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1 Versions versus bodies:

translations in the missionary encounter in Amazonia1

Aparecida Vilaça
PPGAS, Museu Nacional, Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro, Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil.

Abstract

This  paper analyzes the two distinct concepts of translation at work in the encounter between the 

Amazonian Wari’ and the New Tribes Mission evangelical missionaries, and the equivocations stemming 

from this difference. While the missionaries conceive translation as a process of converting meanings 

between languages, conceived as linguistic codes that exist independently of culture, for the Wari’, in 

consonance with their perspectivist ontology, it is not language that differentiates beings but their 

bodies, given that those with similar bodies can, as a matter of principle, communicate with each other 

verbally. Translation is realized through the bodily metamorphosis objectified by mimetism and making 

kin, shamans being the translators par excellence, capable of circulating between distinct universes and 

providing the Wari’ with a dictionary-like lexicon that allows them to act in the context of dangerous 

encounters between humans and animals. 

Key words: Wari’; Amazonia; Christianity; translation; perspectivism; shamanism.

Versões x corpos:
traduções no encontro missionário na Amazônia

Resumo

Este artigo analisa dois conceitos distintos de tradução em ação no encontro entre os Wari’ da Amazônia 

brasileira e os missionários evangélicos da Missão Novas Tribos, em particular os equívocos gerados 

por essa diferença. Enquanto os missionários concebem a tradução como um processo de converter 

significados de uma língua para a outra, concebendo a linguagem como independente da cultura, para os 

Wari’, em consonância com a sua ontologia perspectivista, não é a linguagem que diferencia os seres, mas 

o corpo. Como consequência, aqueles com corpos similares podem, em princípio, comunicar-se entre si 

verbalmente. A tradução é assim realizada por meio da metamorfose corporal objetificada no mimetismo e 

na produção de parentes, sendo os xamãs os tradutores por excelência, capazes de circular entre universos 

distintos, disponibilizando para os Wari’ uma espécie de dicionário que os habilita a atuar no contexto de 

encontros perigosos entre humanos e animais. 

Palavras-chave: Wari’; Amazônia; cristianismo; tradução; perspectivismo; xamanismo.

1   This paper is a modified version of the second chapter of Praying and Preying. Christianity in Indigenous Amazonia, published by the University of California 
Press (2016). A first draft of the paper was presented as a seminar during my fellowship term at the Centre for Research in the Arts, Social Sciences and 
Humanities (CRASSH) at the University of Cambridge, England, in 2014. I thank Joel Robbins, Geoffrey Lloyd all my colleagues at CRASSH for their comments 
and suggestions. Fieldwork among the Wari’ was financed by Faperj (Bolsa Cientista do Nosso Estado), CNPq (Edital Universal and Bolsa de Produtividade em 
Pesquisa), the Wenner-Gren Foundation and John Simon Gugguenheim Memorial Foundation.
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Versions versus bodies:
translations in the missionary encounter in Amazonia

Aparecida Vilaça

The aim of this paper is to reflect on the conflict between ontologies involved in the encounter between 

an indigenous Amazonian people, the Wari’, and the Evangelical missionaries of the New Tribes Mission 

(NTM), based on the analysis of the different concepts of translation underlying this encounter. 

The choice of translation as a focal point is not fortuitous since it is a central part of missionary activity 

as a whole, and particularly important to the work of the fundamentalists of Evangelical faith missions for 

whom the Bible was dictated by God from beginning to end: this means that it must be translated literally 

into the language of remote peoples. And not only for the missionaries, since the Wari’, long before this 

specific encounter, found themselves concerned with the question of translation, reflecting in minute detail 

on it, as we shall see, although they conceived it very differently.

It is not my intention to turn to the intense linguistc, philosophical, theological and anthropological 

discussions concerning the concept of translation per se, since this, as well as being outside my field of 

competence, would lead me away from my central objective, which is to present the idea of translation 

implied in the perspectivist ontology of an Amazonian people in light of the contrast with the conceptions 

of a specific group of missionaries concerning the same topic. 

Missionaries’ words translation

From its earliest moments, Christian missionary activity was intrinsically related to the work of 

learning native languages, taken as the condition of possibility for transmitting the divine message. In 

his analysis of the activities of Catholic missionaries among the Tagalog of the Philippines, Rafael (1993) 

shows that as early as the beginning of the XVII Century the Spanish king issued a decree requiring that all 

missionaries in the islands learn the indigenous language. The same policy was adopted in the American 

colonies, both in Mesoamerica and in the Andes.2  

As Rafael observes (1993), this was an explicit response to the tendency towards vernacularization 

propagated by the Protestant Reform. Over the centuries and following the global expansion of 

Protestantism, which culminated in the faith missions created as part of the revivalist movements in 

nineteenth century Europe and North America, translations were made into the idioms of native peoples 

around the world. 

For the fundamentalist missionaries who concern us here, preaching in the native language forms the 

core of their activity. In the words of a New Tribes Mission missionary: “The missionaries have concluded 

that for the spiritual truths to penetrate their hearts, to be understood and move them, they must be 

transmitted in the maternal language, even though some [Indians] know how to express themselves in 

Portuguese.”3 With this objective in mind, from its outset NTM’s missionary training included studies of 

2   See Durston (2007: 79) on the need for sixteenth-century Catholics priests to understand Quechua, and Hanks (2010, 2013, 2014) on the Yucatan Maya. In 
the case of Peru, the language was a dialect of Quechua spoken in Cuzco: see Durston (2007: 2, 187-189).

3   Previously found on www.ntm.org, acessed May 2010; the article that this quote was drawn from is no longer posted. 
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language and literacy, which would later focus exclusively on those trainees demonstrating more aptitude 

for linguistics. According to Johnston (1985), such people are able to capture a new language like children, 

offering information to the linguists outside the field area and thereby “cut down the time it takes to break 

down a language” (Johnston 1985: 218). 

Schieffelin (2007: 144) argues that the idea of language as a code separable from cultural practices has 

been a recurring Western conceit which presumes that “[t]he vernacular could be expanded, contracted 

and changed in myriad of ways to express ideas that were foreign and still remain the same vernacular”. 

Schieffelin adds that the author directly inspiring many evangelical Protestant missionaries, is missionary-

linguist Eugene Nida. In particular she cites his work from 1964, where he developed the “dynamic or 

functional equivalence model of translation,” which centres on the practical search for “close functional 

equivalents to words” (ibid: 144, 145). The aim is to achieve word-for-word translations in the belief that the 

translations will thereby “stay very close to the literal meanings of the ‘original Bible text’” (ibid: 147). 

Although personally disinterested in native cultures (Schieffelin 2007: 144), conceived to be little more 

than an array of errors, the missionaries need to understand at least some of their basic premises, especially 

those relating to the ‘religious’ universe, since this is where many of the key terms to be translated are 

sought, including words for God, the Devil, good, evil and sin.4 

The idea – adopted especially by Evangelical missionaries – that the existence of functional equivalents 

in the world’s different languages is based on a specifically relativist notion of culture, which is 

characteristic of the mainstream Euro-American thought (see Wagner 1975). This presumes the existence 

of a physical world (a nature) that is given and universal (created by God) and whose shared elements are 

named differently by each culture, thus justifying the search for linguistic equivalents. Such cultural 

relativism is accompanied by a hierarchical and evolutionist element, which supposes western culture to 

be the epitome of civilization, an idea reflected in a hierarchical conception of language determining the 

practice of missionary translation.

As we shall see now, while for the missionaries there are two (or more) languages, requiring the passage 

from one to the other, for the Wari’ there is just one language through which people who live together can 

immediately communicate, irrespective of whether this is Wari’, Portuguese, or a mixture of both.

The Wari’ perspective on translation: translation of worlds

For the Wari’ translation is a complex operation, which does not involve the search for new words to 

designate the same things, but different worlds designated by the same words. Life is based, therefore, 

on an awareness of the coexistence of different worlds and not, as among the missionaries and ourselves, 

different cultures with particular perspectives onto the same world.

The Wari’ term for language is the same for mouth and tongue, kapijaxi’, ‘our [inclusive] mouth/tongue,’ 

which designates not only this part of the body, but also the voice, lexicon, prosody and oral tradition as a 

whole.

Until pacification, which took place between 1956 and 1961, the Wari’ had no peaceful contact with any 

other ethnic group. Consequently, unlike those groups living in multiethnic complexes in Amazonia such 

as the one situated in the Upper Xingu river area (Franchetto and Heckenberger 2001), in the Upper Rio 

Negro river area (Andrello 2006; S. Hugh-Jones 1979; C. Hugh-Jones 1979; Lasmar 2005) and in the Upper 

Ucayali river area (Gow 1991, 2001, 2006, 2009), where people live on a day-to-day basis with completely 

4   See Durston (2007: 84) on Quechua, Robbins (2004: 128 and 2007), Schieffelin 2007: 145, Handman 2015 and Stasch 2007: 113-114 on Papua New Guinea; and 
Clifford 1992: 80 on the New Caledonia; see also Almeida 2002: 146)
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distinct languages, the Wari’ were not exposed to any other language. The only differences in speech 

identified by them refer to prosody and to elements from the lexicon of people they call foreigners, 

members of other Wari’ subgroups, inhabitants from neighbouring territories and speakers of the same 

language in the broad sense, who maintain ritual and marriage relations (Vilaça 2006, 2010, 2016; Conklin 

2001).

