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Dear Mr. Nolte:

"Returning ome day to Recife from Cabo, I thought
that the heat of the day and the stromg scemt of the
cashevw fruit along the road had affected my vision. From
the side, the church did xot exist, It was because the
church, onx the Largo de Paz, had crumbled completely
except for its graceful, baroque facade——-that had not
fallex to its knees but, rather, had loosed itself from
the roof, said goodby to the nrave and the sacristy, cut
all its lirks with the rotten beams and become a front
alone, with the blue sky servimg as glase in the little
window of the belfry,

"The agrarian structure of the Northeast is like
that church, before the fall, From in fromt, it has
the charm of the white plantation houses nestled like
retables among the hillocks of greem cane, But within,
the last sacring bell has rung ir a long and eruel mass,
Just like the church, the Northeast preserves its facade
bearing the little that is pretiy out of its pamt. But
if you pull at its rotter rafters and its cracked tiles,
you are going to crush many people under the rubble.”

This amalogy by the Bragiliam jourmalist, Amtonie Callado, drama-~
tizes a situation whieh statistics corroberate. Specifically, he refers
not to the vast area of the whole Northeast, most of which i= drought-
ridder sertfo, but to the marrew coastal belt called the zoma da mata,
Ia the dry imterior, it is mature which has beer unkind; along the
humid littoral, it is man who has been unwise,

Over the crystallime hills which border the Atlantic QOcean in
the states of Alagoas, Permambuce and Parafba, oxe of Brazil'!s ecomomiec
cycles is dwindling to a close, leaving as legacy a momoculture based
uper latifundia.

The sugar industry survives oxly by the grace of artificial stimuli:
subsidies from the Goverament, preferential prices by the United States,
and eredit from the Bamk of Brasil, DBoomlets, such as that created by
the jump in werld prices after withdrawal of the Cubam supply im 1960-61,
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orly aggravate the situation as it emcourages the usineires to cling
to their credo that change is mot necessary,

But boomlets brimg only brief respite and, by 1965, the Govermer
of Permambuce was pleadirng the régian's cause before Casielo Branco,
President of Brazil: of the 47 usinas (sugar refimeries) im the state
less thax a fourth were eperating, representing uhempleymert feor 150,

000 rural workers, A Recife newspaper, Didrie da Neite, compared the

sugar ecomomy with the local Bea Vista bridge acress the Capibaribe
River; fleods of 1964 and 1965 had twisted its girders and washed
avay its supperts se that it sagged inte the dirty waters, an impas—~
sable derelict, But the same article closed om the words of a state
deputy whe meatly shifted the omus, =aying:

"By going te explain the situatiem to the Marshall-
Presideat, Paule (Guerra, Govermor) completes hi= missfen,
The rest them remains with the Govermment to de its duty.”

This statement exemplifies the prevaleat attitude of the power
structure in the Northeast: blame the Govermment and wait for it te
repair the damage.

In the Nertheast, the coastal strip occupies emly 5% of the total
area of the region but is ef the greatest impertance due te the pepu~
lation density (27%4) and its ecormomic pewer, Bemefitied by ample rains
from the Atlantie Oceam amd by a relatively fertile seoil, the zema da
mata is characterized by excessive eomcentration om a sugar memoculture.
Until the late 19th ecextury the dasic predueing umit was the engenmho,

a plantatiem with its owm primitive mill, predueimg a erude sugar for
local comsumptiom (rapadura) amd am aleceholic by-product (eachaga).
Then, entrepreneurs begam imcorperatirg the engerhos, ereatimg larger
agro-industries centered on the usina, a sugar refimery preducing fer
the natiomal and intermational markets,

In the 1920t's the expanding irtermal market, geared te the ubi-
quitous cafezinhe (demitaszse cups of coffee loaded with sugar) amd the
boom world market, due im part te sugar beet failure im Burepe, exalted
the sugar industry. Then ecame the Great Depressiomn., Prieces plunged
and stocks piled high. To aveid & fiscal and seeial erisis, the Brazi-
lian Goversmment intervemed, establishing quetas and subsidizimg the
priec.: Thus begar an artifieial suppert which persists until today.

