4 LAND POLICIES
The Land Law, 1850, and the
Homestead Act, 1862
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v enacted in Brazil in 1850 forbade the acquisition of
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public land through any means but purchase, PUtling To @ vies v
rraditional forms of acquiring land through squatting (posses) and
grants from the Crown (sesmarias). Those who had obtained property
illegally by squatting and chose who had received grants but never le-
gitimized their ownership were llowed to register and validare their
titles afrer surveying cheir lands and paying caxes—but only if they
had actually occupied and used the tand. The size of the posses that
could be legitimized was fimited by the faw; 1t could be no greater than
the largest sesmaria in its district. The proceeds of public land sales
and raxes on the registration of properties were 0 be used exclusively
for surveying public tands and importing «free colonists.” A bureau-
cratic service, the Reparticio Geral das Terras Publicas, was created to
control the public tand and promote colonization.

“The parliamentary debates on the law reveal 2 conflict berween tra-
ditiona} and modern conceptions of landownezship, a transition from
2 waditional view of land as che Crown’s domain t0 4 modern view of
land as the pubtic domain.® In the earlier period tand was granted pri-
marily as a reward for services to the Crown; later it became accessible
only to those who could exploit it profitably or in other words, those
who had capital. Thus land, which had been seen as a grant in itself,
came to be a commodity; its ownership, which had essentially con-
ferred social prestige, came o signify economic power. Changing atti-
tudes toward land correspond to changing attitudes toward labor:
from a commitment Lo slavery and certain forms of servitude to & com-
mitment to free labor.

At the beginning of colonization, tand was seen as part of the king’s
personal patrimony. In order to acquire a piece of land, one had to ap-
ply for a personal grant. The king’s decision to concede the favor was
based on his evaluation of the applicant, which involved considering
his social status, personal qualities, and service to the Crown. Thus,
the acquisition of land, though regulared by law, derived from the
king’s arbitrium and not from a right inherent in the supplicant. By the
nineteenth century the concept had changed. Land had become the
public domain, patrimony of the nation, According to the land law of
1850, the only way to acquire land was to buy it from the government,
which would act as mediator berween the public and the prospective
proprietor. The personal celationship between king and apptlicant had
given way to an impersonal rransaction between state and buyer. No
longer 2 personal gift conceded by the king according to an individ-
ual’s personat qualities, land was a commodity that could be obrained
by anycne with sufficient capital. When land was a royal grant, the
king had the right to regulate its use and limit the size and number of




grants received by each person. When land became merchandise, the
individual who bought ir made the decisions. The ownership of land
always conferred social prestige, at first because it implied the Crowr’s
recognition of the grantee’s merits, then because it implied economic
power. In the first case, then, economic power derived from social
prestige while in the second case the reverse was true.

The transition from a traditional to a modern conception of land
started in the sixteenth century with the onset of the commercial revo-
lution and continued throughout the nineteenth century. The extent
and rapidity of this transition depended on the degree to which a so-
ciety was permeated by capitalist values. During the nineteenth cen-
tury in Brazil the process accelerated primarily because of changes that
occurred in economic and social structures in response to the expan-
sion of the international marker,

During the colonial period the theoretical positions outlined above
were often blurred; in reality, contradictory attitudes toward land co-
existed. Land was awarded to those who served the Crown, but at the
same time the Crown required that it be granted only to men with the
capztal to exploit it. Land ownership meant social prestige bur it also
meant economic power. The ambiguities often found in concrete real-
ity do not, however, invalidate the general theoretical framework, as
we shall try to demonstrare.

