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Quem pode pode, quem näo pode se sacode. 

Brazilian saying 
Quem tem padrinho näo morre pagäo. 

Brazilian saying 

Cuando se subraya un hecho como especifico de la condición espanola, no falta nunca 
algun discreto que nos cite otro hecho igual acontecido en Francia, en Inglaterra, en 
Alemania, sin advertir que lo que se subraya no es el hecho mismo, sino su peso y 
rango dentro de la anatomia nacional. Aun siendo, pues, aparentemente el mismo, su 
diferente colocación en el mecanismo colectivo lo modifica por complete 

Ortega y Gasset: Espana Invertebrada. 



Samenvatting 

Deze studie bevat de resultaten van een sociologisch onderzoek verricht in een 
Braziliaanse landbouwkolonie in de buurt van de stad Rio de Janeiro. Het onderzoek 
duurde, met enige onderbrekingen, van midden 1963 tot midden 1965. Het had een 
tweeledig doel. 

In de eerste plaats is getracht een antwoord te vinden op de vraag, in welke opzich­
ten de kolonisten die moderne landbouwmethoden gebruikten, verschilden van de 
overigen. Het onderzoek hiernaar geschiedde door middel van een enquête onder be-
drijfshoofden. Het blijkt, dat de adoptie van moderne landbouwmethoden in de eerste 
plaats geassocieerd is met de sociaal-economische status van de boer, zijn inkomen 
en zijn grondbezit. De associaties tussen adoptie enerzijds en genoten onderwijs, 
alfabetisme en contact met de stedelijke cultuur anderzijds blijken per statuscategorie 
te verschillen en vaak alleen in de hoogste categorieën significant te zijn. Contact met 
de landbouwvoorlichting blijkt het meest voor te komen onder de innovatievere boe­
ren. De verschillen tussen de kolonisten die moderne landbouwmethoden gebruikten 
en de overigen werden verder nog nagegaan voor verscheidene andere variabelen, 
zoals: de aard van hun relaties met andere boeren, hun vroegere mobiliteit, hun par­
ticipatie in coöperaties, hun leeftijd, hun nationaliteit, de grootte van hun gezinnen, 
de mate waarin zij hun zoons op het bedrijf lieten werken, het onderwijs dat zij hun 
kinderen gaven, het in dienst hebben van vreemde arbeid en de aanwending van cre-
diet. Al tijdens het vooronderzoek bleek, dat de mate waarin moderne landbouwme­
thoden werden toegepast echter niet de enige verklarende factor kon zijn voor het 
feit, dat de kolonie bepaald geen bloeiende landbouwstreek geworden was. 

Het herkennen en beschrijven van andere verklarende factoren, gelegen in het vlak 
van de culturele waarden én houdingen, vormde het tweede doel van het onderzoek. 
Slechts voor enkele van deze factoren kon een vraag worden opgenomen in de enquête ; 
voor de meeste factoren zijn kwalitatieve gegevens beschikbaar, verkregen uit partici­
perend onderzoek. Aan de hand van een analyse van bepaalde gebeurtenissen ener­
zijds, en van de verschillen tussen de Japanse en de Braziliaanse kolonisten anderzijds, 
is aannemelijk gemaakt, dat de onderkende waarden en houdingen inderdaad van in­
vloed zijn en de ontwikkeling van de kolonie hetzij geremd, hetzij in bepaalde banen 
gedwongen hebben. 

De sociale relaties tussen de boeren worden beïnvloed door een drietal samenhan­
gende cultuurelementen, samen het 'patronic syndrome' genoemd. Dit syndroom be­
staat uit: 



1. de verwachting dat de eigen inspanning alleen dan tot werkelijke lotsverbetering 
zal leiden als er van hogerhand (dat wil zeggen door een hogergeplaatste, een overheid 
of een bovennatuurlijke macht) steun wordt verleend; 
2. de neiging om patronage-relaties aan te knopen met personen die een dienst kun­
nen bewijzen; 
3. een gebrek aan solidariteit tussen sociaal gelijkstaanden die niet door bloedver­
wantschap, vriendschap of patronage verbonden zijn. 

In de traditionele sociale structuur, die gekenmerkt was door een grote mate van 
ongelijkheid, hadden deze houdingen een functie. In de kolonie echter, waar deze 
structuur in beginsel vervangen was, blijken zij de noodzakelijke samenwerking tus­
sen de boeren in de weg te staan. Hun voortbestaan mag voor een enkeling nog functio­
neel zijn, maar is dat niet voor de gemeenschap. Het bevordert de, gedeeltelijk reeds 
verwezenlijkte, terugval tot een traditionele sociale structuur. 

Uit de wijze waarop de landbouw in de kolonie beoefend wordt is op te maken, dat 
de kolonisten nog steeds bepaalde waarden aanhangen die in het verleden kenmerkend 
waren voor de grootgrondbezitters en planters. In grove trekken komt deze 'grote 
landbouwtraditie' neer op het bezitten van veel grond, het verbouwen van een han­
delsgewas (vaak als monocultuur), het in dienst hebben van anderen voor het ver­
richten van de manuale arbeid, en het investeren van kapitaal in de verwerking en het 
transport van het product maar niet in de productie zelf. De bedoeling van het be­
drijven van landbouw was dus niet in de eerste plaats om te zorgen voor het eigen 
voedsel, zoals in andere delen van de wereld, maar: om rijk te worden. 

