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Thomas D. Rogers
Chapter 3: Landscapes of Captivity: Power and the Definition of Work, Race, and Space
Manoel do Ó, born in Pernambuco’s cane-growing region in 1869, began working in the fields at the age of twelve. Interviewed almost a hundred years later for a book about his life, he remembered the “completely green horizon that circled and closed off the life of the people.” “The green horizons of the Salgado Mill lands,” he said, were “the limits of the world.” He desperately sought to breach those limits, working thirty-six different jobs in fifteen years before finally achieving a kind of freedom with a railroad job secured at the end of the 1890s.
 Ó’s memories poignantly evoke a pervasive sense among workers of the suffocating power of planters, visibly represented by the monotonous green cane fields. Ó’s escape mirrors that of Ricardo, the protagonist of José Lins do Rego’s 1935 novel about the experiences of a young black boy from an engenho. Ricardo plots his flight, watching daily as the trains come and go at the local station.  He sees the passengers, with hats on their heads and holding umbrellas, going to Recife, Paraíba, Campina Grande, “people speaking of the market, of cities, of lands that weren’t engenhos.”
 The urge to flee from the oppression of the cane fields speaks to workers’ feelings of captivity, an aspect of their apprehension of the landscape that bears a strong relation to the legacy of slavery in the region.

This chapter describes work in the fields—the processes that dictated the rhythm of workers’ lives—and explains the emergence and consolidation of norms guiding the provision of that work and its compensation. The details and materiality of labor, especially agricultural labor, shape workers’ understandings of and ideas about their surroundings. Richard White has written, “humans have known nature by digging in the earth, planting seeds, and harvesting plants.” Through these and all the other tasks of work in “nature,” “they have achieved a bodily knowledge of the natural world.”
 The work that produced that “bodily knowledge,” or habitus, was performed in the context of specific power relations. These two things—labor and the power relations governing its provision—shaped cane workers’ visions of their landscape and this chapter aims to describe that landscape and its construction. The last chapter described the planters’ view, arguing that they saw their domains as “laboring landscapes”—productive wholes in which human elements (workers) and natural ones were equally subject to their command. The workers’ sense of enclosure was obviously linked to planters’ assumption of the prerogatives of power, but workers saw themselves as captives in their landscape rather than as organic pieces of the landscape.

The Work of Cane 

Severino Moura, who began cutting cane in the 1930s and wrote a memoir in the 1970s, sketched a colorful tableau of a busy harvest when the last of the season’s cane was being furiously cut and brought to the mill. The winter rains had already begun, though the temperature had yet to drop. Drenched workers made their way through the fields as drivers struggled to guide their laden oxen and donkeys through paths and roads that had turned to sticky mud. The drivers swore at their donkeys: “You mangy dog, you wrathful, syphilitic, rat-diseased, yellow feverish animal, I’ll kill you!”
 In addition to smelling of cheap cane liquor and tobacco, the drivers shared their donkeys’ “perfume” of sweat and fetid mud. As they struggled with the soupy ground, tough canes, and recalcitrant animals, the workers complained about their salaries—100 cruzeiros a day, while a kilogram of cured meat cost two and a half times that. “If the President of the Republic…knew how the poor peasants live,” Moura concluded, “he would have two paths to choose: change the system of government or resign.”

Cane work, notoriously tough, peaks in intensity during the chaotic urgency of the harvest. But even outside the harvest, life in the region revolves around planting, cultivating, and weeding around cane.  Fields must be prepared before cane is planted; when young forest or brush (mato or capoeira) covers the field, the foliage is cleared and burned.
 Then the soil is turned with a plow, which loosens the soil and blends in ashes if brush had been burned. Workers begin planting cane around May and continue for several months, their work calibrated to the maturation times of the different varieties being planted. Traditionally, one of two methods is used. In drier or exposed soil, workers open holes in horizontal lines at intervals of sixteen to thirty-two inches, placing “plant cane” (short cane pieces that will germinate new plants) in each hole. In wet, low-lying soils, large beds are slightly raised and workers drop plant cane into deeper holes.
 As the cane grows, the fields must be “cleaned” of weeds, a task done a month after planting and perhaps two or three more times before harvest.
 Gregório Bezerra, who would go on to notoriety as a communist organizer, related his experience as a child cleaning cane fields in 1907 and his description is as biting as it is straightforward: “The work was hard and the foreman didn’t let us lift our heads. Not even to breathe better. No talking, no lagging and drinking water only when we got to the end of the cane field. We stopped work at midday to eat a little something.  If there was anything. If there wasn’t, we only stopped when the sun hid under the horizon and it began to get dark.”
  

