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Introduction
Coffee and Global Development
Steven Topik and William Gervase Clarence-Smith

That cup of coffee you sip at your breakfast table, desk, or café comes
from far away.1 It was grown in Brazil, Colombia, Vietnam, the Ivory
Coast, or one of a hundred other coffee-producing lands on five continents. It is a palpable and long-standing manifestation of globalization.
For 500 years coffee has been grown in tropical countries for consumption in temperate regions, linking peoples of different lands and continents
by trade, investment, immigration, conquest, and cultural and religious
diffusion. There is a world of history in your cup.2
An increasingly sophisticated study of world history is a means of
understanding these processes. We have thus brought together scholars
from nine countries, who cover coffee markets and societies over the
last five centuries in fourteen countries on four continents and across the
Indian and Pacific oceans, with a special emphasis on the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. We analyze a wide variety of issues, related
to economic, political, and cultural development, to see how they have
played out over the last centuries in different parts of the globe, under
different political arrangements: the creation and function of commodity,
labor, and financial markets; the role of race, ethnicity, gender, and class in
the formation of coffee societies; the interaction between technology and
ecology; and the impact of colonial powers, nationalist regimes, and the
forces of the world economy in the forging of economic development and
1

2

Parts of Topik’s contribution here were previously published in “Coffee Anyone? Recent
Research on Latin American Coffee Societies,” Hispanic American Historical Review
(May 2000): 225–66.
Steven C. Topik, “Coffee,” in K. Kipple, ed., The Cambridge History of Food and Nutrition
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 641–53.
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political democracy. Our goal is that this volume should contribute not
only to an understanding of global coffee economies, but also to world
history and postcolonial perspectives.

Why Coffee?
Studying larger theoretical trends through the lens of coffee might seem
to cloud the issue, but this is not an exercise in “coffee fetishism,” nor
a trendy effort to cash in on the “Starbucks Revolution.” Coffee is a
commodity worthy of serious attention because of the central and longstanding place it has held in the world economy and in the lives of millions
of people. One of the few holdovers from the era of the spice trade and
mercantilism, coffee has been a major traded good since the sixteenth
century. Indeed, it is one of the most valuable internationally traded
agricultural commodities in history. Spreading out from Sub-Saharan
Africa, it is now produced in over a hundred countries, on five continents and many islands. Whereas sugar comes in part from temperate
regions, derived from sugar beet, coffee-producing countries have always been in the tropics, while consumption has been concentrated in
temperate areas. Essentially, poor countries have grown coffee for rich
ones.
Coffee cultivation involved many colonial powers, and yet much of
the literature has not treated it as a colonial product. From Yemen, fitfully and partially part of the Ottoman Empire, it spread to the overseas
possessions of the Dutch (Java, Surinam), French (Réunion, Martinique,
Guadeloupe, Saint Domingue, Madagascar, Côte d’Ivoire, Vietnam, New
Caledonia), British (India, Ceylon, Jamaica, Kenya, Tanganyika, Uganda),
Portuguese (Brazil, Angola, São Tomé), Spanish (New Spain, Cuba,
Puerto Rico, Philippines), Italians (Eritrea), Belgians (Congo), Germans
(Tanganyika, Cameroon, New Guinea), and North Americans (Puerto
Rico, Hawai’i).3
Despite this colonial spread, most coffee has been grown in independent countries of Latin America since the middle of the nineteenth century,
and the predominance of independent states, counterintuitively, allowed
politicians in such countries to take partial control of the world coffee
3