Uit een vergelijking van verschillende categorieën Japanse en Braziliaanse kolo­
nisten blijkt, dat de minder innovatieve Brazilianen nog het meest werken volgens de 
'grote traditie', hoewel deze juist op de omstandigheden waarin zij verkeren het minst 
past. Het zijn vooral de Japanse boeren die rekening houden met het feit, dat zij be­
schikken over weinig grond. Zij bereiken bijzonder goede resultaten met de teelt 
van arbeids- en kapitaalsintensieve tuinbouwgewassen. De innovatieve Braziliaanse 
boeren blijken de 'grote traditie' nog voor een deel te handhaven. 
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Introduction 

The first time I heard of the land-settlement project of Santa Cruz was after a 
lecture which I had been asked to give at the nearby Universidade Rural do Brasil. 
But it was the work I had been engaged in for the previous year, a trend-report on the 
literature relating to land reform in Brazil, that lent significance to what I heard. In 
the publications which I had read, a recurrent topic of debate had been the relative 
importance, as obstacles to agricultural development, of land tenure relations and 
rural culture. Whereas most writers were inclined to blame the concentration of land 
in a few hands as the greatest obstacle to development, others wondered whether the 
values and attitudes of peasants and landlords alike were not equally important an 
impediment. 

After the lecture, I was driven, in the rapidly falling darkness, to Itaguai. The settle­
ment project we were passing, I was told, was doing badly. Since every settler had 
been provided with a plot often hectares, this failure, for once, did not seem to be due 
to an unequal distribution of land. 

I did not decide then and there to do research in the project, at least I do not re­
member having taken that decision. Nevertheless, when in the ensuing months the 
urge grew stronger to study the cultural obstacles to agricultural development (a 
subject which ultimately had received far less attention than the tenure relations), I 
thought of the project again. 

Why I did indeed choose the project of Santa Cruz as the site for my study, and 
what problems I studied, will be explained in chapter 3. Before that, I will take the 
reader on an imaginary tour through the project, pointing out some striking features 
of the landscape, and introducing him to a few settlers. I do this because he should be 
made to feel the atmosphere of the place before being asked to digest the facts and 
assertions that will be presented in later chapters ; especially so since he will often be 
foreign to Brazil. It is not out of condescension that I fear the reader will apply his 
frame of reference to a situation it does not fit. Sociologists themselves have committed 
that error. More than once foreign sociologists have come to Brazil not only with 
their research techniques, but also with their problems and interview schedules ready 
prepared ; in short, with a frame of reference developed elsewhere. As a result, they 
studied fictitious problems, or problems of little significance. If I avoided that error 
myself, it is only because I was inexperienced enough to begin the study without many 
hypotheses and fixed ideas, and lucky enough to have good advisers. After my own 
narrow escape, I want to prevent the reader from applying too facilely a frame of 
reference derived from another culture. So I begin this book with a simple description 
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of the project and some people. 
Chapter 2 deals rapidly with the history of the area and the legal provisions regu­

lating its settlement. Firstly, the reader must have some idea of this background, even 
though it impinges only indirectly on my study. Secondly, the few historical notes 
may help to indicate that economic development in Brazil need not be lasting. 

Chapter 3 describes what were the problems and what methods I used for the 
survey and the anthropological research. A special section discusses a theoretical 
problem the study evoked, to wit the usefulness and implications of the concepts 
'modern' and 'traditional'. I explain why, after having used them initially myself, I 
concluded that they do not fit a culture of the Mediterranean type like the one ob­
taining in the project. Since these concepts, with their 'non-Mediterranean' contents, 
are still very much in vogue in diffusion studies that are at present undertaken in Latin 
America, the argument may have some importance. 

Chapters 4 and 5 are based on the results of the survey I carried out in the project 
of Santa Cruz. Chapter 4 contains quantitative data on cropping patterns, production 
techniques, tenure relations, marketing, and professional relations with other settlers. 
Some of the data presented merely provide general information, but the distinguished 
traits often anticipate the agricultural tradition that will be described in chapter 7. 

Chapter 5 discusses the quantitative differences between the 'high' and the 'low' 
adopters among the respondents. This chapter will be of interest mainly to diffusion 
researchers ; the reader who is interested in the cultural obstacles to agricultural devel­
opment may well feel lost among (or worse : bored with) the statistics, the more so 
because the findings are not unlike those reported in other diffusion studies. 

The general reader, and the social scientist concerned with development in Latin 
America, may prefer to skip chapter 5 and concentrate on chapters 6 and 7. These 
contain the (mainly qualitative) results of the exploratory study of the cultural values 
and attitudes which seemed to hinder agricultural development in the project. Chapter 
6 postulates the existence of a 'patronic syndrome', marked by a preference for pat­
ronage relations over peer relations. The syndrome is an important obstacle to cooper­
ative action. The analysis of a number of historical incidents shows reason for the 
belief that this syndrome is a useful interpretative construct. Chapter 7 tries to show 
how far and in what ways a centuries-old tradition which originated among the great 
landed proprietors still influences agricultural production in the project of Santa Cruz. 

Finally, chapter 8 contains a summary and some suggestions. 



1 A visit to the project 

The land 

About seventy kilometers to the south-west of the city of Rio de Janeiro lies the 
land-settlement project of Santa Cruz. To get there you should follow the bus to 
Itaguai that leaves the city by the Avenida das Bandeiras, then take the old main 
road to Sào Paulo, past the immense new water-purification plant on the bank of the 
River Guandu, and turn left a few kilometers before reaching the Universidade Rural 
do Brasil. 

Not far from this cross-road the project of Santa Cruz begins. That is to say, on 
the left side of the road ; to the right empty fields that belong to the University stretch 
away, green or yellow-brown according to the season. 

