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Introduction

The re gi o nal iden tity of the Alen te jo has sin ce at le ast the early 17th cen tury been
as so ci a ted with la ti fun di um, a con cept with clas si cal de tri men tal con no ta ti ons
(la ti fun dia Ita li am per di de re) (Fa ria, 1980: 110; San tos, 1992): a pro ble ma tic re gi on,
de pic ted by its asy mme tri es in pro perty, po pu la ti on scar city and was te of re sour ces
(Dra in, 1980a, 1980b). Évo ra is the lar gest city in the Alen te jo, com man ding a lar ge
mu ni ci pal ter ri tory in the he art of the pro vin ce. It was the re gu la ting mar ket for
Alen te jo whe at, whi le its clo se ness to Lis bon and eco lo gi cal con di ti ons made the
re gi on an im por tant cat tle-ra i sing cen tre for the ca pi tal. Around it se ve ral
mu ni ci pa li ti es can be ag gre ga ted in a sub-re gi on with some cha rac ter and in ter nal
com ple men ta ri ti es (Sil bert 1978: 439-42). It sha res many tra its of the lar ge lan ded
pro perty system in sout hern Spa in (Arto la, Ber nal and Con tre ras, 1978, in ter alia),
and a re gi o nal study in eco no mic ge o graphy des cri bes 20th cen tury Nort hern
Alen te jo and Spa nish Extre ma du ra as va ri a ti ons of a com mon agra ri an struc tu re,
though re fu sing the con no ta ti ons of la ti fun di um (Ba la ba ni an, 1980).

The re is no doubt as to the re le van ce of the agra ri an struc tu re in the Alen te jo
for the sha ping of con tem po rary Por tu gue se so ci ety. The forms of so ci al and
po li ti cal do mi na ti on and the in flu en ce of or ga ni zed in te rest groups; the po li ti cal
pro jects tar ge ting it; the so ci al mo ve ments and ins ti tu ti o nal chan ges ai med at
agra ri an re form: they all left the ir marks in eco no mic de ve lop ment, in Sta te
in ter ven ti on in the eco nomy, in the so ci al ba ses of re gi mes and re gi me chan ge. That 
is why Antó nio Bar re to (1986) made the agra ri an re form a van ta ge po int in or der to
dis cuss the re la ti ons hip bet we en the Sta te and ci vil so ci ety in the re vo lu ti o nary and 
post-re vo lu ti o nary pe ri ods fol lo wing April 1974.

As it exis ted up to 1960’s, la ti fun di um may be de fi ned as a lar ge agri cul tu ral
and cat tle-ra i sing agri cul tu ral unit, made of one or (typi cally) se ve ral lar ge farms
(her da des) ma na ged to get her as an eco no mic unit, re gi o nally ter med la vou ra.1 Gi ven
the lar ge size and con cen tra ti on of land hol ding, we can de fi ne this agra ri an struc tu re as a
far ming oli go poly.

1 Hen ri que de Bar ros set the thres hold for lar ge la vou ras at bet we en 200 and 300 hec ta res in this re -
gi on, not wit hout no ti cing that the far ming units with sur fa ces of and abo ve 1000 hec ta res held
al most half of the sur fa ce of the mu ni ci pal ter ri tory of Évo ra (Bar ros and Cas ca is, 1960: 4; Bar ros
et al., 1934: 234). In the dis trict of Évo ra in 1968, the 39 la vou ras with sur fa ces over 1500 hec ta res
ave ra ged 6,6 dis cre te land blocks each (Fre i tas, Alme i da and Ca bral, 1976: 91), which would
mostly be her da des.



The la ti fun di um eco nomy ar ti cu la ted two dif fe rent sets of pro duc ti on re la ti ons.
The do mi nant was ca pi ta list. The out put was mostly di rec ted to the mar ket, ai ming
at ma xi mi zing pro fit. The lar ge far mer (la vra dor) held the ca pi tal and ge ne rally part
or the who le of the land. A lar ge part of the pro duc ti on fac tors was ac qui red in the
mar ket, es pe ci ally la bour, but also some ca pi tal go ods, in dus tri al fer ti li zers,
her bi ci des and in sec ti ci des, etc. The do mi nant pro duc ti on re la ti on was wage-la bour, 
which in clu ded a re la ti vely small nu cle us of fi xed farm hands and a vast ma jo rity of
se a so nal hi red la bour. Wa ges were kept low by the ava i la bi lity of a vast agri cul tu ral
wor king class with no em ploy ment al ter na ti ves. To some ex tent, pri ces of fac tors
(es pe ci ally la bour) and out put (na mely ce re als) were con di ti o ned by po li ti cal and
so ci al do mi na ti on in the lo cal so ci al struc tu re, and by the in flu en ce of the lar ge
lan dow ners and far mers at the po li ti cal cen tre.

The se con dary com po nent was rent. Plots of less pro duc ti ve land or be ing
cle a ned anew af ter long fal low pe ri ods were let on pre ca ri ous sha re crop ping
con tracts to small far mers (se a re i ros). The se took over all far ming costs, ow ned the ir 
wor king ca pi tal and til led the land for one ce re al crop using mostly the ir own
hou se holds’ work for ce and oc ca si o nally a few hi red hands. Rent ad ded to the
pro fit of the ca pi ta list com po nent to make up the to tal net in co me of the la vou ra.
This rent com po nent was also struc tu rally de pen dent on the lack of job al ter na ti ves 
and the pe a sants’ wil ling ness to ac cept a low re turn for hou se hold work for ce and
for wor king ca pi tal to make a li ving, in al ter na ti ve or com ple men tary to wage
la bour, and to ac qui re or keep a small far mer sta tus.

The ove ra bun dan ce of work for ce was ex pla i ned by poor ove rall le vels of
eco no mic de ve lop ment, na mely low in dus tri a li za ti on and ur ba ni za ti on ra tes. This
struc tu ral fac tor, which was evi dent du ring the pe ri ods of se a so nal unem ploy ment,
was no less so at a lar ger sca le du ring the se a so nal work pe aks, when the farms hi red
mi grant pe a sant work for ce from ot her re gi ons to meet the ir ne eds, to crowd out lo cal 
wor kers’ de mands and keep wa ges low. Gi ven the con cen tra ti on of the de mand for
la bour and the pa u city of job al ter na ti ves, we can also talk of an oli gop so nis tic la bour 
mar ket de mand. The sour ces of abun dant and che ap la bour ran dry from the 1960’s
on, be ca u se of mi gra tory out flows of Por tu gue se work for ce to Eu ro pe and of new
in dus tri al ven tu res around Lis bon that pro vi ded a lar ge de mo grap hic ou tlet. Most
aut hors agree in da ting from the 1960’s the ero si on of the eco no mic la ti fun di um
pro per, and its evo lu ti on to a more up da ted agra ri an ca pi ta lism, whi le lar gely
ke e ping land pro perty struc tu res (Cf. Ba la ba ni an, 1980: 724-60; Bap tis ta, 1980:
366-71; Fre i tas, Alme i da and Ca bral, 1976: 75).

Cu ti le i ro (1971) draws a no less oli go po lis tic land pro perty pro fi le, strongly
cor re la ted with the far ming oli go poly. Sta tis ti cal data from the end of the 1960’s
shows that lar ge-sca le far ming was clo sely as so ci a ted with lar ge lan ded pro perty,
though not fully de pen dent on it. A sig ni fi cant sha re of the lar ge agri cul tu ral units
had a lan dow ners hip ba sis, and com bi ned it with le a sed land to make up fle xi ble
la vou ras, ac cor ding to in vest ment ne eds and ca pa ci ti es.2 This si tu a ti on clo sely
mat ches that des cri bed by H. Fon se ca (1996: 369) con cer ning the agri cul tu ral
hou se holds en rol led among the lar gest tax pa yers in Évo ra in the se cond half of the
19th cen tury. He con clu des:



The ir di rect far ming ac ti vi ti es did not en com pass the who le of the land they ow ned,
but ne it her were they con fi ned to pa tri mo ni al farms; […] the wor kings of the le a se
mar ket were also cru ci al to the or ga ni za ti on of the ir far ming en ter pri se. They were
pro bably the ones who both let and took more land in le a se. (Fon se ca, 1996: 430, my
trans la ti on).

This struc tu ral tra it of mo dern la ti fun di um, the as so ci a ti on of a far ming oli go poly
with a land pro perty oli go poly, is not ho we ver an his to ri cal cons tant. Although
of ten pre sen ted as an ar cha ic struc tu re da ting from the Midd le Ages or the Ro man
Empi re, in the form por tra yed abo ve it was only con sum ma ted in the 19th cen tury,
af ter the li be ral land re forms, even though its first steps date from re forms ta ken
du ring the last de ca des of the an ci en ré gi me (Cu ti le i ro, 1971; Fon se ca, 1996: 309-48;
Fon se ca and San tos, 2001: 70-83; Sil ve i ra, 1988). Be fo re that, aris to cra tic,
ec cle si as tic, ter ri to ri al and wel fa re an ci en ré gi me ins ti tu ti ons held most land
pro perty. Far mers’ ac cess to land was mostly me di a ted by le a se con tracts, even
though the ins ti tu ti o nal con cen tra ti on of lan dow ners hip was so mew hat mi ti ga ted
by im per fect pro perty (emphyte u sis) (Sil bert, 1978: 742-69). The re fo re, among the
ma jor ques ti ons po sed by the so ci o ge ne sis of mo dern la ti fun di um the re are tho se of
whet her a far ming oli go poly was al re ady in pla ce pri or to the 19th cen tury, pa ral lel
to the ins ti tu ti o nal lan dow ners hip oli go poly; and, if so, how was it for med and to
what ex tent was it car ri ed over through li be ral re forms to the pat tern of cor re la ti on
bet we en lar ge lan dow ners hip and lar ge far ming that has just been sum ma ri zed.