The imcreasing paece of Brazil's ecomemic develepment durimg and.
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after World War II revealed the faults im the sugar structure im the
Nertheast. To meet the proliferatinmg demands, the Pernmambucanes amd
their meighbers doubled production betweem 1946 amd 1961, while Seuth
Brazil, paced by the State of S¥e Paule, increased productien tem times.
As a mew industry im the Seuth, soils, machirery and men were fresher
for the job,

The Nertheast!s simplistie reatien te this reeeat cempetition
has been to put mere workers im the field and te cultivate additiemal
acteage, usually of marginal seils far frem the mill. DBut these
measures have been short—sighted ard exly serve te compound the secial
and production ills,

As effieial palliatives ever the years failed to ocure the siek
industry, it progressively exacted its profitis frem the everexpleitatien
ef land, man and machines, Soils were not revitalizgd. Laber was net
remunerated. Eguipment was noet maintained.

The imevitable comsecuences of rundown scils tended by mam and
animal pewer is peor yield—-as lew as 40 tens per hectare im Pernam-
buee. Using mederm metheds, SHe Paule realized 80 tems per heectare.

Onee ecut, the came must be tramsported te the usina. Seme of the
larger eperatioms have their own narrow-gauge railreds fer the hauls,
ofter many miles frem field te factery. Hewever, as erepland is pushed
further te the periphery of the lardholding, as is mew the trend, time
required fer transpert imcreases geemetrically due te resert te ex~

drawn earts or, at best, trucks ever dirt lanes,
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Days sometimes pass befere the cut came arrives at the usina,
and it is me surprise that the moisture contemt (sacarose) is sigmi-
ficantly reduced. The same depreciation results frem the retarded
eutting of the eane due to insufficiemnt capacity ef the precessing
equipment. Spread ever sevem eor eight months (August-Mareh), cutting
of the ecane is determined more by the sehedule of the refinery tham
by the econdition eof the stalks,

Gane past its prime is eften proecessed by inferier eguipment and
methods whieh render oemly 80 er 90 kiles of sugar per tenr of cane.
These faetors contribute te the significamt differemtial im preductien
costs betweem the Northeast, Cr.3$7927 per saek, and the Cemtral-Seuth,
Cr.$6107 per sack imn the 1965 harvest——i.e., at the cruzeire rate of
that year, a $1.00 per urit hamdieap fer the Nertheast.

Gapital investment in fertilizers, tramsport amd equipment eould
correct the low yields and factory inefficiencies cemmen threugheut

the sugar industry ef the zema da mata. However, usineires have shewn

themselves much mere prene te other expenditures—censpicueus con-
sumptiern in the ferm of palatial homes in Reeife and Rie, cars, foreiga
travel, ete.,-——and the transfer ef funds te the South where industry
or tourist facilities bring higher and faster returas,

Farthermere, the traditiomal trade relatiomship ef the Northeast
te the Seuth i= "eelonial", i.e., selling raw materials and buying
manufactured goeds, te the persistent deficit of the former, Alse,
since the financial eapital eof Brazil is SHe Paulo, meney deposited
in a branch bank in Recife beecomes available fer plant expansien in
the industrial complex; im any case, commerieal bamks are chary ef
agrieultural loeans,

The result of this "eruzeire draim" is a capital defieciency in
the Northeast, accompanied by lew teleranee for fimamecial erises, A
drep in the sugar priee is a disaster. One bad crep brings bankrupey.
Enforeement of the thirteenth-month benus brings a "run" en the Bamk
of Brasil; by late 1966, sugar producers ewed the Bank $20-millien
in leans due.

v Just as a peverty-strieken resource base aliers plant eecelogy,
g0 it does human ecelogy——-Alberte Tamer, a S%e Paule jeurnalist,

summarizes the problem: "One ean state with abselute certainty that
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a great part ef the misery whieh afflicts the pepulatien of the Northeast
is due to a menoculture which expleits man but does not feed him.™

The social structure of the sugar culture is eomplex and highly
stratified. The lanrd heldings pertaining te an usina usually emdempass
several engenhos, each continuing te bear the same name it earried befere
it was abserbed. At the apex of the persernel concerned with the field
production is the superviser whese respensibility extends te the tetal
erop eperatién. Belew him are several administrators, usually ene in
charge of each engerhe. The administrater, meunted em a horse and wearing
knee~-high leather beets, spends his day in the field overseeing the workers,

Basie cempenent ef the salaried workers is the merader, resident en
the sugar plantation, He is generally ebligated te give five work days
per week and, during the harvest, often sevem days, As early as 5:30
a.m. he reperts te the place assigned him by the administrater. He works
alengside dezens of ethers———cutting and trimming the cane with a smickle-
like blade called a foice, er tying it inte Bundles ealled feixas, leading
it en ex-drawn earis eor transferring it inte trucks when the earts are
pulled to the nearest read. Wemem and ehildren eften laber irn the fields
alongside the men, A greoup woerks as a team amd is paid aecording te the
amount of eane that is eut, Other tasks assigned are clearing the land
after the last eutting, plewing, fertilizing, spraying, planting, ete.