Each farm measures about ten hectares. Every hundred and fifty meters or so stands 
a small single-story house, often surrounded by high trees that hide the rest of the 
farm from view. But where trees are absent, the fields seem remarkably empty, as if 
they were lying fallow. Apart from orange orchards and some sugar-cane you hardly 
see any crops. Two farms look as if they have been abandoned completely; nothing 
is grown on the fields and the houses are shuttered. The other houses are at least 
occupied; the open door and windows are great dark holes in the front; a child is 
sitting on the doorstep. Crude signs are nailed to the trees that line the road : farm for 
sale; we sell orange-tree grafts; or a number. It is only after you have passed many 
times that you begin to suspect that those fruit trees, those thickets of eucalyptus and 
bamboo groves, those orange orchards at the road side, not only obstruct the view to 
the fields behind, but have been set out many years ago for that very purpose. They 
are remnants from the time when it mattered not to show that the land was not inten­
sively used. 

After a few kilometers the land-settlement project occupies both sides of the road. 
Here the farms seem to be in better shape ; you see brighter and roomier houses and 
more crops : young coconut palms, fields of dry, grey maize, the cobs still intact (not 
because harvest is late but because corn is preserved and stored that way), and cassava, 
curiously few leaves above thin, straggly stems. Some farms are closed off from the 
road by walls ; if so, you often see a big new house next to the original dwelling. Along 
this all-weather road live many of the city people who have bought a farm in the pro­
ject. They are all sorts. Some are pensioners who retired to a farm as a quiet place on 
which to live; others have not yet reached retirement and travel daily to Rio; a few 
have bought a farm as a hedge against inflation, or in the expectation that the price 



of land will rise in relation to other prices and that they will be able to sell the farm 
at a profit. A number of city people have seriously begun to grow crops or raise 
chickens. On a farm to the left of the road, for example, fourteen great brick poultry 
houses have been erected, that accommodate 40,000 laying hens and broilers. But 
something is done on most of the farms that are owned by city people. Although there 
are often sharecroppers or labourers to do the work, the land at least remains in 
cultivation. 

After about eight kilometers you reach the centre of the settlement. To the right, 
friendly and very white amidst high trees, is a small hospital ; on the left, a row of 
shops, built with unpainted boards and rather dilapidated. A grocer who also sells 
concentrates, pesticides and working clothes; a cycle repairer; a bar. A wide dirt 
road crosses the main road here; round the corner are a few other shops. On the 
other two corners stand similar decrepit constructions: two more bars, a barber's 
and a tailor's. Some men lean against the counter; others play billiards. In the shade 
of a tree a woman and her daughter wait patiently for the bus to Itaguai. Against 
the wall of one of the bars a small blackboard is hanging. Mysterious numbers have 
been chalked on it: today's results of the popular but illegal lottery, the jogo do bicho. 

As a stranger, you are not stared at, but you have been noticed and remain under 
observation. You may be anybody. When you strike up a conversation with a shop­
keeper, the man is on his guard and gives evasive answers. You get the impression 
that everybody here has something to hide and prefers not to make your acquaint­
ance. Later, when you have been recognized for the harmless but curious queer that 
you are, people become cordial and open. But this recognition is an act of the indivi­
dual or at most of a very small group, not of a community or a neighbourhood ; it is a 
process which has to be repeated from the start with every local you meet. Thus you 
can be a trusted and welcome guest in one bar and a stranger in the bar across the 
road. 

If you turn to the right, into the dirt road, you pass the administrative office of the 
project. One or two at a time, the whole day long, people call ; to inquire when the 
official title to their land will be forthcoming, since they have paid off their debts two 
years ago already; to ask for a declaration to the effect that they are settlers, with 
which they can obtain credit from the State bank; to inquire whether 'Rio' has decided 
to let them have the farm of which they bought the benfeitorias ; to ask if there is still 
a plot of land to be had; to complain about the state of a certain road; to ask for a 
job ; to hear that they will have to pay 2 Cruzeiros instead of the ridiculous amount 
of 0.1 Cruzeiro (then 0.01 US cents) per square meter if they want to receive the con­
cession to the farm they have been living on for the past five years; to settle a row; 
to talk politics; to hear what is new. 

Further down the road you pass a number of bungalows built for the administrative 
staif of the settlement, and the closed shop of the cooperative. Opposite these houses 
is an extensive field with workshops, warehouses, and a hangar-like garage. A mass 
of rubbish and scrap iron lies about; parts of machines and trucks, old tires, disc­
ploughs. Two tractors are still recognizable, but they are incomplete. The dirt road, 



which is full of holes, has been straight as an arrow once, but as a result of the repeated 
attempts of truckdrivers to avoid the worst holes it now reels a little. In the distance 
it disappears over a hill. There is always movement on this road ; trucks coming to 
load produce; cars of owners or visitors; a herd of cattle being driven to another 
pasture; a man on horseback; children going to school in their white and blue uni­
forms; a woman with a bulging bag. 

Here inside the settlement, where the roads are bad and passage becomes difficult 
after a night's rain, the city people are less numerous but not absent. The farm next 
to the field with the warehouses is a good example. From end to end it is planted with 
maracock. The owner, an agronomist, only visits the farm from time to time. He sells 
his entire production to the ice-cream factory of Kibon, in Rio. His is the only farm 
in the project where maracock is grown in such quantities. 