Colonial Brazil was organized as a commercial enterprise, the prod-
uct of an alliance of the merchant bourgeoisie and the Crown. This
alliance was reflected in a land policy that embodied both feuda and
mercantile conceptions of land. The original land legislation for the
colony was derived from medieval Portuguese land policies. Agents of
the Crown in the colony were entitled to grant land to all who wished
to settle, according to their merits. Grants were considered personal
favors and could not be inherited. Those to whom the iand was granted
had only the usufrucr; ownership was reserved 1o the Crown.*

Very soon, however, land policy underwent certain modifications.
The restrictions on inheritance were abolished when it became ob-
vious that the Crown needed to attract settlers to the colony. By the
middle of the sixreenth century, land policy had been redefined to re-
flect the growing mercantile concerns of the Crown. The turning point
was the royal instruction given to the governor Tomé de Souza in 1 348,
on the occasion of his appointment as first governor general of Brazil,
His instructions from the Crown directed that tand for sugar mills be
granted 1o anyone who could prove he had the resources 1o exploir
and fortify i, that no more land be granted to anyone than he could
use, and that grants be limited to one per person. In these prohibitions
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sistence economy as renants, sharecroppers, or small proprietors.
Though the colony was organized on a commercial basis from the six-
teenth century on, the subsistence economy not only survived in the
plantation areas but was typical of the rest of the country.

The system of social relations that emerged from this economic and
social structure explains the survival of traditional conceptions of
land. And the development of other sectors of the economy during the
colonial period did not imply a fundamental change in the land and
labor policies typical of the sugar cane areas. The general assumptions
of the sixteenth cenrury survived into the nineteenth.

At the rime of independence in 1822, the grants policy of the colo-
nial period was abolished, and until 1850, when the land law was en-
acted, squatting was the most common form of obtaining virgin land.
This creared an anarchical situation, since the rights of the squatters
were not recognized by law. The posses resulting from squatting multi-
plied unchecked and the squatters accumulated great tracts of land
whose limits were vaguely defined by geographic accidents: a river, a
watershed, a slope. Although these properties had no legal starus, they
were bought and sold and written up in wills. The situation was aggra-
vated by the expansion of plantations in response to the growing de-
mand for colonial products in the international market. In the nine-
teenth century, coffee, which had never been important during the
colonial period, supplanted sugar as the most important product in
the Brazilian economy. New areas were occupied each year by the cof-

fee planters, who felt acutely the need to legalize landownership and
obtain labor, particularly because the tradirional way of obraining la-
bor, the stave trade, was being threatened by steady opposirion led by
England. .

The chaotic state of landownership and the problems of manpower
forced the dynamic sectors of the Brazilian elite to reevaluarte land and
labor policies. The land law of 1850 expressed the concerns of these
groups and represented an attempt to regulate landownership and the
fabor supply according to the new possibilities and needs of the time.

In 1842 the subject was discussed for the first time in the Council of
State, and a bill formulated by the council was presented in the Cham-
ber of Deputies the following year. The bill, inspired by Wakefield’s
theories, was based on the assumption thar where access to land was
easy, it would be impossible to get people to work on the plantations
unless they were coerced by slavery. The only way to obtain free labor
under these circumstances would be to create obstacles to landowner-
ship, so that the free worker, unable to get land, would be forced to
work for others. Therefore the traditional means of access to the

land—squarting, tenancy, meanOﬁ.?bmlmwo:E be :B:m.nr and un-
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seduced by the prospect of property. Most of them rma.so capirtal,
could obtain no labor and, worst of all, 3&8.& @:.w mxmﬁa:nmﬁmmnn.ﬂ.
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the weather, and the crops, they were, in the words of one mﬂﬁ‘wﬁw mmmﬂ
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granss and the ease with which titles were obtained, land did :Mm nmﬂ
resent wealth.® Those who did use the _m:_& were not nomnmme wit
using it rationally. They lacked a spirit of innovation. They did not try
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to diversify production, but cultivated one product untl the soil was
exhausted, then moved to other areas in search of virgin land. The -
crease in land prices, the legislators expected, would improve the sys-
rem of production, making it more efficient, helping o eliminare
monoculture, and forcing landlords to give up their routines and look
for betrer methods.” The law would also put an end to another “vice”
that corrupted the economy and sociery—the great numbers of tenants
living on the fringes of the big estates at the expense of the landlord,
working only two or three days a week and spending the rest of their
dime loafing, hunting, fishing, or sometimes even cONSpiring against
che landowners.' By requiring that land be surveyed and titles regis-
tered, the law would legitimize property; ending the land quarrels that
plagued soaety and making it easler to purchase and sell land."" The
geographical programming of land sale would make it easier to create
a system of highways and railroads, facilirating access 10 the marker
for more people.