The meraderes live im houses provided by the usinma, seattered at
great distances over the preperty ef thousands of hectares, Usually
each engenhe has a =mall center where there is a company store (varraecte),
often a scheel, and sometimes a soeial eemter., Depending upem the goed

will of the usineire, the merader families may reeeive seme medieal and

dental attentien,
The seeond type ef salaried werker is the independent whe lives in
a surrounding tewn, When an usina needs laber in additien te the mera-

dores, trucks are sent in te pick up leads of these waiting mem. Sinee

many engenhes and usimas are elesing down er turning te eattle-raising,
former meradores are swelling the number of indepemdents, and the cempe~
titien fer an eecasienal day's werk is intensifying. Unemployment er
underempleyment ef this greup is said te number 220,000 in Permam—
buee alcne.i

Third majoer eentingent eof the salaried workers im the sugar area
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are the ecaatingueires-—transient werkers who coeme from the drier

interior fer the harvest seasen and them return home during the rest
of the year to tend their ewn subsistence plets. Banjeying altermative
sources of liveliheod, the migrants are spared the subservient rele

of the residents and independents,

In additien te the field workers a semewhat more elite greup,
product of the 20th eentury medernizatien ef the sugar industry, man
the maehinery of the usima itself. They are better paid and reside
apart from the field workers in the community which elusters around
the mill and the administrative headquarters,

Developing evern before the abelition ef slavery and flourishing
during the first half ef this century is anether sector whose existenece
is elosely related te the sugar industry: fereires, er temants on the
land ef engemhos., They are alletied small pareels of land on a lease
basis whieh they cultivate semetimes as truck gardens te supply the
lecal market, semetimes in colten, semetimes in ecane, As payment feor
the use of this land, the foreire eftem fulfills the ebligation of the
eorvée, assisting gratuiteusly in the planting and harvesting ef the
engenho's cane., After World War II the increase in g%ar price prempted
the plantatieon owners te expel many foreires se that their land eould
be turned over te ecane cultivatioen.

The idea of & binding eontractual agreement between empleyer and
employee was intreduced into the Nertheast's agrieultural society enly
within the last decade, and it has gained little suppert en the part ef
any of the parties because it is based upern an impersenal human relatien-
ship which is noet ecomprehended. Rather, the psyeholegy whieh eobtains is
familial-—-ene does net need te document, sign and eountersign ome'ls
mutual ebligations, The largess of the bernefacter will provide the
medicine when it iz needed or grant the faver of the jeep fer the ride
te the hespital, ete. Though the salary may be low, it is supplemented
with food or clething effered as eharity by the semhor-de-engembo.or

usineire.

It is, therefere, impertant te stay in faver with the patrfie in
erder te enjoy these fringe benefiis. The daughter ef a senhor-de
engerhe told me hew her father\knew eaeh ene of his werkmen by their

first name, and when the time for the year-end settling arrived, he
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would grant speeial favers te his favorites.

A wife of a leading usineire said te me, "Our people are good and
obedient, We treat them well., Of ¢ourse, it iz paternalism, I admit
it, But we have te have it.™®

Through the ecenturies the inhabitants of the large landholdings
have funectioned as an ingrown c¢lan. The peasant enjeyed the security
and protection assured him by life-lerng serviee to the pairfle; the
landewner profited from the secial, economic and pelitieal pewers
invested in him by hisg feudal heldings, The imstitution eperated as
a self-sufficient demain——-—ecenomically, seoeially, and pelitieally,

The secielogist Gilberto Freyre has commented: "The Big House ef
the Neruega plantation in Pernambuce, with its many reoms, drawing-
room and corriders, its twe convemt kitehens, its dispemsary, iis
chapel, and its annexes impresses me as being the sincere and cemplete
expression of the absorptive patriarehalism of celenial times,,."

