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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract: In the 19th century there was a great demand in Europe and America for agricultural products 
such as abaca, sugar, tobacco, coconut oil, coffee, cacao and indigo. These were raw materials needed for 
the manufacture of food, clothing, textile, beverages, cigars and cigarettes, and many other necessities 
brought about by the Industrial Revolution. However, Spain lagged behind in the development of 
Philippine agriculture. In the previous two and a half centuries its principal economic interest was the 
shipment of luxurious Asian merchandise to Mexico across the Pacific Ocean by means of galleons. 
However, there were already in the 19th century a few publications on the general state of agriculture in 
the country, primers on the cultivation of specific crops such as cotton, tobacco, cacao and coffee, 
manuals for surveyors, simple and practical handbooks for owners of rural estates, prospects on the 
benefits of cultivating certain crops, among others. The paper aims to make a review of a selection of 
these 19th century publications in the context of their relevance to the period, their possible effect in 
influencing government policy and their concurrence with nationalist aspirations for the development of 
agriculture as a means to uplift the poverty of the people in the countryside who made up the majority of 
the population in 19th century Philippines. 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Introduction: The Galleon Trade Legacy 

From the late 16th up to the first quarter of the 19th century an external-looking economy defined 
colonial life in the Philippines. Trade was with Mexico, one of two Spanish viceroyalties across 
the Pacific Ocean in America. Trade items consisted of luxurious merchandise coming from 
Fujian in China, Nagasaki in Japan, Bengal and Cochin in India and Portuguese Macao such as 
textile like silk, velvet, damask, satin, taffeta, brocade and cotton; precious gems like rubies, 
sapphires and crystals; household furnishings like bed ornaments, hangings, coverlets, 
tapestries, tablecloths, cushions and carpets; fine manufactures like decorated screens, cutlery, 
armour, spears, swords, writing cases, boxes and many more. Spanish wooden ships called 
galleons transported the merchandise to Mexico. The galleon left Manila in early June and 
arrived in Acapulco in Mexico in December. After the galleon had been repaired and provisioned 
for the return journey, it left Acapulco in the last week of February or early March to be able to 
arrive in Manila in late May. (Schurz, 1959, 221-283) 

The only participation of Filipinos in the Manila-Acapulco trade was in the construction of 
galleons. Filipinos provided the manpower to cut timber in the mountain regions of Luzon. 
(Picornell, 2012, 41-45) Shipyards employed Filipinos to build the ships under the guidance of 
Spanish shipwrights. (Bolunia, 2012, 84) Since galleon construction was labour-intensive, the 
colonial government placed Filipinos under the most rigorous draft labour program. Cutting 
timber in the mountains and deployment in shipyards took from three to six months. In the 
meantime, there were almost always no menfolk to plant much less to harvest crops.  

2. 19th Century Liberal Foreign Commerce 

The exclusive trade between Manila and Acapulco (Mexico) was abolished in 1815. The principal 
reason for its abolition was the revolutionary war for independence which broke out in Mexico 
in the first decade of the 19th century. Led by the priest Miguel Hidalgo, the revolution spread 
to many parts provinces, cities and towns. The uncertainty of the times discouraged the Manila 
merchants from continuing the trade. The last galleon to leave Manila for Acapulco was the 
“Magallanes.” It left Manila in 1815 and returned two years later. (Viana, 2015). 

The outward orientation of the Philippine colonial economy continued in the 19th century. With 
the abolition of the Manila-Acapulco trade, Spain liberalized Philippine foreign commerce. At 
first, some Asians and Europeans were permitted to trade with Manila under their own flags and 
bottoms. In 1834 Manila was formally opened to world commerce. (Campbell, 1993, 3) 
European and American merchants brought to the Philippines the products of the Industrial 
Revolution. (Legarda, 1999) They included products that came to adorn many houses in Manila 
such as glass lampshades, crystal wares, flower vases, picture frames, table clocks, crystal 
chandeliers, table lamps, and pianos and goods of common utility such as knives, forks, razors, 
writing paper, sealing wax, tumbles, goblets, locks, hinges, nails, sewing thread, beads, fans, 
pomades, lotions, pocket watches, eye glasses, fish hooks, drills, chisels, saws, barometers, 
bottles, iron safes, padlocks, candlesticks, lanterns, perfumed soaps, pencils, keys, and 
brushes.(Diaz Arenas, 1979, 69). 