The harvest takes place fourteen to eighteen months after planting, generally running from September to March or April.
 This is the busiest time of year for the mills, just as it is for the cane cutters. Harvest conditions were even worse than those Bezerra described for cleaning, since the imperative of rushing cane to mill demanded a greater pace. Workers cut cane manually with a sickle, bending to slash the cane off as close to the ground as possible, then cleaning the leaves with several rapid passes of the blade before cutting the cane in half and proceeding to the next one.
 Before the proliferation of mechanical collectors in the 1970s, the trimmed canes were gathered into bundles of 10 to 20 and tied together with the cut leaves.  Donkeys and oxen carried the bundles out of the fields, often to a waiting train that would supply the mill. Compounding the cyclical pressure of the harvest, the common subsistence crops of corn, brown beans, and fava beans need to be planted in March, with the early rains that precede the rainy season proper of May through August.

Numerous sources testify to the difficulty of the backbreaking work in the cane, “exposed to the sun, to the rain, to the dust, to insects,” as Severino Moura put it.
 Because of the hills that predominate in the cane zone, especially the southern zone, a great deal of cane grows on hillsides. A researcher in the mid-twentieth century found that half of Pernambuco’s cane grew on slopes with a 20% grade or steeper.
 Planting on those slopes and then weeding around and finally cutting the cane was challenging. Cane is tough and resistant to the short blades workers use at harvest; the sickles’ edges must be sharpened three or four times a day. The prominent education theorist Paulo Freire carried out his doctoral research studying families in the sugar zone, where he found parents using punishments that “ranged from tying a child to a tree…[to] thrashing them with leather straps.” They justified these measures with phrases such as, “hard punishments make hard people, who are up to the cruelty of life.”

Workers are intimately familiar with the many varieties of canes they worked with, though they do not refer to the alphanumerical codes agronomists use to denote varieties. Workers referred to black cane and purple cane, crystalline, ashen, red, bronzed, and “little Cayenne” cane. They liked “hairless” cane because it lacked the spiky edges that abrade the skin, and referred to some varieties as “butter” canes because as they mature they slowly turn from light green to a creamy yellow. Some canes, banded purple and green, were called “striped” by the workers.
 The most common color for cane, though, was a bright yellowish green called simply “cane-green.” The folklorist Joaquim Ribeiro noted that in the cane region numerous shades of green are recognized and differentiated, denoted through reference to plants.

Just as the fields had a palette, work in the cane had a soundtrack; mixing with the percussion of hoes heaving soil or sickles hacking cane was the “song” of oxcarts creaking along dirt tracks. As a boy, Gregório Bezerra minded oxen for a short time (earning him the envy of all the other boys on the engenho). In order to feed the animals well, the young Bezerra decided to provide them with corn from the senhor’s special storehouse. Gregório recognized that he had no right to eat the corn himself, but the oxen could since they belonged to the senhor and therefore needed to be well-fed. Bezerra also rubbed the oxcart with soap and oil, so that the cart would “creak and sing beautifully.” Drivers took pride in the “song” of their carts, claiming that the oxen worked harder and more dutifully when they heard the loud squeaks of the axles grinding under the cart bed—two distinct notes being produced with the back and forth produced by the animals’ stride. When he moved on to field work, Bezerra missed the sound and smell of his former charges and grudgingly faced the difficult conditions “at the foot of the cane.”

A worker interviewed in 2003, explaining why two of his brothers had migrated to the large cities of the south, said they simply “couldn’t take the life here…they said they would never come back to cut cane.”
 The similarity over a century in descriptions of cane work speaks to stability over time in the work experience of the sugar zone.  Indeed, many scholars and agronomists have expressed irritation with Pernambucan planters’ persistent use of antiquated agricultural techniques and labor methods. French-Brazilian plantation owner Henrique Augusto Milet, detailing the Pernambuco sugar industry’s problems in 1878, listed high among them his fellow planters’ unwillingness to accept, much less embrace change.
 Almost sixty years later, the planter Júlio Bello mentioned in his memoirs that he recognized from experience all of the techniques described in a seventeenth-century agricultural manual!