Whi le the pro perty struc tu re can be da ted back at le ast to me di e val ti mes,
le a sing prac ti ces se ems to have chan ged con si de rably. The re is evi den ce that it was
usu al to wards the end of the Midd le Ages for the land lords to have the her da des
frac ti o ned and let in plots to se ve ral far mers (Be i ran te, 1995: 250-1, 331; Sou sa,
1990: 83-4). As late as the end of the 16th cen tury, we can find some her da des
frac ti o ned in far ming units let to two, three or even more far mers with au to no mous 
con tracts (San tos, 2003: 376). This re calls Vir gí nia Rau’s ide al-type of sout hern
Por tu gue se agra ri an struc tu re, up held by Oli ve i ra Mar ques, ba sed on lar ge
pro perty and small or me di um ren ted agri cul tu ral units, which was sup po sed only 
to have chan ged in the cour se of li be ral agra ri an re form well into the 19th cen tury
(Rau, 1961; Mar ques, 1968: 108-9). But the re is evi den ce of ear li er chan ge. Pu blis hed
in di ca tors about Évo ra re ve al the con cen tra ti on of lar ge agri cul tu ral units com po sed
of se ve ral her da des, to get her with a con trac ti on of the group of la vra do res who
ac ces sed them took off long be fo re li be ral re form. It was an in cre men tal pro cess
ga i ning mo men tum du ring the first two-thirds of the 18th cen tury (Fon se ca, 1990:

2 Sta tis ti cal data from the 1968 agri cul tu ral cen sus, as pu blis hed by Fre i tas, Alme i da and Ca bral
(1976: 134-6) show that 81% of the agri cul tu ral units with over 100 hec ta res of land in the four
dis tricts ma king up the pro vin ce of Alen te jo ow ned at le ast one farm, whi le 57% com bi ned ow -
ned land with le a sed land. Although the 100 hec ta res thres hold is rat her low to de fi ne lar ge far -
ming by re gi o nal stan dards, the se fi gu res, com bi ned to the abo ve on the mul ti ple-farm
com po si ti on of the lar ge agri cul tu ral units, do pro vi de a sa tis fac tory in di ca tor of the la ti fun di um
land pat tern.



131-6; Fon se ca and San tos, 2001: 46-7), len ding sup port to the hypot he sis of a
“struc tu ral cri sis” in the se cond half of the 18th cen tury held by Jus ti no (1981).

This ar ti cle se eks to go be yond des crip ti ve evi den ce and to un co ver
ex pla na tory so ci al me cha nisms un derl ying this pro cess. The pro perty pat tern of
the her da des in the mu ni ci pa lity of Évo ra did not chan ge much bet we en 1700 and
1765. Only to wards the end of the 18th and the early 19th cen tury, pri or to li be ral
re forms, did sig ni fi cant chan ge take pla ce in the pro perty pat tern, with the rise of
lay ple be i an ow ners hip and the cor re la ti ve drop of aris to cra tic and ins ti tu ti o nal
ow ners hip. This pro perty trans fer oc cur red ma inly through the ac qui si ti on of
emphyte u tic “use ful do ma in” (Fon se ca, 1990: 118-38; Fon se ca and San tos, 2001:
62).3 The re fo re, the first sta ge of farm con cen tra ti on must have been brought about
by re ar ran ge ments wit hin the le a se mar ket, whi le the down si zing of the group of
la vra do res re ve als a drop of the ef fec ti ve de mand in that mar ket. Gi ven this
pro mi nen ce of land le a sing as the ins ti tu ti o nal ac cess to farms du ring the an ci en
ré gi me (Sil bert, 1978: 765), any ex pla na ti on of farm con cen tra ti on must pla ce the
land le a sing mar ket at the cen tre of its in quiry.

Fol lo wing a pre sen ta ti on of the eco no mic so ci o logy fra me work gui ding the
analy sis, the ar ti cle will pro ce ed with a sum mary of the em pi ri cal evi den ce on
ge ne ral trends, na mely in the evo lu ti on of re le vant agri cul tu ral pri ces and of
po pu la ti on, then that spe ci fi cally on land le a se ins ti tu ti ons, rent, and risk sha ring,
and fi nally the ove rall con clu si ons.

Theoretical framework

Con trac tu al norms set the fra me work for tran sac ti ons, but do not fix them en ti rely.
They de fi ne the are na for bar ga i ning on the re la ti ve we ight of con tract terms, on
how to re sol ve the ir am bi gui ti es, and on the con cre te va lu es in vol ved in the
tran sac ti on. On the ot her hand, con tracts are im per fect in the sen se that they can not 
fully spe cify ex ante all fu tu re con tin gen ci es, let al one all the ca su is tic for the ir
re so lu ti ons (Hodg son, 1994: 159-62; North, 1990: 52; Wil li am son, 1994: 100 [note
19], 101-2). In the cour se of con tracts the re is room for ne go ti a ti on to re sol ve tho se
con tin gen ci es, eit her using for mal norms es ta blis hed in the ju ri di cal-po li ti cal
fra me work, or by in for mal re so lu ti ons sup por ted by ins ti tu ti o nal rou ti nes and a
le gi ti ma te mo ral or der (Clay, 1990b: 355; Durk he im, 1978: 184-94). One must
the re fo re look both at the si tu a ti ons of base ne go ti a ti on, which lead to the terms of the
con tract and de fi ne the are na for the ac tors’ re la ti ons hip du ring its cour se; and to the
short-term ne go ti a ti on si tu a ti ons in which ge ne ral (for mal or in for mal) norms and the
terms of the con tract are in ter pre ted in res pon se to un fo re se en si tu a ti ons (Wil li am son, 

3 It must be stres sed that un der the “im per fect pro perty” ins ti tu te of emphyte u sis, whi le the “use -
ful ow ners” be ca me lan dow ners by right, the for mer ow ners re ta i ned “di rect do ma in” (do mí nio
di rec to) that still en ti tled them to ye arly rent fi xed by the con tract (foro), alt hough most ot her pro -
perty rights were in fact trans fer red. See Sil bert (1978: 756-62) for more de ta il about the role of
emphyte u sis in Alen te jo.



1994: 94, 100 [note 19]), which may in turn fe ed back on the for mer. At both the se
le vels, the re is room for “com plex in te rac ti on of for mal ru les and in for mal
cons tra ints, to get her with the way they are en for ced” (North, 1990: 83).

A so ci o lo gi cal ap pro ach to ne go ti a ti on must un ders tand the bar ga i ning
po wer re la ti ons, how the abi lity to de fi ne the me a ning of the si tu a ti on and to
de ter mi ne or in flu en ce the ac ti ons of ot hers is dis tri bu ted among the in ter ve ning
ac tors (North, 1990: 16, 84; Smel ser and Swed berg, 1994b: 19; Swed berg, 1994: 265;
We ber, 1979: 46-50, 62). To be gin with, such dis tri bu ti on is cor re la ted with that of
the pro perty rights over the pro duc ti on fac tors at sta ke and the ju ri di cal and
po li ti cal ca pa city to have them ack now led ged and en for ced. At first sight, it would
seem that the do mi nant fac tor in the land le a se re la ti ons hip would be land, and that 
lan ded pro perty would com mand the bulk of the bar ga i ning po wer. But sin ce each
of the fac tors can not pro du ce va lue but in re la ti on to the ot hers, it is in fact an
in ter de pen den ce con fi gu ra ti on (Eli as, 1980: 77-112; Eli as, 1985: lvi ii-lxii) and the
re la ti ve we ight of each of them will vary in con junc tu re with its re la ti ve scar city to
de mand. In the case in hand, gi ven the ine las ti city of the of fer, the ef fec ti ve de mand 
for farms on le a se de ter mi nes the pro ba bi lity for land to pro du ce in co me through
the in put of the far mer’s ca pi tal and of the work that he is able to mo bi li se and
ma na ge. A the o re ti cal co rol lary is that land lords are able to im po se more
fa vou ra ble con di ti ons as ef fec ti ve de mand for land ri ses — hig her rents, trans fer of
in vest ment costs to the far mers, less to le ran ce to wards debt and to the
non-com pli an ce of con trac tu al norms. As it lo wers, the re la ti ve dis tri bu ti on of the
bar ga i ning po wer fa vours far mers, who are able to get bet ter de als both in the
ne go ti a ti ons of the con trac tu al base and in con tin gency re so lu ti on (e.g. Alva rez
Váz quez, 1984: 616-8; Amann, 1990: 346; Bec kett, 1989: 597; Bil bao, 1984: 199-200;
Bru mont, 1980: 256-7; Bru mont, 1984: 32-3; Clay, 1990b: 352-4; Cop po la, 1978:
998-9; Gi or get ti, 1973: 718; Ha ins worth, 1992: 50-61; Min gay, 1990: 51-2).

Assu ming mar kets to be so ci al struc tu res (Swed berg, 1994), the for ma ti on of
de mand is not made up of a sim ple ag gre ga ti on of ato mi sed, un dif fe ren ti a ted
in di vi du als. For one thing be ca u se, by de fi ni ti on, ef fec ti ve de mand is com po sed of
only tho se ac tors who are wil ling and able to of fer the pri ce in the mar ket, in this
case the mi ni mum rent that the ow ner of the land is wil ling to ac cept. This
in tro du ces a first and ob vi ous ele ment of stra ti fi ca ti on. But as the con se quen ces of
the con tract are de fer red, it is not enough that a bid der of fers to pay a gi ven amount
of rent. Effec ti ve de mand will be con fi ned to tho se bid ders who of fer that le vel of
rent using ins ti tu ti o nally aut ho ri sed far ming pro ce du res and whom the land lord
trusts that they will do so, wit hin an ad mis si ble (and va ri a ble) risk mar gin
(Ha ins worth, 1992: 53; Min gay, 1984: 629). Such trust, in dis pen sa ble to the
es ta blish ment of con tracts and to the func ti o ning of the mar ket (Hodg son, 1994:
164-8), can rest on two non-ex clu si ve pro ce du res of un cer ta inty re duc ti on: ex ante
eva lu a ting the re li a bi lity of the can di da te far mer, and nes ting risk-sha ring de vi ces
in the con tract ma na ge ment that al low the far mer to pro ce ed with the le a se in the
case of con tin gent un be a ra ble los ses.