The intrespeetive leyalty of this elan group was, inte this eemtury,
harbored from intrusiens by a lack of transpert and communieations faei-
lities, Centuries ef iselatien and autememy created an archepelage of
plantatien and fazenda "eultures" scattered threughout the Nertheast.
Eaech funetioned as a relatively self-contained unit, structured as a
stratified pyramid with decision and eommand flowing exclusively froem
top to bettom. Neither alien ideas mor alternate choiees confused the
peasants! adherence te the norms decreed by the ewmer, and generatiens
of master-servant relationships inemléated an unguestioned ebedience
and loyalty in a peasant society se molded as to believe that its own
interests were eongruemt with those of the owner and his family.

In that the sugar plantatiens have emjoyed a monepseny of the laber
market threugheut the eenturies, the peasant society has had little
pewer te bargain in order to impreve ils wage conditions. Laws te
proteet rural laberers from explesitatien or te previde them with
legal means te seeure their rights were practieally nom—existent umtil
the Revelution eof 1930, impeded first by slavery and subsequently by
laissez~faire, The situatien of the merader further inmhibits earming
pessibilities since he is incerperated im a paternalistie system
with payment in kind---heuse, garden plet, and favers——-as a substitute

for paymert in eash, The average anmual income ef many is, therefere,
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less than $100, and the peasant secltor is essentially eutside of the
national eeconomy.

The diet of the peasant society iz commensurate with its earning
poever, and the effeets of generations eof malautrition are manifest
throughout the Nertheast. Harkimg baek te eolenial days, Gilberte
Freyre describes the eating habits "marked by the ever use of dried
fish and manihet fleur (and later of jerked beef), or to an incomplete
and dangerous diet of feodstuffs imported under the worst eonditions ef
transport...Preminent amomg the effects of hypenutrition are: a deecrease
in stature, weight, and chest measuremeni; deformities ef the beny strue-
ture; decaleificatien of the teeth; thyroid, pituitary and gomadial defi-~
cieneies leading te premature old age, a generally impoverished ferti-
lity, apathy and, net infrequemtly, infecundity."

The diet of the peor im the Northeast today has deterierated from
that deseribed by Freyre., Dried fish and jerked beef have practiecally

ABOVE. Te the left, a eane-cutter and, te the right, am administrater
on ar usina ir seutherm Pernambuee.
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disappeared from the table as their prices rese beyend purehasing pewvwer.
Staples are manioe, beans and riee, contributing te a starech-heavy intake.
The result of the increasing imbalance between wages and feed prices ism
that an ever larger part of the peastnit's earnings must be used to feed
himself and his family. Surveys have founrd that it is cemmen for the
salaried rural werker to spend up te 80% ef his meney at the eompany stere,
but sometimes half ef this gees fer cachaga (aleehelic drink), Im faet,
many times he does net even have currency, but rather vales, paper slips,
whieh the usima has used to pay him and which are aecepted enly at the
store on the plantatien.

Tandem with the health situatien is the lew level of education.
Reasons for the abysmal educatienal state are manifold. Certainly meti-
vation is lacking ameng the peasant society itself whieh cannot cempre-
hend the value of formal learning to their type of life. Government
efficials are much more inclined te concenirate resources in the urban
centers, leaving the countryside to fend fer iiself, By law the usinas
and engenhos are echarged with the respensiblity of providing the physical
structure for the sehool whieh the lecal goverament shoeuld previde the
teacher. From first-hand observatiom on one of the more pregressive
usinas, it is ebvieus that the buildings themselves are inadequate,
attendanece is low, and teachers are ill-prepared. It is diffieult te
interest a qualified teascher in iselating herself on an engenhe which
offers little of the physieal comfert er eompanionship ef peers available
in a tewn. As example, ene of the engenhe sehools em an usina I visited
had been under the supervisior of a l2-year eld girl fer three menths,
awaiting the appeintment ef a replacement teacher.