The cultivation of crops geared towards export was pursued. Such crops included abaca, sugar, 
tobacco, coconut oil, coffee, cacao and indigo. (d’Alencon, 1986, 8) These were crops that were 
in great demand in the factories of Europe and America brought about as a result of the 
Industrial Revolution. Entire provinces and even regions began to be placed for the cultivation 
of these crops. (Diaz Arenas, 45-54) And since these crops were easily sold and thus converted 
to cash, they came to be popularly called “cash crops.” 
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The colonial government propped up the liberal foreign economy. It engaged in a public works 
infrastructure development program designed to hasten the transport of the country's export 
crops from the provinces to Manila. It opened additional ports in the provinces. (Legarda, 1999, 
110-111) It built auxiliary shipyards along the north western coast of Luzon where about six 
hundred thirty-six ships of various designs and makes were constructed. (Cavada, 1876, 379) It 
set up telegraph stations in nearly the whole of Luzon to connect the provinces with Manila. 
(Guia oficial, 1878, 122-125) In the Visayas and Mindanao where no telegraphic lines were 
established, it began two lines of inter-island mail ships to assure regular communication with 
Manila. It mapped out new roadways linking towns and provinces. It constructed a railway 
starting in Manila going north with an aggregate total of 1,730 kilometers that shortened 
travelling time and conveniently connected Manila to the four major rice and sugar- producing 
provinces in Luzon. (Cushner, 1971, 207) Wharves, lighthouses and bridges were constructed. 

An equally important incentive for the promotion of crop cultivation for export purposes was 
the publication of books on scientific farming. As early as the 18th century, scientific farming was 
already given attention by the Real Sociedad Economica de Amigos del Pais. Founded in 1781, 
the Society encouraged the development of agriculture by offering prizes to those who excelled 
in the cultivation of cotton, spices, sugar and silk. The Society also promoted the opening of 
mines, the invention of useful things and general excellence in the arts and sciences. (Benitez, 
1969, 189) Actually, the call for the development of agriculture was made earlier on February 
10, 1765 by the country’s royal fiscal, Francisco Leandro de Viana. He wrote a lengthy memorial 
entitled "Demonstration of the deplorably wretched state of the Philippine Islands." In his 
memorial, De Viana proposed a dynamic program to pursue the development of the colony's 
agriculture. He said that various provinces were already engaged in the cultivation of several 
basic crops like cinnamon, abaca, sugar, cotton and flax. (Viana, 1765, 200-201) 

In the 19th century more publications appeared on the general state of agriculture in the country, 
primers on cultivation, manuals for surveyors, simple and practical handbooks for owners of 
rural estates, prospects on the benefits of cultivating certain crops. Primary among the 
Spaniards was the idea of extracting some remunerative advantages through the successful 
development of agriculture in the country. And the first step in realizing this goal was by 
familiarizing themselves with the natural resources of the Philippines which in the previous two 
hundred years they never did, or at least not as avidly, as their attention was solely occupied by 
the trans-shipment of Chinese goods and other Orientalia to Mexico. Following the example of 
the Americans and the Europeans, the Spaniards came to realize that there was money to earn 
outside of the usual tax collections through the cultivation of cash crops.  

