
All rights reserved © Canadian Committee on Labour History, 2005 This document is protected by copyright law. Use of the services of Érudit
(including reproduction) is subject to its terms and conditions, which can be
viewed online.
https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/

This article is disseminated and preserved by Érudit.
Érudit is a non-profit inter-university consortium of the Université de Montréal,
Université Laval, and the Université du Québec à Montréal. Its mission is to
promote and disseminate research.
https://www.erudit.org/en/

Document generated on 04/09/2024 12:40 p.m.

Labour/Le Travailleur

Farm Labourers and Small-Scale Producers in Latin America
Jim Handy

Volume 55, 2005

URI: https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/llt55re04

See table of contents

Publisher(s)
Canadian Committee on Labour History

ISSN
0700-3862 (print)
1911-4842 (digital)

Explore this journal

Cite this article
Handy, J. (2005). Farm Labourers and Small-Scale Producers in Latin America.
Labour/Le Travailleur, 55, 239–250.

https://apropos.erudit.org/en/users/policy-on-use/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/llt/
https://id.erudit.org/iderudit/llt55re04
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/llt/2005-v55-llt_55/
https://www.erudit.org/en/journals/llt/


Farm La bourers and Small-Scale 
Pro ducers in Latin Amer ica 

Jim Handy 

Steve Striffler, In the Shadows of State and Cap i tal: The United Fruit Com pany, 
Pop u lar Strug gle, and Agrar ian Re struc turing in Ec ua dor, 1900-1995 (Dur ham, 
NC: Duke Uni versity Press 2002) 
Sue Branford and Jan Rocha, Cut ting the Wire: The Story of the Land less Move -
ment in Brazil (Lon don: Latin Amer i can Bu reau 2002) 
John Hellin and Sophie Higman, Feed ing the Mar ket: South Amer i can Farmers, 
Trade and Glob al iza tion (Lon don: ITDG Pub lishing 2003) 

IN 1994, ERIC HOBSBAWM sug gested in his Age of Ex tre mes: The Short Twen ti eth 
Cen tury, 1914-1991 that, “The most dra matic and far-reaching so cial change of the 
sec ond half of this cen tury ... is the death of the peas antry.”1 Hobsbawm was not the 
first to pro claim the im pend ing end of the peasantry; proc lam a tions pre dict ing or 
de tailing their de mise have been com mon stretch ing back at least to the era of en -
clo sures in 17th century Brit ain. But, as Hobsbawm sug gests, the sec ond half of the 
20th cen tury, marked by in creased glob al iza tion of trade in ag ri cul ture espe cially 
since the for mation of the WTO, has been a dif fi cult time for small-scale ag ri cul tural 
pro duc ers through out the world. The three books con sid ered here detail this pro -
cess in the con text of in creased trade in ag riculture through out Latin Amer ica. 
They do so in very dif ferent fashions and with sig nif icantly dif fering mes sages. 

Steve Striffler’s In the Shadows of State and Capi tal is a won der ful and 
nuanced account of small holder and ru ral worker strug gles against the United Fruit 
Com pany in coastal Ec ua dor. The book de tails their tem po rary vic tory over the 
com pany and their even tual inabil ity to build via ble small-scale ag ri cul tural hold -

1Eric Hobsbawm, Age of Ex tre mes: The Short Twen ti eth Cen tury, 1914-1991 (Lon don 
1994), 289. 

Jim Handy, “Farm La bourers and Small-Scale Producers in Latin Amer ica,” Labour/Le Tra -
vail, 55 (Spring 2005), 233-43. 
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ings or peasant co-operatives in the context of gov ernm ent ne glect and the in ter na -
tional mar ket for ba nanas. Sue Branford and Jan Rocha’s Cut ting the Wire pro vides 
a de tailed ex plo ra tion of Latin Amer ica’s larg est peas ant or ga ni za tion, the Bra zil -
ian Movi mento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (MST), fo cus ing on oc cu pa -
tions of es tates and at tempts to build vi a ble set tle ments af ter tak ing possession of 
the lands. Jon Hellin and Sophie Higman’s Feed ing the Mar ket at tempts to ex plore 
the chal lenges and op por tuni ties for small-scale pro ducers in Latin Amer ica in the 
cur rent in ter na tional mar ket for ag ri cul tural goods. While valu able for the var i ous 
ways it discusses the com plexity of pro duction de ci sions fac ing Latin Amer ican 
smallhold ers, it is flawed by a sim plis tic ap proach to the role of mar kets and is in -
tent on mak ing an ar gu ment about the value of en gagem ent in inter na tional mar kets 
that is not sup ported by the ev i dence they pro vide. Taken as a whole, these three 
works sug gest some of the more in ter est ing cur rents in the liter a ture con cern ing 
Latin Amer i can peas ants, the state, and mar kets in the 20th cen tury. 