Inside the settlement it is easier to see to what use the land is put. The first impres­
sion, again, is that it is rather empty; but those fields full of grass, weed and bushes 
are often pastures rather than fallow. And the further you penetrate into the project, 
the more numerous become the cultivated fields. Orange orchards are to be found on 
most farms. In the dry season the leaves of the trees are sometimes covered with a 
black mold, from a fungal disease called fumagina, but during the wet season, if it is 
wet enough, the trees become green again. Also maize and cassava are rather common. 
Here and there you see a field of sugar-cane, which the settlers use as fodder. In the 
rainy season rice also is grown, generally on the lowest fields. Around the houses 
grow fruit-trees ; bananas, mango, cashew, jaca (jackfruit), genipap, sweetsop, avoca­
do-pears. These are for home consumption, although the farmers who live on the 
asphalt road often try to sell their surpluses of these fruits to the passers-by. On sever­
al farms you will find a plantation of coconut palms. The trees are often low as if they 
have been planted recently, but that can be misleading: on some soils they do not 
develop properly. 

The paramount impression, however, remains one of emptiness and disorderliness. 
The tall grass in which an orange plantation can be hidden; the custom of intercala­
ting several crops on one field; the irregular shape of the fields, which often follow con­
tours (one meter difference in altitude can mean different soil characteristics or, after 
heavy rains, the division between inundated and dry land); and the fact that some 
crops are cultivated in minute quantities only and are overlooked in passing; all 
contribute to this impression. 

Although you will find throughout the project exceptions to this rule, farms that 
are intensively cultivated, in the section which we are visiting, Piranema, there is only 
one area where you can see a series of regular, clean fields in the European manner. 
It is the area called Chaperó, where the soil, black and granular, consists almost enti­
rely of organic material. This area concentrates on vegetables ; okra (hibiscus esculen-
tus) mostly, but also giló (solanum ovigenum), tomatoes, cabbage, anguria. Most of 
the settlers here are of Japanese descent. Two different accounts are given of how it 
happens that they live so close together and have the best land. According to one 
story, Chaperó, at the time the section Piranema was settled, after 1945, was not much 



more than a marsh. Only the Japanese were willing to settle there; the Brazilians did 
not like the risk of having their land flooded every year. (Chaperó is indeed one of 
the lowest areas of the project, and in summer inundations are still common after 
a few days of rain. A few deep and numerous smaller ditches usually manage to drain 
the water off within a day or two). According to the other story, the Japanese have 
gradually bought all farms on this soil type, or have exchanged farms with the original 
Brazilian settlers. Probably, both stories contain some truth. 

On a field bordering the road a couple of men are working. As you approach, you 
notice that it is a Japanese settler with his labourers, who are Brazilians. They are 
spraying okra. The sprayer is connected by means of a long rubber hose to a reservoir 
mounted on a wagon. Dragging the hose along, the worker walks between the rows 
of okra, rapidly gyrating the nozzle around each individual plant. The mood is light; 
they are nearing the end of the field. Suddenly you observe that the Brazilian labourers 
who relieve each other at the sprayer play at their work rather than labour at it. They 
dance from plant to plant, demonstrate the agility of their wrists whirling the long 
metal nozzle around each plant, quickly trot past the empty spaces in the rows. When 
they are relieved, they stand about on the path, and keep a conversation going above 
the sound of the pump. Although it happens right before their eyes, they do not seem 
to notice it when the long hose threatens to flatten a few plants near the path on which 
they stand. You notice it, though, and the Japanese settler notices it too. He bends 
down and drags the hose to one side. He does that several times, without comment and 
not demonstratively. You have the feeling that you and he are suffering from the 
Protestant ethic. 

In this north-west corner of the project, you see that the land, after all, is not wholly 
flat. Here and there, irregularly distributed and unconnected, as small islets, hills 
stand in the landschape. They are between ten and fifty meters high. The plain is 
crossed by a number of drainage canals, but these wind so much that you hardly see 
them, even from a hill; only a bridge in the road indicates their existence. These 
bridges are made of heavy trees1, upon which boards are fastened lengthwise to make 
tracks for the lorries that come to load produce. There is no railing. The further you 
go from the centre the more dilapidated these bridges become. Especially if the boards 
have come loose and have shifted somewhat, it is with some trepidation that you 
venture to cross them with a car. 

In the distance, standing out against the blue sky, lie the mountains of the Serra do 
Mar, the range that, running parallel to the coast, has for centuries hindered access 
to the interior. In the municipality of Itaguai, in fact only a few kilometers from where 
you stand, this range curves outward to the coast. But the project does not extend to 
the mountains. As a stranger you must deduce this knowledge from a map, because 
in the field you often cannot discern where the settlement ends. In some places where, 
according to the map, there should be farms, you see nothing but empty fields covered 
with sparse grass, weeds and shrubbery; no houses, no people, often not even cattle. 
Because there are no fences or any other boundaries, and sometimes not even roads, 
it has decome impossible to trace the former farms. They have been absorbed into 



bigger farms that were originally outside the settlement. One might say that the pro­
ject has already disappeared in these places. Elsewhere the process is still going on; 
big cattlebreeders, coming in from the outside, have bought a number of farms in the 
project. They begin by buying a farm here and another there, but they try to acquire 
the interlying plots and finally seek to connect this land with the land they have out­
side the project. 

The other, smaller section of the project, the section Santa Cruz, looks different. 
It was settled some fifteen years earlier, and it lies in another State, Guanabara, the 
former Federal District. This section appears to be more developed and more prosper­
ous than Piranema, partly, perhaps, because it is older, but mostly because the State 
of Guanabara is better off and its government services are better equipped. The 
posto agricola, the local branch of the Government agricultural assistance and exten­
sion service, plows land for a reasonable fee ; agricultural credit is easier to obtain ; 
the farmers can ask for and receive permission to sell their produce on one of the 
markets in Rio2; the dirt roads are kept in good repair; most farms have electricity. 
Regular, reasonably clean, cultivated fields are less of an exception than in Piranema, 
and the pastures, even if they consist of native grass, are seldom as overgrown with 
weeds. The crops are the same, though : oranges, coconuts, bananas, cassava, vegeta­
bles. Especially cassava is prominent. It is a regular cash crop here, and consequently 
is cared for. The plants are higher, and the foliage is dense and very green. Bananas 
too are grown on another basis : whereas in Piranema only a few farms grow them in 
any quantity, in Santa Cruz there are many farms with sizable banana plantations. 