The Wari’ associate these differences with bodily peculiarities by referring to them as “that’s what 

the body of the OroNao’ [a Wari’ subgroup] is like’” (je kwerekun OroNao’). It is worth observing that body, 

kwerexi’, for the Wari’ is what characterizes the person and refers not only to physical substance, flesh, 

but also to habits, affects and memory (see Viveiros de Castro 1996, 1998, 2002; Vilaça 2002, 2005, 2007). 

It explains why a person acts in a particular way, such as a quiet woman, for example, saying of her: “je 

kwerekem” (that’s what her body is like).

But not only the Wari’. Although from the viewpoint of the Wari’ they themselves are the only humans, 

wari’, they know that enemies, wijam, other indigenous peoples and whites, as well as animals of diverse 

kinds, including fish, various types of birds, snakes and mammals, all of which can be killed and/or eaten 

by the Wari’, see themselves as humans and may act as such, preying on the Wari’ (which manifests as 

sickness and death). The subject imposing itself as a predator is considered human, wari’, causing the 

other to occupy the position of prey, karawa, associated with nonhumanity. Wari’ and karawa are positions, 

therefore, that define the difference within a wide relational universe in which all beings are human.

Although both animals and enemies can occupy the position of humans, animals were the only ones, 

at least until contact, with whom the Wari’ had social relations properly speaking, through their shamans. 

Through them they know that animals speak the same language as themselves, kapijakon wari’ (people 

language), although they can be comprehended only by those who can ‘hear’ (taraju pa’) what they say, a 

capacity that depends exclusively on the social relation established between them, especially living and 

eating together. The Wari’ concept of translation, as the possibility of communication between different 

types of people, therefore involves the shift from one collective of humans to another, and occurs through 

a bodily transformation enabled by new foods, the proximity to other bodies and the new relations of 

sociality as a whole. The person thereby begins to inhabit another world, the automatic consequence of 

which is the capacity for verbal communication with these new people.

In no case of encounters with humanized animals, whether mythic or historic, do the Wari’ mention 

language as an obstacle to communication. To them it seemed obvious that those who perceive each other 

as human, as companions, automatically share the same language. Wagner observed (1975: 107, 114) based 

on his experience among the Daribi of Papua New Guinea, that while language for us is a product of history, 

evolved to describe a world of facts, for some native peoples it is a given, just like morality. It is manifested 

in a person’s actions, but cannot be used consciously (ibid: 114). Thus, for example, a child says Mummy 

when he or she recognizes the filial bond with a particular woman, the consequence of living and eating 

together, initiated with breastfeeding. This is why the Daribi said to Wagner, just as the Wari’ told me, 

that he would learn their language by eating their food. According to Taylor (2007: 162-163, n. 16), among 

the Jivaro, the “recognition of a shared field of communication also implies recognition of kinship: kin are 

defined as people who talk in the same language.” 

Given the ‘transparency’ of language and its determination by coresidency, it is understandable that the 

Wari’ do not share the same concept of translation as the missionaries, although they do elaborate this topic 

in minute detail, as we shall see.

4
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Translation through body metamorphosis

I turn to the account of an abduction by a jaguar, very common among the Wari’ until the recent past, 

which provides a very clear illustration of their concern with translation. The event was told to me in 

Sagarana village in July 2005 and the narrator and victim was A’ain Tot, a woman of about sixty at the time 

we spoke.  Various other local inhabitants were present. When the episode happened, A’ain Tot was about 

five years old. One day the adults had sent the children to the stream to fetch water. A’ain Tot’s mother then 

appeared and called her to come and catch some fish somewhere else. So she went along. She had no idea 

it was a jaguar since it looked exactly like her mother. On the way they came across nao’ fruits (from a type 

of palm) much relished by the Wari’, and her mother took maize from the basket she was carrying to eat 

with the fruit. Soon after a thorn pierced the child’s foot which her jaguar mother removed (at this point 

the listeners laugh in surprise). After walking for a while, they stopped to sleep. Milk was seeping from the 

breast of her mother, who was breast feeding one of A’ain Tot’s brothers at that time. When the girl was 

almost asleep, she noticed a man approach, who lay down on top of her mother to have sex. The girl asked, 

“Who is this man?” So the mother smacked the girl’s bottom lightly, as the Wari’ do to put a child to sleep 

(again the listeners laughed, very surprised, and asked for more details about this moment). They had no 

fire.

The next day they ate some nao’ fruit and carried on walking, until the girl heard the voice of her older 

brother, who was shouting to her. At this point the supposed mother said that she was going to defecate 

and disappeared into the forest. Her kin then approached. A’ain Tot’s body was covered in jaguar fur, which 

they cleaned off. At the end of the narrative I asked whether she had not seen any trace of jaguar in the 

supposed mother, a bit of her tail or something similar (which appeared in other accounts), and she replied: 

“Nothing. It was truly my mother.”

Just how much of a problem translation is for the Wari’ becomes evident in comments made by the 

listeners at a specific point in the jaguar account, when the narrator said that they stopped to eat nao’ 

fruit. “What was it? A fruit (memem)?” someone asked. To’o Xak Wa (whose mother had been abducted by 

a jaguar) suggested, “Seven-banded armadillo” (kwari). Paletó, her husband, retorted, “Tail of six-banded 

armadillo” (kahwerein pikot). To’o Xak Wa pondered, “Perhaps it was paca [mikop].” “I don’t know,” the 

narrator said, and To’o Xak Wa immediately corrected herself: “That’s it, papaya is paca!” (makujam na 

mikop)—meaning, for the jaguar.

It is as though the listeners had Wari’-jaguar dictionaries in their minds that they used to translate 

what the narrator said. As can be seen, the problem is not in finding equivalents in the Wari’ language to 

words spoken by the jaguar. It is presumed that the jaguar, to the ears of the girl who saw it as her mother, 

spoke the Wari’ language, that is, a ‘people language,’ comprehensible to all humans. The problem resided 

in identifying the world of the jaguar, the empirical equivalents to the words uttered by the animal. What 

is the nao’ fruit for the jaguar? As a jaguar, it cannot be the same thing as for the Wari’ who, in contrast to 

the girl who saw the animal as her mother, did not share its point of view. This is a clear example of what 

Viveiros de Castro (1998) has called ‘perspectivist translation,’ highlighting the difference between the 

standard Western conception (shared by the missionaries) and the native concept. In his words:

The problem for indigenous perspectivism is not therefore one of discovering the common referent (say, the 

planet Venus) to two different representations (say, ‘Morning Star’ and ‘Evening Star’). On the contrary it is 

one of making explicit the equivocation implied in imagining that when the jaguar says ‘manioc beer’ he is 

referring to the same thing as us (i.e., a tasty, nutritious and heady brew) (Viveiros de Castro 2004: 6).5

5   On the opposition between this concept of translation and Benjaminian theory, see Cesarino (2011: 34-5).
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As the author observes in the same article, the capacity to translate is typical to the shaman, who, 

through an experience of bodily transformation, can circulate through more than one of these ‘discordant 

exteriorities,’ returning to tell the Wari’ what he saw and heard. It is the shaman, therefore, who constitutes 

the ‘lexicon’ of the Wari’-jaguar dictionary to which my Wari’ friends resorted when they heard the 

abduction narrative. Given that each shaman has a unique experience, it makes sense that this dictionary 

has different ‘entries’ for the same referent, which explains the oscillation and conjectures of the listeners 

concerning the relations between two referents (rather than between two words).

The verb meaning ‘to transform’ is jamu, understood as the actualization of a (new) body, one that is 

equally human since it is seen as such by the new companions in another relational context. This capacity 

is not limited to shamans, who differ by being able to control the process, but is common to all beings 

deemed human, wari’, which includes diverse animals, as attested by the jaguar episode just described. It 

is the capacity of some beings to transform themselves, jamu, which leads to the attribution of a ‘spirit’ or 

‘double,’ jam- to them. Although this very rough translation of ‘spirit’ evokes the idea of a component of the 

person, something like a vital principle, the Wari’ notion in fact resists any essentialization. The attribution 

of a spirit results from the capacity to transform, not the contrary. Nobody, under normal conditions, has a 

spirit.

Shamans, generally men, are like chronically sick people who, assailed by animals of a particular 

species, have not been cured but have turned into their companions. The Wari’ often say that animals 

prey on the Wari’ (who they see as enemies or as prey animals) with the eventual aim of turning them into 

kin, the outcome of which is death for the victim, who goes to live forever on the side of the animals. In 

such cases, the person’s Wari’ body disappears and what goes to live among the animals is, from the Wari’ 

viewpoint, the person’s spirit. In the case of a shaman, the animals decide to cure him by bathing his body 

in apparently boiling water (simulating a cooking process) after which his body is reconstituted. One of 

them will become the shaman’s father-in-law, offering him daughters in marriage, children still, as was 

the custom among the Wari’. Henceforth the shaman’s spirit will be continually activated, implying the 

coexistence of two bodies, one of them living among the Wari’, which he perceives as human and kin, 

and the other among the animals, which he also sees as human, but as affines rather than kin. The Wari’ 

typically say that the shaman “accompanies (jaja) the animal” or the “animal’s spirit” (jami karawa).