Striffler’s study fo cuses on the area en com passed by and sur round ing one ha -
ci enda in the south coast of Ec ua dor. In the 1930s the United Fruit Com pany, as 
part of its rest less search for land not af fected by Pan ama dis ease, ar rived at the 
south coast of Ecua dor, pur chased a for mer ca cao plan ta tion, ha ci enda Tenguel, 
and trans formed it into a “typ i cal” ba nana en clave. They in vested heavily in the re -
gion and by the 1950s Tenguel was one of United Fruit Com pany’s most im por -
tant plan ta tions. Faced with occu pa tions of its property by peas ants and workers 
and prob lems with disease, the com pany aban doned Tenguel to worker/peas ant 
“com munes” by the 1960s. In the ensuing years, how ever, United Fruit’s suc ces -
sor, Chiquita, along with other ma jor banana mar ket ing firms, have come to dom i -
nate the region in an other fashion. Now purchas ing their ba nanas from con tract 
ba nana pro duc ers, the ba nana com pa nies have off-loaded the po lit i cal, en vi ron -
mental, and produc tion risks, while the work ers la bour un der worse con di tions than 
those im posed by the United Fruit Com pany a half cen tury ear lier. In Striffler’s 
hands, the story of this transi tion, “From Workers to Peas ants and Back Again,” as 
one chap ter is en ti tled, tells us much about the work ings of the ba nana com panies, 
peas ant and worker protest, and the role of the state in Ec ua dor through the 20th 
cen tury. 

Striffler, an an thro pol o gist by train ing, ex plores this story through an imag i na -
tive use of ar chives and oral history. One key ar gu ment, pre sented in con vinc ing 
fash ion, is that peas ants and work ers were able not only to af fect the lo cal op er a -
tions of the United Fruit Com pany, but also to help deter mine the ways that the 
com pany op er ated in the in ter na tional ba nana mar ket. Peas ants and work ers took 
advan tage of op por tuni ties af forded them to oc cupy land claimed by the ha cienda 
Tenguel, with stand pres sure from the com pany and the state, and cre ate peas ant 
co-operatives on the land. This chal lenge to the com pany’s pow ers helped pre vent 
the com pany from shift ing produc tion to new lands when dis ease at tacked older 
sec tions of the plan ta tion. Partly as a re sult the United Fruit Com pany aban doned 
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pro duc tion to lo cal contrac tors, as it had already done to a large ex tent in its Cen tral 
Amer i can plan tations. While ul ti mately these work ers and peas ants were en cased 
in even more onerous forms of exploi tation by the contract grow ers, Striffler’s 
point is that even the “failed strug gles of subor di nate groups shape his tor i cal pro -
cesses” (17) and help de ter mine the na ture and func tion ing of in ter na tional cap i tal. 

One of the most in ter est ing as pects of Striffler’s ac count in volves an explo ra -
tion of the na ture of the Ec ua dor ian state’s in sertion in this struggle. While the area 
around Tenguel was a “fron tier” re gion, a re gion in which the im print of the com -
pany was often more ob vi ous than that of the state, Striffler avoids fo cus ing on the 
“weak ness” of the Ecua dor ian state, but rather provides us with a more sat is fy ing 
explo ra tion of the fragm ented nature of the state. The state, he says, was both “geo -
graphi cally thin” and “po lit i cally di vided.” Thus, “there was no ‘State’ in the sense 
of a uni fied actor that could make and im ple ment a co herent set of pol i cies.” This is 
explored most suc cess fully in the dis cus sion of the peas ant and worker oc cu pa tions 
of land. Peas ants were able to use the mul ti ple frac tures of the state — among com -
pet ing agen cies, con flict ing per son al i ties, even over lap ping geo graphic di vi sions 
— to have their com munes rec og nized by at least cer tain agen cies of the state and 
avoid dis pos ses sion by the com pany. In Striffler’s words, some peasants “were, or 
rather be came, ex perts at nav i gat ing the in ter nal di vi sions within the Ec ua dor ian 
state.”(30) 