Hence, the literature of the 19th century is marked by a number of works on agriculture and 
agricultural production. La agricultura en Filipinas by Zoilo Espejo described the general state of 
agriculture in the country but in his Cartilla de agricultura en cinco lecciones para el sencillo 
labrador filipino he provided a general primer that he deemed useful for Filipino farmers. In 
1876 Felipe Maria de Govantes, a former finance superintendent in the colonial government, 
wrote a book entitled Estudio para un proyecto sencillo de reglamento de agricultura preciso en 
Filipinas. The main thesis of the book was to recommend the formulation of rules and 
regulations to govern agriculture in the country. In his prologue, the author set the tone in 
writing the book. He cited the importance of agriculture so much so that it requires the 
protection of the government and the assistance of science. He starts by placing the governor 
general as the principal protector of the development of agriculture in the Philippines. Vigilance 
over the interests of agriculture was to be in the following order: two directors of agriculture 
who must be professors with academic titles, chiefs of provinces or districts who shall be 
subordinate under the two directors of agriculture, inspectors of mountains and development 
of provinces who must also be agriculturists, the caretakers of the fields and then the town 
mayors. He proposed the establishment of a Bureau of Agriculture with the principal objective 
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of teaching, directing and stimulating, in theory and in practice, the development of agriculture 
in the Philippines. It shall propose and review with great care the measure for improving and 
increasing agricultural production, to improve the moral and physical condition of Filipinos who 
perform agricultural work, to look for protective measures for farmers through the 
establishment of mutual associations and agricultural banks and making available to farmers low 
mortgages. It shall avoid obstacles hindering the progress of agriculture. 

Another set of publications addressed the needs of cash crop agriculture which was on how to 
improve agricultural production for the purpose of increasing the yield. Such is the idea behind 
Memoria sobre el beneficio de abacá a maquina by Abelardo Cuesta y Cardenal, Informe sobre 
la aclimatación de la pimienta en la isla de Balabac by Francisco Gainza, Memoria sobre un 
insecto enemigo de los cafetos by Domingo Sánchez y Sánchez, Memoria sobre el cultivo, 
industria y comercio de algodón en Filipinas by José Martin Martínez, Tratado teórico práctica 
elemental para criar los gusanos de seda y verificar la plantación de la morera Filipina by José 
María Rossi, Memoria sobre el cultivo, beneficio y comercio del azúcar by Francisco Gutiérrez 
Creps, Cartilla agraria para el cultivo y benéfico del tabaco de Filipinas by Rafael Zaragoza, and 
Manual para el cultivo y beneficio del tabaco de Filipinas by Rafael García López. Francisco 
Monfort in his Apuntes para la propagacion y mejora de la industria de la seda; y de las ventajas 
que ofrece la Moreria multicaule o Filipina, y la semilla de gusanos trevoltinos o de tres cosechas 
al año provides some notes on the propagation and improvement of the silk industry in 
particular in adopting the Moreria multicaule otherwise known as the Filipina variety. He wrote 
the book following the notification given in 1841 to property owners engaged in silk production 
who wished to multiply up to five times their yield.  Following the track of Monfort’s Apuntes is 
Memoria sobre el cultivo de la morera de Filipinas o de muchos tallos, y de sus ventajas para la 
cria de gusanos de seda by Jose Echegaray. Drinking chocolate and coffee became a favorite 
pastime of Europeans in the 19th century. This increased the demand for cacao and coffee. 
Cultivo de cacao y café, escrito en castellano traducido al tagalog por Vicente Changco by 
Santiago Patero provides a detailed account on how cacao and coffee had to be planted.  

3. State of Philippine Agriculture in the 19th Century: The Nationalist Orientation 

In contrast with the two previous centuries Philippine agriculture came to be developed in the 
19th century. Entire provinces and regions were planted to various crops. Philippine sugar, hemp, 
tobacco, coconut oil, indigo, coffee and rice were exported to Europe and America. (Cavada, 
1876, 409) However, the state of Philippine agriculture in the 19th century raises the question of 
who truly benefited from the cultivation of cash crops. In fact, it was the minority elite composed 
of European and American commercial companies, Spanish businessmen, the religious orders 
and the Spanish and Chinese mestizos who benefited from the cash crop-based economy of the 
Philippines in the 19th century.  