With this double body, the shaman acquires a double perspective, that of the Wari’ and that of the 

animal species that he accompanies, which gives him access to animals as a whole, since, as they would 

explain to me, they do not differentiate a deer from a collared peccary or a jaguar: all are seen as people 

and it is common for a shaman to change his animal companions (and body) simply by accompanying 

and eating with other species. This ‘strange’ vision is precisely what allows him to act as a translator of 

perspectives. 

Given his continuously transformed state, the shaman is a being who circulates through distinct 

relational universes, living with different types of humans and learning about their language, or that is, 

about the distinct referents to which the same words from ‘people language’ apply. It is the distinction 

between bodies that makes the shaman a translator since from the moment when they identify with each 

other, the shaman becomes a common sick person, subjected to the animal’s perspective. 

Since the shaman’s capacity to transit across different worlds is a pan-Amazonian phenomenon, the 

relation between shamanism and translation is a common theme in the region’s ethnological literature. 

Carneiro da Cunha (1998), in an article subtitled “shamanism and translation,” based primarily on 

the ethnographic literature on the Pano groups of southern Amazonia, explores the question. What 

particularly interests us here is the notion of the ‘twisted words’ mentioned by the author based on 

6
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Townsley’s (1993: 460) analysis of Yaminawa shamanism (cited in Carneiro da Cunha 1998: 13). These are the 

words from everyday language applied to distinct objects – a fish may be called a peccary, for example – the 

mode encountered by the shaman to solve the dilemma of interpreting the unusual that becomes the object 

of his perception.

For the notion of twisted words to be applicable to the discourse of the Wari’ shaman, or indeed to 

the discourse of anyone in a state of transformation, it must be emphasized that this does not refer to 

metaphors, at least in the substitutionist notion of this figure of speech, founded on the distinction 

between literal and figurative, or true and false. Overing Kaplan’s analysis of Piaroa shamanism concerns 

precisely this point, and coincides with the perspective of Viveiros de Castro cited above: 

Uncertainty about identity was a daily ontological puzzle for the Piaroa... But such ‘problems’ of identity [...] 

were certainly not those of ‘metaphor’, for the Piaroa are obviously worrying about factual identity: ‘Is that wild 

pig a human or a vegetable?’ ‘Is that jaguar an animal, a human sorcerer or a god from the ‘before time’’? [...] 

If they got it wrong, it was their understanding that the literal consequences could be grim – the individual 

could become subject to a predator attack. It was the ruwang [shaman] who was able to solve such mysteries of 

identity [...] A metaphysics very different from our own (Overing Kaplan 1990: 610).

The jaguar-woman as a dictionary: material translation

The Wari’ work of translation may also involve another level, no longer related to an oral manifestation 

of distinct referents designated by homonyms, as the shaman does through his use of “twisted words”, and 

as the listeners did in response to A’ain Tot’s account of abduction.  The following narrative shows that 

more than a capacity arising from bodily transformation, translation itself may be achieved by the body. 

In July 2005, To’o Xak Wa, a woman of around sixty-five, wife of my Wari’ father Paletó who I call 

mother, narrated some events she herself witnessed when still a child and involving her mother, A’ain Tain. 

What follows is a summarized version.

One morning, when To’o was around five years old, her mother after a discussion with her (the 

mother’s) older sister, went to the river and was invited by a young man, her nephew, to go fishing at a spot 

further on, where, he claimed, there was a lot of fish. The young man carried her on his back for a stretch 

of the path. After a while, A’ain Tain began to hear voices calling her: “It’s an animal that called you! It’s not 

Wari’! Look, here is your daughter! She’s crying a lot.” And her true nephew shouted to the figure who was 

pretending to be him: “Put her down on the ground.” This was when A’ain Tain realized that the supposed 

nephew was licking leaves as they trekked along the path, just as jaguars do. She looked carefully and 

saw a glimpse of a tail. Hearing the insistent calls from her kin, the jaguar left her behind and departed. 

According to To’o, the mother was covered in jaguar fur from being carried. 

One day, sometime later, To’o’s father killed a lot of capuchin monkeys in the forest. Seeing the prey, the 

mother put the monkeys in her mouth, still raw, and drank a lot of blood. She then spat out the liquid and 

To’o and other people saw that what emerged from her mouth was not blood but bits of maize chicha drink 

(here we should recall that the jaguar’s chicha is blood).

Afterwards, according to To’o’s descriptions, her mother seems to have turned into a dictionary which, 

rather than substituting one word for another, transformed one object into another, inside her body, a 

consequence of her double identity. On another occasion she called her daughters to go bathing with her in 

the river. There they saw many tiny fish, that the Wari’ call wam (red wolf fish). The mother told the girls: 

“I’m going to fetch insect larvae (orojat). Wrap some leaves together [to make a recipient] for us to roast 
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them.” Meanwhile the mother caught the little fish. When she showed them to her daughters, they were no 

longer fish but insect larvae. To’o, narrating the event to me, exclaimed: “the fish turned completely into 

larvae.” Other occasions like that happened in sequence.

The efficacy of the body as a medium of translation, a three-dimensional Google Translate, emerges 

here in its extreme and almost caricatural form, when the metamorphosis of the person is objectified 

as a metamorphosis of the things surrounding him or her. The duality of the person’s body, invisible to 

the Wari’, is expressed as a duplicity of things that are transmuted as they traverse the body. Those who 

observed To’o’s mother therefore had the opportunity to live in two distinct worlds simultaneously: the 

world of the jaguar and that of the Wari’.

But the idea of translation by the body is not limited to specific and rare cases like the ones narrated 

above. Isn’t the mimicry of whites, common in the first contacts of native peoples around the world, a 

perfect example of perspectivist translation too? Let us turn to some examples. 

Mimetism as translation

Viveiros de Castro, in his essay on the Christianization of the Tupinambá, cites various examples of 

what he calls a “mimetic enthusiasm for the ritual apparatus of the missionaries” (2002: 196), one of them 

taken from Nóbrega’s First Brazilian Letter (1549: I, III cited in Viveiros de Castro 2002: 196; 2011): 

All of those who have dealings with us say that they want to be like us... If they hear the mass bell toll, they rush 

to attend, and whatever we do, all of them do: they kneel, beat their chests, raise their hands to the sky; and one 

of their main figures is already learning to read and observes lessons every day with great care, and in two days 

knew the entire alphabet, and we taught him to bless, absorbing everything with great gusto. He says he wants 

to be a Christian...

Writing about the Guarani of Paraguay, Chamorro remarks that at the mission village of San Ignacio 

de Ipaumbucú, the chief and shaman Miguel de Atiguaje, considered by Montoya a “true minister of the 

demon,” “pretended to be a priest” and

simulated that he was saying mass. He put some cloths over a table and on top of them a manioc tart and a 

heavily painted vase with maize wine and, speaking through his teeth, conducted many ceremonies, showing 

the tart and the wine like the priests and finally eating and drinking everything. With this his vassals venerated 

him as though he were a priest. (Montoya 1985: 57 in Chamorro 1998: 63, my translation).6

Santos-Granero (2009: 118) describes the mimetic behavior of the Peruvian Yanesha priestly leaders in 

relation to Franciscan missionaries, including one who spent a year in the mission attending mass and 

catechism before going on to replicate the acts of the Catholic liturgy. “The most important of these acts 

was the solemn ‘reading’ of a book made of feathers, which undoubtedly replicated the Bible.

The impressions of the missionary Friedrich Scharf on his first visit to the Wari’ (some time after 

contact) reveal the same kind of mimetic behaviour; unlike the examples cited above, however, this 

imitation did not refer to the religious ritual per se:

6   Also see Kopenawa & Albert (2010: 292, 340) on the Yanomami, Fausto (2007: 82) on the Guarani, Fausto and De Vienne (2014) on a recent prophetic 
movement in the Upper Xingu and Laugrand (1997) on shamans and priests among the Inuit, including the inverse mimetism of shamans by priests. On 
Bible translation as an enacted ritual among the Reformed Guhu-Samane, see Handman (2015).
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While we were on the river shore washing ourselves, the Indians were on the bank watching us and trying to 

imitate our gestures [...] One of our missionaries used false teeth and when he removed them from his mouth 

to wash them – imagine this – two of the Indians also tried to remove their natural teeth from their mouth in 

order to imitate the cleaning gesture” (Scharf 2010: 32, my translation).

The replication of this mimetism five centuries later is obviously not unique to the Wari’ and will be 

familiar to any Americanist. According to Taylor, for example: “Many Achuar, particularly the great men, 

adopt typical missionary public behaviour: they pray ostensively, simulate mastery of reading, and sing 

hymns. The ritual care with which they imitate and reproduce these activities testifies to their efforts 

to assimilate foreign symbolic techniques which, they say, are the keys to the reproduction of white 

manufactured wealth” (1981: 672).

