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Cachacier or Cachaceiro? The Legitimation Process of Cachaça  

Abstract 

Cachaça is a genuine and traditional Brazilian distilled liquor and its history is closely 

linked to the country’s cultural heritage. However, the cachaça has been facing many 

difficulties in its recently started legitimization process within Brazilian high cultural 

capital consumers. This paper discusses the market tensions arose from this process. 
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Introduction 

The agribusiness is an essential part of the Brazilian economy, since its colonial era. 

The sixteenth century marks the beginning of the sugarcane economic cycle, with the 

creation of the first sugar mills. At that time, sugar was one attractive commercial 

product for Europe; therefore Portugal and Netherland started to invest in its production 

in their colonies. This monoculture activity, which was based on slave labor, was 

important in the outlining of the Brazilian society. As a by-product of the sugar 

production, appeared the “água ardente” (“burning water”), later called “pinga” and 

“cachaça”. At first, the consumption of cachaça was associated with slaves but through 

the time it expanded its market penetration among other social groups and its production 

has changed, instead of been a by-product many dedicated local producers appeared. So, 

in the twenty-first century, it is reckoned some fifteen thousand producers (IBRAC, 

2016b) and the majority is local and many are not legally registered and most producers 

have no quality certification. There is a large diversity of brand and flavors (Braga & 

Kiyotani, 2015) and some initiatives to organize the market, product development and 

standards, and also to address legal and taxes issues. 

This study aims to discuss the recently started legitimization process of the 

cachaça within Brazilian high cultural capital consumers (Bourdieu, 1979/2016). We 

focus on the market tensions arose from this process.  

We interviewed producers, distributers, sommeliers, product development 

scientist, historian, director from governmental agencies, the director of the Brazilian 

Association of the Cachaça Producers and consumers. We took part in the Brazilian 

cachaça festivals and tasting workshops with experts. We conducted observation in bars 

and restaurants and we talked informally with waiters and bartenders. We collected data 

from Internet sites, Facebook pages, blogs, books, magazines and newspapers.  
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An Overview of the Market 

In 2011 the USA recognized the product designation of origin (PDO) to the cachaça; 

clearly distinguishing the product from other distilled liquor derived from sugarcane 

(Faria, 2003; Verdi, 2006). After this, other PDO agreements were reached with Mexico 

and Colombia. In 2016, the Brazilian government signed an agreement with the United 

Kingdom to prevent misleading commercial practices, and to promote the responsible 

consumption of alcoholic beverages, besides the mutual promotion and protection of the 

origin indication to cachaça and whiskey (IBRAC, 2016a). 

Less than one tenth of fifteen thousand producers and some four thousand 

brands are actually registered within the Ministry of Agriculture and Government 

Revenue Service. Currently the cachaça production is spread in many regions of Brazil. 

Some areas show a larger concentration of producers like Salinas in Minas Gerais State, 

Paraty in Rio de Janeiro State, or Morretes in Paraná State; while other regions have 

developed a strong tradition due to the presence of a large local player, like the Ceará 

State, home of Ypióca, recently acquired by the multinational company Diageo, or the 

state of São Paulo, where large companies (Müller de Bebidas and IRB – Tatuzinho 3 

Fazendas) are located. Moreover, some regions have developed their cachaça 

production tradition because of the entrepreneurial efforts of individual connoisseurs.  

 Producers are usually divided and classified according to the distillation 

technology applied. Craft producers, usually small to medium size producers use 

alembics (or pot still); industrial producers, generally high volume industrial producers 

utilizes distillation columns (or patent still). Though, no matter the size or technology 

applied, producers have critical challenges to overcome, such as coordination of the 

production chain, legal inspection, taxation, product quality, differentiation and 
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distribution, consumption practices and ritualization to foster value perception and helps 

to fight competition of other distillated liquor and also the product stigmatization.  

