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PREFACE 

A single two-lane road meanders through the Pisco valley along a 
river that flows from the Andes to the port of Pisco, about 220 kilo
meters south of Lima, Peru. The river's alluvial fan tilts northward, as 
if resisting its rush to the sea, and makes a broad arc twenty kilome
ters north and south of the main channel. Within these alluvial soils 
lie a series of vineyards and cotton and sugar plantations that in the 
century after independence were among the most important locales 
in the formation of Peruvian culture. Cotton plantations dominated 
the valley, and within their borders thousands of peasants annually 
cultivated and harvested cotton crops that returned large profits 
to the powerful landowners while the peasants remained destitute 
and powerless. 1 

Through the generosity of the office of the Tribunal of Agrarian 
Reform I had an opportunity in I975 to visit some of the Pisco valley 
plantations. Two officers of the Fifth Agrarian Reform Zone office 
accompanied me in a Volkswagen Beetle, and on our approach to 
Hacienda Palto they summarized recent local events. Earlier that day 
agricultural workers had seized control of the plantation and notified 
the local agrarian reform office of their action. Now the workers were 
awaiting directions. Would they be paid if they went to work in the 
fields? How much, and who would pay them? The agrarian reform 
officers and I were visiting Hacienda Palto coincidentally with the 
takeover; we could not provide answers to those anxious queries. 

The plantation house and the broad fields sweeping down toward 
the river below it caught my eye. With its long, low, pastel green 
ranch-style structure, red-tiled roof, lead-lined windows, porticoed 
patio, and pool, the mansion, both the color and style of it, appeared 
similar to the architecture commonly seen in the suburban south
western United States. But the illusion of familiarity quickly ended. 
The roadside facade of the house contrasted sharply with its river
ward side. Three floors deep, the plantation house featured a wide 
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veranda along the entire second floor and dominated the landscape 
before it. This grandiloquent deteriorated plantation house once 
served as an idyllic palmar, as a nineteenth-century observer ex
pressed it, an oasis in the country for its owners, the Aspillaga family, 
one of the two or three dozen richest families in mid-twentieth
century Peru. 

Deterioration was a visible testament to the end of the rule of great 
landowners - or so it seemed. Although the agrarian reform had 
ushered in a new stage in the modern history of Peru, the reform was 
bothersome in that it had been announced and executed not by a 
democratic reform government but rather by an authoritarian mili
tary regime. It was an unusual military dictatorship, pledged to 

carry out social reforms that weak democratic governments had not 
cared - much less dared - to support. But its agrarian reform was 
foundering on an authoritarian handling of land distribution. Few 
peasant leaders and organizations had been consulted prior to the 
pronouncement of the agrarian reform, and peasants were divided on 
its worth. Some were said to broadly support the plan spelled out by 
the military populist government of General Juan Velasco Alvarado; 
others claimed that it left much to be desired.2 

By seizing control of the planation, then waiting for the govern
ment's imprimatur, the Pisco farmworkers evinced a deep-seated am
bivalence toward authority. The sources of this social tradition have 
not been well studied by Peruvianists. Notably, the peasants had not 
mounted a serious challenge on the land question until some time 
after the planters had begun to lose their grip on power. Now alter
nately revealing defiance and humility, the field workers displayed 
considerable ambivalence about their own actions. 

Ambivalence and uncertainty were in keeping with the long history 
of struggle by peasants with plantations in the coastal valleys of the 
country. Indeed, the negotiation of power in the countryside of Peru 
seemed to have been a key to the successful growth of plantations. To 
explain this paradox, I had first to pass through a number of interven
ing hoops. It seemed important that I turn my attention less to the 
export orientation of commercial plantations than to the social order 
that had evolved within them. I found it puzzling that scholars had 
readily designated the field hands on the plantations - especially the 
cotton plantations - generally as labor. I suspected that this general
ization missed the mark, and I speculated that a large literature thus 
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had been overlooked, a literature that would characterize this social 
order as something more complex and subtle than a massive wage 
gang. As I studied it further, plantation society appeared to be made 
up of a number of different social segments whose association with 
cotton growing varied from one group to another. Rather than speak 
of wage labor, I would have to study the means available to peasants 
for coaxing a livelihood from plantation fields. But this led to further 
confusion. It appeared as I read that wage laborers and peasants 
shared the same tasks and worked the same fields. Yet there seemed 
to be differences between them. Were these distinctions important? 
Were there further segmentations within rural society, even within 
the peasantry? If different interest groups existed within the peas
antry, what were the sources of those interests? What social dynamics 
propelled this world? 