Mimesis involves more than simply the assimilation of specific techniques. The descriptions of the 

mimetic behaviour of native peoples indicates the central place reserved for the body and for bodily 

transformations in this process of apprehending another perspective For Taussig (1993: 46), mimesis is 

“an alternative science” based on a “sensuous transformation.” As Viveiros de Castro (1998: 482) notes 

in his article on Amerindian perspectivism, ritual paraphernalia, like clothes, masks and adornments, 

are instruments, not costumes, with the power to conjure metaphysical transformations. Among 

various examples, we have the Yagua of Venezuela, whose shamans utilize “clothing” that allows their 

transformation into animals (Chaumeil 1983: 51, 66, 125). Likewise, as I have sought to show elsewhere 

(Vilaça 2007, 2010), the Wari’ use of white people’s clothing and the consumption of their food are both 

effective modes of transforming into whites that, like shamanism, do not imply a unique identity and, far 

from being a process without return, are founded precisely on this oscillation of positions.

Lattas (1998: 43-46), in his work on Melanesian cargo cults, linked to the arrival of the whites, analyzes 

the detailed process of imitation undertaken by the natives, who copied not only the body postures, 

gestures and etiquettes of the whites, but also their bureaucratic structures, organizing police forces, 

cricket clubs and banks (ibid: 43), behaviour that would be no surprise to an Amazonian specialist. Just like 

the Amazonian notion of ritual efficacy, in Melanesia it was “a way of capturing those secret magical acts 

that would deliver the European existence they copied” (Lattas 1998: 44).7

Further equivocations

In the encounter between the Wari’ and the missionaries, obviously other questions emerged over 

time, related to the translation between words properly speaking, which the missionaries undertook with 

the help of native translators. The latter, as we might guess, were young people who lived closer to the 

missionaries, sharing their food and habits, which according to the Wari’ allowed them to comprehend 

what the missionaries said. It is interesting to note that the term chosen by the Wari’ to express the idea of 

word translation, the passage from one language to another, is to imitate/repeat.

However, the fact that the passage from one language to another is not problematized does not mean 

that reflection was not required from the native translators. It is precisely this point that I wish to examine 

briefly now. My aim is to explore another type of equivocation constitutive of translation, a kind of 

development of the type implied in the difference between the translation of bodies or words, both related 

to the conflict between distinct conceptions of the world subsumed by an apparent synonymy.

7   Clifford (1992: 76), in his biographical study of Leenhardt, notes that for him conversion “can be a method of ‘observation’ of the white.” See Gell (1998: 
99-101) for an interesting discussion of mimesis, Zoppi (2012) on the Cashinahua in Brazil and Willerslev (2004), on the difference between mimetism and 
metamorphosis among the Siberian Yukaghirs.
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I shall take as an example the translation of the verb ‘to love’ central to Christian discourse. This verb is 

absent among the Wari’, who express the feeling love as ‘to not dislike’. Love for a person is conceived as the 

suppression of indifference and anger, precisely what people feel for enemies. 

One episode I witnessed recently first-hand seems to me a perfect illustration of the problem I am trying 

to address. An artist from Rio de Janeiro offered to me and to my wari’ brother and father who were visiting 

my city, a red heart sculpted in wood, and I suggested to my Wari’ brother Abrão that he give it to his wife 

as a souvenir of his visit to Rio. The next day he came to show me that he had written, with a pilot pen, 

in the middle of the heart, the following phrase: “I don’t dislike you at all, Tem Xao”, dedicating it to his 

wife. This was Abrão’s translation of the expression ‘I love you’ (‘eu te amo’) frequently written on hearts’ 

depictions he could see in magazines and TV.

It is interesting to observe the implications of this absence of a term for ‘love’ in the translation of 

Christian hymns and Biblical texts. One interesting illustration is the hymn, which says, in its Portuguese 

version, that “Jesus loves everyone,” translated into Wari’ as: “Jesus doesn’t dislike you, you and you.” Here 

we can note as well the absence in the Wari’ language of a term for ‘each one,’ that refers to a world peopled 

by individuals unknown to the Wari’ but referred to by the American Christians who composed the hymns.

The apparent coincidence between the perspectives of the Wari’ and the missionaries demands that we 

accentuate their dissonance. In their mutual work, the missionaries and the Wari’ seem to have reached 

an agreement on the suitability of the term ‘to not dislike’ as the translation of the verb ‘to love.’ Indeed ‘to 

not dislike’ is ‘to love,’ which is clearly expressed by the text written by Abrão on the wooden heart offered 

to his wife. However, in contrast to the missionary conception of love as the natural basis for the relation 

between God and humans, and what good Christians should feel for each and every person (to the point 

of turning ‘the other cheek’ when attacked), the notion of love as ‘not dislike’ reveals an entirely distinct 

starting point, a world of anger and enmity on which human agency acts with a transformative capacity.

We are presented, then, with a radical difference in what is conceived as the innate universe (Wagner 

1975) and as the direction of human agency. For the Wari’, kinship and love must be produced by 

themselves, and the failures in this process are conceived as resistance – that is, as the imposition of this 

innate world, which entices them back. This attraction is what they identify as the Devil and sin. For the 

missionaries, human agency is historically situated in the opposite direction, producing sin and hate from 

the paradise constituted by God for Adam and Eve. 

Lesson Book 1, written by the missionaries with the help of Wari’ translators to be read during the 

services, and which presents God and the creation, explains that everything created by God, from the forest 

to the animals, was initially good: “God’s things were very good in the past, just after he created them, in 

the beginning. Everything was entirely good. There were no bad animals, there was no bad forest. There 

were no thorns... He didn’t know how to make bad things” (p. 26). Evil first arose from the greed of Lucifer – 

and his followers.

Hence although the present Christian world is one of (original) sin (see Sahlins 1996), which makes it 

similar to the innate world of the Wari’, it does not involve, for the missionaries, the true original world but 

its ‘fallen’ or corrupted version. 

As can be seen, an important difference is involved, though not one immediately visible, which 

provokes the illusion that they involve coinciding visions of personhood and moral action. The 

missionaries, observing the interest of the Wari’ in suppressing anger, believed that the indigenous people 

recognized their corrupted state and wished to act in the same way as other Christians to overcome their 

state of original sin.
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As can be seen, both in the first and the subsequent phases of the missionary encounter, important 

though not immediately visible ontological differences are involved, which bring about the illusion that 

they involve coinciding visions of personhood and moral action. In the beginning, the missionaries, 

observing the interest of the Wari’ in imitate them, thought they were easy targets for conversion, soon 

to discover that they were also eager to resume their old costums. Transformation, for them, was not a 

one-way process, as the possibility of oscillation is a central part of it. In other words, difference must be 

preserved, or the world becomes flat and paralyzed, as Lévi-Strauss (1991) showed us when analyzing the 

relations between Native Americans and the whites in History of Lynx.

Later on, when the work on language translation itself began, difference again imposed itself as a 

constitutive part of the innate world of the Wari’, becoming visible through the irreducibility of Christian 

concepts like love to the Wari’ language, although superficially it seemed to the missionaries that they had 

found the perfect word-to-word translation they were looking for.

The equivocity involved in the apparent coincidence of these movements accounts for the 

disappointment of the missionaries with what they call the superficial conversion of the Wari’ and what 

seemed to them to be their main misunderstanding: salvation would be based on actions rather than any 

recognition of Christ as our saviour.

Translated by David Rodgers
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15 Narratives, characters, performances:
the Baiana as the face of Candomblé

Robson Cruz
University for the International Integration of Afro-Brazilian Lusophony (UNILAB), Institute for the 
Humanities and Literature, São Francisco do Conde/BA, Brazil.

Abstract

This article describes how the Baiana, a  regional folk-type in Brazilian culture could be shaped with the 

contribution of the literature, music, religion and scholarly works, its role in the shaping of Brazilian-ness 

and Afro-Brazilian identity, with some possible effects in the lives of the real people refered under this label.

Keywords: gender; racial identity; Regionalism; Afro-Religiosity.

Narrativas, personagens e performances:
a Baiana como a face do candomblé

Resumo

Esse rtigo descreve como a baiana, um tipo regional da cultura brasileira, teria sido construída com a 

contribuição da literatura, música, religião e textos acadêmicos, seu papel na formação da brasilidade e 

identidade afro-brasileira, como possíveis efeitos nas vidas das pessoas reais referidas sob este rótulo.

Palavras-chaves: gênero; identidade racial; regionalismo; afro-religiosidade.
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Narratives, characters, performances:
the Baiana as the face of Candomblé

Robson Cruz

O que é que a baiana tem?

(Dorival Caymmi)

O que é que a baiana tem?

Tem torço de seda, tem!

Tem brincos de ouro, tem!

Corrente de ouro, tem!

Tem pano-da-costa, tem!

Sandália enfeitada, tem!

Só vai no Bonfim quem tem

(O que é que a baiana tem?)