European and American commercial companies became the principal buyers of the country’s 
agricultural harvest. When they sailed from Manila, their ships' cargo consisted of Philippine 
cash crops which found their way bound for the leading cities of the world such as Salem, New 
York, Baltimore, and New Bedford in the United States, London in England, Nantes and Bordeaux 
in France. Not to be outdone, Spanish businessmen joined the British and the Americans in 
shipping Philippine cash crops to Cadiz or Santander in Spain. On their return trip to Manila, 
these Spanish ships were loaded with Spanish foodstuffs such as sausages, artichoke, olives, 
cheese, Galician ham, Flemish butter, pork sausages, olive oil, chick peas, Catalan red wine, 
sweet and mild Malaga wine, sherry in casks and barrels from Jerez and San Lucar and an 
assortment of useful items such as books, writing paper, playing cards. (Cavada, 381) The 
religious orders, among them, the Order of St. John, the Dominicans, the Augustinians, and the 
Recollects also became interested in cash crop cultivation. They began an intensive campaign to 
take over most of the cultivable land in Luzon, employing various means such as purchase, pious 
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donations, mortgage or extra-judicial settlements, and placed these lands under cultivation. 
(Cushner, 1971, 212-213) 

Aside from being buyers, foreign merchants also financed the cultivation of cash crops in order 
to be assured of their supply at the harvest season. For example, Russell and Sturgis Company 
loaned from 12,000 to 15,000 pesos to sugarcane farmers in Iloilo. (Sonza, 1977, 60) Two British 
banks, the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation and the Chartered Bank of India, 
Australia and China, opened branches in Manila in the 1870s to provide British merchants with 
adequate finance capital. (Legarda, 1999, 337) The religious orders also turned to money lending 
to finance their charitable works. (De Comyn, 1969, 153) They loaned money pegged at an 
annual interest in which the payment had to be assured by one or two guarantors. On top of 
this surety, creditors had to offer collateral of value. Property was the most accepted collateral 
since there was always a high premium on land. Hence, it was not uncommon for creditors to 
offer the houses where they lived or rows of apartment buildings as their loan collateral. Other 
items of value that were also accepted as collateral were jewelry and commercial boats. Formal 
banking in the Philippines began in 1851 when the Banco Español Filipino de Isabel 2a was 
established. (Colayco, 1984) However, the opening of the bank did not stop the religious orders 
from continuing their practice of extending loans to the public.  

The Spanish and Chinese mestizos also benefited from the cash crop-based economy. The task 
of transporting cash crops from the provinces to Manila was in their hands since they were 
usually the owners of large commercial boats. Aside from transporting cash crops, they also 
shipped to Manila various goods for domestic consumption coming from other parts of the 
country such as food, clothing, timber, hats, slippers, and other useful items. (De Aragon, 1819-
1821) The Spanish and Chinese mestizos doubled their profits from the cash crop economy by 
engaging in entrepreneurial activities. They built factories that manufactured products for the 
domestic market such as cigars, cigarettes, soap, bricks, tiles, mats, hats, wallets, bread, biscuits, 
tablecloths, bedspreads, towels, trousers, rum, barrels, beer, carriages, carts, chocolate, 
coconut oil, combs, candies, perfumes, furniture, guitars, harnesses, parasols, ice, ink, marble, 
shorts, shoes, slippers, soda water, trunks and wax candles. In Manila, they opened shops where 
they sold their manufactures and imports as well. (Viana, 2001, 220-224). 