Underlying al! these particular arguments, the bill’s supporters in-
sisted, was the fact that the law would create conditions under which
the planter could obrain free labor to replace slaves, whose supply was
threatened by the imminent interruption of the slave trade. For them
the new land policy was designed to help solve not only the problem of
tand but also the pressing problem of manpower. As one author €O~
rectly observed, what they really wanted was to force all land pro-
prietors to pay for the costs of subsidizing free labor.*

Opposition to the bill came primarily from men who represented
the less dynamic sectors of the economy. To them it seemed clear that
the bill served the interests only of the planters of Rio, Sdo Paulo, and
Minas, the coffee land. Most of the opposition still believed that slav-
ery was the best form of labor in a plantation society, and they were
pessimistic about the possibility of replacing slaves with free immi-
grangs. They were upset by the increasing interference of the central
government in the life of the country and wanted to guarantee the in-
dependence of local authorities. Forbidding foreigners to acquire land,
they said, was appropriate o a country like England, where the avail-
able land was insufficient to the needs of the population, but absurd in
a country where most of the land was still to be occupied. Some of
them, in fact, recommended the opposite poiicy: granting land to im-
migrants as a means of attracting them.” Their perspective on the
question of immigration differed from that of the bill’'s supporters. For
them it was a question not of supplying labor but of colonizing the
country. They saw immigrants as agents of civilization, and the bill as
it was conceived seemed designed to hinder the process of civilization.

The opposition also raised obiections to the land tax. But then,
even those who otherwise favored the bill were against the land tax.
Opposition to the tax was sO strong that it was eliminated from the
final draft. Both sides were also crirical of the plan to limit property
size, but did not succeed in eliminating it completely from the law.
Many opposed the requirement to survey the land, arguing that the
country lacked experts 1o perform this task and that the process would
be too costly, reducing the profitability of owning land.* But this fea-
ture, tOO, Was retatned in the law.

1f we look closely ar the bill and the arguments of those who sup-
ported it in the Chamber, i becomes obvious that the legislators wanied
to foster the growth of the plantation syster, which was fundamental
to the Brazilian economy. They were willing to grant the government
the power to control land and labor in order to insure the success of
the plantation economy, but only for thar reason. In relation to the
iand the government was S€en not as 2 proprietor but as a represen-
tative of the people from whom it derived its power.

in accordance with modern ideas of profit and productivity the leg-
islarors took several steps to force the jandowner to use his land more
rationaily. Aware of the need for a new type of labor to replace the
slave, they resorted to immigration. And finally, since they assumed
that immigrants to a country where land was available in large quan-
tities might become landowners ‘astead of working on plantations,
they tried to make access 10 the land more difficult.

In the United States as in Brazil, land policy was linked to a certain
conception of labor. But while the Brazilian law of 18350 made it diffi-
cult for free labor to obtain land, in the United States the Homestead
Act of 1862 granted tand to all who wished to settle. Using old argu-
ments in favor of small property that were rooted in the historical
experience of the early sertlers and mobilizing new arguments de-
rived from conditions created by nineteenth-century development, the
Homestead Act reflected the impact of immigration, urbanization, in-
dustrialization, and capital accumulation on American society.

The bill was initially introduced in 1842 by southern represen-
(atives interested in westward expansion. Bur they soon dropped their
support when it became clear that expansion toward the West would
imply free labor. For the northerners and westerners who later sup-
ported the bill, free land, free soil, and free labor were inseparable con-
cepts.”” By 1860 the conflict berween supporters and opponents of the
act can be seen as an antagonism not only between two different con-
ceptions of land and labor but also between the entrepreneur and the
landiord, industrial capitalism and commercial capitalism.