Prevailing conventions about the peasantry spanned a number of 
issues. Debt was one of them. Debt had been seen as an instrument of 
landowner power, a means for holding peasants in bondage. But how 
debt worked its ways within a segmented peasantry was not clear. 
Did some peasants feel the weight of debt less drastically, for exam
ple, and if so what mitigated the effects? The scant evidence suggested 
that little was known about how the peasants viewed debt. But mid
nineteenth-century social relations led me to assume that a modest 
pyramid of wealth and power had already existed in the countryside, 
permitting some peasants to avoid debt while leaving others mired in 
its intricacies and social stigmata. 

Which peasants avoided debt and how they made such calcula
tions were not clear. At first, shortly after the abolition of slavery 
(1854) and then of indenture (1874) in Peru, they apparently refused 
tenant contracts that might have meant their reconfinement within 
the intolerable plantations. After the War of the Pacific (1879-83) 
the peasants became more self-confident, their attitudes toward debt 
changed, and many now sought out contracts to rent land. There 
was more to the history of peasants on plantations than first met 
the eye. 

In order to improve my grasp of peasant economic behavior on the 
cotton plantations, it was necessary to learn why contracts looked 
attractive. Peasants who rented land had taken a great risk in subor
dinating themselves to the landowners, but by this point it had be
come clear that subordination to the landowners did not mean re-
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enslavement. Tenants began to realize that tenantry was a flexible 
condition and, more important, that it would allow them to make 
many of their own farming decisions. Ironically, the plantations may 
have provided the peasants with choices not previously available.3 

Joseph D. Reid Jr. and Jose Marfa Caballero have suggested that in 
these circumstances peasants almost always were faced with a range 
of farming choices, and that choice was fundamental to successful 
tenantry.4 But it seemed that the landowners also deliberately left 
many decisions to be made by those who worked the land. Thus a 
critical part of my task would be to explain the context in which 
peasants took up the challenge of farming. If I linked context and 
choice I might illuminate the formative role of the plantations in the 
evolution of Peruvian culture. 

Another problem I faced was the question of violence and repres
sion. Was it not obvious that the planters dictated and the peasants 
obeyed? It disturbed me to learn that the answer to this question was 
not easy to come by. For the most part, peasants stepped warily 
through social life on the plantations. They engaged the owners and 
managers in dialogue through the well-known conventions of coun
tryside social behavior. Such conventions, often small rituals, eased 
the tensions that arose periodically on the plantations and provided 
outlets for the worn tempers, deep hatreds, and resentments that 
otherwise might disrupt the pursuit of commercial farming. 

Polite public exchanges and the rites of compadrazgo - informal 
kinship - were two of the rural institutions that accompanied planta
tion growth, limiting its worst excesses and lending an air of dignity 
to a process that otherwise generated great social traumas.s Whether 
in casual conversation, contract negotiations, or haggling over rent, 
correct manners ruled over the discourse of plantation life. Most of 
the time this was true of the correspondence between owners and 
managers, and it even appeared to hold for the rare conversations 
that occurred between owners and the subordinate peasant popula
tion. Managers for the most part (save when they lost their com
posure) also addressed the peasants with respectful language and 
heard the same in return. 

Tension between the need to control labor and its nearly constant 
scarcity could become unbearable. Sometimes managers used physi
cal violence to enforce the cotton plantation rules. Although owners 
tried to hold such incidents to a minimum, the palpable contempt in 
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which managers held the tenants led, unsurprisingly, to abuses of 
authority. What forms did these abuses take? Was it simple physical 
force? Or were more subtle measures involved? If they took verbal 
forms, might they also involve deception, exaggeration, and falsifica
tion, as some prominent studies suggest, and if so how did the peas
ants respond? Did they act "rationally" on false information, or did 
they respond in kind?6 