Formerly the settlement was more of a unity. The two sections were connected by a 
bridge over the Sào Francisco River, and a regular bus service existed from Itaguai to 
Santa Cruz right across the project. But in 1954 exceptionally high water (according 
to the Administration, high because the turbines of the Rio Light Company at 
Porça-cava had just been put into operation) swept the bridge away. It was never 
rebuilt. A few hundred meters up-river a small private ferry operates now, but it can­
not support more than a horse-drawn cart. For a truck the banks are too steep any­
way. The busline from Itaguai took another route and did not traverse the section 
Piranema anymore. In fact, for two years this section did not have any public trans­
port at all. Only in 1956 the road from the old Rio-Sào Paulo highway to Itaguai, 
over which you entered the project, was bituminized, and thereafter became the main 
artery of the section Piranema. It was only then that Itaguai itself, the seat of the 
municipality, came to have some importance for the settlers of Piranema. There 
they buy the things that shops in the settlement do not carry but that are not impor­
tant or expensive enough to be worth a trip to Rio. They visit the doctor, the pharma­
cist, the prefecture. Some of their children attend the primary school in Itaguai, and 
since the only ginasio of the municipality is in the village, any children go there if they 
proceed to secondary school. 



The settlers 

Sergio arose at five o'clock in the morning, when it was still dark. He was almost 
always the first to rise. He lit the oil-lamp and rapidly changed into his working clothes. 
It had rained hard during the night, and the roof had leaked so badly that they had 
had to get up, fold the mattress away and wait for the rain to slacken. The roof of the 
house was made of sapé (imperata brasiliensis), and near the ridge beam you could 
see the sky. Sergio did not repair it, because the house stood at the side of a road, 
on land belonging to the municipality, and might be pulled down any time. He had 
already bought roofing tiles for a new house, which he hoped to build somewhat 
further down the road, on land belonging to the Church, but he did not want to use 
them on this house. Its beams were not strong enough to carry the weight of tiles, 
anyway. 

Sergio lit a fire in the brick oven and put water to boil for morning coffee. One by 
one, the others rose. Altogether eleven people slept in this house, that consisted of 
three small rooms, each about two meters square, and a kitchen. Sergio and Jenny 
had eight children, and the eleventh member of the household was Pedro, a negro 
boy who worked for Sergio. After they had drunk coffee Sergio went to the field with 
Pedro and one of his sons, a boy of ten. In the meantime his other labourer had arrived, 
a nortista, a man from the North-East, who had appeared in the project only recently. 
The man had left his wife and seven daughters behind in Rio Grande do Norte. From 
time to time he wrote them a letter and once he had sent them money, 5000 Cruzeiros. 
But where they lived a liter of cassava-flour cost 2300 Cruzeiros, or so he said. Sergio 
had the impression that the man would forget about his family in the long run ; but 
maybe he only thought so because he, Sergio, would never have left his family; either 
they would have moved together, or nobody would have gone. 

The evening before, having asked and received permission, Sergio had cut some 
young trees and branches on the land of a settler down the road. They now carried 
these trunks and branches to the field where they were working. Today they would 
continue to reap and thresh the rice he had planted as sharecropper for Senhor Julio. 
It was less than a hectare; they should be able to finish the work today. 

Yesterday they had only reaped. It had rained a lot that year, and the field had been 
flooded repeatedly. Even yesterday the water had still been a foot deep in some places. 
There the grain in the ear had sprouted small white roots. This rice had, in fact, done 
badly from the very beginning. Senhor Julio had rented the land from the owner, who 
did nothing at all with it. It had been heavily overgrown with weed and grasses, but 
Senhor Julio had not really plowed it, as he should have done; he had only harrowed 
it twice (a couple of hours work) and had handed it over like that to Sergio. He in turn 
had not used any fertilizer, and had done nothing to improve the drainage. The lower 
parts of the field had lain almost continuously under water. 

With a Japanese farmer, Sergio had thought, all this would have been impossible. 
He had wanted to give up the rice long ago, but Senhor Julio had insisted on him 
weeding the field and now insisted on harvesting. The labour did not cost Senhor 



Julio a penny; for him everything that Sergio could get off the land was pure profit. 
Sergio had already lost heavily on this rice, so much labour had been wasted on it. 
But the only result of his protests had been that Senhor Julio had allowed him to plant 
some rice on his own land. That rice looked better; the land had been plowed well 
and the drainage was better. 

After half an hour's walk they reached the field. The nortista started to reap. With 
a small sickle he cut the sheaves near the ground. Sergio's son put several sheaves 
together to make a bigger one and then carried it to the the threshing ground. Sergio 
and Pedro began to build a threshing chair. The chair resembled a crude throne ; it 
was two meters high and had a seat of one meter square. The seat consisted of thin 
branches, not neatly fitted together but with slits between them. Against the back 
and under the armrests of the chair they nailed a piece of linen. They spread a piece 
of canvas on the ground and put the finished chair at one end. Sergio showed the 
boy how the threshing should be done. He took a big sheaf of rice in both hands, 
raised it as an axe, and brought down the heads with all his force against the seat of 
the chair. Through the slits in the seat, grains of rice showered onto the canvas. Sergio 
turned the sheaf a bit in his hands and again brought it down against the seat. Each 
sheaf had to be beaten from three to five times for most grains to come loose. 