Supporters of the Homestead Act used several arguments. They said
the act would increase the number of independent farmers, purting an
end o the undemocraric distribution of land. “It is not on the face of
vast dominions but in the bosom of industry that the Father of man-
kind pours out the most precious fruits of the earth,” said one repre-
sentative,'® expressing the feelings of those who thought the large es-
tate was not a good system for exploiring the land. One representative
in 1852 contrasted England and the United States. England’s policy
was to concentraze property in the hands of a few wealthy families,
while in the United States the ideal was to distribute it among those
who would cultivate ir: “We desire to see them {the lands] owned and
occupied by the lords of the soil, the sovereign peopie of this country.
The British theory is that every acre of land in that country has its
lord; and there is a regularly graduared dependence from the king
down ro the humblest tenant who tills the soil. The title descends from
the Crown. Her policy is to preserve a pampered landed aristocracy,
which policy is at war with the best interests of this country.” ¥ Ten
years later, another congressman used almost identical language: “In-
stead of baronial possessions, ler us facilitate the increase of indepen-
dent homesteads. Let us keep the plow in the hands of the owner.”
And, he added, “In my judgment, the policy of applying the public
lands in such a manner as to increase the number of independent farm-
ers, of secure and independent homesteads, deceniralizing and diffus-
ing the wealth of the nation, is of the very first importance; vital,
indeed, to the ultimate stability of the Republic.”" For those who
thought in such terms, the small homestead was the source of eco-
nomic develoment and political stability, the concentration of land the
source of social unrest.

Its supporters expected the Homestead Act to put an end ro land
speculation, which they believed to be responsible for the maintenance
of large unexploited areas. According to them, the system of auctions,
preemptions, and grants had always favored specularors at the expense
of those who reaily wanted to work the land. The speculators’ accumu-
lation of large expanses of uncultivated land was contrary to the inter-
ests of the government. According to one representative the practice of
selling large tracts to nonresidents and specularors had retarded the
growth and improvement of the West more than anything else. The
Homestead Act would bring the greatest possible amount of public
land under actual cultivation,

Granting land in homesteads would attract immigrants. Among the
oppressed in Europe, there were milions “with strong arms and brave
hearts”* who would gladly perform the task of cultivating the fand

but did not have the monev to purchase it. And for those Americans
who were in crowded urban slums, the act would create an oppos-
tunity to migrate west “before they become vicious” and make it pos-
sible for them to earn a living by honest industry.?

To those who argued against the bill because they considered gov-
ernment land a source of public eredit, the supporters answered that
the best form of credit was furnished by improved lands, tands owned
by the people, not by wild lands held by the government.” In the opin-
ion of one represenrative an acre of cultivated land was worth two
acres unculaivated.” Another insisted, “There is no real wealth except
the labor of men.”* “What do you want of jurisdiction over trees and
barren acres?” one of the bil’s supporters asked members of the op-
position. “It is men only that constitute the strength, power, and the
glory of a Stare,”* The supporters asserted that public credit was
based upon general wealth and prosperity, which ultimartely depended
on the availability of labor. The occupation and exploitation of land
would increase both production and consumption and consequently
build up governmenrt revenues.

In short, the farmers who occupied the lands as a resuls of the
Homestead Act would increase imports and exports; new employment
would be created as a result of the expansion of the economy; and the
effects of the farmers’ labor would be felt throughout society.

The arguments of the opposition were weak. They feared that, in-
stead of cultivating their landlords’ property, tenants presently working
in the Atlantic states would move to new areas, ruining the existing
economy. Others feared that the poorhouses of Europe would be un-
locked, pouring upon the United States thousands of undesirable im-
migrants and suggested that the act apply only to individuals born in
America.** They argued as well that a free land policy would reduce
land values and tried to prove that a policy of cheap land would dam-
age the economy.”’ :

The strongest argument against the bill rested on a pretext of un-
constitutionality. Opponents claimed that the federal government did
not have the right to distribute land. Rather, the states should decide
the fate of public land. “Will you, at the expense of the rights of sover-
eignty and dignity of the State governments, induce the people of the
United States to look up to this Federal Government as the only and
sole dispensers (sic) of gifts and bounties?” asked one opponent of the
bill. >

The opposition insisted that public fands constituted the basis of
government credit and land sales the source of revenue. If this source
disappeared, new taxes would have to be created or existung taxes in-



creased. They complained about the increasing interference of the fed-
eral government in the economy in general, condemning the Act be-
cause it relied on the assumption that it was the government’s duty o
control labor and capital. Basing their arguments on classical liberal
dogmas, they insisted that “men manage their own affairs better than
Government can do it for them” and that the faw of demand and sup-
ply directs the labor and pursuits of communiry.?”