Só vai no Bonfim quem tem

Só vai no Bonfim quem tem

Um rosário de ouro, uma bolota assim

Quem não tem balagandãs não vai lá no Bonfim

(Oi, não vai no Bonfim)

(Oi, não vai no Bonfim)1

The lyrics transcribed above (from the song recorded and immortalized by Carmen Miranda in 1939) and 

the photograph shot in 19492 by Pierre Verger are indexes of the baiana’s popularity as an icon of Brazilian 

regionalist typology. Although devoid of any explicit mention of Afro-religiosity, the song might stand 

as an item-by-item description of the priestess in the photograph (or vice versa); it is almost as if one had 

inspired the other. 

 The reason for this character’s appearance as the protagonist of the narrative on race/skin color/

ethnicity and the legitimacy of its priesthood that has been woven through Candomblé is justified by 

the fact that, during the investigation for my doctoral thesis (Cruz 2008), upon being asked the question 

1   What does the Baiana have?
She has a silk turban
She has gold earrings
She has gold chains
She has a pano-da-costa
She has embroidered sandals
Only those who have go to the Bonfim Church
(What does the Baiana have?)
Only those who have go to the Bonfim Church
Only those who have go to the Bonfim Church

A gold rosary with beads like these
If you have no balangandãs you can’t go to the Bonfim Church
(Oh, you can’t go to the Bonfim Church)
(Oh, you can’t go to the Bonfim Church)

2   See in Verger 2002: 185 fig. 157
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“If Candomblé had a face, what would it be?”, almost 100% of the interviewees in my doctoral research 

invariably came up with an identical response. They described the face of a middle-aged black woman 

wearing traditional baiana garb. Some of the respondents further described that woman as portly. Although 

their descriptions do not quite match the one provided by the song’s lyrics (in which no mention is made of 

the character’s race, skin or color). The face of Candomblé would therefore appear to have a specific gender, 

race, skin color, age range and regional origin. However, neither Nina Rodrigues nor Manuel Querino 

–pioneers in the description of Candomblé during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries– 

make any mention of the founding of Candomblé whereas, by the 1930s, Édison Carneiro had heard and 

reported on the story of the “three African princesses” - Iyá Akalá, Iyá Adetá and Iyá Nassô, who established 

Candomblé in Salvador (Carneiro 1978: 56). It is impossible to establish whether this story already circulated 

in Nina Rodrigues’ day but, if it did, it may not have been considered remarkable enough to be repeated 

to the doutor.3 However, when it was told in the 1930s, it underscored the fact that the protagonists of 

Candomblé were predominantly female.

That face did not appear totally out of the blue. The early investigations of Nina Rodrigues, Manuel 

Querino and João do Rio into the Afro-religious field again recorded no specific mention of gender 

exclusivity. Although Rodrigues’s research was carried out in terreiros led by mães (mothers) de santo, he 

also alludes to pais (fathers) de santo, with no explicit  gender markers beyond this, except for the major 

feminine attribute of hysteria, which he states as structural in trance possession. This scenario did not 

change until after the 1930s.

As for Pierre Verger, he was not a participant in Modernist or Regionalist cultural movements but, 

according to his own testimony (Pierre Fatumbi Verger – Mensageiro entre Dois Mundos, 1998), was at least 

partly drawn to Bahia by Jorge Amado’s 1935 novel Jubiabá (1935). Amado was the most widely-translated 

(not to mention bestselling in his native country) exponent of Modernist Regionalism in Brazilian 

literature. Earlier modalities of Regionalism may be found in Brazilian literary history in novels of the 1800s 

such as O Sertanejo or O Gaúcho, by Gonçalves Dias and José de Alencar, respectively.

During this period, plots and characters were founded on a romantic narrative that idealized heroes 

and heroines from far away lands and distant times. Within the Brazilian context, such distances of space 

and time could be played out by proxy against the vast landscapes of the Brazilian Empire. The heroes 

and heroines of Romantic Regionalism or Indianism, as exemplified by Peri and Ceci –the protagonists of 

novelist José de Alencar’s epic novel O Guarani (1857)– barely reflect real inhabitants of the aforementioned 

landscapes. In all respects, Alencar’s ill-fated lovers would feel at ease with their virtues and noble 

sentiments in the South of France, in Somerset or in the Scottish Highlands of that same period. In Brazil, 

criticism of Romanticism was voiced by the Realist and Naturalist movements and underscored by the 

shock of truth provided by Euclides da Cunha’s disclosure of the horrors of Canudos.

Notwithstanding, Regionalism didn’t disappear forever. It returned, newly-equipped with a quasi-

ethnographic details (akin to those of Naturalism) that reproduced language, social types and customs in 

the work of writers such as Simões Lopes Neto (from the state of Rio Grande do Sul) or São Paulo’s Monteiro 

Lobato. After the Modern Art Week of 1922 and its resulting literary trends, a new Romanticism appeared, 

adopting regional types both rural and urban as the protagonists of stories which, on one hand, proposed 

to reproduce language, types and customs and by the other, inserts contemporary concerns like politics 

and social struggle. The new-Romantic characters of this trend illustrate a tendency towards paternalism, 

stereotyping and a certain complacency that purports to be social realism, presenting types almost devoid 

3   Although Nina Rodrigues was a member of the medical profession, the form of address has long been reserved by the subaltern classes for any adult male 
with even a semblance of higher education.   
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of subjectivity, despite their richly picturesque qualities or their colorful and anecdote-filled plots. The 

dominant characters are men and women of the people. Novelists Guimarães Rosa and José Lins do Rego 

distanced themselves from this approach, the former through a fantastic, eminently literary and complex 

style often compared to that of James Joyce, the latter through neo-realistic, subjectivist narratives in which 

concepts such as social realism or “the people” hardly put in an appearance.

However, it was Jorge Amado’s picaresque novels that continually exalted a particular place (Salvador 

da Bahia) and its vivid popular types: fishermen, street urchins, prostitutes, rogues of every description, 

stevedores, policemen, craftsmen, laborers, musicians, capoeira fighters and the so-called povo-de-

santo (adepts of Candomblé). In Amado’s Salvador-based novels, nearly all the characters interact with 

Candomblé which is presented as a latent, invisible force driving the plot. In Jubiabá (a novel read by Pierre 

Verger in Paris), it is a pai-de-santo who anchors the shattered lives around him with hieratic dignity. 

But when Verger lands in Salvador in 1949, the Afro-religious field had been occupied by a new 

dominant character who would also be duly depicted and revered in other novels by Amado (such as Tent 

of Miracles and Shepherds of the Night): the stout, elderly black woman clothed in characteristic garb which 

simultaneously endow her with the qualities of a loving nursemaid and jovial cook, yet the complexity 

and riches of her picturesque garments conferred clear signs of respectability and apartness, like those 

displayed by a porcelain doll standing in a showcase. She was, however, a real person, and already known by 

her name –baiana– easily recognizable in large Brazilian coastal cities since the mid-1800s, and depicted in 

postcards and prints of that period.

Enters the Baiana

In 1938, a decade before Pierre Verger’s arrival, another important character in this scenario arrived in 

Salvador: Ruth Landes. This is how the anthropologist introduces us to the baiana:

“Negro women were everywhere, in colorful skirts and turbans and white blouses reflecting the sun. Usually 

they were older women, powerful in appearance and self-confident, and keenly interested in the work at hand.”   

(Landes 1996: 17)

The image of the baiana that appears on the cover of the first Brazilian edition of City of Women [trans. A 

Cidade das Mulheres (Civilização Brasileira, 1967)] is iconic: duly consecrated in and by the media (including 

literature, cinema and Carnival parade themes). Throughout the book, baianas (occasionally referred to as 

“nagô black women”) are the real protagonists, which worth to call the attention upon the author’s in her 

pioneering, who preceded everything else that happened regarding to the exposition and reiteration of the 

baiana’s role.

During the interregnum that covers the period between Ruth Landes’s arrival in Salvador and the 

present day, the baiana’s image has been further enriched by a series of other factors, among which I might 

emphasize the world of Samba School parades in Rio de Janeiro’s Carnival –the most universally recognized 

symbolic moment of Brazilian-ness–specifically, her incorporation by composers, musicians and craftsmen 

as a major signifying component of this realm. Rio’s Carnival is a ritualized celebration of nationality 

[as a product by one hand, of the State-led “domestication” of the Carnival itself and, by the other, of the 

construction of the category  “povo” as an instance of legitimization of the populist state, where the lower 

classes– hereupon resignified as either “trabalhadores” or “artistas”– stand as a silent alibi for the elite in 

charge (Oliveira 2006; Paranhos 2003)] in which images, values, characters and narratives are continuously 

re-engineered, year after year, parade after parade. The Samba school’s myth of origin (indeed, the myth 

of origin of the samba itself ) tell us that the ala das baianas represents the primordial and most authentic 
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core of the Samba Schools, and the latter is related to quasi-religious meetings said to have been held at Tia 

Ciata’s  terreiro of Candomblé in the  Cidade Nova quarter.4 

However, Carnival historians currently agree that the baianas from the Samba Schools which paraded 

in the 1930 to 1950 were originally cross-dressed men which escorted the School, clearing the way for the 

parade in the crowd, and eventually acting as guards whenever fights burst with rival schools (Araújo 2009). 

