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Tactics & Results: Do Changing Times Bode Well For the MST in Brasil?
The history of the MST is intrinsically linked with the history of agrarian resistance and the inequalities that stem from the concentrated ownership of land in Brasil. There have been various manifestations of this struggle against the large landed estates, or latifúndios, throughout Brasil's history. As expressed by Bernardo Mançano Fernandes, there have been primarily three distinguishable stages in previous history, with a fourth being the the focus of this paper. They are: the resistance of slaves in the era of coerced labor, the resistance of free workers in the era of latifundiários (large plantaion owners), and resistance of the Ligas Camponesas (peasant leagues) along with the rise of the military dictatorship. 


The first stage came during the early colonization of Brasil by the Portuguese: slave resistance. The indigenous peoples of Brasil were the first slaves on Portuguese plantations. During the 16th and 17th century, around 350,000 indigenous were forced into slave labor in Brasil.
 There were many examples of indigenous resistance in what is now modern Brasil, Argentina, Paraguay, and Uruguay. One particular instance was the Trinta Povos Guaranis. These were a collection of communal villages composed of various Guarani tribes numbering from 1,500 to 12,000 at its height.
 These villages were under constant attack from Portuguese and Spanish expeditions until the famous massacre of 1756, during which the great leader Sepé Tiaraju was killed. The near extermination of the indigenous (estimates say that 80 percent of the original 3.5 million original indigenous peoples died, due to European contact)
 peoples coincided with – and, in part, caused – the increased reliance on African, rather than indigenous, slaves.
 


While indigenous peoples were certainly the first subjected to slave labor, African slaves would come to surpass them in numbers (more than 3.5 million).
 There were various cases of resistance among African slaves. One of the most famous were the quilombos, the largest example of which was the Quilombo dos Palmares (or União dos Palmares) in northeastern Brasil. This was a freed-slave (African and Indigenous) colony having existed since at least 1597.
 Around the year 1670, roughly 20,000 people were living in this confederation. Residents maintained a subsistence lifestyle raising corn, beans, manioc, and sugar cane, along with hunting and fishing.
 The colony represented  new “territórios livres”
 (free territories) that threatened the way of life for large land owners who relied on slave labor. Withstanding attacks from white colonists for nearly a century, União dos Palmares was eventually destroyed on February 6, 1694.
 


The second stage in this history of agrarian struggle comes with the end of slavery and the prevalence of free labor. This period was marked by the dominance of “strongmen, powerful landowners, and deed forgers.”
 As ex-slaves and new European immigrants began selling their force of labor, fazendeiros (farmers, or landowners as used in this context) had created a new scheme to maintain their dominance of the agrarian market. It was called grilar a terra: a process of forging ownership documents of uninhabited, unclaimed, or unowned land; and conspiring with officials to fix land prices. These forgers (grileiros) would find empty plots of land, or perhaps land inhabited by indigenous tribes, forge deeds for the property and then artificially age them. The effects were predictable, and cemented power in the hand of the landowners:

“The lands of indigenous groups and lands occupied by squatters were invaded by the grileiros. Indians and squatters always migrated, trying to distance themselves from the fence and encirclement of capital. For those who resisted, there remained confrontation with the hired gunmen of the fazendeiros-grileiros [forging landowners].”

This also reveals another trait of this time period: coronelismo (literally colonel-ism, dominance by local strongmen and political thugs). 


These coronéis – being the primary economic powers in their region – would often rule the areas with iron fists. They frequently controlled elections, and did so with little regard for popular well-being or will. The Canudos rebellion in the 19th century was the greatest example of resistance against this economic and political structure. Ex-slaves and landless workers, organized by Antônio Conselheiro, formed a  farm in the village of Canudos, calling their settlement Belo Monte or beautiful hill.
 All work in the settlement was cooperative, and was only undertaken if essential to the existence of the community. There were roughly 10,000 people in Canudos, who lived sustainably for  years before being massacred by the Federal army in 1897.
 


