THE AGRARIAN

FRONTIER

The main outcome of these crises in the different sectors of the agrarian
economy was a process of internal migration and westwards expansion
within Brazil itself, and the gradual but ineluctable occupation of land on
the frontier. Prom the nineteenth century onwards, therefore, it was this as
much as anything which ensured the survival and consolidation of peasant
family farming, acting as • safety valve by absorbing migrants from other
parts of the country. The capacity of peasant economy to reproduce itself in
this manner only really began to diminish in the period of the military
dictatorship (t 964-85), in the face of what some have defined as 'closing
the frontier'.
New land was accordingly occupied not only by coffee planters from the
southeast, but also by poor peasants and agricultural labourers from the
north-east, midwcst and the south. The taller categories became squatters
tposseiros) who practised shifting cultivation, which involved clearing a
small plot of land and cultivating it for a few years, and then moving on 10
an adjacentplot, where the same procedure was repeated. This permi lied the
original site to recover its fertility, thereby enabling the squatter 10 return
and cultivate it once again. Thus practised shifting cultivation was sufficient
only 10 provide the squauer and his family with subsistence, and any surplus
product generated by this form of peasant economy was sold locally.
Because squatters tacked title co the land they occupied and cultivated in
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this manner, their smattholdiogs were frequently the subject of ownership
disputes, particularly with large landlords or agribusiness enterprises

seeking 10 expand their properties by appropriating all peasant family farms
in the vicinity." Thus rural conflicts in the south, such as the Contcstado
revolt ( 19 J 211916) and the uprising in the state of Para nu ( 1957), and more
recently in the rnidwest and Amazonia. have all involved disputed land
rights and titles."
Closing the Urban IndustrialSafety \0.lve
During the period between the 1930s and the 1960s. a rapid expansion of
the Brazilian economy meant that migrants from the rural north-east and
south-wesr were able lo lind urban industrial employment, particularly in
the Siio Paulo region. Agricultural workers who became unemployed as a
result or falling coffee prices in the 1930s, migrated to urban areas and
found jobs in Iahour-intensivc capitalist enterprises recruiting new workers.
After receiving rural migrants from Ilic coffee estates, industry subsequently
absorbed those from the north-east who were fleeing drought and poverty,
and also those from Minas Gerais, displaced as a result of the expansion of
livestock ranching into areas of peasant economy. However. U1is capacity on
the part of Brazilian industry 10 empJoy workers expelled from the land
lasted only until the coup d'etat of the rnid-1960s, when the dynamic of
accumulation shifted decisively away from a labour-intensive process co a
capital-intensive one.
A crucial result of the technical modernization of Brazilian industry at
that conjuncture was a decline in the number of jobs available to rural
migrants. Such employment as eJ< isled was now open only to skilled
workers with higher educational and better technical qualifications than
those possessed by agdcultural labour. Urban areas continued to receive
migrants. but increasingly these entered not the better-paid industrial
workforce (= the formal sector) but rather the informal sector economy,
where wages were low, working conditions poor. and employment
insecure." Over the last three decades, therefore, rural migrants have
become slum dwellers (Jave/ados)living al rhe margins of subsistence in the
shantytowns, a far cry from kind of life offered them by what they perceived
until the 1960s as the welcoming city. In short. migration from the
countryside in search of urban employment has ceased to be what it once
was in Brazil, a safety valve mechanism,
This decline in urban employment opportunities was itself compounded
by transformations in the agrarian economy generally, and in the labour
regime on sugar and coffee plantations from the 1950s onwards. In an
attempt lo slave off the effect of capitalist competition, sugar planters in
Brazil increased the amount of labour-renl payable by their plantation
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workforce. During the 1960s. however, the economic situation improved as
a result, ironically, or the Cuban revolution: sugar planters in Brazil
benefited from the reallocation by the United Slates of Cuban sugar quoins
10 other sugar producing countries. The consequent recovery in the demand
for this commodity generated an additional need for plantation labour, and
landowners extracted more surplus-labour from their existing permanent
workers, converting the lauer into rent-paying tenants and the former into a
rent-rocciving landlord [Andrade, 1979)." Many smallholding permanent
workers, who were unable to meet these demands for additional labour-rent
were evicted from the sugar plantations, only to return subsequently bu;
now as landless casual agricultural labour (cl.a11desti1ws)employed on a
temporary or seasonal basis."
A not dissimilar process took place on the coffee estates. where a
permanent agricultural workforce was casualized and deprived of its
usufruct rights. Jn well-established and older coffee estates plagued by
declining soil fcrtifity, the colonato relation was essentially
a
sharecropping system. To the west of the stale of SAo Paulo, where coffee
bushes were by contrast newer. younger, and thus more productive, the
colonato system combined the characteristics of iudepcndcm cultivator
and wage labourer. Access Lo land in born coffee growing areas - old and
new alike - meant. however. that a colono harboured ownership
aspirations and perceived his true identity to be 1hat of a peasant. [armer.
This sel f-identity sprang from the right of a contract labourer to grow his
own staple crops in the rows between the coffee bushes, and either to
consume them or sell any surplus produce via the estate owner. From
viewpoint of the landlord, this arrangement ensured that U1c colono would
regularly and scrupulously clear the coffee groves of competing weeds. if
for no other reason than l.O be able to plant his own crops (com. beans) in
the spaces cleared. Under this system, the colono worked simultaneously
for himself and for his landowner.
In the course of the century during which the colona system prevailed,
however, it became clear that growing crops i11 the spaces between the rows
of coffee bushes was counter-productive and thus uneconomic. First, these
crops damaged the shallow roots of the coffee bush, affecting rhe
productivity and profitability of this cash crop, And second, the introduction
of new and more productive varieties of coffee plant requiring more shade
and thus less space between the rows, eliminating the area traditionally
cultivated by c:he colono. To compensate for me loss of this usufruct right,
colonos were provided with alternative plots of land outside coffee estates,
which in turn transformed the existing division or labour. As a result or
coffee and subsistence crops occupying a separate physical space but
coinciding in terms of harvest time, me males in the agricultural labouring
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family worked on the coffee estate while the women tended the
smallholding.
Ironically, the growth of the domestic market for foodstuffs linked to
industrial boom of the l 950s gave an added impetus to the peasant fanning
side of 1.hc colouo relation and simultaneously undermined this. While the
increased demand for foodstuffs cultivated on plots leased from coffee
growers generated more income for the colono family, therefore, it also
alerted landlords to the economic potential of sucb smallholdings. Estate
owners began lo phase out the colono system and its usufruct component,
preferring instead co pay such workers a cash wage. Access to land owned
by tbc coffee estate. and with it the possibility of a higher income. was
gradually replaced with wage labour for a cash payment. This trend towards
the proletarianization of the rural workforce was strengthened by " federal
government policy aimed at rationalizing the cultivation of coffee; subsidies
were provided enabling farmers and estate owners either to replace old
coffee bushes with new ones. to convert portions of their property into
pasture, or to diversify into other commercial crops. Consequently, the need
to maintain the co/0110 system as a means of securing labour-power for
estates and large farms declined accordingly.
These changes were pushed through rapidly, not least because of the
opposition by organized rural labour to their implementation, the ending of
the colonato, aod the eviction of erstwhile colouos and their families from
the estates. When the Rural Worker Bill was passed in 1963, giving legal
substance lo the agricultural worker fightback, landowners and farmers
quickly recognized the colonato system as being not just ao economic
burden but also a threat. The rate of evictions increased, and the now
landless workers (b6ias·frias)were frequently re-employed on a temporary
basis by the same landowners. who no longer dealt directly with them but
with labour contractors." Accordingly, the transition to a casual agricultuml
workforce in coffee cultivation. from colonos to boias-frias, was in essence
no different frorn the transformation from moradores LO clandestinos in the
north-east sugar region.
To some degree, these transformations in the patterns of rural
employment were accompanied by changes in the producti vc forces, a result
of the adoption by employers of low-cost subsidized technical, mechanized
and chemical inputs. Coffee, for example, continued to be harvested by
manual labour, but the task of weeding was accomplished through the use
of herbicides. In the sugar plantations, tasks such as the annual tilling of the
soil and the planting of the cane crop were mechanized, but harvesting of
the cane - as in the case of coffee - was still undertaken by Jabour-power.
ln other words. capitalist production in Brazilian agriculture became
increasingly fragmented into tasks that still required manual labour, and
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those in which it was no longer employed [Silva, 1980]. The effects on
agricu Hurni labour of this transformed combination of productive forces and
social relations of production were profound: the increasing presence of
technical/mechanized inputs meant chat agrarian capitalists had to exercise
oreater managerial control over lal>our~intensivc tasks. Rural workers and
:heir families lost not only their limited and conditional access co land.
therefore, but also their equally limited capacity to control the rhythm and
pace of agricultural tasks. Moreover, as casual labour they faced long
periods of seasonal unemployment coupled with migration co distant areas
in search of work."