 Cachaça has a general image of strong alcoholic liquor, with quality issues, low 

price and consumed by lower social classes and in popular festivities. In contrast, when 

mixed in drinks, fundamentally to make “caipirinha”i, cachaça is well accepted in all 

social groups. Its consumption in holiday cities located at the beach is very much 

appreciated to calm down the hot tropical climate that runs from north to south of 

Brazil, mainly from September to May. So, the consumption of cachaça can be 

classified in two very different types; a positive one that is derived from the country’s 

heritage, and a negative one associated with low quality and low cultural capital 

consumers. In a recently popular manifestation in favor of the presidential impeachment 

and against corruption, people shouted: “Lula cachaceiro give back my money” 

Cachaceiro is a very pejorative term that characterizes someone who drinks cachaça in 

an irresponsible way, contrasting with Cachacier, which is the term used to designate 

experts in the cachaça products and market.  

 In spite of cachaça historical stigmatized reputation (“Bendita Marvada” or 

“holy evil”) (Figueiredo, 2011), we identify many social movements of appreciation of 

cachaça, such as Cachaça’s Festival in Paraty City, Expocachaça, Salinas Cachaça 

World Festival, fraternities of tasting, Frente Gastronômica, Cúpula da Cachaça and 

Cachaça em Revista. There is also an Internet site to geographically mapping producers 

and brands (Mapa da Cachaça); Blogs of connoisseurs (Devotos da cachaça, O 

Cachacier and Quintal da Cachaça); TV and radio shows (Bendita Marvada at TV 

channel GNT and radio show at CBN); commemorative dates (13th of September and 

Cachaça Week, from the 21st a 25th of November); and training courses to bars and 

restaurants staff to explains the cachaça and its brand variations (sommelier of cachaça 
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at Senac and Cana Brasil; master of alembic at Ampaq); and an increasing offer of 

specialized services to consumers (as experienced at bars such as Rota do Acarajé and 

Empório Sagarana, in São Paulo).  

So far, we have presented evidences of a deep transformation of the cachaça 

market. Different players are trying to increase the product appeal and, consequently, 

create more value to its consumers and producers. However, the product’s legitimacy 

within high capital social consumers is still to be achieved. Through the increasing offer 

of differentiated products with certified quality associated with efforts to transform the 

practice of consumption undertaken by distributers in conjunction with producers the 

cachaça seems to be widening its social acceptance. Nevertheless, the idea is not to 

increase alcoholic consumption within population, but rather become the product of 

choice within those who currently consume distilled liquor in a responsible manner.  

 Dolbec and Fischer (2015, p. 1447) “propose that new consumer-focused 

institutional logics gain momentum, even while consumers support and promote 

preexisting logics through their practices”. 

 Faced with the presentation of this context, institutional theory was chosen to 

support this study because it provides an explanation of organizational and strategies 

besides the exclusively economic aspects behaviors (Scott, 2013), and consider 

legitimacy as an alternative explanation to efficiency (Di Maggio & Powell, 1991). 

 

Theoretical Approach 

“Institutions exist to reduce the uncertainties in human interaction” (North, 1990, p.25); 

institutions are recognized by legitimacy, and perception of legitimacy change of one 

person owing another. In some way, legitimacy and institutionalization are virtually 

synonymous (Suchman, 1995, p. 576). From this perspective one can understand how 
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consumption practices are embedded in cognitive and cultural schemas socially 

constructed by a wide array of actors.  

Institutional theory “considers the processes by which structures, including 

schemas, rules, norms, and routines, become established as authoritative guidelines for 

social behavior” (Scott, 2013, p. 57). To better explain this perspective, Scott (2013) 

adopts the three pillars of institutions: regulative systems, normative systems, and 

cultural-cognitive systems. These three pillars sustain a continual interaction, covering 

legal aspects, conscious and unconscious dimensions, and what else permeate the social 

model of interest.  

 The regulative aspects of institutions represent rule-setting, monitoring, and 

sanctioning activities; “regulatory processes involve the capacity to establish rules, 

inspect others´ conformity to them, and, as necessary, manipulate sanctions - rewards or 

punishments - in an attempt to influence future behavior” (Scott, 2013, p. 59). The 

legalization as formalization of rule systems is a continuum whose values vary along 

three dimensions: Obligation – bound to obey because it has penalties; precision – the 

rules specify the required conduct; delegation - third parties have been granted authority 

to apply the rules and resolve disputes. 