As the direct beneficiaries of the cash crop economy, the Spaniards and the Spanish and Chinese 
mestizos formed a prosperous urban sector. In Manila they resided in the suburbs which 
constituted the focal point of Manila's perimeter expansion. Two centuries earlier, Manila was 
confined to the Intramuros, the city within the walls. But in the 19th century, the city unbound 
itself from its protective walls and branched out to its environs where land was plentiful. Here, 
foreign nationals, wealthy Spaniards and mestizos built their new houses made of tile and brick 
and adorned with furnishings coming from Europe and America. On top of all these, they 
enjoyed leisurely amenities like carriage rides on the city's cobble streets or quiet walks along 
the promenade fronting the bay. Evenings were spent in lavish balls dancing quadrilles and the 
fandango. There were those who preferred to go to the theater to watch Spanish plays called 
zarzuelas rendered by Spanish actors and actresses from Madrid. (Almario, 2003, 54-55, 150-
153) At times, invitations went sent for an evening of tertulia in which a small group of men and 
women gathered in a house sipping tea or chocolate and exchanging the latest town gossip and 
news from Europe. (Sonza, 1977, 12-13), (d’Alencon, 1986, 13). 

The majority of the population, the native population whom the Spaniards called indios, 
remained poor. Their only participation in the cash crop economy was as cultivators of 
sugarcane, rice, tobacco, abaca, coconuts, coffee, and indigo. They were not even the owners of 
the land that they tilled. They were tenants who gave to the landlord a share of the harvest in 
exchange for the privilege to cultivate the land. The daily life of the indios presented a bleak 
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picture in contrast to the life of the Spaniards and the Spanish and Chinese mestizos. The indios 
stayed in the rural areas where life was stagnant and stale, deprived of the comforts and tastes 
of life in the city. Theirs was also a way of life which did not give them access to some form of 
meaningful cultural indulgence to enable them to acquire a measure of socio-political 
sophistication. Most of their waking hours were taken up not only by farm work but also by 
compulsory labor and other services to the community. Their only leisure was a day spent in the 
cockpit. The broadside of his cultural life was fulfilled in terms of festivities which were largely 
religious in nature, notably the communal reading of the life and sufferings held during the 
Lenten season or watching dramas portraying battles between Christians and Muslims. The 
lonely isolated life in the rural areas took a greater toll on the hapless indios since they were 
constantly subjected to the whims and caprices of the other people who, apart from the 
landlord, held great power over them, namely, the parish priest and the town mayor. 

The cash crop economy also created a native servile class. In Manila, a number of industries, 
businesses and services arising from the prosperity occasioned by the cash crop economy 
mushroomed. Most of the workers who found employment in the factories producing alcohol, 
bread, beer, carriages, cigars and cigarettes, ice, candy, carriages, combs, shirts, shoes, slippers, 
soaps, to name a few, were natives. And just like their counterparts in the rural areas, the native 
laborers in Manila's industrial establishments did not receive much material benefits. They 
generally received low wages since they were unskilled. A large part of his daily wage went to 
the buying of food which consisted of dried or fresh fish and rice. He did not eat meat because 
fresh beef and pork were expensive. He flavored his diet of fish and rice with tomatoes. His 
dessert consisted of bananas. He reserved the remainder of his day's wage to buy other 
necessities like lard, coconut oil, salt, third class brown sugar, third class tobacco, and local 
vinegar. (Department of Labor, 1901, 32-42). 

As mentioned above, cash crop agriculture did not benefit the majority of Filipinos. In contrast 
with cash crop agriculture, the agriculture practiced by most Filipinos was consumption 
agriculture. This is agriculture which is focused on the cultivation of crops for purposes of 
consumption or meeting the food needs of the people. Consumption agriculture revolves 
around the cultivation of rice which was the principal food grain in the Philippines. Unfortunately 
however, consumption agriculture was beset by a number of problems.  

The state of agriculture around which the majority of Filipino farmers in the 19th century 
revolved was extensively described by Gregorio Sancianco in his book El progreso de Filipinas. 
Published in 1881, the book described in great detail the causes of the miserable condition of 
Filipino farmers. One was the system of land ownership and tenure. Spanish law claimed that all 
land belonged to the Spanish King. Therefore, this law demolished all indigenous rights to land 
previously held legal under customary laws. Henceforth, land was parcelled out to Spaniards 
under the concept of encomienda as a reward for assisting in the pacification and conquest of 
the Philippines. While the encomienda was not a land grant but an entitlement to collect taxes 
in a particular piece of land, nonetheless, it made the residents of the land the subjects of the 
encomendero. As such, they were captive to pay taxes, to render personal and public labour, 
and to pay rent to the encomendero. 