Starting in the 1930's and aceelerating after World War II, {he
Hortheast has undergone a modernizing precess ef seecialization due te
urbanizatien, mass media, improved eommumicatiens, teehnelogical inne-
vation, eeomemic alterations, ete. Clesely related are the phenemenma
of migratien ard urbanizatien whieh intruded intoe the rural seciety
at all lewels., Whereas traditionally the landowner resided e» hi= engenhe,
usina er fazenda-—-therebdy maintaining the direet personal relatiemship
which sueccers paternalism and group leyalty-——he new is mest likely te
live in the eity, establishing his prineipal house there, inereasingly

investing hi% profits im urban enterprises, ard visiting his ceuntry
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heldings enly eeccasienally. In his stead an impersenal administration
oversees the plantation, taking ne interest ir the workers as individuals
and doing away with the "favers" in kind whieh previously supplemented
the lew wages, The eonstruction and maintenance ef houses for meraderes
has diminished and increasingly field laborers ceme frem among the
independents whose growing numbers assure a supply.

Rather than the patrfe, the empreiteire fills & role of increasing

impertance. He is a laber centracter whe services usinas by previding
the needed number of men te complete a certaintask. The workers are
in no way attached teo the usina but rather te the empreiteire, and
they may change their lecale frem day te day.

The number of independents is on the increase for a number of
reasons, On the one side, the pepulation is expanding and, en the
other, unempleyment is spreading due teo changes in the agrieultural
methods and astivities, The vagaries of the sugar market are fercing
many usinas either te clese down and dismiss their werkers or turm te
eattle-raising which requires many less hands. The Servige de Orient-
agae Rural de Pernambueco (SORPE) estimates that there are ever 220,000
unemployed in rural Pernambuce alene.

Palmares in mouthern Pernambuce, sometimes ealled "{he eapital ef
the sugar country", is everrun with men without work. At daybreak the
trucks from the surrounding usinas eeme inte tewn and piek up leads
of men eager for a day's work, The traditienal system eof the merader,
resident on the usina, is disintegrating, and in its stead is a grewing
nomadism, men whose ecomplete ownings are tied within a bundle as they
walk from tewn te town in seareh of werk., Competing ameng themselves
fer a pittance of subsistence, they are, even more than before, vistims
of the usina's menopsony ef the laber market,

As Brazil's paee of modernization has quickened ever the last
desades, the society has undergene struetural differentiation leading
te inereasingly speeialized aetivities by state and federal gevern-
ments and to the development of new sybsystems all ef whiek have
intruded upen the traditiemal, diffuse role of the latifundia system.
Those with vested interests in the pattern of the past see these changes
as dis#uptive and uwnproductive., Thus, the wife of #n usineire cem-

nentei to me:
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ABOVE., Cane fields cever the hills of southern Pernambuee. This
modern usina sprays te contrel blight,

"Our system has always operated on the basis ef patermalism, I
admit it. But at least there was a basis, New the owners ne longer
have that margin ef profit whieh they ean devote to servieces for the
workers., MFurthermore, the State is meving im with its bureauneratie
apparatus of social welfare-——there are the Institutions e¢f Seeial
Prevision, and the syndicates—-the owners are losing their sense
of responsibility. It is a new kind ef patermalism, but it is im-
personal and does net function well, It breaks up the eld system,
and the weorker is left with nething."

As the secondary and tertiary sestors ef the soeiety have growa
with the industrializatien and commergial expansiem ef the eoumiry,
the power center has shifted from the rural areas te the urban centers.
Thus, as of the decades of the 50's, the landhelding ¢lass ne lenger
eould garner sufficient votes te outweigh the eity pepulatien; alse,
they had lest their absolute eonirel over their peliti¢al domains
due te absenteeism, It is generally eonceded, for instanee, that
Cid Sampaie, Governer ef Pernambuce (1958-1962) was the first holder
of that office to ows his election te the urban sector.

Through four eenturies the Nertheast persisted as an iselated,
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traditien-bound, paternalistic society with only its elite apex
having contact with the outside world. For the peasant society,
the boundaries were largely set by those of the engenho or usina, a
elosed world without structure beyond that set by the deeree of
the master and the exigencies of the labor. The subeulture, better
deseribed as "mass", vegetated as an anomie, parochial stratum,
unaffected by the national pelity.

In the last three decades a number of forces have attacked
this closed soeciety: urbanization, absenteeism, impersonalism, un-
employment, nemadism, communications, shifts in agricultural aeti-
vities, financial strains, urban pever, governmental interference,
etc. The traditional norms and structure are being challenged for
the first time, and the peasant society which depended upen those

norms and structure is entering a stage of disturbing transitien.

Sincerely yours,

Frances M. Foland

Sketches, p. 3: Brasil Agueareire
Photos: FMF
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