 The normative pillar emphasizes normative rules, as the name suggests, 

“introduce a prescriptive, evaluative, and obligatory dimension into social life”. Values 

and norms make up the normative system, where values are needs, which are 

conceptions of the preferred or the desirable social structures or behaviors. Norms 

specify how things should be done; “they define legitimate means to pursue valued 

ends” (Scott, 2013, p. 64). In addition to defining goals, it also defines means to achieve 

them. Some values and norms are applicable to all members of the collectivity; others 

apply only to selected types of actors or positions (Scott, 2013, p. 64). Authors also 
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include “elements as routines, procedures, conventions, roles, strategies, organizational 

forms, technologies, beliefs, paradigms, codes, culture, and knowledge” (Scott, 2013, p. 

65). 

 The cultural-cognitive pillar is considered central in institutions for many 

authors. Cultural-cognitive systems emphasize that the internal interpretive processes 

are shaped by external cultural frameworks. In the cognitive paradigm, individual 

actions are internal representations of one´s comprehension of the environment. 

Moreover, cultural systems operate at multiple levels, from shared local definitions to 

models and belief patterns that comprise organizational culture. The levels of culture are 

nested, where broader cultural models penetrate and shape individual beliefs, and these 

can work to reconfigure the belief system (Scott, 2013). DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

emphasize the extent to which wider belief systems and cultural frames are imposed on 

or adopted by individual actors and organizations. 

Scott (2013) suggests indicators for empirical verification for each pillar. 

Empirical indicators for regulative pillar are laws and rules violation, while indicators 

for the normative pillar include certifications and accreditations granting certain 

standard in trade associations. Indicators of cultural-cognitive elements are derived from 

long-term observations of ongoing social behavior, and expose underlying social beliefs 

and assumptions (Scott, 2013). 

 Thus, considering the three pillars perspective, Scott (2013, p. 72) says 

legitimacy is “a condition reflecting perceived consonance with relevant rules and laws, 

or normative rules, or alignment with cultural-cognitive frameworks”. Scott (2013) 

affirms that the institutional pillars may vary in levels of analysis. Dolbec and Fischer 

(2015, p.1449) used market-level in fashion industry with institutional theory and 

Bourdieu’s theory of fields. “Seen through these lenses, a market may be defined as an 
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organizational field encompassing a set of institutions and actors, governed by 

institutional logics, supported by institutional work, and characterized by institutional 

boundaries”. 

Suchman (1995, p. 574) adopts a broad-base definition to legitimacy that 

incorporates both, the evaluative and the cognitive dimensions: “Legitimacy is a 

generalized perception or assumption that the actions of an entity are desirable, proper, 

or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and 

definitions”. Deephouse and Suchman (2008) suggested not using the word “desirable” 

because it can possibly create confusion with the concept of “status” or “reputation”. 

The three types of organizational legitimacy are pragmatic legitimacy, moral legitimacy, 

and cognitive legitimacy; “all three types involve a generalized perception or 

assumption that organizational activities are desirable, proper, or appropriate within 

some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions” (Suchman, 

1995, p. 577). After almost twenty years from Suchman´s first study, Deephouse, 

Bundy, Tost and Suchman (2016, p. 9) wrote about legitimacy and offer a concise 

definition and explanation:  

Organizational legitimacy is the perceived appropriateness of an 

organization to a social system in terms of rules, norms, and 

definitions. Rules, values, norms, and definitions reflect 

regulatory, pragmatic, moral, and cultural-cognitive criteria or 

dimensions for evaluating legitimacy. 

 

 The authors also propose ways to operationalize legitimacy by “four basic 

outcomes of legitimacy evaluations and hence four basic states of organizational 

legitimacy: accepted, proper, debated, and illegitimate” (Deephouse et al., 2016). 

Accepted refers to “passive evaluations that reflect taken-for-grantedness”; while proper 

refers to a deliberate judgment, as in evaluations of propriety. For the authors, the 
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difference between these two states is that proper´s legitimacy is less secure than if it 

were more passively accepted. Appropriate is a term for both acceptable and proper; 

“the majority of organizations in a social system will be accepted by most stakeholders 

and viewed as proper by many others”. Debated “reflects the presence of active 

disagreement within the social system, often among different stakeholders or between 

dissident stakeholders and the organizations” (Deephouse et al., 2016, p. 10). Finally, 

illegitimate occur when organization is inappropriate and that it should be radically 

reformed or cease to exist, by the social system. 