Land Grabbing and Dispossession in Amazonia
Although in Amazonia the extraction of rubber went into economic decline as
early as the first decades of the twentieth century, it recovered during World
War JI when metropolitan capitalise access to the output of Malaysian rubber
plantations was interrupted, It survived until 1965, when for strategic reasons
the military dictatorship put into practice a sweeping programme of economic
development in the Amazon region. By means of a tax incentives policy. the
federal government granted a 50".b incometax exemption to those companies
already installed in ocher areas which were willing LIJ expand their activities
into the Amazon region." Since most investment was in crop and livestock
farming, the demand for Amazonian pasture land increased correspondingly.
However, territory that the military dictatorship assumed to be empty was the
last refuge of the Indian tribes, both indigenous to the region and those which
had fled the Portuguese conquest during the sixteenth century. Amazonia was
also the location of on ihe one hand peasant smallholders, consisting of
squatters pushed out from the north-east in previous decades, and on the other
rubber-tappers working for masters-especially in the territory of Acre-who
actually had no title to the tand."
The new Amazon occupation policy revealed the precarious nature of
landownership and titles in this region.v Thosc who operated rubber estates.
and had government leases co this land. acted as if they had property rights
and sold these agreements on 10 companies interested in the federal
government's tax incentives. In a similar vein. forged documents appeared
claiming title to the land of lndiao tribes and peasant squatters, 'property'
thus acquired in the Amazon being sold 10 enterprises seeking tax
incentives. In this situation. paper rather than land exercised power: it was
on the basis of such power, however, that Indians and squatters were
'legally' evicted from their holdings by capitalist enterprises." The extent of
illegal and dubious transfers of land titles in the Amazon region is
underlined by the face that in the year 2000 the federal government nullified
titles to some 63 million hectares of landed property.
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Such 'legal' acquisitions of land in Amazonia were also enforced by a
process of threats, violence and widespread extra-judicial murder." Peasant
squatters were evicted, and not infrequently killed, by gunmen hired by old
or new 'owners' of land occupied by the former; squatters reacted weakly
and only locally. with actions that had little impact on this incursion. Any
attempt to organize resistance was undermined by the isolated nature of
small villages and peasant family farms, the inhabitants of which were
easily picked off by hired gunmen." Unsurprisingly. therefore, the numbers
of peasant families murdered soared, particularly during U1e seventies and
the eighties. Because they were relatively more uni red and organized, trihal
populations fought back with more success, and for 20 years a situation akin
to tribal war prevailed in the Amazon region. In order to protect themselves
from the attempt to deliver 'Indian-free' land to capitalist enterprises,
Amazonian tribes closed or destroyed maoy or the secondary roads opened
by the Brazilian slate government in order LO form a network linked up to
the Transamazon Highway. This resistance notwithstanding, many tribal
groups suffered huge losses during this struggle to protect themselves and
their lands, and some lost as much as two thirds of their numbers during this
period.
These facts confound reoei vcd theory about the way in which agrarian
capitalism is reproduced." Contrary to the assumptions made by current
theory on the subject of primitive accumulation, capitalist development still
entails the dehumanization of the labouring subject, an objective pursued in
the Amazon region not by economically backward enterprises but rather by
new invesrment made by companies that are economically among the most
dynamic and advanced represenrauves of the capitalist system." New
companies, not infrequently renowned multinationals, major banks, large
industrial concerns, and leading commercial conglomerates, have no
problem with (he widespread employment on their farms or workers for the
slow and exhausting work of felling U1c forest, cleating me soil and seeding
the pastures, who arc recruited and retained by means of debt peonage
relations - that is, slavery through debt (peona11<'m)."' It is estimated that,
during the 1970s, the number of debt peons enslaved by such modern
companies may have been as high as 400,000 people ( Bra~{o11Land Clock,
1985]. The current assumption made by evolutionist varieties of Marxism.
that accumulation generally and the development of the productive forces in
particular necessarily and always entails (and, indeed, is dependent upon) a
corresponding transformation in the social relations of production relations.
or a transition from unfrec to free forms of labour-power, is wholly
undermined by the trajectory followed by agrarian capitalism in
Amazonia." In the latter context not only did capital give a new lease of life
lo so-called 'feudal' relations, but the resulting traffic of people was both
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ubiquitous and open: UJUs. for example. labour contractors supplied farm
managers with receipts for the debt peons bougln and sold, M if this were a
perfeclly normal capitalist transaction - which, in a sense, it is.
The Crisis of Peasant Economy in the South
•
Family farms in the south or the country also faced crisis from the 1970s
onwards, as a consequence of problems in ensuring the social reproduction
of peasant economy established by Italian and German immigrants during
the nineteenth century. These politically conservative smallholders, who
were closely linked to right-wing parties because of their strong religious
(mainly Roman Catholic) background, found it difficult to obtain additional
land for their offspring. Due to the high prices of rural property, such
peasant family farms possessed insufficient resources 10 compete
financially with large capualist enterprises entering Ilic land market, and
were consequently unable to purchase new holdings or expand existing
ones. However, as long as the offspring of peasant families were able to
migrate Lo and find well-paid industrial jobs in urban locations, this crisis
remained dormant." Peasant economy adopted internal regulatory
mechanism in order to cope with a declining land base: among the
descendents of Italian immigrants who settled in the state of Rio Grande do
Sul, for example. tbis took the form of ulrimogeniture, or the
iostitutionali7.ation of property inheritance by the youngest [Saiuos, 1978].
Sons and daughters of tlic peasant family married in age order, the last one
to marry- the youugest+ staying on in the parental home and inheriting U1e
land, in exchange agreeing to take care of elderly parents.