On the other hand, Striffler also ex plores the de vel op ment of a form of he ge -
mony. In re turn for hav ing their suc cess ful oc cu pa tions of Com pany land rec og -
nized, peas ants needed to ac cept the cre ation of peas ant comm unes or ga nized by 
the Min is try of So cial Wel fare and iden tify them selves as “comuneros.” While this 
worked rea son ably well for those peas ants and work ers attempt ing to get con trol of 
land in the re gion in the 1950s, it con tained dangers. In the 1960s and 1970s, the Ec -
ua dor ian state’s reach be came both more pen e tra tive and more co her ent. Es pe -
cially with the mil i tary dic ta torship that came to power in 1963, inde pend ent 
peas ant and worker or ga nizations were increas ingly tar geted and they were turned 
grad u ally into cli ents of the state. As it did in other coun tries of Latin Amer ica, the 
state ad vanced its dom i na tion of peas ant and worker move ments through the 
agency of agrar ian re form in the 1960s and 1970s. Gaining land, once ac com -
plished through peas ant/worker co-operation and their own abil ity to func tion 
within the frac tures of the state, now be came only pos si ble for ru ral work ers on the 
south coast if they were to join “into state sanc tioned or ga ni za tions, fol low a par tic -
u lar set of pro ce dures and work through a de fined set of state in sti tu tions.” (127) 
This in sured that peas ant or ga ni za tions were less able to re sist state pres sure when 
in the 1970s, the gov ern ment shifted its em pha sis from agrar ian reform to “ru ral de -
vel op ment.” In this con text, the peas ant or ga ni za tions, once “re luc tant re bels,” 
were turned into state cli ents and then pro fes sional man ag ers of state-sanctioned 
de vel op ment pro jects. 
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This shift, which helped end the pro cess of agrar ian re form and al lowed lo cal 
land own ers to con sol i date hold ings, co in cided with re newed in ter est by the ba nana 
com pa nies in the Ec ua dor ian south coast. In Central Amer ica in the 1960s, the 
widespread adop tion of the Caven dish ba nana, which was resis tant to Pan ama dis -
ease, had once again shifted ba nana com pa nies’ in ter est to that re gion and helped 
marginalize Ec ua dor, where the dom i nant ba nana type was still the Gros Michel. 
How ever, the Caven dish proved to be sus cep ti ble to its own dis ease types, par tic u -
larly siga to ka negra. Ec ua dor again be came an in vit ing lo cale for ba nana pro duc -
tion. By the 1970s, how ever, the ba nana com pa nies adapted their model of con tract 
grow ing, used widely in Cen tral Amer ica, to the new con di tions on the Ec ua dor ian 
south coast. Con tracting has trem en dous ad van tages for the ba nana com panies, 
who con trol pro duc tion de ci sions and the har vest with out taking any of the risks of 
pro duc tion and with out hav ing to dis ci pline la bour. Lo cal con tract grow ers, more 
eas ily able to in flu ence the Ec ua dor ian state, have pre sided over a la bour re gime for 
banana work ers that is more oner ous than that fos tered by the United Fruit Com -
pany a half cen tury ear lier. As Striffler points out, la bour dis ci pline in the re gion is 
main tained through a form of “dis or ga ni za tion” via a process of devalu ing la bour 
to such an ex tent that no one thinks of them selves as a ba nana worker and most la -
bour on the plantations for a pe riod of four to five years, with few work ers over the 
age of thirty. As one worker com mented, “My fa ther worked this land for a com -
pany called United Fruit. A for eign com pany. There was a un ion, they pro vided 
good houses, and the pay was ex cel lent. To day, I work for an Ec ua dor ian who pays 
me shit. But he con trols nothing. He con tracts with Dole. It is also a for eign com -
pany.” (195) 

At heart this is a de press ing story that ex plores a num ber of key de bates in the 
his toric lit er a ture. Striffler tells it in an en gag ing manner. He re fuses to ro man ti cize 
the peas ants and work ers of the south coast, but he tells their story with warmth and 
sym pa thy, let ting them tell their story in their own words on oc casion, clar i fying the 
is sues and the sub jects when ap pro pri ate. 

The most con sis tent mes sage that co mes from Striffler’s in ter views with res i -
dents of the re gion about their his tory is the cen tral im por tance of their struggle for 
land. This is a story taken up by Sue Branford and Jan Rocha in Cut ting the Wire: 
The Story of the Land less Move ment in Brazil. The Bra zil ian MST was forged in the 
early 1980s by peas ant ac tiv ists, many in spired by the Cath o lic Church in the three 
south ern states of Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, and Paraná. It was a re sponse 
to mass dis pos ses sion of peas ant fam i lies that ac com pa nied changes to Bra zil ian 
ag ri cul ture as well as of fami lies along the Paraná River who lost their lands to the 
construc tion of dams. From the be gin ning the MST focused on oc cu py ing land that 
was not be ing used pro duc tively. Accord ing to the au thors, by the time they were 
prepar ing their book, the MST had more than a mil lion mem bers and had won nearly 
five mil lion hect ares of land. In those two de cades, the MST has made many mis -



FLUORSPAR MINES 243 

takes, lost more than its share of mar tyrs, and is try ing to do noth ing less than rev o -
lu tion ize ag ri cul ture pro duc tion in Brazil. 