The first type of de vi ce re du ces land lords’ un cer ta inty by se lec ting te nants
with qua li ti es per ce i ved to cor re la te with a high pro ba bi lity of me e ting the ir fu tu re



obli ga ti ons. As it is im pos si ble to get per fect in for ma ti on, a mar gin of un cer ta inty
re ma ins due to in for ma ti on fa i lu re and to chan ges of the far mers’ cir cums tan ces
throug hout the con tract. Ho we ver, te nant se lec ti on subs tan ti ally re du ces ini ti al
un cer ta inty. The se cond type of de vi ce de als with the re si due of risk throug hout the 
con tract, by even tu ally sub trac ting a part of the te nant’s con trac tu al dues that the
land lord ack now led ges to be un de li ve ra ble be ca u se of for tu i tous events. This kind
of so lu ti on pe na li zes the land lord’s in co me in the short run, but it al lows him to
con trol da ma ges (fal low farms, las ting drops in rent) by par ta king in far ming risks,
if no al ter na ti ve is ava i la ble.

The o re ti cally, the more de man ding and se lec ti ve the first pro cess, the more
con fi ned will be ef fec ti ve de mand, and the less the need for the se cond type of
de vi ce. A bri ef the o re ti cal ex plo ra ti on on the se two types of de vi ces will spe cify the
in ter pre ta ti ve gui de li nes de ri ved from this hypot he sis for the analy sis of the
em pi ri cal evi den ce.

The land lord’s ac cep tan ce of a can di da te te nant de pends on per cep ti on that
the bid der has re sour ces and mo ti va ti on to ful fil con trac tu al com mit ments
throug hout the le a se pe ri od wit hout plun de ring the farm. This amounts to
re cog ni sing him a qua lity that in vol ves com po nents as di ver se as ho nesty, far ming
ca pi tal, tech ni cal know led ge, fi nan ci al re ser ves or ac cess to cre dit to sus ta in risks
(Min gay, 1984: 629). Gi ven asy mme tri cal in for ma ti on, sin ce the land lord does not
com ple tely know the pre sent re sour ces and in tents of each bid der, let al one fo re see
the fu tu re, trust has to be ba sed eit her in per so nal know led ge re in for ced by
re pe a ted suc cess ful in te rac ti on, or in a set of sig nals that the ac tors may in ter pret as
in di ca tors of the bid ders’ qua li ti es.

Po dolny’s (1993) mo del of mar ket com pe ti ti on de fi nes the pro du cers’
mar ket sta tus as the qua lity of the ir pro ducts re la ti ve to com pe ti tor’s as per ce i ved 
by re le vant ac tors like con su mers, in ves tors and ex chan ge bro kers. It is an
in di rect sig nal ac tors use to make de ci si ons in con di ti ons of un cer ta inty about the
real re la ti ve qua lity of the pro ducts, be ca u se they can not af ford to syste ma ti cally
com pa re all com pe ting pro ducts in the mar ket. Po dolny’s core ar gu ment is that
mar ket re pu ta ti on in cre a ses risk-aver se ac tors’ trust in the pro du cer’s pro mi ses
and war ran ti es, re du cing tran sac ti on costs and ge ne ra ting in cre a ses in in co me to
the pro du cer, through hig her pri ces or lar ger mar ket sha re. This ar gu ment thus
re calls the ma jor role of in for mal cons tra ints, in clu ding re pu ta ti on, as me ans of
re du cing in for ma ti on costs and un cer ta inty in eco no mic agre e ments (North,
1990: 61) and the con cept of con ver ti bi lity bet we en symbo lic and eco no mic
ca pi tals (Bour di eu, 1972: 237).

Po dolny’s mo del is about com pe ti ti on bet we en pro du cers. Ho we ver, it can be 
the o re ti cally ge ne ra li sed to mar ket si tu a ti ons in which va li da ti on of the
as sump ti on that the uti li ti es tran sac ted will be ob ta i ned is de fer red and car ri es an
inhe rent risk mar gin. The sta tus of can di da te far mers in the le a se mar ket can be
con cep tu a li sed as a me ans of un cer ta inty re duc ti on about the re li a bi lity and
en for ce a bi lity of the ir bids, that helps to as sess the ir com pa ra ti ve ad van ta ges in
com pe ti ti on and thus de fi nes the ir bar ga i ning po wers next to the land lord.
Arguably it is an im por tant bar ga i ning re sour ce and one should try to un ders tand



the eva lu a ti on at tri bu tes that make it up, how the se evol ve over time, and with
what ef fects in the for ma ti on of ef fec ti ve de mand for farm le a ses.

Among such at tri bu tes, Po dolny in clu des the know led ge of the ac tor’s past
ac ti ons and per for man ce, and the ma ke up of his so ci al net works, as ses sing
cre di bi lity by the as so ci a ti on with ot her be a rers of va lu ed sta tus. The lat ter
di men si on is di rectly re la ted to more ge ne ral the ory about the role of so ci al
net works as pro vi ders of so ci al ca pi tal in in for ma ti on gat he ring and trust bu il ding
(Gra no vet ter, 1985; North, 1990: 41; Po well and Smith-Do err, 1994: 371, 385), ta king 
so ci al ca pi tal as the set of re sour ces ava i la ble to an ac tor through in for mal so ci al
or ga ni sa ti on and net works (Bour di eu, 1972: 236; Bour di eu, 2000: 12; Co le man,
1994: 170). Net works also pro vi de enhan ced en for ce a bi lity of con tracts, by fe e ding
per for man ce back into the ac tor’s re pu ta ti on and by pro vi ding ex ante sa fe guards
un der the form of “hos ta ges” to the con tract (Wil li am son, 1994: 89, 97), as third
party war ran ti es.

Even for the best te nant far mers, un cer ta inty of dif fe rent kinds is al ways
pre sent over agri cul tu ral ac ti vi ti es and in co me. McClos key (1989), fol lo wing Bloch 
(1976), went as far as to ex pla in ap pa rently inef fi ci ent fe a tu res of agra ri an
struc tu res by risk-avo i ding be ha vi our. Thus the pro blem of trust in agra ri an
con tracts must be equa ted ta king into ac count ins ti tu ti o nal risk ma na ge ment. The
so ci al se lec ti on of far mers just dis cus sed is in it self a way to avo id risk, from the
stand po int of the land lord. But the the o re ti cally de ci si ve ques ti on is that of
land lord par ti ci pa ti on: does the lan dow ner fully par ti ci pa te in the eco no mic risks
of far ming, does he sha re them with the te nant far mer and to what ex tent, or does
he en ti rely shift them over to the te nant?

A thre ad of the o re ti cal analy sis tends to re la te bi-uni vo cally this ran king of
risk par ti ci pa ti on with three dis tinct ins ti tu ti o nal mo dels: res pec ti vely, own
ac count far ming by the lan dow ner, sha re crop ping and fi xed rent te nancy. Bu il ding
on this tra di ti on, Fran ces co Ga las si (1990) de ve lops and tests a mo del for the
dis tri bu ti on of the types of agra ri an con tracts. Set ting asi de own ac count far ming,
which is not re le vant for the case to be dis cus sed, this mo del as su mes a
dis con ti nu ity bet we en fi xed-rent te nancy (in which farm ma na ge ment, con trol
over the work for ce and risk are all un der the te nant’s res pon si bi lity) and the
co-par ti ci pa ti ve system of sha re crop ping (in which the lan dow ner ta kes ge ne ral
ma na ge ment costs, the sha re crop per ta kes costs of work for ce con trol, and both
sha re ga ins, los ses and risks ac cor ding to con trac tu al quo tas). Sin ce the far mer’s
risk-aver si on is as su med to be hig her than the land lord’s, the for mer will only
ac cept a fi xed-rent te nancy if he is a rich far mer and/or in pre sen ce of a well
de ve lo ped and ac ces si ble cre dit mar ket that in su res him aga inst risks. Other wi se,
the land lord will have to con ce de a co-par ti ci pa ti on con tract with va ri a ble rent,
pro vi ding in su ran ce for the sha re crop per in the form of risk sha ring.

This mo del iden ti fi es a set of fun da men tal re la ti ons hips that will be ope ra ti ve 
in the study of risk sha ring in the case in hand. I emp ha si se the need for the
exis ten ce of rich far mers with ac cess to cre dit be fo re the land lord can fully shift
far ming risks onto te nants. In a dyna mi cal pers pec ti ve, one can hypot he si se that
the dif fe ren ti a ti on, from an ini ti ally less we althy pe a sant stra tum, of a suf fi ci ently



wide and sta ble group of far mers abo ve that le vel of eco no mic and so ci al ca pi tal
and se e king lar ger ac cess to land, would res truc tu re the mar ket and re du ce
co-par ti ci pa ti ve con tracts in fa vour of fi xed-rent te nancy. This mo del has an
evi dent ar ti cu la ti on with the abo ve dis cus si on of so ci al se lec ti on of te nants by
sta tus, both con cur ring to the analy sis of the for ma ti on of ef fec ti ve de mand for
le a ses.