Post-Slavery Tenantry: The Continuity of Captivity
Continuities in agricultural techniques had parallels in the durable power structure surrounding the fields. The French cotton-buyer L. F. Tollenare’s satirical 1810s description of Pernambuco’s cane zone has become a standard reference for the region’s social organization under slavery: “With bare legs, wearing only a shirt and drawers or a calico dressing gown, the senhor de engenho, armed with a whip and visiting the dependencies of his estate, is a king who finds only animals about him: his black slaves whom he mistreats; his squatters or moradores; and some hostile vassals who are his tenants.”
 Though his dress might have changed over time, the planter continued to wield unquestioned and extensive power over his workers. Even as the Manuel do Ó and his fictional counterpart Ricardo longed for a terrain beyond the engenho, away from the planter’s sweeping power, the vast majority of workers remained on plantations. In his novel Plantation Boy, Lins do Rego refers to the fixedness of workers’ lives even following the end of slavery: “my grandfather’s former slaves remained on the plantation even after Abolition…there they stayed until they grew old.” “Their children and grandchildren succeeded them as servants,” he continued, “with the same loyalty toward the plantation and the passivity of well-trained domestic animals.”

As Lins do Rego’s lines indicate, workers’ permanence on engenhos held true both before and after the abolition of slavery in 1888. In fact, the formal end of slavery is a deceptive temporal benchmark for examining labor relationships in the cane zone. The transition to free labor took a protracted course in Pernambuco, in contrast to the core of coffee production in Brazil’s center-south. Already in 1872 free laborers outnumbered slaves on Pernambuco’s sugar plantations by a ratio of five to one; in a certain sense, the legal transition to post-slavery (i.e., abolition) simply formalized a process that extended over many decades of the nineteenth century. And the final end of slavery did not badly hinder planter access to labor in Pernambuco’s cane fields. As Joseph Galloway puts it, “abolition represented a financial, political and emotional problem, but not a labor problem.”
 Even as the slave population fell by almost seventy percent, between the late 1840s and the late 1880s, sugar production doubled.

Still, the continued presence of slaves, and the simultaneous employment of enslaved and free workers on engenhos likely had an influence on the collective assumptions about labor. A developed and rich historiography treats the transition away from slavery in Brazil’s south, addressing among other themes the evolving definitions of freedom. Far less work has appeared for Pernambuco.
 However, writing about urban nineteenth century Pernambuco Marcus Carvalho suggests that the “opposition between being free or not being free should be analyzed within a concrete historical situation,” and notes that the line was frequently unclear in Recife.
 Writing about a different urban northeastern case—porters in mid-nineteenth century Salvador—João José Reis observes “the fact that slaves and freedmen worked side by side gave a sense of liberty to the former, and also a sense of enslavement to the latter.”
 For the purposes of the present argument, it seems fair to suggest that free workers toiling alongside slaves in the cane fields would have felt a sense of captivity by association. Further, as discussed in the last chapter, planter treatment of workers reflected the tradition of bonded labor.

In 1810, Tollenare judged the tenant category, consisting of “mestizos, mulattos, free blacks, and Indians,” to constitute 95% of the non-slave population.
 As the slave population dwindled over the decades following Tollenare’s visit, workers increasingly migrated into the tenant category (while not moving at all, geographically). The brisk internal slave trade to the southern coffee plantations drained the slave population and drove prices higher and planters turned to their squatters and “hostile vassals.” While squatters already provided some level of “service” to landowners, Galloway suggests that planters began to expect obligatory work from their tenants instead of merely a share of their yearly harvest or earnings.
 Gradually, the boundaries between categories blurred, while the provision of labor became increasingly important to all relationships between planters and residents on engenhos. Also influencing this process were external economic pressures facing the industry.