It was now ten o'clock. Laerte's eldest son, Paulo, arrived on a bicycle with food, 
the first real meal of the day. The metal pans contained the usual rice and black beans 
as well as angu (maize flour boiled with salt), vegetables and fried eggs. Jenny kept 
a garden where she grew all sorts of vegetables and herbs, and she often exchanged 
foodstuffs with her sisters who lived in the neighbourhood; if their husbands cultivated 
tomatoes for instance, they would exchange them for okra grown by Sergio. It was 
more a question of reciprocal gifts than of barter, though. There was always produce 
that could not be sold because it was slightly damaged; it had to be thrown away, un­
less some relative could use it. 

Paulo, of course, had also brought coffee, not strong but very sweet. The household 
consumed about 10 kilos of sugar each week, and most of it went into the coffee. They 
all stopped working and settled down with their chow-pans. Sergio ate very little; 
he had ulcers and had to be careful with foods. He rolled himself a cigarette and drank 
some coffee. 

After a while his two eldest daughters arrived, Martha and Marlene. The first was 
a mulatto, the second white. Sergio's children differed remarkably in skin colour. A 
younger daughter had the long, lank hair and high cheek-bones of an Amerindian. 
They all had Indian blood for that matter, for his great grandmother had been Indian, 
"caught with a lasso in the forest", as he used to say laughingly. His mother's grand­
father had been Swiss ; his own father a pure negro. He himself was obviously a half-
blood, but Jenny was practically white. It did not matter much, he thought. 

For some time already Martha considered herself engaged to be married. A young 
sharecropper from a farm in the neighbourhood had asked her to marry him, but he 
had not yet come to talk with Sergio and his wife. However, he seemed to be serious 
about it, and if he came to ask for her hand he would be likely to want to marry as 



soon as possible. But Martha had no trousseau. Sergio hoped that the cabbage which 
he would soon plant on the farm of Chico, the Japanese, would do as well as it did 
last year, when he had been able to pay off all his debts and was still left with enough 
to buy a brand-new stove, that worked on cylinder gas. And it had been less than a 
hectare; less than half a hectare, allowing that Chico received half of the proceeds. 
This year, it was true, they were already deeper in debt than they had been last year 
at this time, but maybe the cabbage too would fetch more. All being well, they should 
be able to buy Martha a trousseau. After all, last year he had even planted okra be­
tween the rows of cabbage. He had done that to economize on his scarcest factor, 
land. He could not afford the luxury of fallow, so he had planted the okra before the 
cabbage had been cut. This year he would not do that, because he would hand the 
land over to Chico afterwards and go somewhere else himself. 

He called everybody back to work. His youngest son left with the dirty pans. In a 
few hours he would be back again with a second meal, more rice and some scraps that 
were left over from this meal. The nortista went on reaping; the two girls collected 
the sheaves as they fell to the ground; his son bore them to the threshing ground. 
Pedro and Sergio relieved each other at the chair. When Sergio noticed many grains 
falling off the canvas, he stacked some sheaves around the legs of the chair. 

They sweltered, although there were many clouds in the sky. The only relief came 
from a steady breeze off the sea. Everybody was working now. The girls slowly, 
talking with each other, and without enthusiasm. Sergio's son proudly carried big 
sheaves on his head, but he took no care how they fell. His father told him to rest 
the heads on the canvas (they were trodden upon so often, that they shed some grain) 
and in the same direction; otherwise, the thresher had to rearrange them before he 
could lift a sheaf, thus loosing time. Patient explanations were of little avail. The sheaves 
were too heavy for the boy; he could carry them but not control their fall. Sergio let 
him be, after some sarcastic remarks. 

Two hours later Sergio's other son brought the second meal. This time, however, 
the work was not interrupted; those who wanted drank some coffee or ate a bit of rice 
and then resumed working. Sergio doubted if they would be able to finish the rice 
that day. The nortista was still busy reaping. In some places the rice was hidden among 
grasses as tall as the man himself, so that he disappeared from view. However, he at 
least was likely to finish today. The threshing would probably take longer; they were 
still at work on the rice that had been reaped yesterday, and had not even touched 
today's harvest. The rice was sodden and the grains stuck stubbornly to the ears; the 
sun had dried only the upper sheaves. But then, maybe the field would produce more, 
after all, than the ten sacks which he had expected. Sergio started working again. 

In the afternoon it began to rain. Sergio sent his children home. The nortista had 
finished reaping. The man did not work badly, but it would be a long time before 
Sergio would trust him as he trusted Pedro, the boy. When it began to get dark they 
put the rice that had fallen under the chair in sacks. It had become a big heap, and 
they filled seven sacks with it. If they left it lying around, some of it could well be 
stolen during the night. Sergio decided to leave the sacks on the field, however. He 
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figured that it was not easy to lift sacks of fifty kilos. 
They were soaked to the skin when they got home. Jenny told him that Vazau, the 

leader of the Japanese farmers, had called. They were going to repair the road the 
following day and he had asked Sergio to warn the Brazilians in the neighbourhood. 

Although Sergio did not possess any land, the Japanese regarded him as a leader. 
This was not as preposterous as it sounds. Most of the Japanese knew him; he cur­
rently worked as sharecropper with three of them. But because he did not live on 
their farms, in a house provided by them, he kept a certain independence. Besides, 
many people in the neighbourhood were relatives or compadres of Sergio. His con­
tact with the priest from Itaguai (who distributed through Sergio's house part of the 
powdered milk received from the Food for Peace Programme) and with the agricul­
tural extension officer raised his prestige. The Brazilian farm-owners in the neigh­
bourhood did not really compete; those who were not absentees often kept to them­
selves, and preferred to be ignored. 