The 20th century saw the rise of the Ligas Camponeses, or Peasant Leagues. Around 1945, after the ten year dictatorship of Getulio Vargas, agrarian workers organized against expropriation, expulsion from land and wage labor. They received much support in part from the Brasilian Communist Party (Partido Comunista Brasileiro, PCB). When the PCB was outlawed in 1947, the Ligas were violently attacked, but not exterminated. In 1962 in Pernambuco, a state in Northeastern Brasil, João Pedro Teixeira was assassinated. Teixeira was the founder of the largest group in Brasil, the Liga de Sapé.
 During this time the Ligas were also working to create a larger consciousness around agrarian reform, and began to win larger sympathy from the population. They began to practice occupations in an effort to “end the class monopoly over land,”
 while supporters such as the PCB and Catholic Church were in favor of a more piece-meal approach through legislation and reforms. Also prevalent during this era were groups such as the Union of Farmers and Agricultural Workers (União dos Lavradores e Trabalhadores Agrícolas, ULTAB), the Movement of Farmers without Land (Movimento dos Agricultores Sem Terra, MASTER) and the National Confederation of Agricultural Workers (Confederação Nacional dos Trabalhadores na Agricultura, CONTAG). These groups were, in a sense, those most similar to the MST we see today, but were co-opted or destroyed during the military dictatorship beginning in the 60's and never again achieved such prominence.
 


Perhaps the greatest source of modern conflict, and one of the true strengths of the MST is the attempted land reform instituted by the military dictatorship that took power in 1964. In theory, the bill was aimed to promulgate greater equality by expropriating land that did not fulfill its social function.
 However, in practice the bill served to increase the growth and prominence of industrialized agriculture and agricultural capital in Brasil.
 It helped to create a reliable industry on the back of which Brasil would slowly ride out of its economic woes. However, it simultaneously created one of the greatest contributors to poverty in the country: Agri-business. By the end of Brasil's dictatorship, “almost half of the country's productive lands [were] in the hands of agricultural enterprises.”
 In fact as recently as the 1990's 79 percent of the agricultural land was in the hands of a measly 10 percent of the population.
 The next real phase in the modern era of agrarian reform was with the election of Fernando Henrique Cardoso in 1995. Under Cardoso's administration, the Programa Cédula da Terra (Land Cell Program, or PCT) was initiated. However, this proved to be more interested in serving the World Bank than the poor camponeses in Brasil.
 The PCT was ultimately ruled a failure for various reasons. The landowners were behind a price fixing scheme, were to be paid in cash, and frequently were only willing to part with land that was of poor quality, in logistically constricted areas, and lacking necessary resources.
 The arguably more successful legacy, which is still in use today, was the Instituto Nacional de Colonização e Reforma Agrária (National Institute of Agrarian Clonization and Land Reform, or INCRA). This was a government run program, with less ties to the interests of free market leviathans. This organization functions as a middle man between the landowners and landless workers. INCRA is responsible for inspecting and evaluating lands. According to article 186 of the 1988 Brazilian constitution, “if land is not fulfilling its 'social responsibility to be productive' then the federal government is empowered to expropriate the area from the owner.”
 However this process has become a long and messy legal process. As Caldeira wrote:

Expropriation and the payment of compensation have become an increasingly bureaucratic, slow, and expensive process that oversets the following stages of the government-led land reform program. Since 1988, all land reform programs implemented have become entangled in complex and costly negotiations over compensations, therefore reducing INCRA's budget to improve existing land reform settlements and create new ones.

This legal series of hoops has caused the MST to greatly change strategies. What was once an organization primarily concerned with land occupations has shifted focus to the courtroom battles which have been prioritized in the modern political sphere. 


The process of land occupations  can often be lengthy and drawn out processes on the ground as well. Traditionally a group of families, often with ties to the land, would move in at night and set up camp. Parcels of occupied land can vary greatly in size, however most are between several hundred to several thousand of hectares.
 At this point in the occupations

the court battle begins. MST lawyers petition to have the land expropriated and granted to the occupiers per the land reform clauses in the constitution. However:

The process is often lengthy (lasting upwards of two to three years) and many occupation attempts fail as occupants grow weary and leave the camp. Furthermore, landowners regularly hire vigilantes to intimidate those within the occupation camp and violent acts are not uncommon in the Brazilian campo (rural area). According to Sérgio Buarque, the national secretariat of the MST, 1379 landless workers were killed between 1985 and 2004 because of land reform struggles.

Lifestyle on the new settlements also changes for settlers, most often in radical ways. The settlers become more involved in the day to day decision making process.
 In many instances, camponeses are responsible for determining the layout of their communities. Much of the larger or more vital resources are managed collectively such as land, water, and machinery.
 The Agricultural modes of production and goals were often changed as well. Much of the requisitioned land became worked in environmentally friendly and sustainable ways, particularly in recent years. There has been great work to eliminate the entrenched system of agribusiness and heavy use of chemicals.
 Steps are made to promote small plots worked by hand, by individual families in large collective systems.
 One step to combat the dominance of agribusiness practices in the sector has been the creation of BioNatur in 1997. This is a cooperative for organic seeds in the state of Rio Grande do Sul. In 2007, it was the largest producer of organic seeds in Latin America.
 