Crisis came to the sugar industry around the time of abolition, even if it had little to do with the end of slavery. A worldwide depression in sugar prices began in 1884 and worsened in the 1890s. Pernambuo led the country in sugar exports during this period and, as Peter Eisenberg writes, “exemplified well the problems of the national industry.” The value of sugar as a percentage of total Brazilian exports plummeted, from 10 percent in the 1880s, to 6 percent in the 1890s, and less than 2 percent in the 1900s. Sugar exports by weight dropped to just over a fifth of 1880’s levels in 1910. Since over 80% of Pernambuco’s sugar was destined for export in the late nineteenth century, the collapse in world prices was particularly damaging to the state. Between 1903 and 1905, planters saw less than 10 percent of their product sell abroad and by late in the first decade of the twentieth century the state’s share of the world market had slipped to only 0.3 percent (down from 4% a few decades earlier). These difficulties directly affected workers, whose pay in 1896 was only three-quarters what it was twenty years earlier.

Most of these underpaid, ill-treated workers—ex-slaves, descendents of slaves, the heterogeneous group Tollenare had seen—fell into a system of tenantry that became known as moradia. Defined most simply, moradia involves the granting of habitation by the planter in exchange for labor from the worker. Galloway presents the growth of moradia as an obvious development—the planter’s intuitive response to the end of slavery. The planters, he argues, simply “exchanged something they valued lightly in cash terms—land—for labor.”
 This arrangement of productive relations was not unknown in other plantation contexts: in some Caribbean societies, for instance, slaves were given garden plots to work, generally as a means of relieving planters of the burden of providing all food.
 However, though the process in Pernambuco appears seductively straightforward, Galloway elides what was actually a complex relationship. First, as has been shown, the transition away from slavery was a long-term process in Pernambuco, so the emergence of this form of tenantry likely had as much to do with contemporary economic exigencies as the move to a wholly free labor force. Second, moradia was no simple system; it was a labor relationship, but through the mechanics of patronage it also mediated workers’ access to living space and sometimes land. The quality of the relationship, not necessarily just the labor performed, determined the nature of the reward.

The pervasiveness of moradia by the early twentieth century is demonstrated by a passage from Manuel Diégues’s 1954 study of the Northeast’s sugar industry. “In general, the tenant [morador],” he writes, “is simply the rural worker.”
 There were “tenants” who fell into other categories as well—those who simply paid an annual rent for land and those (called “yoke-carriers”) who gave a certain number of days of work per year in exchange for their living quarters.
 But the greatest number fell into the category of conditional tenantry, or moradia. The Portuguese verb “morar”— to dwell, or to inhabit—provides the root for both moradia, as well as the word for tenant, morador.
 Moradores were expected to provide regular paid labor to the planter while also giving a certain number of “free” work days. In exchange, they were given some rudimentary living quarters and usually access to land for a subsistence plot.
 If a relationship of trust developed, the morador might earn access to a larger piece of land (a “sítio”) and a house removed from the rest of the workers.

The power relations observed by Tollenare and prevalent during the emergence of moradia—structured during the long history of slavery and imbedded in social interaction on engenhos—have proven remarkably durable. One worker interviewed in 2003 had begun work in the cane fields in the 1930s. He described the glacial pace of change in social norms over the course of his long life and believed that he saw deep continuities with periods long before his birth. He suggested that the transition represented by abolition was illusory, simply a change to a new system “on the same terms.” He thought that the social system of his whole life was guided by “habits that the bosses had before, [from] 400 years and more of slavery.”

Labor and Land: The Relationship of Tenantry
A 1944 issue of Brasil Açucareiro, the magazine of the federal Institute of Sugar and Alcohol, published an article documenting “habitations in the sugar zones of Brazil” with photographs showing the miserable shacks that housed northeastern sugar workers. Low mud-brick huts with overhanging roofs of unfired clay tile enclosed adjoining rooms, each housing multiple worker families. The buildings had little natural light and sluggish air circulation under the roof. One picture shows a house tucked into a hillside, with a couple of banana trees in the background and a bare dirt slope in front. The short building has six doors and very likely an entire family lived each room.
 This common form of attached housing—lines of rooms in a long block building called an arruado—descended directly from the design of slave quarters (senzalas).