Branford and Rocha are jour nalists and au thors who have worked for many 
years in Brazil. This book is drawn from 18 months they spent study ing the MST, 
talk ing with lead ers, vis it ing set tle ments, ac com pa ny ing oc cu pa tions, and col lect -
ing the sto ries of nu mer ous mem bers. Along the way they have provided us with a 
won derful and in trigu ing pic ture of Latin Amer ica’s larg est peas ant move ment. By 
chron i cling the MST’s ex plo ra tion of al ter na tives to the glob al iza tion of ag ri cul ture 
which helped produce the land less, they also pro vide us with glimpses of an al ter -
native ap proach to liv ing with and work ing the land that is gen er ating a challenge to 
the glob al iza tion of ag ri cul ture in her ent in the WTO. Branford and Rocha di vide 
their work into four parts: de tail ing the form a tion of the MST, their strug gle for land, 
the ob sta cles they face, and the MST’s response. In all but one part of this last sec tion 
they do a re mark able job. 

The MST’s de ci sion to move from ne go ti a tion with the mil i tary gov ern ment 
that still held power in Brazil in the 1980s to con fron ta tion through oc cu pation of 
land evolved through a com bina tion of an in tu itive pro cess driven from des per a tion 
and sub se quently from a com mit ment to care ful plan ning and in ten sive discipline. 
Branford and Rocha trace the first oc cu pa tions from the late 1970s, when 110 land -
less fam i lies as sisted by a par ish priest in volved in the Pas to ral Land Com mission 
and a young econo mist work ing for the state de part ment of ag ri cul ture, Joao Pedro 
Stédile, in vaded the Sarandí es tate in Rio Grande do Sul. This oc cu pation set the 
pat tern in many ways for the hun dreds that were to fol low. Af ter 78 days of sur viv -
ing in the camp es tab lished on the es tate, the fam i lies were con fronted by heavily 
armed po lice men sent to drive them from the land. Ac cord ing to the priest, Fa ther 
Arnaldo, “The women, with their chil dren, formed a bar rier. They told the police 
com mander that, if he wanted to get at their hus bands, he’d have to deal with them 
first. And the com mander, be wil dered, didn’t know what to do. In the end, he and 
his men left. It was one of the most beau ti ful things I have seen in my life.” (12) Just 
over a year af ter their ini tial oc cu pa tion, the state gov ernm ent agreed to give them 
ti tle to the land. 

The fo cus of the first part of the book, in deed the main mes sage of the book it -
self, is the de ter mi na tion of the MST and its mem bers to get ac cess to land. The 
MST’s own slo gans re flect this ob ses sion; in 1990 this was “Agrar ian Reform, by 
Law or by Force.” Its other main slo gan that year — “Oc cupy, Re sist, Pro duce” — 
re flects the three stage pro cess that was cen tral to MST op er a tions. In deed, the 
pains tak ing prep a ra tions for massive oc cu pa tions of idle es tates were only the first 
stage in a very long pro cess. The in vad ing fam ilies of the Sarandí estate were lucky. 
In many other in stances, oc cu pying fam ilies were driven from the es tate more than 
once. The MST rou tinely re turns to re-occupy such es tates. In many in stances, peas -
ants needed to live in a camp, usu ally in black plas tic tents with po lice forces mak -
ing move ment to and from the camp dif ficult and of ten dan ger ous, for many years. 
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Peas ants who in vaded the Finca Annoni near Porto Alegro in 1984 lived un der po -
lice em bargo un til 1987 and did not get al lo cated plots of land un til 1993. As one of 
the in vad ers, Darci Bonato, ex plained, “I spent nine years in the camp, nine years 
liv ing under black polythene. But, I don’t re gret it. If I hadn’t done that, I would 
have worked for 30 years as a farm labourer and ended up with out a single hect are. 
So for me it was a huge vic tory...” (39) 