Ho we ver, two of Ga las si’s as sump ti ons do not ac com mo da te his to ri cal
evi den ce on the ef fec ti ve ma na ge ment of risk into the mo del. The se are a) to tre at
risk sha ring as a di cho to mous va ri a ble with one va lue as sig ned a pri o ri to each type
of con tract. It is a se man tic fal lacy to as su me equi va len ce bet we en fi xed con trac tu al 
rent and fi xed ef fec ti ve rent. Eit her for mally, or as no less ins ti tu ti o na li sed in for mal
rou ti nes, the re is evi den ce of wi des pre ad prac ti ces of pro tec ti on to te nant far mers
in case of con tin gen ci es and runs of bad ye ars, even when tho se prac ti ces were
de ni ed in the let ter of the con tracts (Bow den, 1990: 268; Clay, 1990b: 252-3, 358-9;
Cop po la, 1978: 999-1000; Fac ci ni, 1983: 653; Gá mez Ami an, 1989: 88; Gar cía
Fi gue ro la, 1989: 52, 54; Gi or get ti, 1973: 718; Hol der ness, 1976: 99, 102; Jac quart,
1992: 223; Wor die, 1981: 201). And b) to take cre dit as exo ge nous to the so ci al
re la ti ons hip of te nancy, as am ple his to ri cal evi den ce shows that cre dit was very
of ten en do ge nous, un der the form of to le ran ce to ar re ars and even of ad van ces to
te nants (Alva rez Váz quez, 1984: 617-8; Bec kett, 1989: 597, 615-6; Bil bao, 1984:
199-200; Bow den, 1990: 268-9; Cop po la, 1978: 998-9; Gar cía Fi gue ro la, 1989: 54;
Gou bert, 1968: 216; Ha ins worth, 1992: 58; Ho well, 1990: 411-2; Min gay, 1990: 51-2;
Se bas tián Ama ril la, 1990: 77; Wor die, 1981: 201).

Thus, risk sha ring de vi ces are of ten nes ted in the ma na ge ment of
con trac tu ally fi xed rent te nancy, and the ir out put over time should be
ope ra ti o na li zed as a con ti nu ous va ri a ble. Gran ted that a mi ni mum eco no mic
ca pa city of far mers is in dis pen sa ble for the de ve lop ment of a le a se te nancy system,
es pe ci ally for lar ge farms, it does not fol low that a we althy pe a santry and cre dit
mar kets will ne ces sa rily be pre sent. The trans fer of risk from land lords to te nants
may take pla ce gra du ally, in the con text of rou ti ne ins ti tu ti o nal ne go ti a ti on
pro ces ses. To the ex tent that it does, ho we ver, the shift from a co-par ti ci pa ting type
of te nancy to a fi xed rent te nancy system re qui res the emer gen ce of the kind of
ef fec ti ve de mand that can sur vi ve its hard ships.

Empirical evidence

The core in for ma ti on about le a ses and rents co mes from the ar chi ve of the San ta
Casa da Mi se ri cór dia of Évo ra, a cha ri ta ble ins ti tu ti on cre a ted in 1499 by ro yal
com mand af ter the blu e print of Lis bon Mi se ri cór dia that spre ad throug hout
Por tu gal and the em pi re (Alme i da, 1993; Bet hen court, 1993: 150-1).4 Its re sour ces

4 Inde ed, one of the best signs of the im por tan ce of the se lo cal ins ti tu ti ons is that they still exist.
They of ten play im por tant ro les as pri va te wel fa re as so ci a ti ons. I owe to the Mi se ri cór dia of Évo -
ra my thanks for let ting me use the ir ines ti ma ble his to ri cal ar chi ve.



in clu ded a si ze a ble amount of rents and rent sha res from her da des, ma inly in the
sur roun ding re gi on. Be ca u se of its he avy and re la ti vely ri gid ex pen di tu re, the
Mi se ri cór dia de pen ded both on the vo lu me of its rents and on the ir sta bi lity. Re cord
bo oks of the di rec ti ve Bo ard keep va lu a ble in for ma ti on about rent ma na ge ment
po licy, every day ne go ti a ti ons and de ci si ons about con tracts; bo ok ke e ping re cords
tell of the ex pec ted and ac tu ally re ce i ved in co mes and of re le vant de ci si ons and
events jot ted down by the clerks.

I was able to use fa irly com ple te se ri es from 1595 to 1850 with only re la ti vely
small gaps. 31 her da des were se lec ted wit hin the re gi on of Évo ra, which en te red the
re ce ipt re cords un til 1650 and kept in un til 1850. The ove rall good qua lity of the
se ri es made it pos si ble to com pu te rent in de xes for the pe ri od 1595-1850.5

Infor ma ti on about ins ti tu ti o nal and con trac tu al ar ran ge ments agre es with late 18th

cen tury wri tings (e.g. Sil ve i ra, 1990: 90-4), with la ter des crip ti ons of tra di ti o nal
usa ges (Pi cão, 1983: 20-3) and with qua li ta ti ve evi den ce col lec ted in re gi o nal
stu di es (Bor ges, 2000: 207-9; Sil bert, 1978: 762-9). The size and re la ti ve dis per si on of 
the of fer sup port the as sump ti on that a lar ge lan dow ner’s par ti cu lar le a sing po licy
could not de vi a te much from mar ket trends, eit her in rent le vels or in con trac tu al
ar ran ge ments.

Economic background: depression, growth and crises

Figure 1 sum ma ri ses trends in the re gi on’s eco no mic and de mo grap hic evo lu ti on
using two main va ri a bles: pri ces of whe at and num ber of bap tisms as a proxy for
po pu la ti on le vel. We can cle arly see the signs of deep re ces si on du ring the 17th

cen tury, ag gra va ted by the in de pen den ce war aga inst Spa in from 1640 to 1668.
Re co very af ter the end of the war and the fol lo wing growth cycle un til the end of
the 1750s dis play an ir re gu lar pat tern of po pu la ti on growth chec ked by suc ces si ve
cri ses pre ci pi ta ted by crop fa i lu res: 1710-12, 1734-37 and the trou bled pe ri od of the
late 1750s and the 1760s. After wards, the re co very of bap tisms ne ver aga in re a ched
the le vel at ta i ned at the peak of the first growth cycle. It sta bi li zed around slightly
lo wer le vels and suf fe red rat her more mo de ra te in dents, even throug hout the
acu te pri ce in cre a ses of the early 19th cen tury. Hou se hold num bers in figure 2
con firm this trend of re la ti vely fast growth in the first half of the 18th cen tury,
fol lo wed by de cre a se and stag na ti on un til the mid-19th cen tury.

Sharp in dents in the bap tism in dex tend to co in ci de with ir re gu lar in cre a ses
in the pri ce of whe at ca u sed by crop fa i lu res, fol lo wed by re co ve ri es through
de cre a sing pri ces, in a typi cal an ci en ré gi me cri sis pat tern that be ca me much
at te nu a ted af ter the 1780s. By con trast, pe ri ods of “good pri ce” for whe at
(gra du ally in cre a sing sta ble pri ces due to growth of de mand, not to crop fa i lu res)
hap pe ned du ring most of the first de ca de the 18th cen tury, from the late 1710s to the
early 30s, from the early 40s to the mid-50s and from the mid-80s to the late 90s. This 

5 See met ho do lo gi cal an nex be low for furt her de ta il.



kind of pri ce in cre a se was as so ci a ted with po pu la ti on growth, and in di ca tes the
best eco no mic con junc tu res for ce re al far ming, with mu tu ally re in for cing runs of
fair crop ye ars, in cre a sing pri ces ob ta i ned by far mers, growth in de mand and in
la bour for ce. Par ti cu larly the pe ri od du ring the 1720s, the 40s and the first half of
the 50s was an aty pi cally long run of fa irly good con di ti ons for the re gi on’s
agri cul tu re. The in ten se po pu la ti on growth in this pe ri od in di ca tes that
sub sis ten ce pro duc ti on was gro wing as well, and des crip ti ve evi den ce sug gests
that this pro ce e ded partly by wi de ning cul ti va ti on of mar gi nal land. This growth
took pla ce lar gely in the city, in towns and in lar ge vil la ges, which in an agra ri an
struc tu re with scar ce al ter na ti ves to farm la bour in di ca tes agra ri an
pro le ta ri a ni za ti on, in some are as cou pled with tex ti le ma nu fac tu re.

Figures 3 and 4 res pec ti vely show pri ces of mut ton and pork re la ti ve to
whe at, and of pork re la ti ve to mut ton. Du ring the pha se of po pu la ti on in cre a se and
ex ten si ve agri cul tu ral growth, re la ti ve pri ces for meat, es pe ci ally for pork, be ca me
more at trac ti ve. On the ot her hand, pig ra i sing may have be co me eco no mi cally
more at trac ti ve than she ep af ter the 1730s and es pe ci ally af ter the 1770s, lin ked not
only to the lo cal mar ket for meat but in cre a singly to wi der mar kets, na mely to
Lis bon (San tos, 1999). In fact, dif fe rent sets of evi den ce con ver ge in po in ting out
that du ring the pha se of po pu la ti on growth, ten si on aro se bet we en dif fe rent land
uses and also around ap pro pri a ti on of land. Pig ra i sing put pres su re on the po o rer
soil are as, whe re the main cat tle fa irs for Lis bon tra ders were held. Her da des,
ac cor ding to lo cal com pla ints da ting from 1758, had for ye ars pro gres si vely been
ta ken over for the ir mon ta dos. The re is also evi den ce of con tra dic tory pres su res in
the same pa ris hes — her da des used pre do mi nantly for pas tu re whi le brush land
had ex ten si vely been put to slash-and-burn rye far ming, fol lo wing the dif fe rent
pri o rity sche du les of lar ge com mer ci al and small sub sis ten ce far ming (San tos,
1987: 37-42). In tho se are as, po pu la ti on ce a sed to grow and be gan to de cli ne much
ear li er, sin ce the first de ca des of the 18th cen tury. The se seem to have been the first
mo ves to wards par ti al subs ti tu ti on of cat tle ra i sing for ce re al far ming which
ac cor ding to late 18th cen tury wri ters was la ter ge ne ra li sed (Jus ti no, 1981: 68).
When de pres si on set in du ring the 1760s and the 70s, ce re al far ming cer ta inly
be ca me less at trac ti ve and more res tric ted to bet ter qua lity so ils, which in turn
res ha ped both the of fer of sub sis ten ce and the de mand for la bour and may have
pre ven ted fas ter po pu la ti on re co very — es pe ci ally as con cen tra ti on of farms had
me anw hi le set in, as we know.