 Deephouse et al. (2016, p. 12) refer to legitimacy organization because it causes 

consequences to them self and it has effect on social and economic change. Legitimacy 

is stronger than marketing mix, inasmuch “a large number of stakeholders will not 

transact with entities that are regarded as illegitimate”. On the other hand, Scott (2013) 

suggests how to analyze bases of legitimacy, which can be applied to a social actor like, 

for example, cachaça. Nevertheless, the four classifications of organizational legitimacy 

proposed by Deephouse et al. (2016) are social perceptions about organization 

legitimacy.  

Metodology 

Based on the phenomenological and qualitative approach (Fischer; Castilhos & 

Fonseca, 2014), this research included, primary and secondary data. We realized in-

depth interviews with producers (5), distributers and traders of the cachaça (4), 

sommeliers (4), academic expert in product development (1), historian of the Brazilian 

food (1), director from governmental agencies (2), the director of the Brazilian 

Association of the Cachaça Producers (1), packaging developer (1), experts on the 

cachaça market (3), and young consumers of alcoholic beverages (10). We took part in 

two Brazilian cachaça festivals in 2016 and two tasting workshops with experts. We 
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conducted participant observation in bars and restaurants and we talked informally with 

many waiters and bartenders and those conversations were converted in research notes 

just after. We collected data from Internet sites, Facebook pages, blogs, books, 

magazines and newspapers.  Finally, we conducted an online survey with one hundred 

and twenty six consumers.  

We studied the cases of Tequila in Mexico, and wine in Chile, as examples of 

organized institutional actions that enhanced acceptance of beverages, which are related 

to the countrie´s cultural heritage, just like cachaça.  

 Interviews were taped and transcribed.  All other data, excepted from the survey, 

were converted into text and analyzed using content analysis tecnique.  

 

Results 

We present here in this section only preliminary results, which will be fully developed 

for the full version.  

Cachaça’s market is a vivid representation of a nation with continental extensions. 

Brazil is a diversified and contradictory country, which lodges large and legalized 

producers, as well as small and informal, non-legalized producers, thus presenting a 

complex market, composed by organizations of different sizes, applying several 

production processes, from primitive craftsmanship to modern technological industrial 

ones. Management practices also vary considerably, ranging from purely familiar 

coordination, with evident lack of concern about market relations, to highly professional 

organizational structures, with active marketing teams studying the market, offering 

specific product lines to a clear target market, developing and implementing elaborated 

strategies to both attract consumers and stand out among competition.  
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At the same time, this diversity also exists within consumers. For some groups 

the cachaça is part of their routine, usually present in the habits of rural workers, hard 

workers, or even the unemployed located in the large urban centers. In this case, the 

distilled drink has low sensory quality and is regarded as a strong and extremely cheap 

product. Still, there are groups of connoisseurs, formed by individuals who moderately 

consume higher quality products in their daily lives, frequently found in the 

countryside. Additionally, there are consumers who choose to consume cachaça mixed 

in drinks and cocktails; besides this, in the last ten years we have increasingly seen the 

emergence of organized groups of connoisseurs to taste the different product offers, 

uncovering its pleasures and various flavors.  

These different product alternatives involve cachaça aged in wood barrels made 

from several types of woods, and commonly drunk pure, as well as lighter versions, 

usually added in drinks like caipirinha, or incorporated in Brazilian cuisine dishes, or 

other gourmet experiments. As this natural social movement of cachaça´s promotion 

progress, we perceive an increasing product insertion within social classes with higher 

cultural capital, yet this is still very limited when one considers the full product 

potential as the first option for those who already consume distilled beverages. Besides, 

as the product started gaining attention from leading food experts some conflicts 

emerged among producers associations, market experts and other market players.  
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i Caipirinha. To know more about this cachaça´s drink and its history, see 

http://www.mapadacachaca.com.br/en/articles/history-caipirinha-come-near-rio-de-janeiro/ ; 

access on 10 Feb 2017. 
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