Frédéric Mauro, Histoire du café (Paris: Editions Desjonquères, 1991); A. E. Haarer,
Modern Coffee Production (London: Leonard Hill, 1956), ch. 1; G. Wrigley, Coffee (Harlow:
Longman, 1988).
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market. World coffee output, which grew vertiginously in the nineteenth
century, was transformed by Brazil’s valorization program from 1906,
which deeply affected the market up to the late 1930s, and gradually involved other Latin American states. The 1960s saw the emergence of the
International Coffee Organization (ICO), a cartel of producing and consuming states from all over the globe, which attempted to influence the
world price of coffee until 1989.4
Latin America continues to produce more than twice as much coffee
as the rest of the world combined, but Africa and Asia are catching up.
Even once its relative output had diminished by the mid-1980s, coffee
was the principal export of seven Latin American countries, and the second export of another two, making it by far the most important agricultural export for the continent, and second overall in value to petroleum.5
However, Africa is now approaching Latin America in terms of acres
planted in coffee, and many African countries are more dependent on
coffee for their exports. Ethiopia is the world’s fifth largest producer, and
Côte d’Ivoire, Cameroon, Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi,
Congo, and Madagascar are among the largest producers. Parts of Asia are
also rapidly gaining ground, notably, Vietnam, India, Thailand, Indonesia,
and the Philippines. That said, African and Asian countries place a greater
emphasis on robusta (Coffea canephora) varieties, less valuable than the
C. arabica varieties typical of Latin American producers.6 This book reflects the extension of coffee production across the Southern Hemisphere
by considering case studies from Latin America, Africa, and Asia, including the Indian and Pacific oceans.
But why compare coffee countries? Why should one assume that there
would be any similarity between them? How might this provide valuable insights into world history? Following a new interest in “commodity
chains,” we have both recently argued for the utility of such an approach,
4

5
6

Robert H. Bates, Open-Economy Politics: The Political Economy of the World Coffee
Trade (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); V. D. Wickizer, The World Coffee
Economy, with Special Reference to Control Schemes (Stanford: Food Research Center, 1943);
Edmar Bacha and Robert Greenhill, Marcellino Martins and E. Johnston, 150 anos de café
([Rio de Janeiro]: Marcellino Martins and E. Johnston Exportadora Ltds., 1992); Topik
Chapter 1.
Victor Bulmer-Thomas, The Economic History of Latin America since Independence
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 9.
Gregory Dicum and Nina Luttinger, The Coffee Book: Anatomy of an Industry from Crop
to the Last Drop (New York: New Press, 1999), pp. 41, 42; J. de Graaff, The Economics of
Coffee (Wageningen: Pudoc, 1986).
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as opposed to more common nation-centered perspectives.7 This stems
from a central observation of Karl Marx:
[Man] begins to distinguish himself from the animal the moment he begins to
produce his means of subsistence, a step required by his physical organization.
By producing food, man indirectly produces his material life itself. . . . What they
[individuals] are, therefore, coincides with what they produce and how they produce. The nature of individuals thus depends on the material conditions which
determine their production.8

Rather than produced for just subsistence, coffee production soon became an activity of local and then international exchange. Export products became “social motors” that sucked peripheral areas into the world
economy, especially beginning in the mid-nineteenth century.
Although modernization and dependency theorists both rightly stress
that the nature of the export sector shaped the national systems that
emerged, similar impulses did not dictate that all societies would come
out the same. The motor was not driving a social steamroller, flattening all
participants into homogeneous pieces of a puzzle. Local social relations,
prior histories, cultural understandings, and political power all mediated
the impact of coffee. Indeed, the comparative study of coffee societies is
useful precisely because it allows us to understand the extent of the freedom of action enjoyed by local producers, and the diversity of institutions
and social relations in play.
Early Views and Policies Concerning Coffee
The first literate agents involved in coffee considered it purely as a commodity for commercial exchange. Cultivation for a century and a half was
restricted to small terraced gardens in the mountains of Yemen, rarely, if
ever, visited by merchants. Systems of production were thus little considered by Arab, Jewish, Indian, or European traders. Coffee was simply
7