In 1960 the Mangueira Samba School introduced an ala das baianas in its annual parade; the participants of 

this group were the wives and mothers of Mangueira’s samba community who, due to modesty and decency, 

could no longer parade as dancers or cabrochas. Other schools emulated this initiative in the following years. 

At last, in the 1970s, the ala das baianas became mandatory item in every Samba School parades, working as 

a trademark of the group’s authenticity.  In 2006 the Independent Samba School League (which establishes 

rules for the Carnival parade), waived the obligatory rule of feminine exclusivity in the ala das baianas, by 

the reducing of the number of ladies up to take part in the parade due to, according to some sources5 their 

conversion to evangelical faith.

 This baiana’s transference from Salvador to Rio de Janeiro –which was then the federal capital city and, 

more so than it is today, the cultural showcase of Brazil– leads to her universalizing as a national symbol 

that transcends her earlier status as a mere regional type. Samba Schools were not solely responsible for 

this process. Popular music itself (as demonstrated by the song in the epigraph), notably songs composed 

by Dorival Caymmi (who settled in Rio de Janeiro in the 1930s) and sung by Carmem Miranda, were also 

crucial not only to a dissemination of the baiana’s image but also as source of inspiration for the creative 

dynamics of Samba Schools in general.

Nowithstanding, we must not forget that Ruth Landes alternatively calls their natives of baianas and 

“nagô black women”, and this denomination recalls a specific character attributed to them: their association 

to the Candomblé terreiros reputed as “pure Africans”, which make them superior to mestiças and caboclas 

women. However in this specific case, the connotative nagô, is not necessarily associated to the women’s 

supposed ethnic background. Landes didn’t ask them about their ancestral origin, besides the mythical one. 

If some of them ever could biologically descend from the despised (by Nina Rodrigues and Roger Bastide) 

Bantu or from the Jêje, it is not discussed in any part of the book. Therefore the label nagô is rather rooted 

in an ethos, which include skin color, age range, biotype, garments, body techniques and job, whose set 

suppose (but not necessarily take for grant) a certain cult affiliation.

Baianas as Pretas-Velhas

Let us fix our gaze upon the mãe preta [or “black mother”], another character belonging to Brazilian 

visual repertory, possessing identifying features that closely resemble those of the baiana. Another product 

of 1800s Romanticism, she was often portrayed as the Romantic heroine’s affable, tender chaperon-

nursemaid and epitomized in the 1930s and 1940s by the character of Tia Nastácia in the phenomenally 

best-selling and widely loved series of children’s books written by Monteiro Lobato. Through the powerful 

mass-media appeal of Brazilian  telenovelas and television miniseries, the mãe preta grew steadily more 

popular than the baiana, especially after Tia Nastácia appeared on a daily basis in the broadcast television 

series “Sítio do Pica-pau Amarelo”, which aired for over thirty years. The mãe preta also appears as a deified 

entity in Umbanda: the preta-velha [or “old black woman”] who, unlike the baiana, belongs to the domestic 

4   Anecdote retrieved from oral tradition and “canonized” by scholarly literature, mainly by Moura (Tia Ciata e a Pequena África do Rio de Janeiro, 1983) and 
later by Hermano Vianna (O Mistério do Samba, 1995), and Sérgio Cabral (As Escolas de Samba do Rio de Janeiro, 1996).[inserir as referências completas de todas 
estas obras na bibliografia].

5   “Carnavalescas se convertem e não querem mais desfilar”, in: ALC – Agência Latino-Americana e Caribenha de Comunicação, available at: http://www.
alcnoticias.org/articulo.asp?artCode=3942&lanCode=3 accessed on 02/18/2007.
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realm and not to the street. The preta-velha does not possess the independent, self-confident attitude of 

the baianas. She usually displays a humble, indulgent posture, she is less talkative albeit incisive in her 

pronouncements. Generally speaking, pretos-velhos

“[…] are characterized as humble, patient, long-suffering, and good. Umbanda leaders repeatedly stressed to 

me their humildade (humility), bondade (friendship), and caridade (charity) and tended to characterize them as 

subservient” (Brown 1994: 68).6

Throughout her lengthy description of baianas, Ruth Landes shows the reader how they share many 

of the traits attributed to the pretas-velhas (humility and subservience excepted), as exemplified in the 

following episode:

“[The ceremony] was harshly interrupted by Faustino who, still drunk, began a loud monologue. He talked 

louder and louder, until Menininha came and took over the ceremony. Still he talked. She “pulled” a song. He 

continued talking and fussed with his soiled suit. Suddenly exasperated, she called in her powerful voice – I 

don’t like this, folks! If you must talk, do it in the street.’ – It was a shocking reprimand, and Faustino fell silent, 

like the others. She started to sing again. He left, muttering sulkily. But when he reached outdoors he rebelled, 

shouting wildly, yelling that the others would not let him use the gourd, that they defamed him saying he 

was drunk and made mistakes. Then he quieted and soon was seen urinating. Menininha sang. He returned, 

grumbling faintly, and went out again. Returning once more, he “pulled” a verse loudly and appropriately, 

in honor of the goddess then being praised. Menininha startled, hushed herself, then sweetly seconded it. I 

marveled at her kindliness.” (Landes 1996:231-232)

Thus baianas and pretas-velhas share both phenotypical and behavioral traits, at least when we consider 

the domesticated versions of both characters. In the case of the preta-velha this trait is associated to a 

domestic version of the slavery, when it is brought to the intimacy of the masters’ household, and the 

slavewoman is perceived as a “member of the family”, usually as a nanny or a wetnurse. Is in this quality 

that the mammy, the United States correlate of the preta-velha, is also regarded. Not as an individual, but as 

an artifact. A mother-thing which idyllic reminder of how good was the United States’ Old South domestic 

relationships, in an imagined and idealized tones (Wallace-Sanders 2008). Would we consider the same 

regarding the preta-velha concerning the idealized image of the “archaic Brazil” (we’ll see it more below, 

concerning to Roger Bastide’s stands)?

It is interesting to note that most of the  pretas-velhas –their grandmotherly appellations (‘vovó’ 

is Portuguese for ‘granny’) followed by their “nations” of origin– are Bantu (Vovó Maria Conga, Vovó 

Cambinda, Tia Maria de Angola, etc.) so that, according to Ordep Serra and Lorand Matory (both of whom 

disagree with Beatriz Góis Dantas), no matter what the skin color of whoever invented the schema or is its 

agent, what counts here is that, because they are predominantly Bantu and usually identify themselves 

as slaves and not as Africans (Souza 2006), according to Rodrigues, Carneiro and Bastide the pretas-velhas 

would be inferior to the baianas. 

In the cult of the pretos-velhos, references to African origin (such as ‘cambinda’, the one underlined by Câmara 

Cascudo) are less valued than their “slave” origin. Therefore, Africa appears as a reference, but most of the 

pretos-velhos performances are directed to a Brazilian being born in the senzalas. Thus, pretos-velhos might even 

be regarded and worshipped as “African”; however, it is in their representation as “slaves” that belief in the 

power of their “magic” is based (Souza 2006: 134).

6   For a more detailed characterization of pretos-velhos, see Mônica Dias de Souza (2006). 
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Nevertheless, another significant detail must be highlighted. According to Diana Brown, pretos 

and pretas-velhas would be results of acculturation; of the purging of African barbarism through the 

Christianization of slaves plus the redemption by suffering and humiliation derived from their condition as 

slaves, also emphasized by Souza in his writing on Spiritualist Umbanda:

In this religious network, pretos-velhos are the usual category, reflecting certain conventions about “slavery”, 

with the predominant idea that the “slaves” were subjugated by the whites, controlled through physical 

punishment and forbidden to practice their religion. This regime provided the development of two types of 

spirits: rebellious ones and passive ones. The rebels transmit messages of discontent which prevent them 

from evolving spiritually and eventually produce an evil that is two-fold, for they not only bring about evil 

but damage the soul by standing in the way of its spiritual evolution. Passive spirits are considered to possess 

beneficial wisdom, because they have knowledge of magic that they use to fight against evildoing; beyond this, 

they transmit Christian ideals such as patience, peace, love and humility  (Souza 2006: 126-127).

We might also reach another intermediate point between the baiana and the mãe preta/preta-velha 

in which gender representation is related to suffering, hard work and submission, as demonstrated by 

the behavior of the baianas. This is exemplified in Patrícia Birman’s mention of an “eternal suffering” 

(Birman 1995: 138) and also touched upon by Souza in reference to the ethos of the preto-velho (Souza 2006: 

120). Birman’s subject here are Candomblé women, which role model are the baianas (here understood as 

the Candomblé women from the past–“as antigas”) as semi-mythical characters. It would these women 

interviewed by Birman somehow influenced by preta-velha ethos or their role as afro-religious women is 

rather socially located driven? Anyway,  in this regard, pretas-velhas and baianas are likely to converge, 

although the baiana stands in opposition to the preta-velha in the same way that town opposes country. The 

baiana is closely associated with the market place (where she can be seen with her tray of sweetmeats); with 

the street; and with social life. Meanwhile, the preta-velha is an unmistakably domestic persona. Like every 

other symbol, the baiana is not univocal in its representation. Her oldest version was a regional type found 

in large Brazilian coastal cities during the second half of the nineteenth century, directly derived from the 

negras de ganho7, many of them slaves who were sent out into the streets by convents and manors to sell 

delicacies made by their mistresses or by themselves, according to Giberto Freyre (2002: 539).