This invitation was inconvenient, but he could hardly shirk it. Sergio owed his 
relative independence, and the ease with which he could leave one Japanese farmer 
and get a piece of land with another, to the confidence that he inspired. He was reputed 
to be a hard, careful and diligent worker. It had cost him a great deal of effort to 
build up this reputation. He had begun to work with the Japanese after he had been 
forced to leave the farm of Machado. His first job had been cutting trees for Chico, 
at a rate so low that he could not afford to employ others to help him. Most people 
would have given up after a time, but Sergio had held out, suspecting that the low 
rate was only to test him. After four months one of Chico's sharecroppers had sud­
denly wanted to leave. The man had offered his benfeitorias to Sergio for 20 contos, 
but Sergio did not have that kind of money. Instead, he had talked with Chico, tel­
ling him that he had worked four months now for very little and had amply shown 
that he was not afraid of work. Chico had bought the benfeitorias for him (he had 
had to pay only fifteen contos ; poor people are like that, said Sergio, they sell dear 
to a poor man and cheap to a rich man) and had taken him in as sharecropper. 
Sergio sent a message to his brother-in-law, whose wife was visiting Sergio. His 
neighbour, Senhor Gonçalves, who owned two farms, was not home, but Sergio knew 
that he could order one of Gonçalves labourers to go and repair the road; Senhor 
Gonçalves would later pay him a day's wages for it. At least, he had done so last 
time. Perhaps he, Sergio, could do the same thing. He could send the Nortista to the 
Japanese and go on threshing rice himself. Further he could count on a number of 
relatives, who were sharecroppers with Japanese farmers. It was highly uncertain if 
any Brazilian settlers would show up. For instance, it was no use asking Corrêa, 
Sergio's compadre. Of course, except for Senhor Gonçalves, only the Japanese settlers 
possessed trucks to take their produce to Rio. The Brazilian settlers, if they had 
anything to sell, sold it to middlemen, and if one of those broke an axle in a hole in 
the road, nobody was sorry. Sergio decided that it was too late to warn the other 
settlers along the road. He would do that first thing in the morning. After supper he 
went to bed early, before the others. 

11 



When we arrived, about half past nine in the morning, we found Henrique, in shirt­
sleeves, on the porch of his house, shaving himself. The day before it had poured with 
rain, but this morning the weather was fine. Henrique readily gave us permission 
to take some soil samples on his farm. Most of his land was under oranges, but he 
also had some cassava, on land that was higher than the rest, and some pasture. He 
sent his son along with us. Behind the house began the orange trees. They stood on 
small ridges, separated by furrows. The furrows were full of water, from a few 'centi­
meters to a foot or more deep. They were supposed to drain into a deep ditch at the 
end of the field, which Henrique had dug with the help of his oldest son who owned 
the farm on the other side. In the ditch, the water was indeed running, but on the 
field I could not detect any flow. The ditch across the road in front of the farm, con­
structed by the Administration, was too high to be of any use to Henrique. The orange 
trees showed traces of fumagina, but not much. Henrique later said that in some 
years they had suffered a lot from fumagina. He had sprayed but you got the stuff 
in your face, and after a while your arm ached from pumping. He had tried all sorts 
of concoctions : water and soap, petroleum, and also pesticides, but these he found 
dangerous; he had stopped using them. 

While we were filling our sample sacks we talked with the son, an intelligent lad of 
twenty. He had interrupted his cientifico (university preliminary course) which he had 
been doing at the nearby Agricultural University, because he had been drafted into 
the army. He had only recently returned home. He did not know yet what he was going 
to do. He was going to give the matter a good deal of thought, so he said. Unlike 
many settler's sons he was not dead set against agriculture, but he thought that it 
was a great disadvantage that a farmer could not go away once in a while, unless 
he had somebody to look [after the farm, One of his brothers owned an adjoining 
farm, but another had gone to Säo Paulo and had become a taxi driver. His sister 
taught at the primary school down the road. While we were talking the young man 
noticed a wasps' nest in one of the orange trees. He told us to stand back. Stooping, 
he filled both hands with a bundle of dried grass that covered the ground between 
the trees. Darting up to the wasps' nest, he rubbed it between his straw-filled hands 
and ground it to pieces. 

When we had taken our samples we went back to the house and talked with Hen­
rique who had finished shaving. His was not a bad house; it was less spacious than 
the bungalows which some Japanese and city people had built themselves, and also 
older, but it contained three comfortable rooms, a big kitchen and the porch. A few 
large fruit-trees with tremendous crowns provided shade. He had almond, cashew, 
jackfruit and mango. A jackfruit was cut open in our honour; with our hands we 
worked the edible parts free. 

Henrique had already lived for seventeen years in the settlement, and had no plans 
to leave. His oranges and his nine cows provided enough for a living. Some years ago 
he had also bred pigs; he once had sixty of them, but they kept eating the oranges from 
the trees and he had sold them off. His oranges he sold sometimes on the tree, some­
times crated. Some middlemen brought their own pickers along, and then he had 
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only to count the number of crates afterwards. He was well aware that the settlers 
who had trucks bought cheaply from other farmers and made money, but what could 
one do? The attempts to organize a cooperative had failed, because the leaders had 
sought their own advantage. They could not bring it up again, the settlers did not want 
to hear of cooperatives any more. Matias (at that time an important official of the 
Administration) was the biggest crook of them all. He had been able to turn his job 
to good account and now owned five or six farms. Ten, according to Henrique's son. 