What we have learned about landowners is that they preferred to 
rule with courtesy and benevolence rather than with force; to reward 
as much as they punished; to instill the idea in the daily routine of the 
fieldworker that the landowner was aware of his burden and sympa
thized with his plight. Many planters sought to project the image that 
a good landowner was like a good father, kind but stern; predictably 
insistent that the rules of production be enforced but willing to be 
lenient in exceptional circumstances. Planters cultivated the aura of 
fatherhood as an appropriate metaphor; it fit with the idea that peas
ants were like children: unruly, petulant, unpredictable, easily dis
tracted, and slothful if the planter did not constantly remind them of 
their duties. Students of plantation society will recognize immediately 
that this description is longhand for conventional "patron-client rela
tions." Although I do not deny the usefulness of the patron-client 
trope for understanding planter attitudes, I found during research 
that the literature's identification of it did little to reveal the daily 
negotiations of power that coursed through plantation society. 

At one end of the spectrum of social conventions on the plantations 
stood daily owner and manae;er courtesy toward tenants; at the other 
end one encountered daily brutality. As a stark reminder of the limits 
of polite discourse, at Hacienda Palto managers and tenants dis
cussed contract terms in the shadow of the plantation stocks, which 
remained in use until well into the twentieth century. 7 

In most studies the conviction prevails that the plantation was a 
trap into which peasants fell in ignorance or in the realization that 
they had no choice: it was either work at the planter's rate or starve. 
But this view presupposes a number of conditions that will receive 
close scrutiny here. For one, the absence of serious choices is thought 
to have encouraged a fatalistic attitude toward plantation field labor. 
But even if the peasants were not fatalistic, the convention yet holds 
that they had few means to resist the authoritarian mandates of plan
tation owners and managers, and that, in fact, the consent of peas-
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ants was irrelevant to the mode of farming on plantations. Finally, 
most studies assume a virtually limitless supply of cheap peasant 
labor. 

A focus on labor alone would not provide an adequate response to 
these assumptions; nor would it do justice to the myriad of activities 
peasants might engage in while they cultivated cotton. As tenants, 
they would have to be flexible, playing by the rules of the market. To 
pursue this idea, I would have to watch for peasant risk taking, for 
instance, when peasants made a choice to search for credit, and also 
activities that signaled a careful husbandry of resources. I would have 
to be alert for opportunities when peasants might have saved or ac
cumulated wealth. In short, I would be looking at tenants or share
croppers whose actions closely resembled those of farmers. 8 

To demonstrate that peasants as tenants took initiatives and made 
choices would require careful examination of their farming behavior, 
especially of the context in which farming decisions were made. To 
argue further that such initiatives constituted resistance to the planta
tion regime would demand that I show how peasant activities might 
be at odds with the measures adopted by the plantation to reach the 
same end; that is, how and when they refused to consent to rules of 
the plantation regime. The meaning of "resistance" is an object of 
study here. The resistance peasants offered to the plantation regime 
was not always the kind to which James C. Scott called attention. 
Scott's view of resistance was as a counterforce to coercion. As Alan 
Knight aptly pointed out, however, sometimes peasants resisted in 
ways that were not so obvious; nor were they always struggling 
against open force. 9 At times the term "resistance" has not always 
fully captured the intent of peasant actions. Peasants sometimes seem 
to have been engaged in a twofold struggle. In one sense they sought 
greater power. But in another sense they also sought to secure some
thing more tangible: a set of rights. This latter objective fit clearly 
within the capitalist world economy that shaped the hegemonic order 
governed by plantation owners. That is why a phrase employed by 
Ranajit Guha resonates well in the Peruvian countryside. By dubbing 
peasant indignation as "rightful dissent," he associated dissent with 
the moral posture that seeks redress of rights. Guha thus broadened 
the concept of dissent beyond resistance to resistance within the rules 
of hegemony.1o Potentially more dangerous than resistance, "rightful 
dissent" recognizes the need of peasants to occupy the high moral 
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ground while they struggle for power. It also opens the door to sub
version of the hegemonic position of the planters. To put the matter 
more clearly, by insisting that the position was morally correct, peas
ants were not simply challenging the rules of land leasing but were 
calling into question the legality of planter ownership of the land. 11 