Good pri ces for whe at and for meat du ring the first half of the 18th cen tury
at trac ted in vest ment from ur ban stra ta out si de tra di ti o nal groups of far mers, who
be gan to com pe te for land. Some re cords of so ci al con flict over land ta ke o ver also
show the more well off la vra do res ta king part in this race aga inst the ir less
suc cess ful coun ter parts. On the ot her hand, in the pre sen ce of com pe ti ti ve
de mand, the re len tless rhythm of cri ses cer ta inly exer ted a strong se lec ti ve
pres su re on far mers, li be ra ting re sour ces from bank rupt far mers to be gras ped by
more suc cess ful ones or by new stra ta of com mer ci al far ming in te rests. Gi ven
sig ni fi cant ine qua lity in size of agri cul tu ral en ter pri ses and of we alth of far mers,
cri ses fa vour the lar gest and we alt hi est who can take ad van ta ge of pri ce in cre a ses



ins te ad of be ing ru i ned by them, make more se lec ti ve use of the dif fe rent
pro duc ti ve ca pa ci ti es of the so ils and pro fit from the ruin of less suc cess ful far mers
to cap tu re re le a sed land re sour ces at low pri ces or rents (Abel, 1973: 23-8; Bow den,
1990: 45-6, 77-9; Cam pos Pa la cín, 1984: 99-101, 315-6; Huf ton, 1985: 122-27;
Jac quart, 1984: 653-4; La brous se, 1973: 198-201, 209-26; Me u vret, 1987: 167-9, 185-7,
189-91; Me u vret, 1988: 152; Ro ma no, 1958: 265-76; Wri gley, 1992: 160). This
in ter play of high com mer ci al de mand for land with re cur rent cri ses pro vi des a first
ex pla na tory me cha nism for the con cen tra ti on of lar ge farms in the re gi on. Let us
now look at how the se ten den ci es were sha ped wit hin the le a se mar ket.

Land markets, contracts and risk sharing

We can con si der three ide al types to des cri be in a sche ma tic way the hi e rarchy of
land rent mar kets in the re gi on du ring the an ci en ré gi me. First, the re was a mar ket
for block rents, in which “ge ne ral te nants”, in fact lar ge tra de bu si ness men, bid for
blocks of rents ow ned by gre at, ma inly non-re si dent aris to cra tic hou ses. They then
took the mar ket risk of pla cing each her da de of the lot for le a se to ob ta in a glo bal
pro fit over the rent paid to the ow ners (Mon te i ro, 1998: 311-2; Pe dre i ra, 1995: 376;
Sil bert, 1978: 762-5). The se cond was the le a se for far ming pro per, in which
me di um and lar ge far mers (la vra do res) bid for her da des of fe red by lan dow ners and
“ge ne ral te nants” who ac ted as land lords in this mar ket. The third was a su blet ting
mar ket in which small sha re crop far mers (se a re i ros) bid for pi e ces of land in the
her da des for one ce re al crop only, ge ne rally for go ing any furt her rights. In this last
mar ket, it was the la vra do res who ac ted as small-sca le land lords (Sil bert, 1978:
762-5). The Mi se ri cór dia was al most ex clu si vely po si ti o ned as a land lord in the
se cond type of mar ket. The re fo re it is ma inly the re la ti ons hips bet we en land lord
and te nant in the se cond type that the sour ces un ve il, ar guably the most de ci si ve
ones for the pro blem un der scru tiny. Ho we ver, they also show glimp ses of the third 
type, eit her when the Mi se ri cór dia di rectly in ter ve ned in the sha re crop ping mar ket
as a last re sort, or when its de a lings with te nants car ri ed into the re cords some
in for ma ti on about the lat ter’s su blet ting ar ran ge ments.

To the Mi se ri cór dia, le a sing was pre fe ra ble to sha re crop ping be ca u se it
ge ne ra ted more in co me (sig ni fi cant drops of per ce i ved rent are evi dent when the
Mi se ri cór dia had to let parts of the her da des to sha re crop pers), be ca u se it gua ran te ed
in prin ci ple sa fer and more sta ble in co me by ca pi tal-ow ning la vra do res, and fi nally
be ca u se sha re crop ping held hig her sur ve il lan ce and en for ce ment costs for this
kind of land lord, cha rac te ri sed by the plu ra lity and the ge o grap hi cal dis per si on of
rents. The re is di rect evi den ce of this re a so ning by the di rec ting bo ard of the
Mi se ri cór dia. When in 1664 a sha re crop per cla i med that the eva lu a ti on of the crop
had been exag ge ra ted and de man ded an over se er to su per vi se the thres hing
ope ra ti ons and as sess the amount of gra in, the board pre fer red to come to an
ar ran ge ment with him be ca u se “we know by ex pe ri en ce that to send over se ers to
the her da des amounts to in cre a se the costs in mo ney and the theft of the ir fru its”.
Thus it was only as a last re sort, when the pre vi ous te nant had ter mi na ted or



bre a ched con tract and a new one could not be found, that the Mi ser cór dia got
di rectly in vol ved in sha re crop ping con tracts to avo id zero in co me and to have the
land in good enough con di ti on to en ti ce a te nant the fol lo wing year. When de mand
was weak, such ar ran ge ments might con ti nue for a run of three or four ye ars, but
were re pla ced as soon as a le a se te nant of fe red su i ta ble rent. From the stand po int of 
the te nant, who had more di rect con trol over the her da des that he far med him self,
su blet ting parts of the land to sha re crop pers fa ced lo wer vi gi lan ce and
en for ce ment costs and al lo wed him to ob ta in pro fit with vir tu ally no in vest ment
on po o rer qua lity land, to get his mon ta do cle a ned of un der growth and
un cul ti va ted land fre ed of brush wo od for la ter use at no cost (Bap tis ta, 1980: 357;
Arto la, Ber nal and Con tre ras, 1978: 65-6).

Le a ses were con trac ted for a term of ye ars, mostly four, re la ted to the
du ra ti on of the typi cal ro ta ti on cycle. This short du ra ti on did not pre vent
con si de ra ble sta bi lity of far mers across se ve ral con tracts, in clu ding suc ces si on.
Land lords were ge ne rally not pro ne to evict a te nant who paid well and in time and
ten ded the her da de su i tably. They ge ne rally gave him pre fe ren ce over con ten ders,
alt hough he might have to ac cept a ra i se in rent. Short le a ses al lo wed the land lord
to ra pidly take ad van ta ge of pe ri ods of pros pe rity and ri sing de mand to in cre a se
rents, whi le they had lit tle op por tu nity costs in ye ars of hard ship be ca u se ho we ver
long the con tracts, the te nants would then eit her get rent aba te ments or de noun ce
the con tract and take off wit hout pa ying.

Ge ne ral law in fact fa vou red risk sha ring. Se ven te enth cen tury Orde na ções
that col lec ted the ge ne ral law of the re alm still sanc ti o ned the me di e val norm that
in case of to tal loss of crop for for tu i tous ca u ses not im pu ta ble to the te nant
(in clu ding droughts, flo ods, pla gues and war) rent should be to tally ac quit ted,
un der a ju ri di cal fi gu re known as en cam pa ção. If the re was par ti al loss in ce re al
crops, the far mer should keep seed for the fol lo wing year and de li ver the rest to the
land lord.6 In the ma na ge ment of le a ses by the Mi se ri cór dia this prin ci ple was
ap pli ed so mew hat more fle xibly. Infor mal to le ran ce to rent ar re ars could last for a
few ye ars be fo re the te nant was clas si fi ed as “bad pa yer” and his sta tus next to the
land lord be ca me se ve rely de gra ded. A more for mal rent cre dit de vi ce was the
es pe ra (li te rally: “wait”): at the te nant’s re quest, if the bo ard ack now led ged that he
could not fully sa tisfy the rent in time, it would de fer the pay ment in part or in
who le to a la ter date.