Peasants or ~\lorker.r?
Agrarian struggles in Brazil generated by these different conflicts became
organized around two opposed rural identities and policies that were in
conflict with one another. One of these was the reassertion of a smallholder
identity, which entailed the restoration of peasant economy by means of
land reform: this was the path taken by members of the Peasant Leagues.
and also by supporters of the Maoist Communist Party of Brazil (Partido
Comnumistado Brasil. or PC do B). (n the view of the latter, the struggle in
the countryside would be spearheaded by dispossessed peasants for land,
and not by landless agricultural workers exploited through the wage
relation. The pro-Moscow
Brazilian
Communist Party (Partido
CommunistaBrasileiro, or PCB) Cook the opposite view, and argued that the
struggle would be a peaceful one, involving the implementation of existing
rural labour legislation recognizing the claims or both colonos and
permanent labourers not as peasants with rights to land but rather as
agricultural workers with l'ights to a decent wage, reduced working hours,
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and improved working conditions. In shore. groups with a shared political
outlook were fighting for different policy objectives (land reform;
improvements i11 pay and conditions) on U1e basis of socio-economic
identities that were equally distinct (peasants; agricultural wage labourers),
This contradictory and thus debilitating approach to rural identity and
policy was inherited by those who subsequently became involved in
agrarian issues: the Movement of Landless Rural Workers (Movimen/o dos
Trabulhadores Sem Terra, or MST) and Church groups:" The latter
consisted of the Roman Catholic and Lutheran Churches. both of which
took up the question of rural crisis and cooflict in the early 1970s, when
Brazil was undergoing its severest period of political repression. For these
Church groups. what was happening in the countryside generally, and in
frontier areas especially, was nothing Jess than the violation of humau rights
(of Indian tribes, squatters, agricultural labourers, debt peons, and peasants).
Up until the 1964 military coup. the Cburch generally had not only been
reluctant to embrace the policy of land reform but also supported the
dictatorship due to a fear on its part that agrarian struggles - and that of the
Peasant Leagues in particular - threatened the institution of private
propcn y. The reason fol' this change of mind is complex, but has to do with
the way in which the right to private property was seen by Church groups
as theologically subordinate to (and thus overridden by) the broader issue of
human rights. lo short, private property came to be seen by Church groups
as being at the root of social injustices inflicted by the powerful against the
weak, and thus a motive for the wholesale appropriation by the rich of vast
tracts of 'unoccupied' land and the murder of the poor and defenceless who
anempred to resist this.
This social awareness on the part of Church groups also stemmed from
the findings of their pastoral commissions investigating the situation of
native populations and migrant squatters in the Amazon region." Jn t.he
polarized political climate of the dictatorship, the involvement of laymen in
pastoral activities established what amounted to a 'popular front', enabling
political cooperation between and coexistence among those who opposed
the military regime. These associations were necessarily of varied and
contradictory origins, not infrequently involving groups that hitherto had
nothing in common except a long history of conflict with one another:
Roman Catholics. Protestants, and Communists, the latter split along
different political allegiances (pro-Moscow: Maoist) and organizational
modalities (legal opposition; armed struggle). When the military
dictatorship ended in the mid-1980s, two things happened to this politically
heterogeneous opposition: on the one hand, the clergy withdrew from direct
political involvement, leaving such activity to laymen, and on the other the
MST appeared."
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Ill
RE-OCCUPYING TRE AGRARIAN FRONTIER'/

Nor me least of the many ironic.' informing Brazilian history is t~e fact that
dispossessed peasants and agricultural workers, the main players in
conflicts over land, are nm actually the main political players in the struggle
for agrarian reform. The reason for this, which requires some explanation,
lies in the way successive waves of rural population have been inserted
within the broader discourse about what it means 'to be Brazilian', and the
effect of this ideological exclusion/inclusion on the power of. respectively,
members of the urban bourgeoisie and (especially) the intelligentsia on the
one hand, and peasants, workers and tribals on the other, both to formulate
and thus to delineate the parameters of specifically political solutions to the
agrarian question in Brazil.
Like many other countries in the so-called Third World, the non-owning
and/or impoverished components of the rural population in Brazil have been
either excluded from or marginalized in relation to a broadly defined notion
of 'belonging to', being 'part of', and thus in a very basic sense defining the
nation. 1 n common with other countries colonized by Europe, Brazil was
defined largely by a small element of its urban inhabitants, the wealthier
class which, in addition to being urban were also citizens, and citizens.
moreover, whose outlook was shaped by all things European (culture,
fashion, art. literature, music. ideas, politics). An outlook which, in effect,
constituted a backwards glance at (not to say a longing for) its colonial past.
The inescapable irony here is that the economic reproduction of this
'civilized' Brazil - urban, wealthy, Eurocentsic - was underpinned by the
surplus labour of a politically unrecognized and unrepresented plebeian
'other' Brazil: the peasants, workers and tribals employed in commercial
agriculture the products of which (sugar, coffee. rubber) were exported to
Europe, and whose very profitability made a European Ji restyle possible for
its Brazili:1n owners.
This notion of Brazilian national identity defined largely by external
criteria - a European culture and society that was a colonial heritage chanzcd in the 1930s Revolution, when nationalism began to drawn from
infernal
" cultural phenomena (indigenous/rural/local anistic/musical
inftoenccs, ctc.) in order to construct a non-European self-awareness, or an
authentically modem and forwards-looking Brazilian identity. Although this
process of redefinition included what amounted to urban nostalgia for
elements or plebeian rural tradition and culture - the hitherto excluded
'other' Brazil - the peasants. workers and uibals whose culture this was
were themselves nevertheless excluded from both participation as citizens
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and an awareness of social/political rights linked to this. It was from the
resulting gap - between the recognition of cultural value but the denial of
the social and political rights that usually flow from such recognition - that
many of the present agrarian disputes and conflicts have received their
current nnpetus.