Two is sues im me di ately spring to mind in con sid er ing these oc cu pa tions: the 
com plex re la tion ship be tween the MST and the state, and the need for dis ci pline in 
the camps. As can well be imag ined, the MST’s de ci sion to force agrar ian re form 
through oc cu pations has been met with a vi o lent response on the part of the gov ern -
ment. The level of vi o lence and the ex tent to which it is ac com pa nied by attempts to 
co-opt the MST is com pli cated by lo cal and re gional issues and by Brazil’s some -
times con tra dic tory tran si tion to de moc racy. As in Ec ua dor, the Bra zil ian state is 
not mono lithic, and the MST, through much of its early years, was en gaged in a com -
pli cated re la tion ship with the Na tional In sti tute for Col o ni za tion and Agrar ian Re -
form (INCRA), which some times supported the MST and some times op posed its 
ac tions. The MST’s re la tions with other agen cies of the state were less am big u ous 
(and more openly hos tile) but even here the level of vi o lence and attempts at 
co-optation var ied with differ ent re gimes. The Collor govern ment, in tent on adopt -
ing a neo-liberal eco nomic ap proach to ag ri cultural pro duc tion in Brazil, was more 
hos tile to the MST and more prepared to re spond to oc cu pa tions with vi o lence than 
sub se quent ad min is tra tions have been. 

The com plexity is heightened by dif fer ing state re sponses to the ac tions of the 
MST. It is not too sur prising, per haps, that some of the most vi o lent re sponses have 
oc curred in the Am a zon, es pe cially in the state of Pará, domi nated as it is by ranch -
ers. It is more sur pris ing that this vi o lence has been matched in the south in the state 
of Paraná, es pe cially un der the gov er nor ship of Jaime Lerner. Those who have read 
of Lerner as the hero of re spon sible ur ban plan ning in Curitiba may find this quite 
re veal ing. 

The MST has been care ful not to be co-opted into too close an as so cia tion with 
even sym pa thetic gov ern ment agen cies. It has, as an or ga ni za tion, con tin ued to ar -
gue that its strength lies in its own in ter nal or ga ni za tion, its com mit ment to the 
strug gle, and its un willing ness to de vi ate from its major goal of ob tain ing land for 
its mem bers. This has of ten meant that the MST is per ceived as ‘prickly’ and dog -
matic in its re lations with even oc ca sion ally sup portive sec tors, such as el e ments of 
the church and the Min is ter of Ag ri cul ture un der the Cardosa govern ment, Raul 
Jungmann. This has both risks and re wards for the MST. On the one hand it means 
that the MST alien ates sec tors in Brazil, par tic u larly sec tors of the gov ern ment, that 
might be use ful to it. On the other hand, it in sures that the MST will not be co-opted 
and that there is lit tle dan ger of the move ment los ing its strength as it gets drawn 
into im ple ment ing govern ment pol icy as hap pened to the peas ant leagues in Ec ua -
dor in Striffler’s story. The ben e fits and dan gers of this were clearly shown in the 
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MST’s relations to the Cardoso gov ern ment. Early in the Cardoso ad min is tra tion, 
the gov ern ment prom ised an ex ten sive agrar ian re form. The min is ter re spon si ble, 
Jungmann, ar gued that the MST and the gov ernm ent’s agrar ian re form pro gram 
were use ful to each other. Pres sure from the MST al lowed the min is try of ag ri cul ture 
to make de mands for funds and at ten tion from the govern ment in ways it would not 
have been able to do with out that pres sure. Jungmann also argues that the MST ben -
e fit ted by hav ing a gov ern ment com mit ted to agrar ian re form. None the less, by 
1997, the MST was de nounc ing the gov ern ment for not pro viding “real” agrar ian re -
form and on the an niver sary of a mas sa cre of peas ant lead ers on 17 April 1996, they 
marched to Bra silia in the thou sands and de manded an au di ence with Cardoso. This 
dem on stra tion of widespread pop u lar sup port for the MST com pleted the rup ture 
with the Cardoso govern ment and the MST was sub ject to in tense po lice pres sure for 
the rest of the ad min is tra tion. The MST’s abil ity to main tain in de pend ence, while 
build ing a pro gram that de mands govern ment ac tion in the form of agrarian re form, 
will be in ter est ing in light of the election of Luis Ignácio da Silva (Lula) and the PT 
party, an old ally of the MST, in the last elec tion. 

The other is sue is the need for dis ci pline in the MST set tle ments. Life in the set -
tlem ents is ex plored at some length in the book. While very of ten the set tle ments 
are portrayed as real com mu nities, with people united in their strug gle and in tent on 
build ing vi a ble com mu ni ties to gether, even when forced to live un der plastic, is -
sues of dis ci pline and law and or der are of ten of ma jor im por tance. The MST has 
needed to strike a bal ance be tween pros e ly tiz ing for the kind of “new man” that is a 
cen tral fo cus of the MST and al low ing peas ants to get on with their life. As the book 
dem on strates, but only in brief exam ples, it some times gets this bal ance wrong and 
people have com plained both about too much control by MST mil i tants and too lax 
dis ci pline, es pe cially as newer re cruits are brought into the camps. 