Ho we ver, con tin gent da ma ges could be too high for the far mer to bear even
de la yed pay ment. On the ot her hand, in hard ti mes when the of fer of le a ses was
abun dant it was easy for far mers to move out and quit the ir con tracts. They then
dro ve hard bar ga ins pres sing for re duc ti ons in fu tu re rent. The bo ard on the ot her
hand re sis ted aba ting the con trac tu al rent as far as it could be ca u se such
aba te ments im pe ril led fu tu re in co me, whi le at the same time stri ving to avo id
be ing left with un te nan ted her da des. The short-term com pro mi se, known as qui ta
(li te rally: “ac quit tal”), con sis ted of a co-par ti ci pa ti ve pro ce du re whe reby the fi xed

6 Orde na ções Fi li pi nas, IV, xxvii.



con trac tu al rent was kept but a part was aba ted for that year. Be fo re the har vest, the
te nant re ques ted ac quit tal on con tin gency grounds, of ten thre a te ning to apply for,
or al re ady ar med with a ju di ci al man da te for en cam pa ção. The bo ard then
em po we red agents to over see the sta te of the crops and the ca u ses of the ir fa i lu re.
Ba sed on the ir re port, the bo ard de ci ded on the amount of ac quit tal. Both ac quit tal
grants and re fu ses were re cor ded along with the ir jus ti fi ca ti ons, and
com mu ni ca ted to the ac coun ting clerks. Re fu sals ge ne rally ar gued bad far ming,
e.g. that the te nant had not ade qua tely til led the soil or sown the full ex tent of land
re qui red by tra di ti o nal ro ta ti on. But even jus ti fi ed re fu sals could la ter, un der
pres su re, be over tur ned. The ac quit tal de vi ce ena bled the land lord to keep the
te nant through bad ye ars whi le avo i ding or at le ast de fer ring a more las ting
aba te ment in con trac tu al rent. The ac quit tal was of ten ex pli citly im po sed by the
te nant to ac cept a re ne wal at the end of his con tract, or of fe red by the bo ard as a
bri be to the same ef fect.

As a con se quen ce, eco no mic analy sis of le a se rent must con si der two
va ri a bles: no mi nal rent sti pu la ted in the con tract and fi xed for a num ber of ye ars,
and ef fec ti ve rent ac tu ally per ce i ved by the land lord, sub trac ted of the ac quit tals
and the un pa id rent due to en cam pa ção or to the te nant ta king off wit hout pa ying.
The dif fe ren ce be fo re the two is a di rect short-term in di ca tor of risk sha ring by the
land lord.

The evolution of rent and risk sharing

Figure 5 shows the evo lu ti on of both no mi nal and ef fec ti ve rent in de xes in 5-year
mo bi le ave ra ges. Ge ne ral trends are cle ar. From very high le vels of rent at the end
of the 16th cen tury be fo re the de pres si on set in, the 17th cen tury wit nes sed a ge ne ral
down ward slo pe that would only be in ver ted du ring the 1680s. All along this
de pres si ve tra jec tory, risk sha ring by the land lord was as its hig hest, an ti ci pa ting
and de e pe ning the falls in con trac tu al rent. The Mi se ri cór dia tri ed as it could to keep
the rent le vels, but for lack of al ter na ti ve to an im po ve ris hed de mand du ring
ter ribly hard ti mes, not only had to ac cept con tracts for ever lo wer rents, but also
had to take in a lar ge sha re of the agri cul tu ral risk. Rent le vels took off some time
af ter the end of the in de pen den ce war as the eco no mic fa bric be gan to re co ver, and
af ter a sharp bre ak du ring the cri sis cen tred in 1711, they grew to a se cu lar
ma xi mum by the se cond half of the 1720s, some 20% be low what they had been at
the end of the 16th cen tury. Rent fell aga in du ring the cri sis of the mid-30s, not as
deep as be fo re and with less co-par ti ci pa ti on in risk. Stag na ted un til the be gin ning
of the 1750s, it aga in grew at a fast pace du ring the first half of the de ca de but be low
the le vel of the 20s, and was cut down by the cri sis of the end of the 50s and by the
cri sis-rid den de pres si on of the 60s and the 70s. Although risk sha ring in cre a sed
du ring this cri ti cal pe ri od, it re ma i ned well be low past le vels du ring com pa ra ble
drops in rent. Sub se quent re co very and down turn bet we en the mid-70s and the
mid-90s, stag na ti on to 1810 and the mo de ra te si nu ous as cent to the end of the
pe ri od, only slightly dis tur bed by the cri sis of the early 1820s, all have in com mon



the wa ning of risk sha ring to vir tu al ex tinc ti on, in spi te of har vest cri ses, and the
re mar ka ble sta bi li sa ti on of rent os cil la ti ons re la ti ve to tho se ob ser ved in the past.

Figures 6 and 7 plot the evo lu ti on of ef fec ti ve rent aga inst two of its main
the o re ti cal de ter mi nants, whe at pri ces and po pu la ti on. Gi ven the as so ci a ti on of
most whe at pri ce in cre a ses with har vest cri ses, and of the se to de mo grap hic cri ses
and to rent drops, it is no won der that the re la ti ons hips of ef fec ti ve rent with whe at
pri ces and with bap tisms are roughly symme tri cal. For most of the pe ri od, rent
drops when pri ces rise, dra wing a lo zen ge pat tern, and it ri ses pa ral lel to the
bap tism in dex, eit her si mul ta ne ously or af ter a few ye ars’ lag. Pre dic tably,
agri cul tu ral cri ses ca u sed both sharp pri ce in cre a ses and dif fi cul ti es in rent
col lec ting, and po pu la ti on in cre a ses fa vou red rent eit her di rectly by in cre a sing the
num ber of com pe ting far mers, or in di rectly be ca u se lo wer la bour costs in cre a sed
far ming pro fits and the re fo re the wil ling ness to of fer rent.

But the re ally in te res ting fe a tu re in both charts is the re la ti ve de cou pling of
rent evo lu ti on from both ot her va ri a bles in the cour se of the 18th cen tury. Rent
sta bi li sed at a com pa ra ti vely mo dest le vel, as we have seen, be co ming less elas tic to 
chan ges in both pri ces and po pu la ti on. It is es pe ci ally re mar ka ble that sin ce af ter
the cri sis of the mid-1730s, the ef fect of po pu la ti on growth on rent le vels all but
di sap pe a red, and in the 19th cen tury rent could pass al most uns cat hed through
sharp pri ce pe aks. Whi le evi den ce of good ce re al and cat tle pri ces and ex ten si ve
cul ti va ti on growth un til the late 1750s would lead one to ex pect pro por ti o nal
in cre a ses in land rent, the de cou pling bet we en rent and po pu la ti on growth af ter
the 1730s sig nals that much less of po pu la ti on in cre a se tur ned to ef fec ti ve de mand
for le a ses.

We must re call that pro fit op por tu ni ti es had at trac ted ur ban and tra de-ba sed
ca pi tal into the le a se mar ket, that com bi ned with lar ge far mers to out bid less
suc cess ful far mers. The re la ti ve de cre a se and la ter wa ning of ac quit tals sug gests
that the se qua li ta ti ve shifts in de mand ena bled the Mi se ri cór dia to pro gres si vely
trans fer hig her pro por ti ons of risk onto te nants. Such a move would the o re ti cally
re qui re a hig her sta tus ben chmark for its se lec ti on of te nants, res tric ting ef fec ti ve
de mand to the we alt hi er and/or more cre di ted among can di da tes and furt her
put ting the lid on the less suc cess ful ones, a pro cess that the de pres si on of the
1760s-70s re in for ced to the po int that the 1811-12 cri sis al re ady led to vir tu ally no
rent ac quit tals.

Risk management and selection of tenants

For a land lord like the Mi se ri cór dia, who as we saw de pen ded on this va ri a ble
in co me to meet lar ge and re la ti vely ri gid com mit ments, in co me sta bi lity was no
less im por tant than ave ra ge in co me le vel. In 1650 the re was a do cu men ted ins tan ce 
of the bo ard’s need to cut down alm sgi ving “be ca u se of the ste ri lity of the year and
of the gre at qui tas and es pe ras that of need were gran ted to the far mers”. So whi le
pri ma rily strug gling to keep the her da des on le a se through ha zar dous ti mes, with
the con se quent risk sha ring con ces si ons ex pla i ned abo ve, the bo ard also stri ved to



keep its in co me as sta ble as the con di ti ons al lo wed. Du ring the 17th cen tury
eco no mic and de mo grap hic de pres si on the re was no al ter na ti ve to al most
per ma nent ac quit tals that in the wor se ye ars re a ched sig ni fi cant pro por ti ons of the
ex pec ted in co me. Even this could not pre vent fre quent far mer bank rupt ci es,
va cant her da des let in sha re crop ping, and me di um and long-term fall not only in
ef fec ti ve but in no mi nal rent as well.

But as soon as the war wounds be gan to heal, the bo ard be gan to de ve lop a
more de fen si ve stra tegy to ward risk. In 1683 one very sig ni fi cant sign was
re cor ded, when the bo ard for went a rent in cre a se in one her da de to keep a far mer
who was re cog ni sed a “good pa yer” sta tus, ba sed on pre vi ous ex pe ri en ce. The
more sig ni fi cant fe a tu re is that rent se cu rity was re in for ced by a con trac tu al cla u se
that was to be co me in fa mous in agra ri an li te ra tu re a cen tury la ter: the amount of
rent was set “wit hout any qui ta or vis ta [‘over se e ing to as sess crop los ses’] or
es pe ra”. That is, the bo ard ex pli citly ac cep ted an op por tu nity cost, in the case 10% of 
the of fe red rent, as “in su ran ce fee” to shirk all risk to the far mer. As we will see, this
tra de-off prin ci ple may have led furt her than the Mi se ri cór dia an ti ci pa ted, but it
was a de fi ni te ele ment of its ra ti o na lity.