Jt is important, therefore. to understand four crucial points about the
conflict over land which erupted in Brazil during the .1970s. First, it was a
snuggle undertaken by members of a rural workforce (especially in the
Amazon region) to avoid being expelled frorn the lands they had occupied
under the assumption that these belonged ro the government (which would
negotiate with them over usufruct rights). Second, theirs was a struggle lo
obtain or retain access to the means of labour required for survival, and as
such had no wider programmatic status, nor did it exhibit a recognizably
political form of awareness. Third, the same is true of smallholders in the
south and parts of the south-cast, who faced impoverishment as a result of
being trapped between two rapidly closing frontiers, one in the towns
(where secure, well-paid industrial jobs were no longer available to them)
aod the other in the countryside (where the intergenerational reproduction
of peasant economy was blocked by corporate land purchases). And fourth,
even casual rural workers, arguably the poorest of the poor. exhibited liule
interest in joining these struggles fur land. All of these categories - squaller,
peasant smallholder, potential migrant, and wage worker alike - interpreted
politics simply as an act of good will on the pan of the state, which in its
'kindness' could (and would) grant the poor land.
Agrarian. Strugglefor Bourgeois Ends?
The political input 10 the land issue came from another source altogether.
provided by the discourse and agency of those who represented the
peasantry, who might be termed the agents mediating peasant moggie:
these belonged to party organizations of the left, which saw the struggle for
land and agrarian reform as part of a much wider process of class struggle,
the end object of which was socialism." Generally speaking, these
mediating groups are composed of the bourgeois and intellectual strata, and
are frequently religious or puny agents, or educators, even though many of
them are closely or distantly related LO peasant families, especially in the
south. This is especially true of the MST leadership and representatives of
the Pastoral Land Commission. Furthermore, these groups know 1h:11 the
consciousness of the peasants and rural workers themselves is limited to the
immediate objective of survival, and chat for this reason it is a
consciousness devoid of a wide political dimension." It is precisely because
of this that the recent Brazilian history of the politicization of peasant
struggles is a history in which the political consciousness of the mediating
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agents not infrequently shows no consistent link with the objectives of those
who are, in theory, the main players on the rural scene.
As a result, the complex social and political realities of what in essence
is a struggle for land have been reduced to the struggle for land reform, or
mat which is concerned not with the use but with the ownership of land.
This has imbued the struggle for land with the characteristics of a 'from
above' struggle in order to realize objectives - sucb as rhe manoeuvrings by
Church group or political party for advantage and dominance - which have
tended to be those of the Brazilillll bourgeoisie.This kind of intervention by
the middle class gives agrarian srrugglcs generally a particular character: the
peasantry makes a rapid transition from the role of an outcast_ and wholly
marginalized 'other' to being incorporated with the status of client. From a
culture of outright contempt, therefore, the rural subject is absorbed into a
culture of patronage, which is nothing more than just another kind of
'otherness' (and, perhaps, even contempt). Underlying this transition is the
idea that the rural poor will always need someone to talk/act on their behalf,
a perception which downgrades or dismisses their own actions and
utterances as politically inadequate, based as they arc on an inability lo
comprehend the struggles of which they are a part.
It was on these kinds of terms - reflecting 'from above' rather than
'from below' objectives - that 'support' networks composed of bourgeois
intermediaries were established in rural Brazil. Unquestionably, these were
highly motivated and organizationally efficient, far more so than any
networks or organization that workers, peasants and tribal• could have put
in place on their own. The outcome of this process was that the rural poor
were now io a dependent position that was no longer economic or electoral.
but rather political and party-related:" These bourgeois mediations ensured
that the different sources of rural cooflict, deriving as they did from
dissimilar social relations of production and thus from separate and distinct
causes. were consolidated politically under the single and all-embracing
rubric of land reform. This overlooked the fact that, except for the case of
smallholders in the south, all the other conflicts stemmed from production
relations which, in different ways, combined the identity of peasant and
wazc labourer." That is, a hybrid relational form the economic crisis of
which could be solved in two opposing ways: either in a politically forwardlooking fashion, by recognizing the subject as a wage labourer, whose class
interests were those of a rural proletarian, or in a politically backward·
looking fashion, by categorizing the subject as a peasant linked to a landlord
by rental payments and whose interests were those of a petty-bourgeois. The
first of these two distinct identities structured the progr>unmc of the
Brazilian Communist Party, while the second informed the views of church
groups, the Peasant Leagues, and the Maoist Commuoist Party of Brazil.
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The political and programmatic significance of these two identities is that,
as a worker, die labouring subject is committed to collective ownership of
the means of labour, whereas as a peasant the same labouring subject is
locked into an agrarian reform redistributing land on the basis of individual
ownership - that is, land as private property. This raises, once again, the
element of irony, since it is private property in land - as both church groups
and Marxists agree (but for different reasons) - which is at the root of the
recent and current agrariancrisis in Brazil: for church groups it gives rise to
human rights violations, while for Marxists it constitutes an obstacle ro
socialism.
Of these two identities, it was the first - that of rural proletarian - which
was recognized legislatively by the state before the 1964 military takeover,
in the form of the Rural Landworker's Bill: it was this which hastened the
eviction from large landholdings of resident permanent workers with
usufruct rights, and their conversion into temporary wage labourers who
were landless. The second identity - that of peasant - structured the claim
by the Peasant Leagues to property rights embodied in a land reform
programme, which appeared to landowners to be a harbinger of
revolutionary socialism." When the military took over the state, it
promulgated a Land Bill which, for the first time in Brazilian history,
defined what kind of land could be expropriated and redistributed via a land
reform. The intention behind this policy, however, was the realization not of
social justice but rather of national security as defined by the military
dictatorship: namely, to guard against the possibility of a revolutionary
transition to socialism."
Over the longer term, the inability of any group or party successfully to
address the question of which of these two identities should guide agrarian
policy on the one hand. and political agency in the countryside on the other,
has been profound. This failure was also an effect of the Cold War, and the
prevailing fear among the Brazilian elite of anything resembling an
autonomous mobilization of the rural 'voice from below'. Having
ideologically constituted the 'enemy' as a uniform peasantry fighting for
land reform, the state under the control of the military then reacted to them
as if they were, by criminalizing it as 'subversive' and innicting violent
repression on this fictitious domestic 'enemy'. This fight, waged by the state
against what in reality was a non-existent national entity. continued after the
departure of the military.
For their part, those who opposed the dictatorship - church and leftist
groups- have, like the military itself, adhered to this same national chimera.
Accordingly, leftist groups and parties have persisted in their attempt
ideologically to reconstitute a similarly homogenous peasantry out of a
widely varying rural population, and to subordinate this politically 10 the
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struggle of rhe urban industrial working class. Thus, for example, both tbc
MST and the Workers' Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores,or PT) foUow this
line, while the MST and the Church continue to act as if the rural stereotype
conjured up by the military during I.be Cold War was real. One irony is that,
in an important sense, both the right and left have shared a perception of a
uniformly revolutionary peasantry because it is a powerful image thar
legitimizes and fuels their very different struggles. Another irony which
deserves mention here is that the re-emergence in democratic Brazil of a
specifically indigenist movement, at die centre of which is an emphasis on
tlte politics of cultural identity, has been due in part to the success of the
military during the era of dictatorship in suppressing other, politically more
threatening forms of rural agency based on economic identity."
The Emergence of a 'New' Rural Subject? Brazil is not Mexico...
Wi!h the end of the dictatorship and the Cold War, and the dismantling of
its longstanding discourse and structure of confrontation, a democratic
space was created which licensed freedom of expression, and into this gap
emerged what might be termed a new rural subject, a 'voice from below'
that no longer coincided with the way in which Ibis had been depicted either by mediating groups or by the military - in the recent past. Because
those actually participating in agrarian struggles ceased to identify
themselves as peasants or as wage labourers, such mobilizations were now
classified as new social movements composed of 'minorities', native
peoples and environmentalists,all of whom were engaged in the defence of
nature. Thus, for example, indigenous land rights were included in the 1988
Constiturion." Rather Utan belonging to a proletariat and fighting as a
member of the rural working class, therefore, the agricultural labourer is
currentlydepicted as a 'new' subject, defined simply in terms of being poor
and excluded, and whose agency is no longer aimed at systemic transition
but consists instead of a politically less threatening process of quotidian
"resistance'.
Such a definition, however, raises as many problems as it purports to
solve, not the le.ast important of which are the following: to what degree is
this 'new' subject any more homogcnous - and thus a sociologically
concrete category - than that which it replaced, the ubiquitous peasant? Is
this 'new' rural subject in fact still the 'old' homogenous peasantry, but in
a different guise? And. most importantly, what are the demands made by
this 'new' rural subject, and how compatible are its programmatic
aspirations with those of Brazilian society generally? Those who argue for
the existence or a 'new' rural subject are faced with the same dilemma as
earlier advocates of a revolutionary peasantry, in that it raises similar
difficulties, not the least of which is that mobilization might take place on
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the basis of idioms and programmes forrnulated/constructedonce again by
'mediating groups'.
In this connection it is important to recall that both the international
media and much academic writing currently draws a parallel between the
Zapatista movement in the Mexican state of Chiapas and the MST in
Brazil."' Ahhough there are a number of similarities between the two in
terms of form - such as the active involvement of the Roman Catholic
Church in providing each movement with a support network, the possession
by both movements of a reasonably efficient level of organization, and the
use by each of the same tactics 10 secure publicity- there is little in common
in terms of substance. Unlike its Mexican counterpart, the MST in Brazil is
not a rural protest movement generated by the continued existence of a large
pre-capitalist (= 'feudal' or 'semi-feudal') landholding system that still
bolds sway in the countryside, much rather the contrary: as has been argued
above, the roots of the MST lie in the specifically capitalist path of
development followed by Brazilian agriculture. For this reason, ii is
necessary to avoid a facile and unwarranted association with the events in
Chiapas.
Another reason for 001 drawing this parallel is that, by inference, it
reduces the diversity and complexity of Brazilian agriculture and agrarian
structure, together with the different causes and effects in terms of economic
crisis faced by peasants, squatters, agricultural workers. and tribals. 10
events centred around the MST, merely because ii is the latter that generates
all the international media publicity and academic interest. Without
underestimating the significance of the MST and its achievements, it is
necessary to remember that another, equally important, and far older
grassroots organization has operated in the Brazilian countryside: that is, the
National Confederation of Land Wcrkcrs (Confederafiio Nacional dos
Trabalhadores na Agricultura, or CONTAG}. Historically, the lauer has
been an authentic 'voice from below', at the centre of the social struggle for
land, and representing millions of unionised rural workers. There are also
other, less visible but no less crucial, rural organizations and unions that
operate al the grassroots within specific localities throughout the country.
Rather than the more conservative agency (quotidian resistance) attributed
by international 'mediating groups' 10 the 'new' rural subject, these older
trade union organizations have fought - and continue lo fight - for systemic
change in Brazil.
The international media reaction to the Zapatistas in Chiapas and tbeMST
in Brazil i~ based on the assumption that these are 'new' social movements.
and as such constitute a departure from traditional peasant movements." This,
however, is to confuse the form taken by the Zapatista and MST - which is
certainly new - with the content of the movements. which is not. That the
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z.apatistasand Lite MST have added new tactics to existing forms of struggle
is undeniable. especially where the dcvelopmeot of international linkages is
concerned." The proclamation by Coromandante Marcos of the fact of' the
Zapatista revolt by an email sent to the New York Times, at the same time as
he actually iuitiatcd the revolt itself, is undoubtedly a first in the hi'story of
peasant movements." In much the same way, the MST has established
contacts with more than two-dozen organizations abroad, especially in
Europe. all of which provide it with support.
The existence of both networks stretching to and support in Europe is in
part attributable co the political importance there of the burgeoning
environmentalist cause. The latter has conferred iconic status on peasants
engaged in ('ecologically friendly') subsistence agriculture and tribal
populations surviving in forest areas, and consequently these have not only
t>een confirmed in their status as 'new' rural subject but as such have
assumed an important role in the anti-capitalist struggle waged in the West:''
Whilst in a general sense welcome. this ideotogical development introduces
yet another irony: before reopening the frontier, and reoccupying the land,
peasants and tribals have first seized the imagination of the elite and the
middle class - both at home and abroad - a development that those on the
left, beginning with Marx and Lenin, failed to anticipate." That these two
agrarian movements in Latin America, the Zapatistas and the MST, have
managed to Lap into European networks so successfully, not least to secure
funding, raises the possibility that the identity of the middle class
'mediating groups' which exercise 'from above' influence on rural
mobilization, may have undergone a subtle change, and is now perhaps as
much international as ii is domestic.
CONCLUOtNO