8

G. Gereffi and M. Korzeniewicz, eds., Commodity Chains and Global Capitalism (Westport:
Greenwood Press, 1994); A. Appadurai, ed., The Social Life of Things: Commodities in
Cultural Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988); Steven Topik and
Allen Wells, eds., The Second Conquest of Latin America: Coffee, Henequen, and Oil during the
Export Boom, 1850–1930 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998); William G. ClarenceSmith, Cocoa and Chocolate, 1765–1914 (London: Routledge, 2000); William G. ClarenceSmith, Cocoa Pioneer Fronts since 1800: The Role of Smallholders, Planters, and Merchants
(New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1996).
Karl Marx, “The German Ideology,” in Loyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat, eds., Writings
of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society (Garden City, N.J.: Anchor Books, 1967),
p. 409.
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a resource from which they could profit, and from which governments
could extract taxes. To the extent that there was discussion about the
social or political consequences of coffee, they were directed at consumption. Since Muslims played the largest part in diffusing coffee in its first
three centuries, a burning issue was whether coffee drinking was permitted by the Sharia or whether it should be prohibited, like alcohol. The
issue was resolved fairly quickly in favor of coffee. A related and more
persistent question was whether coffeehouses, as centers of intrigue and
subversion, should be closed down.9 The latter question also surfaced
in Europe, but Western doubts about consumption were related more to
concerns about health and politics than to religious issues.10
Despite the common assumption that European merchants and bureaucrats were the engine that powered the growth of the world coffee
economy, they were not alone in spreading the crop. Arabica beans were
planted in India by Muslim pilgrims in the seventeenth century, long before the British took any interest in the crop. Dutch imports of seedlings
into Java in the 1690s have been much trumpeted as the “origins” of
coffee cultivation in monsoon Asia, but the seedlings came from India
via Muslim traders, not from Yemen. Moreover, Dutch efforts at growing
coffee in Indonesia may well have been preceded by those of Muslim travelers, especially in Sumatra. An Islamic expertise in early coffee cultivation
certainly ran parallel to that of Europeans. When Europeans did introduce the crop in Asia and the Pacific, they were often Roman Catholic
missionaries, rather than personnel of the Dutch East Indies Company.11
Sub-Saharan Africa was the original home of wild coffee, with a great
diversity of species and subspecies, so that an intimate knowledge of the
environment, transmitted orally, proved an advantage for indigenous peoples in the early phases of the exploitation of coffee. Indeed, well before
the spread of the beverage made from roasted beans, wild green robusta
beans were chewed as part of ceremonial rituals of alliance in what later
9

10

11

Tuchscherer, Chapter 2; Ralph Hattox, Coffee and Coffeehouses: The Origins of a Social
Beverage in the Medieval Near East (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1985);
Antoinette Schnyder-von Waldkirch, Wie Europa den Kaffee Entdeckte (Zurich: Jacobs
Suchard Museum, 1988).
Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Tastes of Paradise: A Social History of Spices, Stimulants, and
Intoxicants, trans. by David Jacobsen (New York: Vintage Books, 1993); Andrew Barr,
Drink: A Social History (London: Pimlico, 1998).
William G. Clarence-Smith, “The Spread of Coffee Cultivation in Asia, from the
Seventeenth to the Early Nineteenth Century,” in Michel Tuchscherer, ed., Le Commerce
du café avant l’ère des plantations coloniales (Cairo: Institut Français d’Archéologie
Orientale, 2001), pp. 371–84.
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became Uganda.12 Angola’s first robusta exports, in 1822, were picked
from wild trees and brought to the coast by Africans.13 As the rush to
coffee developed, Angolan Africans took part in clearing and ameliorating wild stands in the hinterland of Luanda.14
As Westerners gradually came to dominate international trade and consumption, coffee became an object of the mercantilist analyses and policies
developed in Early Modern Europe. Heavy taxation of “luxuries” ensured
that European and North American consumption levels remained quite
limited until the end of the eighteenth century, but they were sufficient
to nourish a lucrative trade. As coffee could not be cultivated in cold
northern latitudes, it was a natural product for the colonial division of
labor, entirely produced in tropical colonies, transported on metropolitan
ships, reexported to countries without colonies of their own, and mainly
consumed in the West.15 As Europeans spread coffee cultivation to their
Caribbean possessions, and later to Portuguese and Spanish America,
the French initially took the lion’s share of the trade from the New
World, even selling Caribbean beans in the Near East by the eighteenth
century. However, the Dutch retained a near monopoly of imports from
Asia.16
Once coffee cultivation had become established in their colonies,
Europeans showed a growing interest in production, focused mainly on
coercive methods of labor recruitment and control. The Dutch East Indies
Company imposed forced coffee cultivation in West Java, combined with
the occasional uprooting of trees if prices in Europe fell too low. They concluded delivery contracts with local “regents,” who forced their subjects
to produce the required amounts. The Dutch thus transferred seventeenthcentury methods developed in the spice islands to the coffee “gardens”
of West Java.17 In contrast, European settlers in the New World and the
12
13
14