Workers gleaned what pieces of wood they could from forests jealously guarded by planters interested in the exploitation of timber for fuel to drive their mills and railroad engines. Building materials were cobbled together from the leaves, plant stalks, and mud available. As another social researcher writing in the mid-40s put it, “the rural habitation of the worker shows perfectly the material conditions of the environment.”
 The lines of worker housing frequently nestled close to the stables and corral that held the donkeys, horses, and oxen so important to engenhos for cane transportation while the “big house” generally commanded high ground.
 Older engenhos, established before cane-processing was largely consolidated at large mills, located the “headquarters”—planter and worker housing and the processing facilities—close to prime cane-growing areas in order to minimize the distance cane had to be transported. This meant that cane often reached right up to workers’ doorsteps and subsistence plots were tucked far away on marginal land.

Gregório Bezerra’s experiences on the Brejinho Engenho at the turn of the twentieth century reveal the general terms of the moradia arrangement.  His family was admitted to residency by the senhor, a deal that gave them a home and placed him and the rest of his family at the disposal of the planter.  If a job appeared, he was expected to work and was paid some small sum; if not, the family gathered what food they could and waited for the call from the senhor. Bezerra recounted the desperation of the period between cane planting and the harvest, when his family had to scrabble for survival, and depended on the availability of fish in nearby streams for food. The young Bezerra was impressed by one of his neighbors, Pelegrino, who acted as the engenho’s enforcer and was encouraged to “beat the workers, if he so wished.” Pelegrino “had been the planter’s slave,” Bezerra wrote, “but despite being formally free, he remained in slavery.” It becomes clear in a later passage of the memoir, however, that Bezerra himself enjoyed a contingent sort of freedom. When the owner rented the engenho to a different planter, “the new occupant was the lord of the big house, of the mill and of everything, including the inhabitants.”

Bezerra’s mention of the “big house” points to the geography of power on engenhos. The big house was the seat of power, the planter’s home. Gilberto Freyre paid close attention to the big house and to the space of home life in general in his famous 1933 book The Masters and the Slaves. (This is the 1946 English translation title. A more literal translation would be “Big House and Slave Quarters.”) The attention to the site of planter power reveals Freyre’s perspective, the site from which he viewed and analyzed engenho life. José Lins do Rêgo shared this perspective, which is characterized by Durval Muniz de Albuquerque as the view “from the porch of the big house.”
 The porch proper and the space immediately in front, commanded by the big house, itself had crucial importance. This was the space where workers resident on the engenho were called to see the senhor, or where they went to make a special request.

The importance of this space emerged clearly in a gruesome episode from the tumultuous year of 1963. Tensions between workers and planters ran high in this year of rapid mobilization in the sugar zone and upheaval in the capital. Before witnesses, a prominent senhor de engenho named José Lopes da Siqueira Santos killed five of the workers from his engenho. He chose to bury them in the patio of his house, and his ostentatious act of brutality both acknowledged and reinforced the symbolic power of the big house patio. This was a territorial act of power; Siqueira Santos was claiming the territory and stamping it with his command. His workers paid with their lives for challenging that authority. Planters also expressed their power in more trivial ways, though ones that carried symbolic weight. For example, Severino Moura’s employers the Cavalcantes built a movie theater for their workers at the Pedrosa Mill and showed movies on Sunday afternoons. Carlos Cavalcante always arrived half an hour late, Moura noted, at which point he would settle into his seat and signal for the movie to begin.
 Such quotidian displays subtly and repeatedly underlined the hierarchy of power on plantations.

Relationships necessarily began and developed under the terms of that hierarchy, so the work and living relationship of moradia revolved around workers negotiating a position in a space controlled by the senhor. The location of a worker’s residence on an engenho and the terms of his access to land, for instance, depended on the dynamics of his relationship with the senhor. Workers exerted a modest influence over the terms of these agreements, since they could decide simply to move from one engenho to another in search of a more favorable arrangement (and as Manoel do Ó’s 36 jobs in 15 years makes clear, workers did exercise this freedom). But a good arrangement depended in part on the planter receiving reliable labor; tenants stood little chance of receiving access to much land unless they had proved some degree of “loyalty” to a planter. By building trust and demonstrating loyalty, a tenant might move up in the senhor’s estimation and be granted a free-standing house, some distance from the engenho’s center.
 The anthropologist Lygia Sigaud, who carried out field work in the region starting in the 1960s, writes, “in the act of giving an established sítio, or authorizing a tenant to make one on a determined plot of land, the patron also said symbolically that he appreciated [the tenant], that he wished him well and hoped that he would stay.”