Much of the book fo cuses on the strug gle for land and re sisting gov ern ment 
pres sure. But, Branford and Rocha’s ac count also ex plores the dif ficulties the MST 
encoun ters in mak ing the set tle ments pro duce. The book does a good job de tail ing 
the tran si tion in MST think ing from their early desire to make the settle ments pro -
ductive ‘mod ern’ farms through a fo cus on mech ani za tion and the pro duc tion of 
market crops to an un der stand ing that MST set tle ments can not prof it ably en gage the 
same in ter na tional mar kets that helped marginalize their res i dents in the first place. 
The MST has shifted its fo cus to more sus tain able and more di verse agri cul ture pro -
duction. While clearly sym pa thetic to this ap proach, the au thors cor rectly in di cate 
that the ul ti mate re sults of this strat egy are still to be de ter mined. One in ter est ing 
dis cus sion in this sec tion ex plores the lo cal eco nomic ram i fi ca tions of an MST 
settlement and helps ex plain why the MST of ten gets sup port from local mayors, ar -
ti sans, and busi ness own ers in neighbour ing towns. The im pacts on ru ral com mu ni -
ties when, as in the Pontal de Tigre set tle ment, the MST occu pied a 10,000 hect are 
ranch that em ployed five fam i lies raising 3,500 head of cat tle, and set tled close to 
10,000 in hab it ants en gaged in di verse ag ri cul tural pur suits can be dra matic. 
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Cut ting the Wire is meant for a gen eral au di ence. The book largely avoids 
much of the ac a demic de bate that might be in cor po rated in this dis cussion of the 
MST, fo cus ing in stead on the story and on the lives of those in volved. The book is 
built largely on in ter views with MST lead ers and set tlers. Their words are in cor po -
rated into the nar ra tive of the MST and used in a se ries of sidebars on in di vid u als and 
their fam i lies. As a whole this is ef fec tive. The book is a lively read and helps the 
reader get deeper into the lives of those af fected by the land less move ment in Brazil 
than would oth er wise be the case. The sidebars are of ten very ef fec tive, help ing us 
un derstand both the way the MST works and what it means for those in volved in it. 
They are par tic u larly use ful in out lin ing the con nec tions between the strug gle for 
the land and the rec la ma tion of lives that is ex plicit in the MST fo cus on ed u ca tion 
and other kinds of self-improvement courses. For ex am ple, the story told by Paulo 
Venancio de Mattos who left home when he was 7 and found in the MST both land 
and fam ily out lines the type of ca thar tic so cial aware ness the MST strives for. Along 
with his own story he points out how the MST tries to get peo ple from rural slums to 
join the move ment. “And once peo ple under stand that the reason they haven’t got a 
de cent home and can’t feed their fam i lies is be cause the boss takes all the money, 
then they start to feel an gry, to hate the bosses. And this helps to mo ti vate them, 
helps to change them.” (47-48) These per sonal sto ries also help ex plore more fully 
than the text does the role of women in the MST oc cu pations and what the MST has 
meant for the lives of ru ral women who join the move ment. 

Two areas of in quiry are less im pressive in the book. The book de votes some 
space to the in ter na tion al iza tion of Bra zil ian ag ri cul ture and to the MST’s var i ous 
responses to the chal lenges presented by that pro cess. How ever, the book does not 
explore, in deed does not even men tion, the MST’s in volvem ent in the Via 
Campesina. The Via Campesina is an in ter na tional or ga ni za tion of peas ants and 
small pro duc ers, in clud ing peas ant/ small farmer as so ci a tions through out Latin 
Amer ica and Asia, North Amer ica, and Eu rope. The MST’s re sponse to the glob al -
iza tion of Bra zil ian ag ri cul ture is, thus, framed in con sul ta tion and as so ci a tion with 
a much broader move ment. The Via Campesina has helped in flu ence MST policy 
and has sup ported the MST in many of their ac tions. 