These production modes are not always adopted by residents of MST settlements and recipients of expropriated land. This comes from the fact that some camponeses choose to join the MST for very different reasons. As Wolford noted, farmers in the North and Northeast tended to join the MST “out of desperation”,
 where the economy are dominated by sugar cain plantations, and temporary migrant work is the norm. These workers were often the first to deviate from those production modes. While sugarcane prices were low, farmers were experimenting with produce crops which could fetch better prices at market. Yet after a recovery in the sugar cane market, many of the farmers returned to the crop they knew in the belief it would be more profitable.
 In the Southern part of the country, farmers were more likely to join out of a desire for land and a preservation of their lifestyle.
 Families traditionally lived together and supported themselves off of small family farms passed down through families for generations. However, as this land became scarce, young men would set off with their families in search for a new plot on which to raise his family. Through the MST these small family farmers found an optimal vehicle with which to accomplish their goals.
 This level of diversity offers a great deal of strength to the MST, showing it does not recognize the interests of one small demographic of the rural poor, but all those struggling for land rights and access.


Recently, there has been a shift in tactics of the MST. The standard tactic for the MST has always been in land occupation, but recent developments show a growing trend away from this. This is a representation of the shift from the ground to the court room. However, these methods (occupation and subsequent expropriation) have worked very well in the past. From 1985 into 2004, there were “approximately 230,000 occupations, secured over 1,000 settlements and expanded its base from 3 states to 22 (of 26).”


The strength of the MST has long rested in its ability to mobilize large grassroots networks toward an action of great scale and capacity. According to Caldeira, the process of land occupations served two purposes: first as an act of defiance against the government's opposition towards land reform, and second it showed its ability and adeptness at effective mobilization.
 As the recent political spheres have begun to shift, it would appear that the MST is either beginning to diversify tactics and relying less on land occupations, or attempting to distance itself from this controversial method altogether. 


When President Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva was elected to the presidency for the Workers' Party, many hoped that this progressive minded ex-union president would remedy many of the ills that seemed to have calcified in Brasil's agrarian sector. In fact, the MST was very active in campaigning for Lula and generating large grassroot support. However, the MST on an official level has maintained distance and autonomy from any political party, religious organization or NGO.
 Part of this fear stems from the history of trade unions in Brasil. During the 1930's President Getúlio Vargas created an official legal structure for trade unions. While legitimizing the unions of the time, it was also a way to control more radical unions, and promote the more statist groups. This bureaucratized the union structure, and created a system that eventually answered more to government officials rather than their rank and file constituency.
  


However, this stance has not seemed to affect the shifting attitude of the MST towards the federal government in Brasil. This despite the fact that Lula's government “cut expenditures to a greater extent than the previous government, producing one of the lowest budgets for land reform in the recent past.”
 One explanation for the seemingly increasing passive tone used by the MST could be due to funding. The government is the MST's primary source of funding.
 This is corroborated by Caldeira who stated that the MST “was increasing its collaboration with INCRA and becoming more financially dependent on government funds.”
 So while the agrarian struggle is one that currently demands conflict waged against the state, it also behooves the MST to maintain the good graces of the federal government to receive the much needed funding. 


Growing conservatism of the movement's upper echelon could also be attributed to another factor. The base of the MST has grown significantly, and the organization has attempted to make crossroads into the urban organizing sector as well. The large base of the movement is often more conservative than the left leaning ideologists who founded and organize the MST. This dichotomy is best explained here:

On the one hand, MST members engage in radical acts simply by joining the movement – they experience a sort of revolution in their personal and collective experience. This is, ultimately, the creation of the new society that we have seen emerging... On the other hand, it seems that the minority of the MST's grassroots members (those not involved in leadership or activism) are interested in generating a true socialist revolution that would overthrow the government – but it's hard to tell.

Thus, the MST's responsiveness to its constituency has created what may be viewed as a weakness in policy. This, coupled with the need to temper their message in order to appeal to the larger urban population have contributed to this trend of relative conservatism.
 


 These shifts seem to have led to a sea change in the MST. A larger bureaucracy necessitated by the need to communicate effectively and quickly with grassroots members has taken shape. More leaders have emerged to facilitate organization within the MST. Leaders on the ground help keep settlers motivated and organize the more personal actions in the camp. These leaders still understand and emphasize the importance of mass struggle in the process of achieving agrarian reform both in the short and long term. Without pressure from their end of the movement, it is not likely that the MST's other battle would have much success. This other struggle may be the greatest change for the MST. 