15
16
17

Haarer, Modern Coffee Production, p. 1.
Joaquim António de Carvalho e Menezes, Memória geográphica e polı́tica das possessões
portuguezas n’Africa occidental (Lisbon, 1834), p. 20.
David Birmingham, “The Coffee Barons of Cazengo,” Journal of African History 19,
no. 4 (1978): 523–38, reprinted in David Birmingham, Portugal and Africa (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1999).
Simon Smith, “Sugar’s Poor Relation: Coffee Planting in the British West Indies, 1720–
1833,” Slavery and Abolition 19, no. 3 (1998): 68–9.
Tuchscherer, Chapter 2; Clarence-Smith, “The Spread of Coffee Cultivation.”
M. R. Fernando and William O’Malley, “Peasants and Coffee Cultivation in Cirebon
Residency,” in Anne Booth et al., eds., Indonesian Economic History in the Dutch
Colonial Era (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), pp. 171–86; Peter Boomgaard,
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Indian Ocean turned to African slaves, already tried and tested for sugar
production. Most Africans who grew coffee thus did so in the Americas,
at least until Brazil abolished slavery in 1888.18 This myopic duplication
of earlier labor systems may well have hampered production, as coercion
offered no real advantages in a system of cultivation without labor gangs,
while the demoralization and resentment of workers probably lowered
productivity.
The explosion of coffee cultivation beginning in the mid-nineteenth
century reflected sharp tax reductions in the West, as free trade spread,
and towns, industry, and population grew rapidly. This helped to make
coffee a staple part of the diet of North America and much of Europe,
especially France and the Germanic lands.19 Tea-drinking Britain and
Russia and chocolate-drinking Spain were the main countries to resist
the addictive allures of coffee, and that only partially. Moreover, coffee
consumption made great strides in less developed countries, notably, in
parts of Latin America, where it pushed aside chocolate, guaraná, maté,
and other traditional local beverages.20
Brazil was the greatest long-term beneficiary of this tremendous boom.
The destruction of Haiti’s arabica plantations after the slave insurrection
of 1791 left a gaping hole in the market.21 Initially, there were other
contenders for Haiti’s position as the world’s leading exporter. In Asia,
Indonesia was at the fore, with Ceylon, India, and the Philippines showing great promise. However, the Hemileia vastatrix fungus epidemic in
the 1870s played havoc across the Old World, compounding problems
originating in shortages of well-placed forested land.22 Among Hispanic
American producers, Puerto Rico’s early success was limited by the small
size of the island.23 However, Venezuela’s speedy reallocation of labor

18
19
20
21
22
23

Children of the Colonial State; Population Growth and Economic Development in Java,
1795–1880 (Amsterdam: Free University Press, 1989), pp. 19, 30–1; F. de Haan, Priangan:
De Preanger-Regentschappen onder het Nederlandsch bestuur tot 1811 (Batavia: Bataviaasch
Genootschap van Kunsten en Wetenschappen, 1910–12).
Mauro, Histoire, chs. 5 and 10.
Topik, Chapter 1; Barr, Drink, pp. 5–6; John Burnett, Liquid Pleasures, a Social History of
Drinks in Modern Britain (London: Routledge, 1999).
Clarence-Smith, Cocoa and Chocolate, chs. 2–3.
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “Motion in the System: Coffee, Color, and Slavery in EighteenthCentury Saint-Domingue,” Review 3 (Winter 1982): 331–88.
Clarence Smith, Chapter 4.
L. W. Bergad, Coffee and the Growth of Agrarian Capitalism in Nineteenth Century Puerto
Rico (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983).
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from cocoa to coffee was a taste of things to come, even if postindependence political chaos slowed the adoption of coffee in Colombia and
Central America.24
The prominence of Brazil’s coffee exports, together with improvements
in Western agronomy and the spread of free trade, provoked no more than
a limited, and sometimes simplistic, interest in the crop’s place in economic
development. Labor was the main focus of analysis, with debates centering
on the morality and efficacy of slavery.25 Southern European immigrants
replaced slaves after 1888, making questions of immigration central to
the coffee economy, notably, the refusal to allow Africans or Chinese to
enter the country.26
The scientific analysis of Brazilian cultivation methods faced
formidable obstacles. There was only one fairly reliable census in the nineteenth century, that of 1872, and planters often did not know how many
hectares of land they owned, nor how many trees they had planted to the
hectare. Although a few planters’ manuals were published, there were no
schools of agronomy, and the first experimental station was founded only
in 1887. The success of coffee was evidence of the truth of the popular
proverb, “God is Brazilian,” demonstrated by the natural wealth of the
country’s soil and climate. There was little institutionalization of credit,
land, or labor markets, and individual growers adapted to local conditions
on an ad hoc basis, for the Brazilian elite was much more interested in
modernizing the cities than in developing the countryside. Indeed, overwhelming the world coffee market was proof that their trial-and-error
methods sufficed.27
24