The sec ond area of the book that is less suc cess ful oc curs when the au thors 
tem po rarily abandon their desire to make the work ac ces si ble to a broad au di ence 
and at tempt to place the MST in his tor i cal per spec tive through an ex am i na tion of 
what they ar gue are sim i lar movem ents histor ically. A very brief discus sion of 
three peri ods in Brit ish his tory, each drawn from a dif fer ent source, and of the pop -
u list move ment in the United States drawn from Law rence Goodwyn’s work is nei -
ther very persua sive nor very use ful for the gen eral ar gu ment pre sented in the book. 
De spite this, Cut ting the Wire: the Story of the Land less Move ment in Brazil is an 
im pres sive work pro vid ing a clear and eas ily read nar ra tive of the larg est peas ant 
move ment in Latin Amer ica. 
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Jon Hellin and Sophie Higman’s Feed ing the Mar ket: South Amer i can 
Farmers, Trade and Glob al iza tion is the least success ful of the three books consid -
ered here. In the course of a 12 month bike trip through Latin Amer ica, the two au -
thors vis ited South Amer i can peas ants, small pro duc ers, and larger scale farm ers to 
explore their re la tion ship to mar kets. The au thors’ in tent was to in ves ti gate how 
markets could be made to work more ef fectively for these groups. The book de -
votes chap ters to ba nanas in Ec ua dor, cof fee in Ec ua dor and Bolivia, po ta toes and 
quinoa in the An des, grapes in Ar gentina and Uruguay, sheep in Patagonia, and for -
est products in Bolivia, along with a chap ter on co coa erad i ca tion in Bolivia. 

Sections of this book are very use ful and in ter est ing. The dis cus sion of the dif -
ficulty quinoa produc ers face in try ing to pro duce organ i cally when this re quires 
crop ro tation with po ta toes that are dif fi cult to grow or gan ically, for ex am ple, is the 
kind of de tailed and in ter est ing dis cus sion pre sented in parts of the book. Sim i larly, 
the chap ter on the very lim ited op por tuni ties for alter na tive crops for Bolivia’s coca 
grow ers fac ing pres sure to erad icate coca and the gen eral lack of suc cess they have 
expe rienced when they have tried to grow these al ter na tives is also infor ma tive. 

More gen er ally, how ever, the book suf fers from a rel a tively un dif fer en ti ated 
approach to mar kets and a de ter mined at tempt to make an ar gu ment their ev i dence 
does not sup port. The authors in tend that their work, in their own words, “pro vide a 
basis for a more ra tio nal de bate about glob aliza tion.” They go on to ar gue that, “If 
the anti-globalization pro test ers could ac cept some of the pro-market mes sages em -
anating from the farm ing com mu ni ties in South Amer ica and else where, a more 
pro duc tive protest man i festo would emerge.” (217) In or der to make the case for 
this ar gu ment, they as sert, first, that mar kets are ubiq ui tous and, sec ond, that there 
are a num ber of exam ples of incor po ra tion into inter na tional mar kets that have ben -
e fit ted smallhold ers in Latin Amer ica. 

The first of these argu ments is both ob vi ously cor rect and ob vi ously sim plis tic. 
The au thors ar gue in the pro logue of their book that all of the farm ers they spent 
time with en gage with the market, “[a] re turn to sub sis tence farm ing is not on the 
agenda,” and that “globaliza tion is nei ther in herently good or bad.” They then cite 
Amartya Sen sug gest ing that “to be ge ner i cally against mar kets would be alm ost as 
odd as be ing gener i cally against con versa tions be tween peo ple.” This is all, of 
course, rea son able. Farmers and peas ants have al most al ways en gaged with the 
market and few have ever pro duced solely for sub sis tence. In that sense, a “re turn” 
to sub sis tence is im pos si ble be cause it al most never ex isted in the first place. But, 
their argu ment suf fers be cause it does not dif fer en ti ate in a va ri ety of im por tant 
ways. The Sen quote that at tempts to equate mar ket re lations with con ver sa tions 
sug gests the dif fi cul ties. Vir tually all farm ers and peas ants have en gaged in mar -
kets, both his tor i cally and con tem po rarily. But, the au thors equate, both ex plic itly 
and im plic itly, mar kets with glob al iza tion. Noth ing could be fur ther from a con ver -
sa tion between peo ple than glob al ized mar kets. Of course, en gag ing with the mar -
ket is also differ ent from be ing dom i nated by mar ket relations. In this sense, Karl 



248 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL 

Polanyi’s obser va tions more than a half century ago — that the ‘great trans for ma -
tion’ en tailed a change from the mar ket be ing em ployed as an el e ment of so ci etal 
relations, to one in which so ci ety was or ga nized around the mar ket — are still rel e -
vant. The issue is not whether to engage with the mar ket but what roles the mar ket 
should play in de ter min ing societal re la tions ver sus other so cial forces. In this con -
text, the issues of what mar kets one produces for and to what ex tent local, re gional, 
and national struc tures can be used to help de ter mine the ex is tence of var ied mar -
kets and the terms of en gagem ent with them are es sen tial de ter mi nants of how suc -
cess fully and will ingly small farm ers and peas ants in volve them selves in the 
market. This is at the heart of the de bate about ag ri cul ture and globaliza tion. 