In this first case, the far mer’s sta tus was as ses sed by the land lord’s di rect
ex pe ri en ce of his past per for man ce. The so ci al ca pi tal mo bi li sed in the re la ti ons hip
was wholly en do ge nous. But new re qui re ments be gan be ing ad ded in a syste ma tic
way. In 1691, af ter a se ri es of com pe ti ti ve bids for one her da de, the bo ard ac cep ted
the hig hest bid but “be ca u se we doub ted [the bid der’s] we alth, it was de cla red to
him that if he finds fi an ça [third party war ranty] that sa tis fi es the bo ard we will pass 
his con tract”; and so he did. The same oc cur red in ot her ca ses, and as in one
ins tan ce, in 1696, the hig her bid der could not pro vi de the war ranty the bo ard
re qui red “be ca u se he is not rich”, the her da de was let to anot her can di da te. The
do mi nant mar ket sta tus at tri bu tes be gan to be the can di da tes’ we alth and the
col la te rals that they could mo bi li se through the ir per so nal net works. Re le vant
so ci al ca pi tal be ca me more exo ge nous to the re la ti ons hip with the Mi se ri cór dia and
more de pen dent on so ci al re la ti ons hips to we althy third par ti es, and se lec ti on of
te nants be ca me hars her. In 1699 the bo ard dryly de ci ded, wit hout pro vi ding a
jus ti fi ca ti on, that “no ac quit tal is gran ted to the far mers of the Casa [da Mi se ri cór dia]
in spi te of the over se e ing [re ports]”. Du ring the first de ca de of the 18th cen tury,
ac quit tals were gran ted much more spa ringly. Then the vi o lent cri sis cen tred in
1711 put a sud den halt to the se ef forts, and du ring the re co very pe ri od that
fol lo wed up to the end of the 1720s the is sue was not ra i sed afresh. Only du ring the
cri ses and de pres si on of the 1760s-70s the is sue was aga in ra i sed with re dou bled
emp ha sis. Le a sing de ci si ons from the early 60s re cur rently stress the we alth of the
far mers and the need for third party war ran ti es as de ter mi nant cri te ria. In 1770 the
prin ci ple was cle arly ar ti cu la ted and ge ne ra li sed: “We have de ter mi ned that no
le a sing con tract shall be sig ned for any her da de wit hout a war ran tor, be ca u se of the
many bank rupt ci es that usu ally oc cur”. In this de ter mi na ti on we find the ex pli cit
re la ti ons hip bet we en the for mal re qui re ment for exo ge nous so ci al ca pi tal and the
de te ri o ra ti on of en do ge nous so ci al ca pi tal ba sed on pre vi ous per for man ce for
as ses sing the far mers’ mar ket sta tus, af ter the se ve ral rounds of cri ses in 1710-12,



1734-37, 1759-60, and la ter the pri ce ins ta bi lity du ring the 60s and 70s. Per so nal
we alth and exo ge nous so ci al ca pi tal took the up per role in de fi ning who had ac cess 
to le a ses.

As a con se quen ce of this pro gres si ve se lec ti on of te nants, ac quit tals lost
we ight in the cour se of the 18th cen tury. Even in the most cri ti cal pha se, in the 60s
and 70s, the ir re la ti ve mag ni tu de was much smal ler than in the 17th cen tury
cri ses and in the gre at cri sis that pe a ked in 1711. In the vi o lent cri sis that
cul mi na ted in 1812 the re were al most none. And when in 1849 six re quests for
ac quit tal were sub mit ted, Mi se ri cór dia‘s law yers dis mis sed them ou tright
be ca u se “the far mers had re noun ced [in the le a sing con tracts] the be ne fit of
for tu i tous events”. Along the pro cess, the land lord had achi e ved to com ple tely
trans fer risk onto the te nants.

Fi gu re 8 plots by de ca de three in di ca tors of risk to the land lord: the
per cen ta ge of far mers le a ving the ir con tracts, the num ber of her da des let by the
Mi se ri cór dia in sha re crop ping, and the ave ra ge per cen ta ge of no mi nal rent that was
ac quit ted. It ma kes qui te cle ar the high cor re la ti on bet we en the three in di ca tors,7

the ap pe a se ment of risk that be gun to be achi e ved in 1690-1710, dis rup ted by the
cri sis of 1710-12, and the pro gres si ve trans fer of risk to the far mers from the very
high le vel of ac quit tals pre va lent in the 17th cen tury to the mo de ra te le vels of the
18th, even in the dar kest ye ars of 1760s-70s. Fi gu re 9 shows a com po si te in dex of the
same three in di ca tors along with the ave ra ge le vel of ef fec ti ve rent and its va ri a ti on
co ef fi ci ent over each de ca de. It de mons tra tes that the fi nal eco no mic re sult was a
tra de-off of ef fec ti ve rent for rent sta bi lity and risk trans fer to the far mers, and that
the slo pe of the de cli ne in rent (which in ef fect star ted a mo de ra te re co very sin ce the 
1780s) was less pro noun ced than tho se of the de cli ne of ins ta bi lity and of the
de cli ne in risk to the land lord. In this sen se, the po licy se ems to have paid off. It is
li kely, ho we ver, that the tra de-off was an unin ten ded con se quen ce of the stra tegy
to re du ce risk and ins ta bi lity, which through the hars her se lec ti on of te nants
res tric ted ef fec ti ve de mand to a stra tum of hig her mar ket sta tus far mers who
in cre men tally out bid smal ler, po o rer and less suc cess ful com pe ti tors and
con cen tra ted farms to the ex tent shown abo ve. The ir bids did not trans la te to
hig her le vels of rent be ca u se the ir chi ef com pa ra ti ve ad van ta ge, a risk-re du cing
sta tus, was most ef fec ti ve in the se lec ti ve pro cess du ring the har der ti mes, as
po o rer far mers went bank rupt and rents sank lo west. Gra du ally, as re co very
pe ri ods took off af ter cri ses, they had less and less com pe ti tors be ca u se land lord
po licy shut off de-ca pi ta li sed for mer te nants from ef fec ti ve com pe ti ti on. Thus
this smal ler group of lar ge te nants was able to a lar ge ex tent to fen ce off the
bo ard’s ex pres sed in ten ti ons to try and in cre a se rents.

7 Cor re la ti ons ran ge bet we en 0,6 (sig ni fi cant at the 0,01 le vel) and 0,73 (sig ni fi cant at the 0,001 le -
vel).



Conclusions: crises, lease market and social change

In an agri cul tu ral eco nomy sha ped by high risk and re cur rent cri ses, the pro cess of
land con cen tra ti on that par ti ally res ha ped the re gi o nal agra ri an struc tu re du ring
the 18th cen tury can be ex pla i ned by the in te rac ti on of three main so ci al
me cha nisms.

The first was the in cre a se in de mand for land du ring the eco no mic and
de mo grap hic re co very that fol lo wed the dra ma tic de pres si on of the 17th cen tury.
Du ring the last de ca de of the 17th and the first half of the 18th cen tury, ri sing
agri cul tu ral pri ces fa vou red de mand for le a ses from far mers and from sec tors of
ur ban tra ders se e king to take ad van ta ge of agri cul tu ral bu si ness op por tu ni ti es.

The se cond me cha nism was the se lec ti ve ef fect of re pe a ted cri ses, who se
asy mme tri cal ef fects ite ra ti vely fa vou red the we alt hi er and more re si li ent far mers
and the new ur ban-ba sed de mand, whi le at the same time they made the land lord
ever more sen si ti ve to risk be ca u se of re cur rent te nant bank rupt ci es and rent
ins ta bi lity.

The third me cha nism, cen tral to this pa per, was the ef fect of the land lord’s
stra tegy to avo id rent ins ta bi lity and risk sha ring. The the o re ti cal mo dels adap ted
from Po dolny and Ga las si and put to work to get her pro ved ef fec ti ve in ex plo ring
this lat ter me cha nism. As it tri ed to shirk the risk im po sed by the co-par ti ci pa ti ve
le a sing system, the Mi se ri cór dia had to se lect su i ta ble far mers with the ne ces sary
eco no mic and so ci al ca pi tals to sus ta in an ef fec ti ve fi xed-rent system by ta king on
all agri cul tu ral risk. This led the land lord to re de fi ne the ba sis for its as sess ment of
the mar ket sta tus of the can di da te te nants, emp ha si sing a com bi na ti on of we alth
and cre dit ex pres sed in third party war ranty. The ul ti ma te re sult of this shift in
sta tus re qui re ments was to res trict ef fec ti ve de mand for land and to ob ta in risk
re duc ti on and rent sta bi lity at, as an unan ti ci pa ted con se quen ce, a tra de-off in rent
le vel.

The de-ins ti tu ti o na li sa ti on of co-par ti ci pa ti ve ar ran ge ments in the
ma na ge ment of le a se con tracts, le a ding to in cre a sed se lec ti on of far mers and
con cen tra ti on of land re sour ces, pro ved to be very class-ef fi ci ent (Bha du ri, 1991:
55-6) not only in the sen se of short term dis tri bu ti ve con se quen ces but also in the
de e per so ci o lo gi cal sen se of class for ma ti on and dif fe ren ti a ti on of an agra ri an eli te.
The win ning stra tum of we althy far mers at the end of the pro cess was able to
cap tu re a frac ti on of the pro du ce that for merly was chan nel led to land-rent, as well
as to take ad van ta ge of the ava i la bi lity of land less la bour, and very pro bably of the
trans fer of a part of the pre vi ous de mand for farms into the sha re crop ping mar ket
whe re they ac ted as land lords (Ber nal and Dra in, 1975: 23, 83-8; Gi or get ti, 1974:
204-7; Suau Puig, 1991: 123-7). This same group for med the ba sis of the new
agra ri an bour ge o i sie who in ves ted the ac cu mu la ted ca pi tal in ac qui ring land
pro perty, first in emphyte u sis (Fon se ca, 1990: 120-1; San tos, 2003: 332-6) and la ter,
ta king ad van ta ge of the sell of Crown pro perty in the early 19th cen tury and of
li be ral land re form, in full pro perty (Fon se ca and San tos, 2001: 66-80; Sil ve i ra,
1988), and be ca me the le a ding part of the lan ded eli te in the mo dern la ti fun di um
agra ri an class struc tu re (Fon se ca, 1996: 171-431). The de mand for hig her le vels of



eco no mic and so ci al ca pi tals made the con cen tra ti on pro cess vir tu ally ir re ver si ble,
shif ting the so ci al struc tu re from the re la ti ve so ci al ca pil la rity pat tern bet we en
sha re crop pers and far mers de pic ted by Sil bert (1978: 57-75) to that of ri gid so ci al
stra ti fi ca ti on des cri bed by Cu ti le i ro (1971), in cre a sing and con so li da ting a ru ral
pro le ta ri at and semi-pro le ta ri at that pro vi ded the wage la bour and the
sha re crop ping rent for the re pro duc ti on of the mo dern la ti fun di um eco nomy.