 

Cadastral laws, procedures and practices were also grossly unjust to Filipino farmers. Filipinos 
were allowed to own land by means of simple occupation. But after having cleared the land and 
made it productive, the poor farmer comes to know too late that somebody else holds title to 
the land. Poor documentation of land titles was not the only problem. There were times when 
farmers lacked the cash necessary to pay mortgages. Unfortunately however, the government 
does not provide credit facilities. Farmers then have no other recourse but to turn to 
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unscrupulous usurers who charge high interest rates. For these loans farmers have only their 
land to offer as collateral. This places them in a precarious situation because more often than 
not they are unable to pay off their loans. As a result, farmers lose their land. 

Farmers were also easy prey to money lenders. A number of factors imperilled the farmer’s 
harvest. One was weather. There were times when the rains took a long time to come thus 
delaying start of the planting season. There were times too when there was too much rain which 
destroyed the crops. Another was the arrival of locusts usually near the harvest season. Locusts 
easily ate away the crops that farmers laboriously tended. Still another was an unexpected drop 
in crop prices. Whenever these things happened, the cash-strapped farmer turned to money 
lenders to tide them over till the next planting season. In this way, farmers found themselves in 
a never ending cycle of loans that they were unable to pay. Compounding the problem of 
usurious moneylenders, locusts and storms was the lack of support for farmers. There were few 
roads for the safe, quick and effective transport of people and goods. 

Jose Rizal also denounced the inequities that farmers faced and experienced. Rizal had a 
personal affinity with farmers. His parents were inquilinos, that is, farmers who were given the 
use of land belonging to another including implements, seeds, and at times wages in exchange 
for their labor, in this case the Dominican friars who owned haciendas or agricultural estates in 
Biñan and Calamba. In his essay entitled Los agricultores filipinos, Rizal called attention to the 
disheartening condition of agriculture in the Philippines. Rizal cited three causes of the 
backwardness of agriculture in the Philippines. The first was “natural” owing to the ill effects of 
locusts and storms. The second was “human” owing to the alguacil or town constable who sent 
farmers to compulsory labor projects such as building galleons, churches, and roads. The third 
cause was “social” owing to banditry. Bandits roamed the countryside and greatly frightened 
farmers from going to their planting fields. (Rizal, 1972, 67). 

Both Sancianco and Rizal were agreed that the greatest impediment to the progress of Filipino 
farmers was government’s apathy to the plight of farmers. Until the end of the 19th century 
there was no comprehensive plan for the general improvement of agriculture. 

4. Conclusion 

The landscape of rural Philippines in the 19th century portrayed two contrasting scenarios. On 
one hand, there was agriculture geared towards the production of cash crops such as sugarcane, 
abaca, coconut oil, coffee, indigo and tobacco. Consisting of non-food crops, they were basically 
raised for the export market and benefited the minority elite consisting of foreign merchants, 
Spanish businessmen, and Spanish and Chinese mestizos. The importance of this type of 
agriculture can in some way be gauged by the publication of literature that addressed ways to 
increase the yield of cash crops. On the other hand, there was agriculture directed towards the 
production of food grains, principally rice. This was the type of agriculture which was important 
to the majority of Filipinos. And yet, it was the kind of agriculture which was greatly hampered 
by numerous problems. Setting aside natural causes such as weather and locusts, the most 
serious of these problems was the apathy of the colonial government to the plight of farmers. It 
took nationalists in the 19th century to shed light on the pitiful conditions of Filipino farmers and 
to make their improvement as part of the much needed reforms that they demanded from Spain 
to implement in the Philippines. 
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