The sec ond argu ment pre sented by the au thors is most of ten proven wrong by 
their own evi dence. One small exam ple of the kinds of dif ficulties the au thors get 
into through their attempt to construct an ar gu ment in op po si tion to the evi dence 
they pres ent oc curs in their chap ter on the wine-producing regions in Ar gen tina and 
Uru guay. They point to Ar gen tine wines as an ex am ple of a ma jor suc cess in the in -
ter na tional mar ket, a suc cess which be gan with open ing up Argen tina to wine im -
ports by the Menem ad min is tra tion in the 1990s. One ele ment of that suc cess has 
been the steady im prove ment of grape va ri et ies and their quality in Ar gen tina. The 
authors con trast this with the sit u a tion in Uru guay, where sim i lar im prove ments 
have not oc curred and where the wine indus try, there fore, has en joyed noth ing like 
the boom ex pe ri enced in Ar gen tina. 

But, in the pro cess, many of the small grape growers in Ar gentina have been 
forced out of business, with the num ber of small vineyards fall ing by more than 67 
per cent be tween 1990 and 2000. Those that con tinue are in creas ingly locked into 
pro duc tion con tracts with large wine pro duc ers that are not un like those between 
banana pro ducers and the big ba nana com pa nies in Ec ua dor and else where. In Uru -
guay, on the other hand, the gov ernm ent has not liber al ized the wine trade and has 
contin ued to pro tect small vineyards that continue to pro duce mostly cheap na -
tional table wine. The au thors sug gest no so lu tion to this perceived prob lem, ex cept 
to say that pro tect ing a do mes tic mar ket for cheap wine is not fea si ble and to re it er -
ate that, de spite all their ev i dence, small grape pro duc ers might be able to tap spe -
cialty mar kets for branded wine. 

Sim i lar dif fi cul ties ap pear in the sec tion on ef forts to im prove cof fee qual ity in 
Bolivia as one of the an swers to coca erad i ca tion. Any one fa mil iar with the di sas -
ters that have be fallen even su perb and ef fi cient cof fee pro duc ers in Cen tral Amer -
ica in re cent years would find an ar gu ment about im prov ing cof fee qual ity as a 
rea son able av e nue to main tain the vi a bil ity of small pro ducers to be suspect, to say 
the least. 

It is not sur pris ing that the authors adopt the ap proach they do. Both have 
worked and pub lished pre viously for OXFAM UK and some of the chap ters in this 
book were orig inally pro duced for OXFAM. Their ar gu ments fit well with OXFAM’s 
re cent de ci sion to aban don op po si tion to the WTO and to work to wards mak ing mar -
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kets work for the ru ral poor through the in clu sion of a De vel op ment Box in WTO ne -
go ti a tions. As part of this shift, OXFAM has fo cused its at ten tion on Fair Trade 
cam paigns in a num ber of com mod i ties, es pecially cof fee. The au thors spend a 
large part of their book de tail ing at tempts by farm ers in South Amer ica to tap these 
niche mar kets. What emerges from a close read ing of their ac counts is not just the 
en vi ron men tal and so cial insustainability of cur rent pro duc tion for global ag ri cul -
tural mar kets, but the very lim ited suc cess farm ers have had in pro ducing for these 
niche mar kets, the very lim ited eco nomic ben e fits they see when they are suc cess -
ful in do ing so, and the ex treme dif ficulties farm ers have in sus tained pro duc tion 
for these mar kets. De spite this, the au thors con tinue to ar gue, as if their ev i dence 
has sup ported their sup po si tions, that global markets can be cre ated which pro vide 
real op por tu nities for Latin Amer ican small farm ers and peas ants to en gage with 
them in an en vi ron men tally sus tain able and so cially eq ui ta ble man ner. 

Some of the detailed in for ma tion about pro duc tion and mar kets for spe cific 
com mod i ties in spe cific lo cales in this book is use ful. By and large, the book is pre -
sented in an en gaging and read able fashion. It is ul ti mately, how ever, a frustrat ing 
book. 

The re struc turing of ag ri culture in Latin Amer ica that has ac com pa nied the lib -
er al iza tion trend of the last two de cades has cre ated nu mer ous dif fi cul ties for ru ral 
la bour ers, peas ants, and small pro duc ers in Latin Amer ica. These three books il lus -
trate many of those strains. They also, how ever, in di cate the var ied and imag i na tive 
ways these groups have re sponded to these chal lenges. Feed ing the Mar ket pros e -
ly tizes for a false faith. While Cut ting the Wire and even In the Shadows of Cap i tal 
are not with out op ti mism, they of fer more re al is tic as sess ments of the pros pects for 
peas ants and small produc ers in the wake of such lib er al iza tion. 
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