25
26

27

R. Cartay, Historia económica de Venezuela, 1830–1900 (Valencia: Vadell Hermanos,
1988); William Roseberry, Coffee and Capitalism in the Venezuelan Andes (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1983); Marco Palacios, El Café en Colombia, 1850–1970
(Mexico City: El Colegio de Mexico, 1983); United States, Cultivation of, and Trade in,
Coffee in Central and South America (Washington, D.C., 1888); 50th Congr., House of
Representatives, 1st sess., Consular Reports on Commerce etc., no. 98.
Joaquim Nabuco, O abolicionismo (London: Kingdon, 1883).
Thomas Holloway, Immigrants on the Land: Coffee and Society in São Paulo, 1886–1934
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980); George Reid Andrews, Blacks
and Whites in São Paulo Brazil, 1888–1988 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1991).
Franz W. Dafert, Über die Gegenwartige Lage des Kaffeebaus in Brasilien (Amsterdam:
J. H. de Bussy, 1898), and Principes de Culture Rationnelle du Café au Brésil (Paris:
Augustin Challand, 1900). See also Warren Dean, Rio Claro: A Brazilian Plantation System,
1820–1920 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976); Warren Dean, With Broadax
and Firebrand (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995); Stanley Stein, Vassouras
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1958); Steven Topik, “Representações nacionais do cafeicultor: Ze Prado e Juan Valdez,” Revista Brasileira de História 15, no. 29
(1995): 157–72.
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Hispanic America displayed a similar lack of agronomic enthusiasm,
combined with a focus on labor issues. In the preface to a later edition of
his manual on coffee production in Mexico, Matias Romero noted that
when he first published it in 1878, he sold only two or three copies.28
Indeed, such manuals were often published in Europe and exported to
Latin America.29 Central American governments participated in the coffee
economy mainly by enforcing debt peonage, although local elites were
most influential in shaping local labor systems. Mayans were forced into
the coffee fields of Guatemala and Mexico, whereas in Nicaragua, market
forces proved stronger than coercion in coaxing Amerindians and others
to participate in the coffee economy.30
Labor was again the main center of attention in colonial Asia and
Africa, for coffee was the key to the Dutch “Cultivation System” of obligatory deliveries to the state in Indonesia from 1832, “the cork on which
the Netherlands float.” Coffee alone provided 82 percent of government
revenues from the iniquitous system up to 1860, whereas sugar was a lossmaking crop to the mid-1840s.31 Debates about the morality and efficacy
of this modernized and intensified system of forced cultivation raged until
the 1870 decision to engender a gradual transition to European estates.
Even then, the winding down of forced coffee cultivation lasted up to the
First World War. By this time the devastation of Hemileia vastatrix had
greatly reduced the economic significance of coffee, and smallholder success was raising awkward questions about the choice of estates to achieve
economic growth.32
Portuguese and French colonies relied more on coercing labor for
European estates, although the Portuguese in Timor also copied the forced
cultivation methods of their Dutch neighbors until the 1920s.33 The problem of slavery was most acute in Angola, as late as the 1910s. Moreover,
28
29