Annexes

Met ho do lo gi cal an nex

Rents

From the se lec ted 31 her da des, 16 have re cords sin ce 1595, and the re ma i ning 15
en te red the bo oks gra du ally un til 1650. From then on, only oc ca si o nal gaps in the
do cu ment se ri es ca u se the num ber of her da des to be be low the to tal in a few ye ars.
The only syste ma tic gap is bet we en 1701 and 1709, for which I could not spot the
most im por tant se ri es of bo oks and the num ber of ob ser ved her da des drops to two
in 1703 and 1704, and to ten in the re ma i ning ye ars. This un for tu na te gap ma kes
data for tho se nine ye ars very un re li a ble.8 Apart from this, I could use a mi ni mum
of 23 her da des and for al most all ye ars the com ple te set of 31.

The se ri es were ope ra ti o na li zed by con ver ting rents in kind (whe at, bar ley
and/or rye) to the ir mo ney va lue using ce re al pri ces for the year (the re fe ren ce
pri ce of Au gust), and then de fla ting the se mo ne tary va lu es and the rents in mo ney
into the ir equi va lent in whe at bus hels, aga in at the ye ar’s pri ce. I then used the
ave ra ge no mi nal rent of the 20 ye ars 1670-1689 as base 100 and com pu ted an in dex
for all ye ars of the se ri es. The ag gre ga te rent in dex for each year is the sim ple
ave ra ge of the in de xes of all her da des pre sent in that year.

Accor ding to the de fi ni ti ons, the se in de xes were com pu ted both for no mi nal
rent (i.e. the one sti pu la ted in the con tract) and for ef fec ti ve rent (i.e. the amount
ef fec ti vely paid net of aba te ments aut ho ri sed by the bo ard, or 0 if the her da de had
not been oc cu pi ed or the far mer had fled wit hout pa ying the rent as it hap pens in a
few ca ses; rents in debt and es pe ras, ho we ver, were not dis coun ted as they were
ge ne rally paid la ter and it would have been prac ti cally im pos si ble to re cre a te the
ex ha us ti ve ac coun ting of ar re ars). The in dex of ef fec ti ve rent is com pu ted over the
base 100 of no mi nal rent.

Risk

The in di ca tors of risk to the land lord are coun ted across each de ca de, ex cept for the
ini ti al six-year pe ri od 1595-1600.

8 Which is why in the fi gu res the li nes using data for 1701-1709 are pit ched dif fe rently.



— Per cen ta ge of far mers le a ving counts the num ber of oc cur ren ces (one
oc cur ren ce is one pair [her da de, year]) in which the te nant is not the same as
in the pre vi ous year, or in which the re is no te nant. The per cen ta ge is over the
to tal of ob ser ved oc cur ren ces wit hin the de ca de.

— Num ber of her da des in sha re crop ping counts the per cen ta ge of oc cur ren ces in
which the her da de was not on le a se but was let by the Mi se ri cór dia to one or
more sha re crop pers.

— Ave ra ge per cen ta ge of ac quit tals is the de ca de’s ave ra ge of ye arly ac quit tals as a
per cen ta ge of no mi nal rent.

The in dex of risk to the land lord is the we igh ted ave ra ge of the three in di ca tors, in
which in di ca tor 1 is we igh ted by 1 and in di ca tors 2 and 3 are we igh ted by 2.

Prices

Whe at pri ces use the ye ar’s pri ce of the re fe ren ce month of Au gust, the month in
which rents in kind were paid, and that ser ved at the time as the re fe ren ce pri ce of
the year for all kinds of eco no mic ope ra ti ons. The main se ri es of the Com mon
Gra nary and the Ter re i ro Pú bli co of Évo ra were pu blis hed by Vi to ri no Ma ga lhães
Go di nho (1955, 1970) and I com ple ted the gaps using the pri ces of li qui da ti ons of
rents in kind and of whe at sa les at the Mi se ri cór dia, as well as re gres si on es ti ma tes
on the pri ces of the bar ley and rye for the ye ars with no data (San tos, 2003: 69-77).

Meat (mut ton and pork) pri ces were col lec ted from the mu ni ci pal
go vern ment’s re cords (San tos, 2003: 110-1, 135-7).

Baptisms

Bap tisms were col lec ted from pa rish re cords of se lec ted 15 ru ral pa ris hes. To
cor rect for gaps, an in dex se ri es on the ave ra ge of the pe ri od 1675-1700=100 was
es ta blis hed con trol ling for all oc cur ring gaps (San tos, 2003: 160-1).

Households

Num bers of hou se holds for the 18th and 19th cen tury were col lec ted from se ve ral
po pu la ti on and hou se hold counts. The sums in clu de only the pa ris hes for which
the re are com ple te data for the who le pe ri od, or for which re li a ble es ti ma tes could
be made. Only a small num ber of pa ris hes are mis sing (San tos, 2003: 162-81).



Empirical annex

Figure 1 Whe at pri ces and bap tisms, 1595-1850

Note: bap tisms in dex, base ave ra ge 1675-1700 = 100. 5 ye ars mo bi le ave ra ges and va ri a ti on co ef fi ci ent.

Sour ce: San tos (2003).

Figure 2 Num ber of hou se holds in the re gi on of Évo ra, 1720-1856

Sour ce: San tos (2003).



Figure 3 Meat pri ces

Note: in dex, whe at pri ce=100.

Sour ce: San tos (2003).

Figure 4 Pork pri ces

Note: in dex, mut ton pri ce=100 co ef fi ci ent.

Sour ce: San tos (2003).



Figure 5 No mi nal and ef fec ti ve rents, 1595-1850

Note: inde xes, base ave ra ge no mi nal 1670-1689=100. 5 year mo ving ave ra ges.

Sour ce: San tos (2003).

Figure 6 Effec ti ve rent and whe at pri ces, 1595-1850

Note: effec ti ve rent in dex, base ave ra ge no mi nal rent 1670-1689=100. 5 year mo ving ave ra ges.

Sour ce: San tos (2003).



Figure 7 Effec ti ve rent and bap tisms, 1595-1850

Note: inde xes, ba ses ave ra ge no mi nal 1670-1689=100 (ef fec ti ve rent) 1675-1700=100 (bap tisms).

Sour ce: San tos (2003).

Figure 8 Indi ca tors of risk to the land lord, 1595-1600 to 1841-1850

Sour ce: San tos (2003).
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Resumo/ Abstract/ Résumé/ Resumen

So ci o lo gia eco nó mi ca do la ti fún dio mo der no: instituições económicas e
mudança social no Sul de Portugal, séculos XVII a XIX

A estrutura social agrária correntemente conhecida como latifúndio, prevalecente no
Alentejo até à segunda metade do século XX, foi um traço estrutural fundamental da
formação da sociedade portuguesa contemporânea. Este artigo usa um quadro teórico de 
sociologia económica, em conjunto com dados empíricos da região de Évora entre finais
do século XVI e meados do século XIX, para revelar os mecanismos sociais que explicam
a sociogénese do latifúndio moderno.

Palavras-chave Estrutura agrária, contratos agrários, partilha de risco, status de
mercado.

Economic sociology of the modern latifundium: economic institutions and
social change in Southern Portugal 17th-19th centuries

The agrarian social structure currently known as latifundium that prevailed in the
southern Portuguese of Alentejo well into the second half of the 20th century was an
important structural feature in the shaping of contemporary Portuguese society. This
article combines an economic sociology theoretical framework with empirical evidence
from the region of Évora, from the late 16th to the mid-18th century, to highlight the social 
mechanisms explaining the sociogenesis of the modern latifundium.

Key-words Agrarian structure, agrarian contracts, risk-sharing, market status.

Sociologie économique du latifundium moderne: institutions économiques et 
changement social au Sul du Portugal, 17e-19e siècles

La structure sociale agraire couramment nommée latifundium, qui était dominante dans
la province méridionale portugaise de l’Alentejo jusqu’à la deuxième moitié du XXème
siècle, a été un trait structurel fondamental dans la formation de la société portugaise



contemporaine. Cet article met en rapport un cadre théorique de la sociologie
économique et des donnés empiriques sur la région de Évora dès la fin du XVIème
jusqu’à la première moitié du XIXème siècle, pour déceler les mécanismes sociaux qui
expliquent la sociogenèse du latifundium moderne.

Mots-clé Structure agraire, contrats agraires, partage du risque, status de marché.

Sociología económica del latifundio moderno: instituciones económicas e
cambio social en el Sur de Portugal, siglos XVII-XIX

La estructura social agraria generalmente llamada latifundio, que era dominante en la
región meridional portuguesa de Alentejo hasta la segunda mitad del siglo XX,
constituyó un rasgo estructural fundamental en la formación de la sociedad portuguesa
contemporánea. Este artículo usa un marco teórico de sociología económica y datos
empíricos de la región de Évora desde el final del siglo XVI hasta mediados del siglo XIX 
para revelar los mecanismos económicos explicativos de la sociogénesis del latifundio
moderno.

Palabras-clave Estructura agraria, contractos agrarios, coparticipación del riesgo, status 
de mercado.