COMMENTS

It bas been argued here that formation of the agrarian structure in Brazil has
been shaped historically by the need ou the part of commercial landowners
to obtain and secure workers, and !Ital the rural struggles arising from this
have, in turn, been determined by two phenomena linked 10 this, one
internal to the rural population and one external 10 it. The internal
phenomenon consists of the sheer variety io the many components of the
rural population itself, while the external phenomenon has been the
influence exercised on the ideological formation/construction of the
agrarian question (and thus also its solution) on the part of bourgeois
elements in Brnz.ilian society, specifically those with affiliations to political
parties and church groups.
In what might be termed the process of opening, closing, and then
reoccupying the agrarian frontier, ii has been the control of labour-power
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rather than land that has been crucial to the development of a latifundist
commercial agriculture in Brazil. The response of the latter to slave
emancipation in the lauer half of the nineteenth century was the

rural Brazil - is in effect denied by those who compose the external

immigration and settlement of European labour combined with internal
migration. a process which gave rise, variously, to the colono system in
coffee cuhivarion, to tenant farming based on the morador in sugar
cultivation, rubber tappers in the Amazon, and independent smallholders
in the south. In all these cases, usufruct righl' of one sort or another (Lo
land, lo crops) enabled members of the rural workforce LO unite two
distinct identities: that of cultivation for oneself with working for others.
This coexistence of peasant economy and agricultural labour, and with it
the crucial role of the former as a safety valve mechanism for economic
crisis and/or dcpcasantization elsewhere, was broken as capitalist
expansion led to the elimination of traditional usufruct rights, peasant
dispossession, the invasion of indigenous territory. and the replacement of
permanent workers by casunl labour, processes completed under the
military dictatorship. However, the dual identity of the workforce was
reproduced in the agrarian struggles conducted both against the
dictatorship and the snbsequent democratic government, not leas! because
of the role played by non-peasant 'mediating groups' (the church, political
groups and parties) in the ideological reproduction of each, a process that
culminated in the emergence of what is now termed a 'new' rural subject.
The problems generated by this 'new' rural subject stem in turn from the
internal phenomenon, or the fact Ihm the rural population in Brazil is not
only different from its counterparts in the rest of Latin America, but also
more differentiated in terms or background. culture, and class. When
compared lo the history of other peasant populations in Latin America,
therefore, that of what is usually termed 'the Brazilian peasantry' is distinct,
as are its formation, culture, and institutions. The difficulties experienced by
observers attempting 10 insert a 'new' rural subject - squatters, peasants,
agricultural labourers, rubber tappers. and tribals - into a broader pattern of
new social rnovemcms in Larin America. merely underlines this fact. At the
root of this distinctiveness is the variety of rural subjects, whether 'old' or
'new', that constitute the agrarian history of Brazil: Indians emancipated
from slavery in the eighteenth century, but retained by their erstwhile
masters within a relation of dependence; nomadic Indians and Creoles with
no defined rural status since colonial times; modem descendents of
nineteenth century European immigrants who settled as colonos or
independent peasant cultivators; and freed black slaves who became rural
wage labourers. These distinct origins, ethnicities and cultures - not to say
social relations of production - make it difficult to speak of 'a Brazilian
peasantry', whose characteristics, economic interests and political outlook
converge in a single project.
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Ironically. this internal phenomenon - the variety and distinctiveness of
phenomenon: elements of the middle class, of rural petty-bourgeois
backgrounds but now mainly urban and cosmopolitan in ideology and
political outlook, who - as members of church groups and politi~AI parties
- have influenced the direction taken by rural struggles in a number of
significant ways (the provision of networks, support, ficance). It is these
'mediating groups' which have tended to amalgamate all the rural subjects,
from distinct cultural backgrounds and in equally distinct economic
relations, into a uniform 'Brazilian peasantry' with an uniform political
interest. The 'voice from below', embodying the diverse origins and
different economic demands of the rural subject, have accordingly been
overridden by the 'voice from above' belonging to these mediating groups.
When the rural subject has been conservative. the mediating group has
tended to be radical. and vice versa.
This contradiction is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the different
interpretations of what is meant by reform of the Brazilian countryside.
First, there are unionized groups. such as CONTAG, with a long history of
class struggle against capitalists and landlords, and a political ideology that
both addresses and simultaneously requires wider systemic change in
Brazilian society. Second, there are church-affiliated and church-inspired
groups, such as the MST, which see no need for radical systemic
transformation, and adhere much rather to a communitarian vision in which
capitalist and worker enjoy a tension-free parity of esteem. And third, there
are rural subjects affiliated to both or these groups and none, whose actions
are based on the need to have access to land as the means of labour, and yet
who are guided by family and religious values, and also by the ideology of
'moral economy'."
It could be argued that these values - family, community, land for
subsistence, religion - that are usually associated with backwards-looking
forms of agrarian tradition and thus seemingly conservative, are much
rather the opposite. That is, they arc the product of an undeniably modern
capitalism, not lease because of the crucial distinction made by the rural
labouring subject concerned: namely, between land as the instrument <if
labour (to provide work and basic subsistence for himself and his family)
and land that is owned privately' (to provide the owner with profit, as a result
of speculation, or generating rent or surplus-value). In short, when
considering the issue of land the labouring subject makes a distinction
between use-value for himself and his family and exchange-value, by
capital for the purpose of accumulation. In this distinction lies, perhaps, a
clue co the modernity or the 'voice from below', and also to the way in
which family farming in Brazil might be included in a political future.
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I.