As to annual crops, his farm had only cassava. But on a farm across the road he had 
planted rice. It was a sharecropping arrangement. Since the tractors of the Admini­
stration had stopped working, it had become very difficult to find somebody to plow 
your land. Plowing with animals Henrique considered more tiresome even than clear­
ing land with the hoe ; it simply could not be done. The thing to do was to plow with 
a tractor, brrrm and you are at the end of the field, but he had no money to buy one. 

Later his son showed us the house. The furniture was simple but not wretched and 
falling apart as in the poorer houses. In the kitchen stood a big new refrigerator that 
worked on paraffin, and a stove with a cylinder of gas next to it. Behind the house 
we admired an electric pump, installed next to the well from which they got their 
drinking water. The current for the pump was supplied by a second-hand generator, 
which also fed the light-bulbs hanging from the ceiling in each room. Henrique said 
that recently, during the construction of the high-tension cable from the old Rio-Säo 
Paulo road to the centre of the project the settlers in his neighbourhood had seriously 
thought of buying a transformer together and shunting the electricity from the main 
road to their houses. The plan had not materialized because the builders had run out 
of money and the high-tension cable had never been connected. In the past few months, 
moreover, considerable lengths of cable had been stolen, so that now they could not 
send electricity to the project even if they wanted to. 

Just as we were leaving, a big truck of the company that was building the water-
purification plant on the Guandu River turned into the farm. The driver wanted to 
buy a crate of oranges, of the Pera variety. Why he had driven so far to buy something 
which he could get at any other farm, I did not understand. 
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2 The history of the project 

The land-settlement project of Santa Cruz occupies the southeast corner of the 
Baixada Fluminense, the lowlands between the sea and the mountain range that runs 
parallel to the coast in the State of Rio de Janeiro. The settlement has been carved out 
of an immense latifundium, the history of which goes back for centuries. Only some 
twenty-odd years after the land had been given out as a sesmaria3 in 1567, it was partly 
bequeathed to and partly bought by the Order of Jesuits, which eventually managed 
to acquire a property of more than 180,000 hectares. Working with converted Indians 
and later with negro slaves, the Jesuits bred great herds of cattle, horses and sheep, 
and cultivated such crops as sugar-cane, cassava, maize and tobacco. In order to 
drain the flat marshy lands, they constructed numerous canals and diverted water 
from one river to another (Alonso, 1960, p. 400). For almost two centuries the 
'fazenda de Santa Cruz', as the exploitation came to be called, remained in the pos­
session of the Society of Jesus. Owing to the high prices given for sugar on the Euro­
pean market, sugar-cane gradually became the most important crop on the estate 
(Alonso, 1960). In 1759, however, the Jesuits were expelled from Brazil and their 
possessions confiscated. The fazenda became Portuguese Crown property. Under 
civil administrators it rapidly declined in prosperity. Repeatedly, in 1761, 1770, 
1773 and finally in 1804, orders went out from Portugal to subdivide and sell the 
fazenda, but only in 1806 two engenhos4 with surrounding lands were auctioned off. 
The administrator of the fazenda was against its dismemberment. The construction 
of the two engenhos and of cassava and coffee plantations, seems to have brought 
back to the region some of its former prosperity. But after a political conflict the 
administrator was put out and the sale or lease of lands became frequent (Tacsir, 
1952). The arrival of the Portuguese royal family temporarily called a halt to this 
process of fragmentation; the fazenda became its country seat. 

Coffee, introduced in the beginning of the 19th century, did not replace sugar-cane 
in the lowland. The hamlet of Itaguai, however, developed into a relatively important 
commercial centre, owing to its situation near the coast and on the main road through 
the mountains to Sào Paulo. The coffee grown in the Paraiba valley was transported 
to Itaguai on pack-animals and from there taken to Rio by boat (Alonso, 1960, p. 404). 

Also, it seems, attempts were made to develop the royal fazenda of Santa Cruz. 
Spix and von Martius, who passed through in 1817, met a compatriot of theirs who 
directed the recently installed charcoal works, and made mention of Chinese colonists, 
whose agricultural skills, it was hoped, would benefit the fazenda5. Most of these 
colonists, however, had become street vendors in Rio de Janeiro. The fazenda itself 
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they found to be in almost the same state of neglect as Mawe, another traveller, had 
described it many years before them. In spite of a multitude of slaves, the lands were 
badly drained and marshy, and were used mainly for raising cattle (Spix and von 
Martius, n.d., p. 114 et seq.). Kidder (1951, p. 135), who saw the fazenda twenty years 
later, says of it: "Up to the present, however, almost all its land is uncultivated". 
What development there was at Itaguai did not last. Owing to the rapid exhaustion of 
the soil on the first coffee plantations and the consequent southward movement of 
the crop, as well as to the construction of a railway which reached Säo Paulo in 1875, 
Itaguai lost its importance for the transport of coffee. With the advent of the Republic 
the fazenda became state property. Gradually many lands pertaining to the latifundium 
were leased. Through neglect of the extensive drainage system rivers became obstruc­
ted, and the marshes reappeared everywhere. Finally the region was almost abandoned 
by its population (Alonso, 1960, p. 405). 

In the twenties of this century the Federal Government began to envisage the recu­
peration of the marshy lowlands in the Baixada Fluminense. Various commissions 
were created to study the technical problems (mostly drainage) of reclaiming the 
area. Until 1933 these studies and works which resulted from them remained pat­
chy. In that year, however, a new commission was set up that understood the neces­
sity of a more comprehensive approach to the planning and execution of reclamation 
works in the region. Upon its recommendations the Directorate for the Reclamation 
of the Baixada Fluminense was created. 
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Map of the State of Rio de Janeiro, showing municipal boundaries and centres. The area in black is the 
project of Santa Cruz. 
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