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Mauricio Font's "Coffee Planters, Politics, and Development in
Brazil," raises a number of central issues about the nature of the polity
and economy in Sao Paulo during the critical transition from export
oriented agriculture to domestic-oriented manufacturing. 1 Was the cof
fee economy fully capitalist? What was the relation between coffee and
industrialization? Was there a "sectoral clash" between planters and
manufacturers? To what degree did planters control the political parties
and the state? In particular, was the state relatively autonomous of the
most important economic group?

"Coffee Planters" does not answer all these questions in detail.
Indeed, a short article could hardly do so, but this piece and Font's
other studies do posit important hypotheses and offer inventive ap
proaches to the issues. 2 In particular, Font emphasizes the importance
of the "nonplanter" rural economy, dissension among coffee magnates,
and clashes between planter groups and the state. He hypothesizes that
a new political party articulated "big coffee" interests with other power
ful economic groups and that the state (at state and "federal levels) was
increasingly moving toward autonomy from large planters.

Professor Font focuses on the period between 1920 and 1930. He
argues that Sao Paulo's planter elite (which he views as having exer
cised a kind of Gramscian hegemony in earlier decades of the Republic)
was losing control of the state, not only to industrialists, middle and
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small farmers (including coffee growers), and other economic groups
but also to an increasingly autonomous government led by the Partido
Republicano Paulista (PRP) at state and national levels.

Font thus extends back into the 1920s the thesis of Francisco Wef
fort and Boris Fausto on the "Estado de Compromisso," in which no
group exercised hegemony during the Vargas years, in contrast to the
authority of the planters before the fall of the Old Republic (1889-1930).
According to this schema, the state enjoyed a consequent measure of
autonomy from economic interests.

Basing his analysis on newspapers, planter trade journals, and
the secondary literature on the 1920s, Font holds that over the course of
the decade, the bases of planter rule were undermined by the lack of a
saturated rural labor market, the long-term decline of the comissario
credit system, and the decline of clientelism and coronelismo (rural
bossism) as forms of interest aggregation. He also argues that an "alter
native economy" appeared in the 1920s, based on the rise of small
farms (frequently owned by immigrants) and on a growing share of
economic activity by domestic commerce and industry. Industrializa
tion, in fact, is seen as challenging, rather than depending on, coffee
capital.

Font interprets relations between the planter elite and the state
and federal governments as one of conflict that revolved around several
issues: taxation, which the planters resisted; lack of continued state
support for immigration; and monetary policies that conflicted with the
short-term interests of planters. Finally, after analyzing the key person
nel and policy statements of the Partido Oemocratico (PO), Font argues
that this party was essentially a planter-dominated organization and
that it can be contrasted with the ruling Partido Republicano Paulista.
The latter, he asserts, was more closely associated with industrialists.

Font's reasoning and data are convincing on the points concern
ing significant planter dissatisfaction with government policy and the
growing importance of planters who were not magnates in the coffee
economy, although these points had already been made in less elabo
rate form and with different emphases.3

I would depart from Font's analysis, however, in certain respects
on the big issues. First, was the coffee economy (which was based
partly on the mixed wage and usufruct arrangements of the colonato)
fully capitalist? Professor Font argues that it was not, because of state
subsidization of the immigrant stream and the fact that the fazendas
depended on cheap frontier lands and required a constant replacement
of labor. 4 Yet one may note that cheap frontier lands apparently did not
detract from the U.S. experience with capitalism. Also, the observed
high incidence of labor turnover on the fazendas could support the
opposite view from Font's interpretation: that the Paulista labor market
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exhibited a characteristic feature of a dynamic capitalist agriculture. De
spite planters' repeated efforts to "saturate" the labor market, theyof
ten had to compete for workers. 5 Moreover, strikes-a feature of capi
talist labor relations-occurred with surprising frequency in rural Sao
Paulo, several dozen between 1890 and 1913 and over one hundred
more before the end of the Old Republic. 6 As for state subsidization,
Governor Julio Prestes virtually terminated the program in 1927 be
cause he believed that the labor market worked well enough to staff the
fazendas without international transportation subsidies. This assess
ment was true in part because non-Paulista Brazilians were beginning
to migrate to Sao Paulo's coffee fields. 7 More broadly, one may ask, did
intervention in the economy by state governments lessen the degree of
"capitalism" in the United States? Before the Civil War (the classic age
of laissez-faire), Pennsylvania was involved in some 150 mixed corpora
tions that were subsidizing railroads, canals, and other ventures. 8 One
might also ask whether, from the Paulista planters' viewpoint, interna
tional transportation subsidies were not also a form of social overhead
capital?