The concept "invention of 1radition' is examined Md applied to many different case studjC's
(the Britbih tstes, Victorian Iedia, colonial Africa. and Europe) in the ceneeuce edited by
Hobsbawm and Ranger (1983). See also McNeis.h, tbis volcme.

2.. Although theit class iotei-esu include 1he approprittion of land rent, and thus also o

3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

9.
10.

f I.
12.

speculative and eeooomically backward role in lhe development of capitalism. the class
position of big landowners in Bra7.il is more accurately characterized as that of a
bourgeoisie. 'Thi$ docs not mean one should ignore thar .. throughout lb.is period. a powerful
faction in this clcss h3s acted ax fond specolarors. interested in obmiuing the gelns from land
speculation nu.her than in making l<Uld productive. To dcfille a11 big landowners simply DS
belonging to ti para.~itically pnx<ipititlist category of rent collectors, however, would be co
misunderstand their economic significance in (he ccnremporary histOI')' of Brazilian
c.upitaUs.1 development.
It goes without s.1ying that the notion of an eccocmlc frontier is contested. Sec \Vngley
[ 1974) and Hennessy (1978) for the examination of the frontier thesis ~s applied to Latin
America. For a differenl view, sec Cleary l1993).
In a \'cry real sense the agrarian question bas been - in one form or another- at lhc centre
of most debate about industrialization. Its clearest formulericn wall by l\ifou:xi&ls in their
arguments about hjstorical trensforrnction. and especially the presence of (non-<apitalin or
'feudal') obstectes 10 economic development in Russia and Germany al the end of the
nineteenth century [lt,rtn. 1964~ Ktuasky. 1988). It has also surfaced periodically to debaie$
about ecooomic development in Latin America [de Janvry, 1981].
For important accounts of the labour regime on Btaii.li~n coffee plantations prior IO the·
abo[;Uon of slavery, SC<> tlcM (1976j and Stein ( 1985).
See Bethell rt970) ~11d Scou et al. ll988J for details about slave cmenciparionin Brazil,
On this see d.ecla:siic interpretation by C.L.R. James {1938) and Eric Williams (1944).
ln other words, slave labour became coo expensive. The same kind ()f argument has been
made with regard co the endiug of plcntation stevcry in lhc antebellum south; its
applicability co the latter context, however. has no< gone unchallenged - it has also been the
subject of critical nn11fysis by economic historians {U'righ1, 19i8J.
For there migrarions., and the subsequent history or the migrants involved, see Denoon
(1984]. Curtin [1990) and Willems (1948).
A recent analysis by Freitas (1994] shows how, after 1he abolition of the slave ttacle. the
arrempt in Minas Gerais to enslave free workers ensured 1bal in effect an illicit 1raffte in
unfree labour continued.
See Hollov..11.y (19$0) for the colotuuaconnect in Silo Paulo.
For rhoe. role of gender and kinship in co/ononandowner rcl;:itions on sao Paulo coffee estates
from the mid-nineteenth to 1he late twentieth century, see St(lkke tI9S8J nnd Siolcke and
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within a few years likely, that he would probably suggest the purchase of real estate in one
or the big cuies, The answer '"1 am investing a bis pen of ruy profits in my existing fazc:oda.
by fighting erosion, \;)yini out new plots in the modem way, replacing badly producing trees
by young cees. breeding (coffee plants) on my own seed beds from carefully selected
materiel, improving the harvesting methods, cleaning, fermentaucn and so on" will rarely
be given. "Vet rich quickly and forget what ccees ettcrward" seems lo be still l;he :initude
of the majority of coffee producers.·
..
}6. According 10 JuJiio ll972: 111. •cau1b<it> is 1be name gjvcn lo tbc dry, lenfless and e~rl~s
maize stnlk. It also refen to the piece of wood(= yoke) bu.ng :iround an o.,...:·s noc.k ..• Finally
C(lml)i;o ii> the day's unpaid labour de(rUU1ded by lnndowncrs OrlCC ii w-cck rrom their
pe01Stm111 as rent (or their fond ... '
17. For the ag.raria_n &tructurc of the Bmilian northe~1$t gene1'lllly ac the mid-lwentietb century,
sec Goodman [ 1977 J.
J 8. for the ro-le of dro'J&)lt in driving p00r peasants and u.grlcullurl\l workers out of lhe ~1ni·
ntid nonh·~tcm region of Braiil. sec de Castro (1952), Hall (1978]. aod Davis (2001:

3771f.].
19.

20.
21.
22.

23.
24.

25.

Hall (198'.IJ.
13.

This is n fomili!lr threat. and one that ha . 1 been utilized by l01ndownen everywhere - not just
in Uuin America - whccever continued usnfruct l'ight~ to land were part of the production
relation governing the co:iployment of an agricullur:il workforce. In parts of Eu1·ope, fol'
example. fhi¥ kied cf pressure stilJ exists, and take!! the form cf 'tied' housing, a situation
wbct'<:by an agricultural worker who toses his job also loses his home.
14. For 1he economic transform:uion of Brazilian sugar plantations, and in particular how this
entailed changes in the laboer regime. 1>Ce among others Reis f 1977 J. Taylor (1978].
Sch.,~nz 119851. and Biseuberg (l989J.
IS. As one coffee grower confirmed to a Dutch researcher l;\/eijer, 1951: 174) during the early
1950s. the reinvestment of profits in 3gricuhuml irnprcvemenr was always linkcd to whether
or not coffee prices were high.~
W'hether or not Iandowrera lhOoght 1hey would remain
high. Hence the view 1hat 'wbeu asked what be was going to do with bis profits [one
fazeodciro) answered lba1 he was going lo buy more coffee soils, or, if he thought i. crisis
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26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.