It is possible that those women who freed themselves continued to engage in the same activity and thus 

became financially independent although certainly not socially respectable since, being women, they were 

not supposed to be out in the street to begin with, dealing with people of all kinds. Mariza Corrêa (2000) 

states that Ruth Landes was the first scholar to assign leadership in Candomblé to the baiana; in Corrêa’s 

reading of Landes, those women had a crucial importance, since the Candomblé terreiros were centers of 

social activity and redistribution of wealth and services in the poor neighborhoods of Salvador. I have been 

unable to locate where, precisely, in her book Ruth Landes says any of this but Corrêa’s interpretation is 

somehow redolent of Roger Bastide’s fascination with the image of an archaic, more solidary and cordial 

Brazil. Even though Corrêa shares a point of view that is common to Frazier, Pierson and Landes herself 

–one in which black people in Salvador did not live in an African culture– she also stresses that the image 

of the baiana –a national symbol thanks to Carmen Miranda, as pointed out in my opening paragraph– 

represented recognition of the relevance of blacks in Brazilian culture. This phenomenon notwithstanding, 

in order achieve such a prominent status and easy recognition, black had to be bleached and feminized by 

the agents referred to by Corrêa as the “dominant group”.  Consequently, the most representative image of 

blackness as Brazilian-ness is the mulata.

7   Slaves who provided income to their masters by peddling goods and services in the streets.
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Baianas and some conclusive implications in Brazilian-ness

Even after the ascension and enthronement of the mulata as a symbol of Brazilian-ness, the baiana 

continues to exist on a subaltern level. The logical operator that connects the mulata to the baiana in the 

same sentence is one that distinguishes between Nature and Culture, in which the former term holds 

prominence over the latter. While the mulata as an icon of Brazilianness expresses a view of themselves 

cherished by Brazilians –sensual, libidinous mestiços– plays the role of Nature, the baiana synthesizes 

tradition, the past, an archaic Brazil while playing the role of Culture. The mulata expresses a real, modern 

being, while the baiana represents the result of an elaborately constructed baroque pre-modernism. These 

dualities might be schematized as follows:
mulata baiana
nature culture
woman mother
body garments and ornaments
flesh fat
new old
individuality hierarchy
society (gesellschaft) community (gemeinschaft)
modernity tradition
miscegenation racial purity
present past

street house

According to this scheme, the street is the domain of the mulata. The baiana was not cast out of her 

original environment; she was merely converted to domesticity, her identity increasingly admixed with that 

of the mãe preta; and if, by any chance, she appeared in the street, she should do so with fewer adornments 

than the ones that characterized her in the past, reduced to a plain housewife of sorts. Gradually, the trays 

of delicacies are to be found in the laps of mulatas styled as baianas –the so-called baiana de turista. The 

“authentic” baiana is now a character confined to the terreiro, timidly and clumsily shuffling whenever she 

is sighted outside her “specific” environment. I no wonder that the emergence of the mulata as character 

in Brazilian imagery as a model of a sexualized femininity and aesthetics, but in modern art and popular 

music coincided with the preta-velha-ization of the baiana in the 1930s. The mulata was thus invested 

with a sexual attribution from which the baiana became virtually withheld. She is now innocuous as a 

woman. The rejection of the sexuality of the baiana as well as – how pointed out Mariza Corrêa (1996) – the 

hypersexualization of the mulata, both revolving around the desire of the white male, signalizes to the 

social rejection of black women. As says the proverb quoted by Gilberto Freyre (2002).

“White woman for marrying, mulata for fucking, black woman for working”

The way to this re-elaboration of baiana femininity in her virtual cloister had already been paved not 

by Ruth Landes, but by Édison Carneiro, who wrote of Candomblé as a “woman’s job”, albeit the job of an 

affable woman, a housewife; the most literal preta-velha.

“This hierarchical division would appear to confirm the opinion that Candomblé is a woman’s job – essentially 

domestic, familiar, walled, removed from the struggle for the daily bread” (Carneiro 1978: 117).

The mãe-de-santo whose photograph is mentioned in the beginning of this paper led the highly 

prestigious and historically important Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá8  for three decades. By 1957, Mãe Senhora’s social 

8   The Candomblé terreiro in Bahia that best expresses the grandeur of “nagô ritual purity”.

22



Robson Cruz Vibrant v.13 n.2

mobility had allowed her to obtain the national title of  “Mãe Preta do Ano” (Santos 1988), which seems to 

be in conformity with the image of domesticity now conferred upon the baianas. However, Mãe Stella, her 

second successor (and the present titleholder for the leadership of that terreiro) is part of a new generation 

of Candomblé adepts, a new generation of Brazilians, beneficiaries of the recently-achieved democratization 

of the country’s educational system and of advances in the political-institutional apparatus. These changes 

have made it possible for her to establish a dialogue with new trends in the debate on gender and rights as 

well as the concept of female leadership in Candomblé as advocated by Mariza Corrêa’s reinterpretation of 

Ruth Landes. If ever the mães-de-santo of Candomblé held the local influence claimed by Corrêa and other 

romantic defendants of this view, the current situation would appear to be somewhat changed. The cloister 

described by Carneiro seems not to have undergone much alteration but, nevertheless, mães-de-santo such 

as Mãe Stella have skillfully created a symbolic place of their own within Brazilian society, one in which 

they earn prestige and recognition from academics and politicians, write books, deliver lectures, take 

part in seminars and conferences that extend beyond a religious agenda, and are occasionally invited by 

the President himself to state events. If the drive to return home and be cared for by the good mãe-preta 

were to stand as justification for the aforementioned recognition, it is always interesting to note that the 

beneficiaries of such attention would appear to be less than content with their new status. 

But how much of the official interest for the mães-de-santo actually still reflects the shared imagery of 

idealized and paternalistic racial relationships based of the character of the preta-velha?

Translated by Stephen Berg and the author
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Glossary

Ala – Row of components in a School of Samba parade

Baiana – Female born in the state of Bahia, Brazil

Bantu – African linguistic group. In Afro-Brazilian religions it designates terreiros (known as belonging to 

“Angola” or “Congo” nations of Candomblé) and rituals that use Bantu languages in their liturgy

Caboclo/Cabocla – Technically, they are products of racial intermixture between Indians and whites. It 

also refers to entities worshipped in Afro-Brazilian religions identified as an Indian or someone with an 

Indian parent as well as the terreiros and rituals where these entities are the main cult objects. Caboclo 

chants and liturgy are performed in Brazilian Portuguese. Some people say that there is a “Candomblé 

de Caboclo”, a gentilic or indigenous Candomblé, opposed to the “Candomblé de Nação”, more identified 

with Africa.

Cabrocha – Old fashioned name for a Samba School female dancer. Nowadays is used the term destaque. As 

is true of the costumes of all members of any given Samba School, her costume incorporates the School 

colors. In terms of design the closest visual parallel is with the apparel of burlesque queens of yore or 

Las Vegas show girls (sequined bikinis, feathers and high heels)

Candomblé – Afro-Brazilian religion, organized as a cult with initiation. Originally from the Brazilian 

North-Northeast, it is nationwide spread nowadays 

Capoeira – Brazilian martial art with an attributed African origin
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Jêje – Those terreiros and rituals in Afro-Brazilian religions in which West African Ewe-Fon dialects are used 

as liturgical language

Mãe (or Pai) de santo – Literally, “Mother (or Father) of the saint”, they are the high priests of Afro-

Brazilian religions.

Mulata – Although technically the product of racial intermixture between black and white, the term is also 

used generically to designate an extremely beautiful and sensual woman usually working as a show girl

Nagô –Terreiros and rituals in Afro-Brazilian religions. Brazilian psychiatrist and ethnologist Nina 

Rodrigues (1862-1906) identified these terreiros as Yoruba in origin and his classification continues to 

be upheld to the present day. In Candomblé, terreiros identified as nagô are reputed to be “pure African” 

and, therefore, of superior quality when compared to others of different denominations.

Nations of (Nações de) Candomblé – Models of cults around which the Candomblé terreiros are organized. 