30
31
32
33

Matias Romero, Coffee and India-Rubber Culture in Mexico (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1898), p. v.
Mario Samper Kutschbach, “Modelos vs. practicas: Acercamiento inicial a la cuestión
tecnológica en algunos manuales sobre caficultura, 1774–1895,” Revista de Historia
(Costa Rica) 30 (July-December 1994): 11–40; Carlos Naranjo G., “La Primera modernizacion de la caficultura costarricense, 1890–1950,” Revista de Historia (Costa Rica)
36 (July-December 1997): 79–106.
Rus, McCreery, Dore, and Charlip, Chapters 8–11.
Cornelis Fasseur, The Politics of Colonial Exploitation: Java, the Dutch and the Cultivation
System (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1992), pp. 32–6, 151, and 221.
William G. Clarence-Smith, “The Impact of Forced Coffee Cultivation on Java, 1805–
1917,” Indonesia Circle 64 (1994): 241–64.
William G. Clarence-Smith, “Planters and Smallholders in Portuguese Timor in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries,” Indonesia Circle 57 (1992): 15–30.
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the Portuguese replaced slavery with forced labor, causing major international scandals until the system was finally wound up as late as 1962.34
French coffee planters in Madagascar and Côte d’Ivoire did not have the
same recourse to slavery, but they depended on labor coerced by the state
until 1946.35
The British, the standard-bearers of liberal colonialism, were loath
directly to coerce workers, even though they briefly applied forced coffee
cultivation in Ceylon in the early nineteenth century. The main problem
lay in persuading Tamils from southern India to migrate seasonally to
Ceylon’s coffee estates, and the authorities in both India and Ceylon long
turned a blind eye on various abuses in this formally free labor system.36
In Kenya, the British banned African cultivation of arabica to protect
European settlers, although this was not extended to other territories.37
For all their overriding concern with labor, some colonial elites in the
Old World showed a greater interest in techniques of coffee cultivation
than that displayed by their counterparts in independent Latin America.
Nowhere was tropical agronomy more developed than in Indonesia,
where the Dutch carried out research for indigenous smallholders, while
European planters banded together to create their own institutes for
each of the major crops.38 This work revolutionized sugar cultivation
around the world, through the development of new strains of cane.39
However, there seems to have been no parallel breakthrough with coffee,
despite some worthy publications.40 Investigations into tropical agriculture were carried out by other colonial powers, with the results finding
34

35
36
37

38
39
40

James Duffy, A Question of Slavery (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967);
Birmingham, “The Coffee Barons”; [William] G. Clarence-Smith, The Third Portuguese
Empire, 1825–1975, a Study in Economic Imperialism (Manchester: Manchester University
Press, 1985), pp. 107–8, 139–41, 183, 215.
H. Fréchou, “Les Plantations européennes en Côte d’Ivoire,” Cahiers d’Outremer 8, no. 29
(1955): 56–83; Campbell, Chapter 3.
Kurian, Chapter 7.
Paul Mosley, The Settler Economies: Studies in the Economic History of Kenya and Southern
Rhodesia, 1900–1963 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); C. C. Wrigley,
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their way into the Bulletin of the Imperial Institute and the proceedings of
various international congresses of tropical agriculture. For all this, an
eminent authority noted in 1951 that “it is sometimes said that no important changes have been made in the coffee production methods in the last
150 years.”41

Ten Propositions on Coffee from Postwar Developmental Economics
World sales of coffee took a quantum leap after the Second World War,
as the spread of instant forms of the beverage opened up new markets,
and the long capitalist boom increased incomes.42 Instant coffee also allowed for a greater utilization of robusta, opening new niches for African
and Asian producers of low-quality beans.43 A small number of large
Western roasting companies simultaneously tightened their grip on the
coffee market, dictating the types of coffee that they required.44
In colonial and postcolonial Africa and Asia, the stranglehold of the
state over smallholder economies increased markedly. Almost everywhere,
the purchase and export of beans fell into the hands of state marketing
boards. After independence, these institutions were not only maintained
but also often expanded. Particularly influential was the Caisse de Stabilisation in Côte d’Ivoire, rapidly emerging as one of Africa’s largest coffee
producers. While providing short-term price stability for smallholders,
marketing boards rapidly turned into mechanisms for harsh taxation and
extensive corruption.45 At the same time, many newly independent governments nationalized plantations, as in Indonesia and North Vietnam,
generally leading to a sharp fall in the output of estate coffee.46
In this context, developmental economics arose as a global body of
scholarship. It was much marked by independence struggles in Africa and
Asia, nationalist and populist social movements in Latin America, the authoritarian thrust of Communist and Fascist regimes, state-led Western
responses to the Great Depression, and the extension of state power
41
42
43
44
45
46