ln the case of robber production in Amaz6nas at the beginnint:; of r.he twentlcth cencury.
newly recruited labourers Ylcrc as.sig:ned a low·yield!ng urea, the objecl b<:ing precisely to
prevent 1hcm from being able to cover their gubsisccncc costs lllld expenses during this
period. and 1hus m..1king debt a necessary outcome l.8<fllivi6ua11d Pi11illa, 1912: 245--6).
.As will be soen below. such relations conti1n1e co flourish in 1he Amaiooi.an region.
For more details about the $tru,ggles CQnducted by posJeiros during the miliuuy dict:ilouhip,
sec Souzi.'I t\1a.rtins fl 9SO).
The C(}Juesrado uprising, which took pfoee in the sou1hcrn !tales of Parnnil and Santa
CwrifUl, jnvolvcd sonic 20,000 peas.11nts, many of wbom had been dispOSSessed as~ result
of railway expansjon.
The most influcnti:i.l recent contribution to cite debate about the role of the· iol'onnal scctOI'
economy in Latin America is 1h~t by de Soto (l989J.
·rhJs change, wbi<:h reduced evtll further the aJreltdy precariouseconomic(:.O()ditioo of the
pi:u.nm:ion workforce. led co the con.solidtitiOll of rhe PcaJiant Lt-.agucs (UgaJ' Cau1ponCst1s)
demanding ;i. tadical ngr.iriW'I 1-erorm programme. lt w;is IM:l•,.ocacy of 11\e lauer policy th:u
Jed. in part. to tJ>e 19()4 military coup. For 1llc role of the Peasanr Leagues, see Julilo l1972J
and :ilso Hcwiu [ l969); for 1he mobilization of l'Uml w(lfk:ers in SS«> Paulo prior to the 1964
coup. see \Vclch (199SJ.
ln an imporcant sense. the expulsion from rbc sugor plant:.nions of pcnnaoent woit:<:n with
llSUfroct rights to land. and their uansfonnatioo into temporary laDdless lnbour. cou1pleted
1he process of capitalist tr.u1sition th1lt began wheD the sh1vc- trade ended. In other respects.
howe\'cr. che pl3n1n1ion work regime continued "'ery UlUCh as ii wns, which suggests lhal
aocumul:ltion io rural Brazil was able to proceed wi1hout undcrcakiog the kind of n:idieal
c.h~gt usually IL\Sociated with 3n ugrruian capitalist transition lSigaud, 1979),
On tht' socio.eoo(M)mic chnracctriscics aod workittg condition~ of b6ia-frla fabou.r, see
Spindel l 1985].
It L1; not unusual for the same migrnnt workers who harvest sugarcane in tbe oorlh~asc to
barw:st it in the south·Cllsl or in the midwest as wdl.
The amount sa\'cd through the tw:. exenlptioo v.11S to be inve.sced ln Amazonia. up (0 :i lim_it
of 15 pct cent of the capi(al of the new company.
for peasant economy in Amazonia. sec Nugent f 1993}.
also bis coouibution lo this
volume.
There were also $1111&-sponr;orcd latld colooi.zation scbenaes a1 thj$ eonjunCLW'C. For an
itOC()ij1U of just such a proje<:L in Rond6nia duting the 1970.'>. see Martine (1982).
1ndiao lands were invaded by large corp<>rations, although the Bmtil.i.an Conslilur.ion
expressly forbids (he cxpropriatiot'I of land tradjtionally inhabited by Indian uibcs.
for an aeeoun1 of lhi.s prooess. :see Mendes r 1992).
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33. H iic algniticam lhat, dc11pilc being faced with the same kUIJ of vlclcnt incursion and
cxpropri:uion. initially no politiail alliance Wa.fl 'fonned be1wte1) :;qu:111eno and lhe Indian
tribal groupings who inhabi~d the Amazon •'Cgioo. To some degree. this was on cf(cct of
the mutu:il susplclons with which each re,g;.Vdcd dle ~her (ptrh<11>11 more occurutcly, the
'other'). For their pen, pco&Dllt s.maUbolders who were themselves not infrequendy of
lndjM descent. nurtured prejudiciul views tih<MJ.l trib~I populu.tioni. u legacy of ~olonial
l))j¥$i-Ot1ot1')' teachings. Thi~ was reciproc~ilcd by Indian group>, which for 1heir part (coded
to categoeze all non-indigenous people as potential enemies. u pcrccpuoc bolstered in the
lntc 19801> when independent gold prospectors (k(1rlm1'Hriro.t) i1~V;lded lands in the Amazon
that were tmdi1to1•Uy pan of Y"'oomami t.c1rilbl')'.
34. Ii gees without saying rhat, whereas Muu; hinl.'lelf reeogniacd and drew aucnucn 10 the
violence accompanying the accumulation precess. man)' of his more receat followers have
tcnde.."<l lo und<..'1play cr c-..en ignore this aspect of economic development in the Third World.
l"U an account of the link hehvccn violence :tncl :'lgC1u ian cu11italiilt expansion on the
Brazili;t0 frontier, sec Fcwcraker f 1981; 1982].
3.5. P<°1t the i1U!)<1ct of C<1pilufiim on the Amazon region. sec among ethers Burbint•Scazz()C(.hjo
f 19801. Bunker ( 1988]. and Holl ( 1989[.
36. On con[cmpora.ry fonn¥ of ckbc peonage In rhe Amill-en region.~ Souza Martins 11990;

19971 and Estetci [1979: 1987: I 9941.
Evolutiol"ist mcrxism i•.; essociated most clC'lscly with 1hc ·~mireudtil' 1f1¢.4li1t, which insisls
th111 capilalist development proceeds through stages each one of which is, in terms of labour
regime, en improvement on wbal ccme before(sec tbc ccmribuuons 10 the coUccl.ioo edited
by ~:at;J ~.00 ."a? ~r Linden [19971 for a discussion of the 1he-01-elical i)ll'IUC:.). UpholdinG a
pCAA1t10n lhal ts tn ns csscntiuls not SO different from che \\'Mg interpretadon or hisloty so
beloved ofbou~ilt :.c:~e.aiics. exponents of the 'semifeudal' thesis maintain wrongly ~hat
where capitalism exists, ('fet>dal' or ·~mifeudal') unfn>.e production relations ore absent,
und where the laucr ere present, capit1tlii.:m is abscru. Ju the case of Brazil, such a notion was
challenged by the jusdy celebrated analysis of Andre Gunder Fronk {1971; 249ff. - 'The
M)'lb of Feudallsm'J.
38. F'o1' more on the cri.o;iio of peasant sm:.lllholdcrsi in the south, see Papma I 19921.
39. P-Or more on 1his, $C¢ Souza ~'f..,rtiras I 19891. The l\.1Sr appeared in tbc mid· 198-0s as a resulr
of Roman Catholic militants connected with the Pnstoral Land Commission, and
cousequeruly enjoyed the 1mpport of the Chu1'Ch.
40. The in1tx1c' of bodies $uch as the f;1.o;lOl'al Land Ccrmmssicn (Comi,o;11o P(l~Un'lll (la Terra.
or CTP), connected lO the National Conference or Brazili::m Bishops. and the Centre for the
Support o( the Srn~\11 farmer (CAP), funded by tfie Lutheran C'huroh, should not be
37.

underestimated,

41.