When the bill was passed in the house in 1862, 16 voted against it
and 107 in favor. After many years of debate, the bill had passed with-
out much opposition. Most of those who had opposed it—mainly
southerners—had left the house because of the war. The passage of the
bill was essentially an act of war. The Homestead Act had been a plank
in the Republican plarform and had faced the opposition of several
Democrarts. But the division of the House during the debates on the
bill seemed to represent less a conflict between Republicans and Demo-
crats than an opposition between two groups with different concep-
tions of land and labor. One group represented thé point of view of
land speculators and also of a great number of southerners interested
in preserving the plantation system and slavery. The other represented
those who were interested in populating the West and exploiting its
resources with the help of small frecholders.

Some of the assumptions underlying the arguments of those who
supported the act had roots in the colonial experience. Old myths
served new purposes. The disruption of traditional social and eco-
nomic structures by commercial and industrial development led many
people to see the present as corrupt and to idealize the past, which
they saw as the golden age of small property. The “myth of the garden”
became a powerful ideological support of the Homestead Act.’® The
idea thar small property represented a superior form of land use was
associated with the idea of the dignity of labor and the notion that la-
bor is the source of wealth and entitles a man to property. Ownership
of land was seen as the ultimate source of all virtue. The yeoman was
invoked as a symbol of frugality, morality, industry, and independence,
and small property was considered the source of public morality,
wealth, equality, and political stability. Some of these concepts were
rooted in the Puritan ethic and in New England colonial agrarian so-
ciery, but they became instrumental in the emerging competitive soci-
ety of the mid-nineteenth century. The ideology expressed the desire to
combine the best of two worlds—the virtues of smalil property with the
benefits of industrial society.” What is more, it offered arguments to
those interested in occupying and exploiting the West.

The need for expansion toward the west resulted from a complex set

of processes: urbanization, industrialization, immigration, the accu-
mulation of capital, and the expansion of the internal and international
markets. In the eyes of the new entreprencurial groups, the West was a
fresh field for capital investmens, a potential market for their manufac-
tures, and a2 granary for the growing eastern cities and the expanding
international marker. Once investments were channeled toward the
West—in the purchase of land and the construction of railroads, high-
ways, and canals—and once new areas were populated, the investors
and the new western settlers joined those who had supported the
Homestead Act.

Virgin land was seen as a safety valve for the urban tensions that
threatened the stability of this new industrial seciety, which periodi-
cally suffered economic depressions. In the increasingly competitive at-
mosphere the solution to the problems of urban poverty and un-
employment seemed to be neither charity nor strikes but émm;.m.m&
migration.* The nascent labor organizations and workingmen’s parties
made free land a polirical issue. To most easterners free labor and free
land seemed a panaces for the ills of their sociery.

The occupation of the West by small freeholders would up the po-
litical balance in favor of the antislavery states. Thus the Homestead
Act found support also among those who opposed slavery, especially
in the late fifties and early sixties, when the hostilities between the
slaveowners and the rest of the country were approaching a climax.
The entrepreneurs argued the superiority of the farming frecholder
over the slaveowner. In the eyes of the eastern bourgeoisie, the most
cherished values of the free labor system—social mobility, economic
development, and political democracy—were violated on the planta-
tion. The plantation economy seemed stagnant and the society hieras-
chical and aristocratic. Labor was demoralized by slavery. Leisure,
laziness, ostentation, and routine existed in the place of hard work, in-
dusztry, and frugality. In sum, the Homestead Act would create a so-
ciety in which bourgeois values could flourish.