V. D. Wickizer, Coffee, Tea and Cocoa (Stanford: Food Research Institute, 1951), p. 36.
Jean Heer, World Events, 1866–1966: The First Hundred Years of Nestlé (Lausanne:
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around the world during the world war. The emphasis was thus on the
state as a tool for economic improvement. At the same time, there was
growing concern with the consequences of focusing on particular crops,
initiated by Harold Innis and the staples school in Canada.47
Albert Hirschman took off from staples theory by stressing linkages.
Different commodities had different spread effects and social consequences, and could even have different economic consequences. He thus
recognized that coffee had its own life and possibilities. These inhered
in the commodity’s botany and production process, rather than being
imposed by the world economy and economic laws in general. Indeed,
Hirschman argued that the nature of coffee production and processing
may have stimulated native entrepreneurship and industrial development,
not just colonial or neocolonial exploitation.48 The nature of the crop and
its internal demands and linkages thus became central tenets of development economics and government programs.
A number of students of Latin American development applied these
new theories to coffee export economies, and a body of generalizations
emerged. Because Latin America still produced more than three-quarters
of the world’s coffee at the time, authors tended to ignore the Old World.
Moreover, as independence spread in Asia and Africa, the elites of new
countries often adopted ideas elaborated with reference to Latin America,
especially dependency theory. Although such studies did not necessarily
systematically explore the relationship between coffee and development,
ten implicit propositions can be drawn from them.
1. Coffee was chiefly grown on large landholdings. These were in
turn conceptualized either as a colonial legacy or as a consequence of
nineteenth-century Liberal distribution of public “waste” land and indigenous corporate property. Large rural proprietors, or latifundiários,
were thus the most important producers of coffee, with cultivation usually directed by the planter and his overseers on demesne lands.
2. Even when the forces producing an unequal social distribution of
land weakened or disappeared, economies of scale explained the persistence of large units of production. Although the technology of coffee
cultivation was not especially sophisticated, it was still beyond the reach
47
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of peasants. Some national studies associated coffee with smallholdings,
as in the cases of Antioquia (Colombia), Costa Rica, and the Dominican
Republic. However, even in these cases, there were authors who stressed
the optimal character of large-scale coffee cultivation.
3. Coffee was a frontier crop that expanded into “virgin” lands, and
hence had no opportunity costs. Indeed, the onward march of the frontier had the added benefit that “vacant” land was incorporated into the
civilized world.
4. The export drive brought monocultural specialization in its wake.
Foodstuffs had to be purchased from others, and malnutrition among
workers was rife. Monoculture also increased vulnerability to world market fluctuations.
5. Agricultural workers were assumed to be male and culturally part
of the majority group, at least after the end of slavery. Little attention was
paid to gender, culture, or race. Indigenous populations were deemed to
be either marginalized or acculturated by the advance of coffee.
6. Coffee workers were often visualized as potential revolutionaries.
They were coerced, initially through slavery and later through government
imposition, but involvement in growing a cash crop brought them into
the national economy, and more broadly into national life, as a rural
proletariat. However, some authors recognized that effective land reform
could blunt revolutionary zeal.49
7. Little attention was paid to the role of intermediaries, in part because large units of production “internalized” many more commercial
and service functions than did small farms. To the extent that intermediaries were considered, they were conceptualized as foreigners, and, as
such, conspirators against the true development of the national economy.
This underpinned the extension of marketing boards across most of the
tropics, even when such organizations were not legally public bodies, as
in the case of Colombia’s Federación Nacional de Cafeteros.
8. Technically sophisticated coffee planters and traders were believed to
be more progressive than internally oriented hacendados and subsistence
farmers, tied to the precapitalist colonial heritage. Exporters were progressive because of their interest in a legal framework to protect property
rights and capital accumulation and their role in creating a transportation
infrastructure and, eventually, a wage labor force.
9. As a particularly significant instance of this progressive economic
role, coffee producers were thought to be those most likely to foment
49
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industrialization, considered to be the touchstone of development. This
was evidenced by the cases of São Paulo (Brazil), Antióquia (Colombia),
and El Salvador. However, there was a difference of opinion here, with extreme Dependentistas arguing that “true” industrialization was precluded
in such cases.
10. Extending out from the economic sphere, coffee planters were
also credited with creating Liberal national states, and bringing political
peace to the squabbling factions of the elite. However, because “coffee
republics” were run by a planter class that favored laissez-faire and
free trade, governments played a small direct role in coffee economies.
Because of the focus on Latin America, the colonial state lay outside this
analysis.
To be sure, there were disagreements about all these propositions,
based on political perspectives, the time period examined, and the areas concerned. Nonetheless, it is our contention that most students of
Latin America would have broadly agreed with these characterizations,
and that many of these ideas were then taken up by students of the rest
of the tropics.50