Sec Maybury-Lewis ( 1994J for a useful account of the MST. The fatter derived its impetus
from struggles conducted by poor and Jtindlcss agricu.lrural workers from the stare of Golas.
These wnrtc~ ll.Ulrtcd C:HO~)Ul&Oul-01\ the ~ll'ip of govcrnrncm-beld tand between lhe b;ubcd
wir~ fences ~cp.1r.uin& fo.1-mi; from lhe rood, :u:i :tl'\!::1 designed ti) be u...W by road
iumn~eo:inee crcwi; und equipment. This strip of land wa.~taken over for a dun1 purpose: not
ooly tor hahitation (= tbe_i.w;tolll:uiull ol ~ack pla._-;tic tent!!:, the squ~r::t' liviog quar1en) but
also f()( cultivation. This lactic r.lpidly sprcod nnd chant,'()(I. be«tmillg a ~rni11gboanl for the
in~~s~on of UDCultiv<itcd land on neighbouring c~ta1c-s. At first the l\1ST attempted to julitify
lhu; du'CCl aclion by invoking exi:iiting Jcgi1ilation (Lhe Land Bill). but subsequeody used lhis
kind ol' direct :tetiun (la,r.(1 invasi001') in orcl;r tu s.tinr:tlat;: ShllC irtlC1'Vl!l'.lli011.
42. Dom Tom.is Balduluo. retired bishop of Ooi~~ Velho ~nd cootdinator of the Pastor~J Land
Commission. highlights this in a recen1 i11terview, oin.e.ving jBaWu/110, 2001: 181 th:it
'hidctJ, ,;oci;.ilism i.i; the hori1.on .. .'.
43. 1be M~T Lo; currenlly e11gaged in an aue1npe to formulctc a wider poli1i.eal pr0gratrune.
addrcssmg U;.sucs such a.s don>e.(lie food security, ilnd the dem-ocr:uiiation of landownership
ll?QbleJ:,20011. Tbe erophn;;i..-. is slill very much on wha1ought10 h:.tppcn in I.he country~ide,
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1'tlmcr than the whole of Bruit.
44. The argument tbat, in place of tradiltonal domination, a new form of clie.nutge had been
es1:.1blishod hy lcfti~• political g_roo~ uvtr Brazil'~ pC:.lS;'IQI.$, was pul fo1w;:.cd inilially by
G<1lj•n ( 19641.
45. ttet\oee 1hc vlew expros5ed by Ja<1o Qua•tim 11971: 85), o member of the Popular
Rcvolutioo:uy Vanguard, no( long after the 1964- coup: 'Whelhet 1hc likclihl')(ld of agrarian
re(onn is a politica! or economic quc~ion iJ>, (lrl't c::in now sec. r(:illy a i:I& is~i.e. \Vh:tl
mr.atkn is the content or the reform. 'Though the regitnie may have 1w(hit1g to fear any longer
flom the htlifundi~t$ tJo.cm~lves ind though it m:.ty be f1.1J1y prepared 10 diSp0$SCSS thCO) by
sl\nvly 1r.i.nsforming 1he uld l;;tifuOOia in10 h1rnc scale capiH~Lis1 entcrp,isc:c., t.bey still base
e\>etythjng w reru (rofn :.\t) immiserated peMlllllr)'. Such (I transformation of lundlcsi;
~w1t1 into J1gricultural wage.earners eouJd on)y m:ike the siwiuion in the cou1ltryside
Oll."lfe explosive..• Io ~rl. the asi;umption is thnt there is only one 'autheo1ie' rur<1l identity
- th;U of peasant~. It (S tll\ identity, O"tOroO\'Cf,thal is l<t be built into an agrilrinn rcfOflll

progrmnrne.

46. Prior to the 1964 cocp, a lundlesii >Ar(lrkcrs' mo\"e1Y1cnt (1Houi111t'n!U ,Jc Agricultums Sem
Tt'trn. or "-'IASTER) had ap-pcorcd in Rio Grande do Sul. h-ackod by the Bcazihan Ll\bour
Party of the then already deceased ~idenl Vargas. At a titnc when thete \~ere no laws in
the counlry supporting this policy. let alone any public bodies addtesl\ing sociaJ problems in
runt! ure:is, f\1AST8R :idvocatcd an agrarian rc(on·o:n A wlution 10 lbc problem or $m:1ll
fcnns. The~ early press•Jrcs for change i&> the lnnd tc.nurc ~ructure of lhc sooth wetc
preceded by a mO\'Cmc:-nl <:ompo1ted of permanenl WOfkcrs fro1n tbe nQl'th-c~lern sugarcane
planUt,i()rM>, whicb. pe:lked with the organization iu 1955 of rhe Peasanl t.cague:.. led hy
Fnu1eisco JuliOO, from the Sociuh~t Purty.
47. Landowners tllroughout Latin Americ:i ~uu feared both the e,;iuuple and the ~prcudof the
1959 Cubtm Rev1>lalion :tnd - before that - lhc 1949 Ch.ine$C Rc\•Olution. Howe\lt.t, it ii.
necc.~:·uy to quciitiol'I dlC extent to which lhQSC leftist groups (Jioc.h a.-; lhoe- f\>1:.oiso.) re:1;Jly
were radical in seeking to S\lbdivide the land into pe11..'>:.lDl l>mallbolding,$, thereby
institl!tionaJjzill& ;in ~grorian li)'Slem based on an indisputably Chayanovian pC:l"Afll family
fann. Hi.storicnlly, the latter unit t~ one a.g:.iinsr which f!,1arxisls ~uch <'$ Lonin, Tl'Olllk)'.
Luxemburg. K:wi.sky nnd Pre()b~:i.-hcnsky a11 fought, poiuling ou~ th:it. once C:)Ulhlishcd.
pc;isMt ccono1ny W(Mlld effectively prevent the fuflhe:r scdaliiation of loud. and it"i
c(H1~olidmion in large \1nili of production. sl:ll.e-owned. CQllectively~l'nn, and oenu::dly
:uJmini"crW.
48, This argumtnl h~s been made rccentt) by Ramos ( 19911.
49. On (he co1ulCclion between the polit.icitation of indigeoou:o1 fond righ1s and the 198:8
Coni:titu1ion. 5CC Carvulh4..1 (20001.
SO. Sec Hwvey t J99Sj for un analyst~ of till: Zapatii;w ffl(>\'C1ncnt in Cbi;.)pa..<i:.
SI. An i1nr>0rt:1nt :.l\pect of lhi.$ TI'IC<tia cx.posn•'e is, the fact 1Ju1t pc11.santoi aod tribal!, together
wilh !heir Sl1'1.1gglcl(, ha ..-c i1;.stalled 1hcn1...clvc.'> if\ )itcnll')' and cinematic discourse of Vv'c.~e1·n
eitp1taJism ,l .. er lb.e ixist three decade~. Thus, fur ex:\rnplc, liln\li $l1Ch as Aguim:;, ~Vroth 'if
Gvd (1972) and Fil;.tarraldn (1982). both directed by \Verner Her.cog, nnd 11ui Etntrald
Fnres!(1985}, directed b)' John BClorman, are uot only scl in the Amazon jungle but ht've
OIS !heir sub-ttll.1 a disoour~c ahoul 'nature·. the 'nawrul world' .-nd a.n equ:11ly 'natural'
gruuJ) of indigenou~ inhabihlnts. Simillll'ly, the film The 8ur11i11gScuJut1(1994), dircc1ed by
John Fr.-nkenhcimcr, ii. a fictional portrayal of the l>lfusgle by Chico ~feodci nod the t'l.lhber
tappers agt1in~1 c:iulc mnchcri; and l:incklwncn>.
52. Jc is necessary to qult.lit'y even thi~ clairn 10 newness. however. given both d'le fact nnc.1 1hc
effectiveness of 1he intecnn:ion:il campaign mounted io Che 19606 to Stl\'C Hugo Blnnco, thCkttder of tJ:ic pcas:.llll movcmcn1 in the Pel'\lvi;in pmviooe of l.Ji Con"cncir>n. fro1n lhc death
pcnolty.

.53. Lclll the eletnen1 (l( iro:t)' be missed here, chis departure in fon» is due to tile i:imp!e fact chat
'111 previous ag,t:ifian mo\·ement.i; in ~1exico did 1\-0t have uccess 10 the inlctoct,
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54. On chis point. sec the Mgumeou pet forward by the Via Campcslna (Des-mo,.ols. 2002).
55. Foe more on thi$ point, see Crisenoy (l9781. S1,ch a OOvelopmeot also puts jn question the
perception of Marx 11926) himself tho.1 the peasantry wes incap~le of undertakingpoti1ic01I
acuon oo ally scale ocher than 01 a local lev·el.
56.

The concept 'moral economy' as osed here has the same

m""....anirtgas

when used

by

TI1<.nnp:«:i11 r 19931.
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