Though the ideclogy that supported the Homestead Act mﬂommm.a
the superiority of the independent small farmer, the economy at this
time seemed, ironically, to be going in the opposite direction. Mecha-
nization, increasing dependence on credir and transportation, vulnera-
bility to the oscillations of the market—all characteristics of the new
commercial agriculture—~made it difficult for the independent free-
helder to survive. Lacking the capital to purchase agriculrural equip-
ment, scratching away at infertile lands far from transportation, many
homesteaders were forced to abandon their farms and become tenants
on the lands of speculators. Speculation in land did not stop after the



Homestead Act. In fact, the traditional system of aucrtions, cash sales,
and preemption survived side by side with the new policy. The Desert
Land Act, the Timber Culture Act, the Timber and Stone Act, the land
grants to raiiroads and states, the Indian land policy, the acts granting
warrants to ex-soldiers or their heirs, and the Agricultural College Act
fwhich granted millions of acres to the states) facilirated the monope-
lizarion of land by speculators, undermining the principie of land for
the landless that had inspired the Homestead Act.”? The expectation
thar the Homestead Act would benefir the urban poor was not real-
ized. A majority of those who received grants were either eastern farm-
ers who decided to move west or immuigrants.

To a certain extent the act, which resulted essentially from the In-
dustrial Revolution, was incongruous with new trends in industrial so-
ciety.” The expectations that gave rise to the “myth of the garden”
were frustrated by new economic trends. “In some way,” as one histo-
rian said, “the Homestead Act was not the lodestone of 2 new demo-
cratic age but the capstone of 2 vanished era.” ¥

In the nineteenth century, then, new land policies in Brazil and in
the United States resulted from economic expansion. The contradic-
tory strategies adopted by the two countries reflected differences in so-
cial and economic trends.

In Brazil, because the export of tropical products in the interna-
tional market was most profitable at the time of independence, the co-
lonial system of production was maintained. But in the United States
even before independence, the plantation was not the only important
economic base. After independence, the plantation owners had to
share power with other groups, who became increasingly strong as
new forms of enterprise developed in the ninereenth century. The exis-
tence and expansion of an internal market and the availability of capi-
tai favored the development of industry. In 1848, there were 123,025
manufacturing establishments in the United States. Twenty vears later
the number had increased to 353,863, In Brazil in the 1870s the num-
ber was still only around 200! In the United States in 1851, there were
8,886 miles of railroad and by 1861 there were 31,286. In Brazil the
first railroad was just being built. The number of banks in the United
States increased from 85 in 1811 to 1,931 in 1860, In Brazil there
were only a handful. The population of the United Szates grew from
5,486,000 in 1800 to 33,188,000 at the time of the Homestead Act,
while in Brazil the population was 2,419,406 in 1808 and grew to
7,677,800 In 1854. Most significant was the difference in the number
of immigrants who entered the two countries. From 1820 to 1861,

over 5,000,000 people, mainly from Europe, came to the Unired
States. Up to 1850, fewer than 50,000 immigrants had entered Brazil.

Economic diversification and population growth had the greatest
effect on the northeastern part of the United States, causing dramatic
changes in the social structure. The number of industrial workers in-
creased from 957,050 in 1849 t0 2,051,996 in 1869.% (It was only in
the 1960s thar the number of workers in Brazil reached this level.) The
middle classes also expanded rapidly. Entrepreneurial groups became
more powerful. They invested capital in banks and manufactures, in
railroads and canals, in urban developments and insurance schemes. In
a society with so many opportunities the bourgeois credo seemed to be
justified. Meanwhile, in the South, the maintenance of the tradirional
economic structure fed, as it did in Brazil, to the survival of a seig-
neurial mentality.

While the northeastern part of the United States was changing very
rapidly, the colonial social structure survived in Brazil: slave labor, the
patronage system, a predominantly rural population, small urban
populations concentrated in the main ports——all these features of the
traditional colonial society remained. The elites were fundamentally
conservative, And the only important revolutionary uprisings of the
period found support among the urban petite bourgeoisie—shop-
keepers, artisans, soldiers, professionals—the Brazilian counterpart of
the sans culottes. They opposed the landed aristocracy and favored
abolishing the slave trade, eliminating the great estates through agrar-
ian reform, and nationalizing commerce.’” Aligned with them on these
issues were those few intellectuals and bureaucrats who were influ-
enced by the Enlightenment and who did not identify with the landed
aristocracy.