While structure and size have changed for the MST, more importantly the forms of struggle seem to have shifted as well. The battles for the MST have largely shifted to courtrooms in the form of legal battles. New leadership has grown in the MST, legal teams and lobbyists of sorts, pleading their case and arguing in courtrooms to expropriate land on the base level. In recent history, “the struggle seemed to have taken the shape of negotiation, and not everybody was equipped to take part in the round tables.”
 The question begs to be asked then, is this shift effective and beneficial for the MST? 


It can be seen that land occupations decreased from 1999 (593 occupations) to 2002 (184 occupations).
 The consequences of this seems to be clear. While in 1999 there were 593 occupations; 2,299,659ha (hectares) of land were expropriated into INCRA's agrarian reform efforts. In 2000 occupations dropped to 394, and subsequently 2,154,305ha of land were expropriated. A major decrease in occupations during 2001 resulted in only 194 documented cases, and 1,846,826ha of expropriated land. In 2002 the state saw 184 occupations, yet a slight rise in expropriated land: 2,451,785ha. An influx in 2003 saw 391 occupations, and 4,607,275ha of expropriated land.
 
 While there is clearly not an exact relevance between the number of occupations and the amount of expropriated land, there does seem to be some congruence.
 What appears to have happened, as Caldeira noted, “the MST would have to frame its demands differently and subsequently update its repertoires of contention. This seems to have been the choice made by the movement.”
 


Much debate can be had over what tactics should and should not be undertaken by the MST. What is clear is that the MST should not stop using occupations as a tactic in the struggle for agrarian reform, and perhaps revive its prominence in their campaign. In fact:

There is consolidated understanding in the doctrine that land occupations are carried out as a form of pressure on the State to implement agrarian reform, and not merely for their failure to execute the penal code, but as a manner in which to stimulate the implementation of the constitutional code manifested in the fundamental principle of the Republic and in our rights and duties, both individual and collective.

One aspect left to speculate is what role the state does play in these affairs. In particular, the judiciary seems to have gained much importance in recent history. 


Many of the complaints against the MST are that land occupations are not a legal means of achieving their goals. In fact, in in the first four months of 2001, 146 were removed from eligibility of investigation due to “illegal occupations.”
 In popular opinion there are varying stances. Due to the influence of the media, occupations have come to be viewed as invasions by criminals. But opinion within the MST refutes the charges of illegality. As one scholar puts it: “there is no offense then, concerning the legality of procedures of the MST. There is no offense to civil law, as this cannot be applied to occupations of unproductive estates, in light of being a phenomena of agriculture and public rights. Requiring the civil formality of “just title” for the occupants that intend on being squatters is an attempt of limiting, to the utmost, the view of the law.”
 However, this interpretation of Brasil's legal code is not shared by all, particularly in the judiciary. 


There has been a noted shift in the judiciary system through the movement's history, which may in some way be linked to the MST's change in tactics as well. Bastos asserts that in the trend of early Roman law, the focus was based in personal rights, and civil liberties. Since that time, our culture and political/economic systems have created a penal code centered around property, and capitalist system of laws no longer designed primarily to protect individuals per-say, but rather material rights and capitalist productivity.
 


The legal system as currently observed, is very much stacked in the favor of the wealthy elite and those who currently own land. The MST are constrained to a system that limits what land they may occupy, penalizes them for occupying qualifying land, and burdens the grassroots constituency by turning reform efforts into court battles waged on an individual basis. Theory within the MST espouses the belief that property should not be a subjective right, but in fact based on social factors.
 That is; if land is socially unproductive, and in particular where there are large landless communities, it is constitutionally dictated that land be granted to those who have none. What has been shown is that, while the MST must work with politicians  to generate a wide sweeping and truly effective agrarian reform, the root of their struggle is on the land, and this is where their battle must occur. One of the greatest obstacles is that the monolith which the MST is fighting, large landed estates and industrial agriculture, is seen as Brasil's economic savior, having already brought the country great prosperity. 


When I began researching this subject, I brought with me my own set of political ideals, and this framed what my research was “going to” produce. However, as one can see, the question was quickly eschewed, muddied, and taken for quite a trip. What mode of struggle really suits the MST better? It would seem that in the past, land occupations and more confrontational tactics have garnered the best results for the MST. Yet, in a new era, and under new political leadership, this may be an outdated tactic. While it remains clear, for the moment at least, that land occupations cannot be discarded just yet, perhaps this shift to a struggle rooted more in the judiciary will prove to be more effective, and produce long term effects like a more sincere agrarian reform policy.
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