The second large question is, what relation existed between cof
fee exports and industrialization? As one might expect of capitalists
who knew how to hedge as well as how to speculate, Paulista coffee
planters diversified their investments to include commerce, banking,
and industry. One of the richest of all the planters was Antonio da Silva
Prado, whom Font characterizes as "the quintessential traditional plant
er in the state." Although this characterization is repeated later in the
article, in the intervening pages Senhor Prado is termed "a truly con
summate entrepreneur," who in the 1920s was "retrenching from in
dustrial and commercial activities and reaffirming [his] agrarian inter
ests.,,9 In short, this owner of fazendas, banks, factories, and export
operations was seeking to maximize profits when coffee prices were
peaking, while hedging against losses with a diversified portfolio.
Many other coffee magnates also spread their wealth across a wide
array of investments, as noted below.

On the role of the "small farm" in the coffee economy, I believe
Font's interesting case is overstated. He discusses "smallholdings" in
the context of a 1927 survey showing that 37 percent of Sao Paulo's
coffee trees were found on units with fewer than fifty thousand trees. If
this figure defines the upper limit for smallholdings, Font's argument
tends to prove by definition. 10 Aside from the capital required to get an
enterprise with fifty thousand trees into production-and a lead time of
four to five years before the trees started to bear-during the period in
question, one adult could tend only twenty-five hundred trees (and
even fewer, by some estimates). Thus an estate with fifty thousand
trees would require up to twenty adult workers (or more workers in
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family units), an establishment that does not fit the commonsense
meaning of "smallholding." Elsewhere, Font has adopted twenty thou
sand trees as the criterion for "small farm," but even this number would
require the labor of eight adults. At any rate, the 1927 survey he cites
also reveals that only 18 percent of the coffee trees grew on farms with
fewer than twenty thousand trees per unit. About half the 1.1 billion
trees in production as late as 1931 were on estates having one hundred
thousand trees or more. 11 Even these figures tend to understate the
concentration of ownership because coffee magnates held widely scat
tered properties. Font does show, however, that the coffee economy
extended far beyond the large estates, and he stresses the importance
of small farmers in creating a market for industrial products.

The third question is, to what degree did planters control the
political parties and the state? In treating the conflict between planters
and the ruling PRP as a crisis that emerged in the 1920s, Font misses
elements in the political process that a longer-term perspective would
elucidate. These aspects may be summarized in three points. First, a
struggle among planters over the proper role of the state in the export
economy during the period of alleged planter hegemony had preceded
the first valorization in 1906-1908 and surfaced repeatedly in the PR~ 12

Second, PRP politics had developed a generational cleavage by the
1920s, when the party leadership reflected a virtual gerontocracy. Dur
ing the lifetime of the PO (1926-1934), the median age of the PRP execu
tive committee was fifteen years older than that of its PO counterpart. 13

Third, Font tends to view planter interests through the same lenses as
did their spokesmen in the press, concentrating on the short term. He
does not consider the point that Washington Luis had to concern him
self, first as governor and later as president, with the long-term inter
ests of the coffee economy. Another planter-president, Campos Salles,
had found it necessary to proceed similarly at the turn of the century,
and for the same reason: to meet international debt obligations so that
the coffee economy would be able to borrow in the future.

The thesis of planter rejection of state authority also runs into the
problem of government "output." Sao Paulo's coffee debt expanded
enormously between 1926 and 1930, and almost half its total foreign
debt in 1930 was contracted by PRP leaders directly for valorization. I4

By contrast, the only instance of a state subsidy to a manufacturer in
the 1920s amounted to 0.4 percent of the 1929 budget and was not
renewed. Thus the coffee debt in 1929 was 215 times larger than the
state subsidy to a manufacturing concern that year. IS

Finally, to the degree that planters were losing power to the
state, an alternate hypothesis could be advanced to explain the phe
nomenon, at least in part. In the case of the 1926 loan for ten million
pounds, Lazard insisted on a Sao Paulo state guarantee of the debt.
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This move permitted-or forced-the government to take over the Ins
tituto de Cafe. Foreign pressure also helped shape Washington Luis's
"adamant" views opposing federal financial aid to the institute in
1929. 16 Winston Fritsch, an economist who examined the archives of
Washington Luis, the Rothschild Bank, and the Banco do Brasil, has
concluded that one must "give a prominent place to ... external eco
nomic constraints" in looking at long-term economic policy making. 17

Thus foreign dependency, rather than the "alternative economy,"
would be the key to explaining government action.