Radical movements were repressed, and the few radical intellectuals
and bureaucrats continued to publish their books without affecting
public opinion. The nation was firmly controlled by groups linked to
the export-impor: economy—landowners, merchants, slavetraders,
and their clients. In this society, there was little room for the develop-
ment of a bourgeois ideology. The concept of the dignity of labor, the
belief in labor as the source of wealth, and the faith in social mobiliry
seemed incongruous in a hierarchical sociery in which labor was iden-
tified with slavery and social mobility with patronage.

The Brazilian elites resembled in some ways the planters of the
South, with the essential difference that they controlled the nation
alone. They delaved the abolition of slavery as long as they could. The
law prohibiting the slave trade, enacted in 1831 under pressure from
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the British, was not obeyed untl 1850, when a new law was enacted
again mainly because of British diplomacy. During this period coffee
plantations were rapidly expanding. When the slave trade was abol-
ished, the landowners, whose interests were linked to the developing
areas, felt they had to resort to immigration as an alternative means of
recruiting labor. It was not by chance that the Land Law of 185c was
enacted in the same vear as the law that abolished the slave trade.

While the Brazilians were trying to make land acquisition difficult,
most of the emerging groups in the northeastern part of the United
Srates backed the Homestead Act.®® But they did it for a variety of rea-
sons. The financial groups thought that the sertlement and develop-
ment of the West would create new possibilities for investment. Manu-
facturers saw new markets. Merchants expected an increase in exXports
and imports. The urban middle classes—either because they resented
present trends or because they regreried a paradise lost—saw in the
Homestead Act the promise of a berter life. Workers expected the act
ro stimulate migration toward the West, reducing the labor surplus in
the cities. Once the issue of slavery had clearly divided the nation,
many abolitionists would associate free labor with free land and sup-
port the Homestead Act for that reason. All these groups contribured,
in different ways, to create an armosphere favorable to the law. Opposi-
tion came essentially from land speculators and from southerners
linked to the traditional economy and landownership, the same group
who had originally suggested it.

The modernization of land policy had begun in the United Stares at
the time of the American Revolution, when the sale of public fands be-
came one way for the government to obtain revenue. The system had
allowed speculators to amass great tracts of the best land. Others who
did not have enough capital to buy land squatted on public land de-
spite legal prohibitions. Very often those who had boughs the land did
not settle, and those who did serde were not able to buy it. The pre-
emption laws had tried to legalize the situation of the squatters, grant-
ing them permission to buy the land thev had occupied and exploited.
Several local homestead acts had been enacted and many grants had
been made to those who wanted to build roads or mines or engage in
other development projects. But the best jand had remained in the
hands of the specutators. The Homestead Act meant to release produc-
tive land that had been only in the hands of a few.

In both the United States and Brazil the line separating those who
supported land reform from those who were against it seems to have
coincided with political party lines. The Conservatives tended to sup-
port the Land Law of 185010 Brazil, while the Liberals opposed it.” In

the United States the Republicans inciuded the homestead policy n
their ptatform, while the Democrats opposed it. But in both countries,
politics seemed less relevant than economic and social motives. Con-
flicts on the issue of land reflected conflicts between thé fost dynamic,
capiralist sectors of the economy and the most archaic.®

A study of the debates that preceded the enactment of the land law
in each country reveals the ambiguities and contradictions that di-
vided ruling groups torn between past and present. in the wake of
modernization, conservatism and idealization of the past seem to have
played a role as important as utopian dreaming. The participants very
often perceived new realities in traditional ways. The trends of the
present were not always clearly understood, and the expectations and
purposes of those who contributed to the enactment of the laws were
not completely realized. Both laws, resulting as they did from the con-
frontation of several opposed tendencies and representing the conflict-
ing world views of several groups, lagged behind the concrerte realities
of their time.