Severino Moura offered testimony on tenantry arrangements and the importance of the relationships that secured them. Like Bezerra, and many other workers in the cane fields, Moura came from the transitional area between the cane zone and the semi-arid sertão, but he left his home town in the 1930s in search of work in the cane fields. He first found work at the Pedrosa Mill and he quickly received a promotion to foreman.
 His hard work came to the attention of the mill’s field administrator, who promoted him again, to task manager (apontador).
 In describing each promotion, Moura detailed the new benefits he received. He remembers the exact pay levels, not surprisingly, but he seemed to place more importance on the non-monetary but no less concretely material perquisites legible to those familiar with relations between planters and workers. Upon rising to the position of task manager, Moura moved to a “tile house” wired with electricity. After a mere six months in the position, Moura received yet another promotion, to administrator of the entire engenho (the mill owned quite a few). With this new step up he moved into the big house, which was fully equipped with a servant, and he wrote, “I felt a little like my own man, I was already someone.”

Two important points emerge from Moura’s treatment of his trajectory in the cane zone. First, he narrated his rise through successive strata of responsibility and power as a story of physical movements into better and better living quarters. In foregrounding places of habitation while relating his tale, he shows us just how intertwined were work and living arrangements in the region, all brokered through the tenantry relationship. As noted above, it is instructive that the term describing what was ostensibly a labor relationship—moradia—refers not to work but to dwelling, to a house. Second, Moura began to feel like “someone,” like his “own man,” when he moved to a big house. The connection association of a fully-rounded identity or selfhood with movement into a space associated with power recalls the planter vision of landscape, which associates workers with non-human resources. For planters, workers had no discernible independent identities but were rather elements of a subservient landscape.

Not surprisingly, the relationship between identity and control also extended to land use. Usually, in the smaller garden plots tenants could plant manioc, beans, and other subsistence crops with short growing cycles. But if granted a larger field, tenants sometimes gained the right to plant bananas, mangoes, and other fruit trees or “root crops.” A worker interviewed in 2003 said of the rule prohibiting tenants from planting “roots” in their plots, “planting bananas is a gesture that you feel you’re the owner of the land, or even a mill-owner.”
 Prohibiting workers from using the land in any way they saw fit meant keeping them from feeling they owned the land, a sense that would have implied that they had the power, or right to command, associated with ownership. These rules of use also emphasized the fragility of workers’ access to land, since the cultivation of slow-growing fruit trees carried an implication of stability.

The operation of power through control over land points to the underlying forces of moradia. Land acted as the hinge in the tenantry relationship. Because planters had a near-monopoly in land ownership, workers’ only “legitimate” access to land lay through tenantry of some sort; the path to access led through the provision of labor. The importance of controlling land to controlling labor has been recognized since before the emergence of liberal economics, though Edward Wakefield’s famous theories from the 1820s and 1830s concretized the connection.
 The focus of this chapter lies in describing the impact of this particular culture of landowner/planter control on workers. One sign of workers’ reactions to the norms of power and control emerges in a 1960 police report, written for an investigation into agitation by the Peasant Leagues (the Leagues will be further discussed in the fifth chapter). The investigators observed that League-affiliated tenants had prohibited non-affiliated tenants from planting any crops, declaring the hold-outs could resume cultivating only when they joined the Leagues.
 By exerting control over land use, these workers demonstrated the prevailing assumptions about executing power. The League-affiliation workers likely understood the precariousness of bare subsistence and knew their tactics would have a rapid effect, but their actions also demonstrate particular attitudes toward the connection between power and landscape.