New Directions
In the last two decades, and particularly the last few years, these ten
propositions have been questioned from many quarters.51 Current conceptions of export societies in general, and coffee societies in particular,
have refined, qualified, or even cast out most of the preceding ten propositions. In a Latin American context, many of the earlier generalizations
came to be seen as more applicable to sugar and bananas than to coffee,
and some of the leading authors of this reappraisal have contributed to
this volume. In particular, the focus of discussion has shifted from national economic growth and political structures, which concentrated on
elites and capital accumulation, to a much greater emphasis on the social
conditions of primary producers.
The integration of studies of coffee societies in the Old World has
extended the process of reappraisal. This is the first volume to attempt
such a synthesis within a clearly historical framework, and comparisons of
50
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African and Asian experiences in the social sciences have also thrown new
light on Latin America.52 The resilience and productivity of African and
Asian smallholders have challenged models based on alleged economies
of scale and the normative nature of large estates.53 Widespread polyculture, of both cash and food crops, suggests that monoculture is more a
choice than a natural progression, and challenges the view of the great
planter as a progressive agriculturalist. A stress on indigenous populations
undermines assumptions that forests were empty prior to the advance of
the coffee frontier. Warnings about the ecological consequences of chopping down primary forests are assuming apocalyptic tones, and interest
in agroforestry methods is growing. Complex labor systems indicate that
wage work is not standard, and turn the spotlight on sharecropping and
tenancy as flexible and effective contracts. Many women and children
labor in coffee, helping to sustain and develop cultures other than those
of ruling elites. Commercial intermediaries have forced their way to the
forefront of the analysis, following the catastrophic failure of most state
marketing boards in Africa. Industrialization based on the coffee profits
of large landlords has been verified in cases such as Angola and Kenya, but
distinct models are needed for smallholder economies. Finally, Old World
colonialism and its aftermath have presented political contexts divergent
from those studied in Latin America.
Smallholder agency has thus become the new watchword, contrasting with earlier visions of backwardness, repression, and victimization.
Women and children simultaneously receive more attention. Thus, in
Nicaragua, the rising value of property led municipalities to legislate about
morality, to determine who had a right to own, inherit, or cede property.54
Since resistance and power are not necessarily structural and overtly political but, rather, take everyday forms, local culture has become a key
concern, and microstudies of local resistance reveal a more complicated
and varied story than eagle’s-eye structuralist approaches. Generalization
has certainly become more difficult.
At the same time, historians have turned to seeing peasants not only
resisting and creating their own social spaces at the local level, but also participating in state formation and regional and national identity creation, as
52

53
54
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issues of nationalism and regionalism draw renewed attention.55 In northern Central America, where the indigenous population was long treated as
marginal, there is a novel interest in non-ladino culture.56 Cash-cropping
farmers were crucial to anticolonial mobilization in Asia and Africa, even
if they were often the main victims of postcolonial governments.57
By bringing to bear the erudition of our international and interdisciplinary contributors on such problems, we hope to have furthered the
process of provoking reassessments of received wisdom, proposing new
bounded generalizations and categories of analysis, and setting out new
agendas for future study. Our tentative revisions of the ten propositions
delineated above are put forward in the conclusion to this volume, expanding on the brief critique above and incorporating more of the contributions of our authors.
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