On the matter of the Partido Democratico, the opposition party
after 1926, it is far from obvious to me that it was more planter-domi
nated than the PR~ as Font asserts. He concedes that Antonio Prado,
Moraes Barros, and Nogueira Filho were industrialists as well as plant
ers. Of the eight "planters" he specifically names, at least five were also
industrialists, and he does not explain how he knows that coffee pro
vided their families' "primary" source of income. 18 Although Font
shows that the PO's leadership included no immigrant industrialists, 19

he neglects to note that none belonged to the PRP's executive commit
tee either. The immigrant industrialists were perhaps "ineligible" for
leadership in both parties because of their lack of higher education,
which (as Bert Barickman and I have shown) was virtually a sine qua
non for political leadership in either party.20 In contrasting the PRP and
the PO, Font also ignores the fact that leading planters staffed the PRP
executive committee in the 1920s.21

Was the state relatively autonomous of the most important eco
nomic group? Font speaks of "impediments" to planter hegemony,
"hegemonic decay," and the "autonomizing impulses of the Paulista
political elite" in the 1920s.22 His thesis, if indeed valid, refers to the
diminution of influence of a powerful class fraction, rather than to the
loss bf hegemony of a social class as such, and as noted earlier, the
most important planters frequently had overlapping portfolios. Planters
were also industrialists, merchants, bankers, and exporters, a fact that
muddies the issue of "sectoral clashes."

In any event, one would only expect to find a near unanimity of
views among competing interests within the bourgeoisie in times of
real crisis, which had only begun in Sao Paulo at the end of the 1920s.
Class solidarity is found, not unpredictably, during the period begin
ning with the creation of the Frente Unica in February 1932 through the
civil war ending in September. During this period, the economic elite
felt threatened externally by federal intervention and internally by
working-class militancy.

Dissension among members of the hegemonic class in noncrisis
periods, such as the 1920s, might be interpreted as a sign of collective
self-assurance, contrary to Font's view. Such dissension thus parallels
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the public discussion in congress of decision making by a small political
oligarchy, which showed the indifference of political leaders to the pos
sible loss of political legitimacy with the populace. This attitude reflects
the small suffrage and low mobilization in the Old Republic-only 3
percent of the population voted in most presidential elections. 23

Bert Barickman and I have used three different types of quantita
tive evidence to try to establish the existence of a striking coincidence
between property ownership and political leadership, as well as be
tween property ownership and degree of political success in Sao Paulo
between 1889 and 1937.24 This coincidence, which was more marked in
Sao Paulo than in any other modern political elites of which we are
aware, in combination with the above-mentioned government policies,
does not seem to support any strong tendency toward "state au
tonomy" during the 1920s.25

Where does this discussion lead? I believe that Font's most im
portant contribution concerns the role of the "alternative" or comple
mentary economy in the complex development process that character
ized coffee agriculture and ultimately linked coffee and industry. On
the big issue of whether the plantation system was capitalist, the fact
that so much turns on the matter of definition makes me pessimistic
about any foreseeable resolution of the matter. The debate over modes
of production in Latin· America-bogged down in problems of defini
tion, the hermeneutics of Marx's own views, and the tendency toward
historicism (every case, a new mode)-was quietly laid aside by its
original enthusiasts in the late 1970s. This experience raises doubts
about the utility of further debates over whether the colonato (or the
mentality of the planters) was fully capitalist. A sizable, if inconclusive,
body of polemical literature already exists amounting to a Brazilian ver
sion of what J. H. Hexter called the "storm over the gentry" in English
historiography thirty years ago.

More resolvable is the relationship between coffee capital and
industrialization. Recently Joao Manoel Cardoso de Mello and Maria da
Concei~ao Tavares have made a rather convincing theoretical case for a
direct relationship between the two, while Wilson Suzigan views the
growth of manufacturing as having become somewhat less dependent
on the fortunes of the export sector by World War I. 26 The role of the
large planters is still an empirical issue, and research of probate records
and the archives of commercial and financial institutions should pro
vide answers. 27 This approach should also have much to say about the
intensity of sectoral clashes between planters and industrialists.

Another big issue, the "relative autonomy" of the state, has been
widely debated in Brazilian historiography and should remain on the
agenda. Relative autonomy is difficult to estimate and must be exam
ined with the logically previous issue of the ruling-class hypothesis.
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Here the problems of conception and measurement are daunting but
can perhaps be overcome, as Richard Miller has recently demon
strated.28 Granted, the relative autonomy issue is more complicated in
the Brazilian case than in countries of the developed West because of
the weight of international capitalism, as shown in the works of Marx
ists influenced by dependency theory. Finally, we need to maintain a
tough-minded awareness of the patrimonial residues in the modern
Brazilian state. In particular, Gunnar Myrdal's notion of the "soft
state,"29 whose principal capacity is the employment of functionaries,
should make analysts wary of inferring that the state's failure to imple
ment the projects of powerful economic interests necessarily results
from any economic program of politicians or bureaucrats.
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