Even worker language demonstrates the importance of power to social relations on the engenhos. In a careful analysis published in the 1970s, Sigaud found telling patterns in workers’ use of words for different types of people associated with the engenhos. While discussing their relationship to the wider society, workers might refer to themselves using the term “camponês”—peasant, or rural person. Sigaud writes that the term carried an implication of labor power or potential and workers used the label “to transcend the limits of the engenho.”  However, she continues, “the term camponês would never be employed in a context strictly internal to the [engenho] system.” When discussing relations with planters, work contractors, or others within the engenho workers used the terms “worker” (trabalhador) or “poor person” (pobre.
 The one term, then, that connotes a sense of strength was never used in discussions of the engenho, a fact that points to the demobilizing power of the system of social relations lorded over by the senhor.

Power, Race, and Culture: The Shape of the Landscape

For workers, labor played a crucial role in creating a distinct view of the landscape. Besides generating knowledge about nature, their work also contributed to the accretion of meanings around the environment being worked, informing their sense of place. “Labor,” White asserts, “involves human beings with the world so thoroughly that they can never be disentangled.”
 The intimacy of workers’ connections to the land is partially developed through the physicality of their work. Indeed, they were bodily transformed by their work, sliced by abrasive cane leaves or their own sickles, developing a stoop from bending to cut close to the soil.
 And they transformed the fields, digging drainage canals to make soggy bottomland arable, or turning a vast sea of green-leaved cane stalks into a brown, stubbly field at harvest. Ingold writes that a landscape is “constituted as an enduring record of—and testimony to—the lives and works of past generations who have dwelt within it, and in so doing, have left there something of themselves.”

Over the course of Moura’s memoirs, the reader can discern just how important specific places in the region became to him.  He frames many of his memories spatially, or through reference to particular places in which he has lived or worked, demonstrating how substantially his surroundings impinged on his perspective. When he was offered the job of running field operations for an entire mill, he writes, he was standing “under a cashew tree, on the engenho named Polar, but known as Levas.”

Everyday life on the engenhos also contributed to the larger sense of the regional landscape.  According to the folklorist Luíz da Câmara Cascudo, workers drew from events in the collective memory or individuals from their past to lend names to all engenho landmarks: paths, hills, trees.
 This practice both reveals and contributes to the process by which spaces acquire meanings and importance over time, and point to how subjectivities become powerfully linked to spaces. Keith Basso writes, “when places are actively sensed, the physical landscape becomes wedded to the landscape of the mind.”
 A worker interviewed in 2003 explained, “the people who live here, these people are part of this land...this is why people say each person in his place.”
 In this comment, R. referred to a basic sense of home and belonging, but I think he was also referring to locations in the hierarchy of power: he knew his “place” socially as well as spatially. The strict power relationships of the region are themselves mapped directly onto the physical landscape, so that his small mud and wood shack on the side of the highway was both geographically and socially “his place” and his (lack of) power over the surroundings was clear in his “landscape of the mind.” R.’s comments came forty years after the passage of rural labor legislation that improved conditions for cane workers, so if anything, workers’ places in a landscape of captivity were even clearer to his predecessors.

The rules of tenantry and the larger conditions of production in the cane zone, including the extension of planter power to the “natural” world around the workers, found their way into the folklore of the region. A legend from the area about the green serpent of the cane fields reveals these connections. As cane matures, workers told a folklorist, a gigantic green snake grows with it, taking on the role of guardian. Though people like to duck between cane rows and cut a stalk to suck the sweet juice, “no one has ready courage to interfere in a world defended by the green serpent.”
 The green snake seems to be a fierce personification of planter power. Workers could find themselves subject to the very real violence of planters if they stole even a small amount of cane. Even without the threat of planter reprisal, workers disliked venturing into cane without good reason. In the biologically impoverished milieu of the cane fields, rodents have flourished while snakes’ predators have been eliminated; so snakes are ubiquitous.

Cane fields hold other popular fears as well, again probably because they lay under the explicit and demonstrated power of the senhores. Câmara Cascudo writes that many people in the region believed that “cane fields guarded the living spirits of their dead workers.” These spirits were part of “another population, supernatural and visible,” that inhabited the engenhos in the collective imagination of workers. A worker would rather visit a cemetery than walk into the cane at night. “The dense, interminable canes, closed in the uniform green of the adjacent rows,” Cascudo writes, “were a domain respected in the collective avoidance of nocturnal visits.”
 Gregório Bezerra recounts an experience of traveling roads at night seeking help for his sick mother and feeling the “fear of spirits, of horse ghosts, of forest spirits, of Indians, and of saci [a trouble-making, one-legged sprite]. These superstitions were fed into my consciousness from the beginning of my life and as I grew I heard more and more about these things.”