Having reached this point in my thinking, many years and several 
detours after I first visited Hacienda Palto, I turned to writing. In the 
pages that follow I examine in more detail the many questions that 
arose while reading the records of cotton plantations. The setting was 
the farming economy of Hacienda San Francisco Solano de Palto and 
its neighbors in the south coast Pisco valley, where landowners, man
agers, and tenants engaged in a prolonged struggle for power. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Peasants, Plantations, and Resistance 

Plantations and Peasants 

Plantations conjure up time-worn images in Latin American history: 
vast undulating fields of grass and scrub trees overrun with cattle 
herded by wild-eyed, weather-beaten ranch hands; or flat stretches of 
hot lands choked with sugarcane overseen by domineering landlords 
who force brutal, backbreaking labor on cowering canecutters under 
a hot sun. Thanks to the writings of Gilberta Freyre and his epigones, 
we associate plantations most often with slave society. After abo
lition, however, plantations assumed a new role in most of Latin 
America. 

During the independence wars (1808-25) plantations underwent 
heavy depredations. The fields were trampled in battle, and slave 
labor forces were raided to fill military ranks. Ownership of planta
tions changed hands when aristocratic families fled or could not ad
just to the new economies. Plantations fell into the hands of the state 
or were swooped up by eager new owners, and fresh blood meant 
other changes. New markets stimulated changes in crops as well as 
owners; the new planters were often part-time merchants who spent 
more time making deals in the city. Absentee ownership became a 
common feature of export plantations. 

The new-style landowners hired managers to direct field operations 
on a daily basis in their absence. They expected the hired administra
tors to bring to the plantation a sense of continuity; they would be the 
voice of the owner. Despite the changes, in other words, the new 
owners wanted everything to remain on a smooth course without dis
ruption. Indeed, the transition seems to have been easy. Black slaves 
continued to bend their backs to field labor. It is not unlikely that free 
peasants might be found alongside them from time to time, a curi
ous - perhaps new - but not unusual phenomenon. On the whole, 
plantations and laborers abetted the perception that plantation so
ciety underwent little change with the end of Spanish colonial rule. 
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A closer look reveals that in some ways the new landowners 
scarcely resembled the old. Among the new owners were ambitious 
caudillos and merchants who laid claim to fields abandoned after the 
wars. The revived plantations succored internal markets and pro
vided a growing portion of Peru's export earnings in wine, sugar, 
wheat, cotton, and more exotic products. Highland estates, the coun
terparts to the plantations of the coastal valleys, served as spring
boards to local political power for the new landowners.1 

The place of large landholdings in the formation of rural society in 
Peru has not been clear. Wild swings in growth and stagnation, so 
typical of the history of agricultural capitalism, undoubtedly made a 
strong impact on plantation labor. Economic fluctuations forced the 
landowners to focus on the best way to replace slave labor and to 
contemplate further technological change thereafter. Yet it is not fully 
clear if the cycles of capitalism alone convinced the big planters to rid 
themselves of an inefficient form of labor or if the slaves themselves 
took the lead in breaking the tie between slavery and the large, com
mercial plantations.2 

After abolition, Peruvian planters followed one of two paths left 
open to them. Some sold the land to new owners. Others avoided the 
high cost of importing machinery by searching for alternative forms 
of cheap labor. One source they considered was the free population 
settled in coastal villages and on the edges of the great estates. Made 
up largely of free people of mixed ancestry - mainly Indians and free 
Africans, in the early nineteenth century this population presumably 
survived in the settlements at the fringes of the plantations. 

In some cases the rural population inhabited villages whose fragile 
legality was soon swept away by the avaricious new planters.3 Others 
subsisted as squatters on lands overlooked or ignored in poor eco
nomic times; still others survived, briefly, as bandits. Plantations usu
ally hired these campesinos as harvest temporaries to supplement the 
slave labor force. As slavery waned, the planters hired the squatters 
more frequently and watched forlornly as the cost of keeping them 
around became prohibitive. The coastal planters quickly turned else
where in search of cheap, permanent field hands.4 

Knowledge of this preabolition, preindenture labor force admit
tedly rests on some guesswork and comparisons with studies done in 
other locales. All indications are that the impact of commercial agri
culture on Peruvian campesinos was similar to the experience of their 