Bezerra’s experiences with oxen also point toward underlying feelings about draught animals in worker culture. The bumba-meu-boi, a folk play dating back to slavery popular throughout the cane zone, centers on the ox, the typical work animal of the sugar industry, with which slaves supposedly had a strong sense of identification.
 The choice of the ox, according to the folklorist Domingos Vieira Filho, derived from the fact that “the Negro slave was the ox’s brother in suffering and in work.”
 A popular song from the 1950s, written by a native of the cane zone, references the shared experiences of animals and workers as well as the racialized aspect of work relations in the region. Jackson do Pandeiro’s song memorializes a “stubborn ox,” saying, “this ox is a reminder of the time of slavery,” an inheritance from a grandfather (implicitly both the ox and the memory were inherited). “In that time the negro was [treated] the same as the ox,” the song continues, “the reminder of this friend hasn’t left my memory; he died and I remained to tell our story”
 

Jackson’s description of his “friend” can be seen as a reaction to a planter attitude illustrated by a passage from Bello’s 1935 memoirs in which he acknowledged that “few things were so appealing to my sensibility as seeing an old slave.”  “Seeing them I remember with intimate nostalgia those who I knew as a child,” he went on, “bound to the service of the engenho like oxen and donkeys.”
 Just as workers’ relationships with planters operated according to rules governing labor and power, the local meanings of race emerged through these relationships. Planters naturalized the connections between African-descended workers and the productive land. Workers were seen as naturally black, naturally tied to their work in the fields, and naturally commanded. Workers recognized the planters’ notion of the connection between race and labor. When being interviewed in 2003, a 63-year old sugar worker and union leader ventriloquized characters as he told stories. When speaking in the guise of a planter, he repeatedly conflated the words “worker” and “black.”

In his careful study of the sugar region, Manuel Diégues included a long meditation on the prototypical rural worker: the “cabra de engenho.” Cabra literally means goat, and generally refers to African descent, though Diégues spends several pages mulling the African legacies among sugar workers and the word cabra’s definition in the cane zone. He concluded with the following curious claim: “the cabra…represents above all the type of workers from the sugar area. [It is] less an anthropological element than a social condition.”
 After making a series of elliptical analyses, then, Diégues imperfectly approximated the rich content of racial identity implied by the term “cabra de engenho.” The “social condition” of being a sugar worker implied African descent and subjugation: if an individual is a sugar worker, s/he must therefore be black.

The notion of landscape contains elements of both morphology and representation: the materiality and feeling of a place. Jean-Paul Sartre, in a passage about the growth of feelings for objects, provides an evocative explanation for how landscape acquires emotive meaning. “When knowledge and feeling are oriented toward something real,” he writes, “the [landscape] soaks up affective qualities.” People’s feelings develop in consonance with “each new discovery of meaning” about a place. The “affective state” accompanying people’s relationship with a place is rich and unpredictable and exists in a constant dialectic with the actual experience of the place. “At each moment perception overflows and sustains [the affective state], and its density and depth come from its being confused with the perceived object. Each quality is so deeply incorporated in the object that it is impossible to distinguish what is felt and what is perceived.”
 In everyday life the physical apprehension of a place conjoins with the ideas and feelings about that place (themselves linked to the physical experience) and so emerges a landscape—something seen but also felt.
 

Cane workers in Pernambuco saw their region as a landscape of captivity. The apparent endlessness of cane fields—the tall, unvaryingly green canes marching over hills and up valleys—metaphorically evoked the reach of planter power. Hemmed in by cane, forced by the domination of ownership into relations of domination in labor and home life, workers felt themselves captured by their surroundings. With the beginnings of organization and mobilization in the 1940s and 1950s, workers’ demands for secure access to land reflected their notions of which conquests might increase their overall freedom. That is, rather than seeking a stable minimum wage or regulation of task requirements, they sought control of land and self-determination in their own subsistence.
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