The nations basically differ from each other in their liturgical language and their repertory of chants, 

rhythms and dances. The nations are divided into two main groups: Sudanese (or Jêje-Nagô) and Bantu 

(or Angola-Congo)

Preto-velho/Preta-velha – Litterally, “old black man” or “old black woman”. Entities worshipped in 

Umbanda respectively depicted as Uncle Tom and Mammy types, who symbolize the wisdom of old age 

and Christian virtues of endurance through suffering, patience and humility

Samba School – Groups that gather to play and dance samba, the main attraction during  Carnival, at 

which different Schools parade in glittering costumes and highly elaborate floats, accompanying a 

drum band (called bateria), singing a song specially composed for the occasion. Costumes and float 

decorations are inspired by this tune (called a samba-enredo). Samba Schools originated in Rio de 

Janeiro, although they are currently to be found almost anywhere in the Brazil (and sometimes abroad) 

in various guises. In cities like Rio, São Paulo and Florianópolis sites called sambódromos have been built 

to house the parades and each of the larger Schools in Rio and São Paulo congregate as many as ten 

thousand components 

Terreiro – Cult house in Afro-Brazilian religions 

Umbanda – Afro-Brazilian religion strongly marked by the influences of Spiritualism and Catholicism. 

Umbanda chants and liturgy are performed in Brazilian Portuguese.
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Animals are not new to anthropology. Since the early days of the discipline they appear in rituals, 

classifications and symbols. Animals are hunted, raised, domesticated, eaten, feared and venerated. Of 

course anthropology is generically defined as the discipline that studies “man”, and it is thus common that 

animals only appear in a supporting role: they are part of the scenery described, assistants in activities or 

a means to help understand how humans think and organize themselves in the world. One of the many 

consequences of this attitude was to authenticate the generalized idea that animals are seen as resources 

of all sorts of types, given that they only appear as part of ecosystems – cultures or societies – which are 

anthropically centered. Animals have thus been relegated in the traditional anthropological project to 

figurative functional or mediating roles in contrast to the majesty of human agency.1 To some degree, 

this dossier is part of an agenda that is critical of this more traditional posture, and accompanies a 

set of debates that have been expanding in the discipline and that shift animals from their position as 

simple appendixes of humans or as elements in the environment, to position them in the foreground of 

ethnographies, making more visible how the lives of animals and humans interact and are co-produced.

In this critical direction, Rebeca Cassidy (2007), when discussing the literature about domestication, 

makes explicit references to how the anthropological tradition can be understood in terms of humans’ 

relationship with animals (and with plants). For Cassidy, the domestication of animals and the development 

of agriculture were treated in the discipline in terms that are similar to the explanation of the passage 

from savagery to barbarity and from the affirmation of civilization, to the defeat of a feminine mode of 

the world, and the consolidation of private property. This anthropological posture mirrored zoological 

thinking, which emphasized human control over plants, animals and “primitive” peoples and incorporated 

1   The famous controversy between Marvin Harris (1976) and Claude Lévi-Strauss (1983a, 1983b) emblematically illustrates this tendency. In Harris’ cultural 
ecology, societies were understood as a cultural adaptation to pressures from their natural environments. In Levi-Strauss’s structuralism, we find the idea 
that mythic thinking organizes certain salient elements of the empiric world in signifying systems. Thus, in a non-exclusive reduction, nature, including 
animals, in both cases, are an objectifiable externality. For Harris they are  inscribed in a naturalistic semantic (animals are good for the environment or 
good for evolving) and in Lévi-Strauss’ structural semiotic they are good for thinking. A significant change in the anthropological perspective on animals 
began to take shape with the work of Philippe Descola, in particular in the realm of his anthropology of nature.  Dscola indicates that (i) nature cannot be 
considered as a universal condition (or as a category) upon which is established cultural discontinuities and (ii) it cannot be understood, in general, as an 
external ontological domain that is distinct from the world of humans. The forest is not a prosaic place – a source of food or of mental categories – but “the 
stage of a subtle sociability [...]. What we call nature here is not an object that must be socialized, but the subject of a social relation” (Descola 1996:246-7). 
In later work Descola (2005) systematizes what he calls modes of identification and relation to reposition the debate between nature and culture in terms of 
continuities and discontinuities between the living. See also his well developed criticism of the concept of nature in Lévi-Strauss (Descola, 2011).
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them to the “civilized” world for purposes of exploitation. For Cassidy (2007), more recent anthropology 

has substituted the unidirectional and progressive history of human relations with animals for a more 

incomplete and hesitant version in which the experience of sheep and goats, for example, are confronted 

with the more ambiguous stories of microbes and weeds. The emphasis on the mutual interaction between 

humans and non-human species that reposition animals in the anthropological debate coincides with 

a time of reconfiguration for the discipline since the 1970s. The publication of important works such as 

Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter, edited by Talal Asad (1973) and Women, Culture and Society, edited 

by Michele Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (1974), are emblematic of the construction of new routes in 

anthropology, due to their crucial role in decentering ethnocentric and androcentric premises that have 

long been deeply rooted in the discipline. It is in this intellectual context that the seminal philosophical 

essay Animal Liberation was published by Peter Singer (1975), which in addition to being a point of inflection 

in animalist thinking, inaugurated the broad interdisciplinary field of Animal Studies.  It became central 

in the reformulation of the ethical and political horizon of the problem of animals in the West in the 

late twentieth century, converging with the rising post-colonial feminist struggles. Since then, under 

the influences of these debates, anthropological thinking has become less white, less male and less 

anthropocentric. 

Animal studies is a vast interdisciplinary field that in addition to anthropology includes sociology, 

history, philosophy and literature. It is subdivided and disputed by fields of interest such as animal rights, 

which advocates the moral recognition of animals and their conditions as subjects with rights on an 

equality with humans; anthropozoology, which is concerned with the biological ties between different animal 

species, including humans; ethology, which focuses on the study of their behaviors; and human-animal 

studies, which focuses on the social relations between animals and humans (Demello, 2012).2 This broad 

movement is a response to an epistemological and moral shift in the human-animal relationship, which 

forms the base of the studies that compose this dossier. But, what is an animal and what does it do in 

anthropology?

Ingold (1994) helps to locate the position of animals in the discipline based on a philosophical 

question of broad scope in the West – the definition of the human. By asking what makes a human a 

human?  Ingold suggests that what we understand as characteristic of humanity is located to a large 

degree in the negation of animality, which is always treated as deficient in relation to all that we 

humans supposedly have – including language, reason, or moral conscience. The critical point is an 

anthropomorphism that, on one hand, is characterized culturalistically, given that it supposes that 

only humans have a capacity for symbolization and differentiation between each other through will and 

consciousness. On the other hand, it appears in the naturalist definition of man as an animal species, 

whose supposed difference resides precisely in the fact that he stands out from all the other animals, 

which are treated as essentially equal and destined to follow genetic programming. In the final analysis, 

it is a question of singularization. For this reason it is not difficult to understand how we are able to look 

at other humans and see them, even if they are equal as a species, as perceptibly or completely different 

from each other, given that we attribute to each one of us different and unique capacities of variation, 

inherent to humanity. This is not a question of types, nor of essences, Ingold warns (1994): it first involves 

the capacity of singularization that we attribute to ourselves. However, the difficult question is why 

2   In human-animal studies the lives of humans and animals interconnect – they are relatives, friends, significant alterities. It is in this field, in particular, but 
not exclusively, that we position anthropology. On this basis, it is understood that animals are socially constructed and for this reason are present in a wide 
variety of contexts, as a form of thinking, interacting or serving human needs (Demello 2012). For good field sketches, in addition to Demello (2012), see also 
Flynn (2008), Taylor & Signal (2011) and Taylor (2013). This dossier focuses in particular on anthropological production on the theme and although it does not 
have a well-defined agenda in the discipline, works such as that of Vialles (1987), Ingold (1988), Willis (1990), Digard (1990, 1999), Bernardina (2006) and Keck 
(2010) guide many researchers interested in the field. Meanwhile, Hurn (2012) offers an important overview of the human-animal relationship in anthropology.
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we do not perceive cats or dogs or any other animals, especially those more distant from conviviality 

with humans, to be distinct from each other. We attribute to them a homogeneity specific to an essential 

biological programming – that of a species - whose small differences fall within a limited possible range 

of variation in genetic arrangements, which we call race. In other words, non-human  animals are, for us, 

naturally biological, while  humans are biological and something more. The critical point, is the recalcitrant 

idea of a human exceptionality.3 

On the other hand, there is a second issue that arises from this first:  what makes a human being a 

being?  In response, Ingold (1994) suggests a shift from  ontology to  ontogenesis.  He does not speak of 

human beings, but of human becomings (Ingold 1994; Descola & Ingold 2014). He affirms that ontology is 

part of an ethnocentric project, which as can be expected from “philosophers of philosophy”, results from 

considering texts from that discipline without considering the world. For this reason, lines occupy an 

important place in his lexicon, given that they allow thinking in incessant crossings, in a wide variety of 

webs, in an insistence to the devir.  In other terms, the composition of worlds cannot be considered as a task 

of representing life based on beings as if they preexisted (ontology). It must be based on their production in 

a continuous event in their environment and in their entanglements (ontogenesis). Therefore, and taking 

another route, more than a definition of borders between humans and animals, anthropology has been 

interested in the joint forms of conviviality. In general lines, this is the position defended in the work of 

Carlos Sautchuk, Eating (with) piranhas: an untamed approach to domestication, which brilliantly opens this 

dossier. Based on an instigating ethnography among fishermen in the Amazon estuary, the author shows 

us how the proximity between the fishermen and the piranhas can be understood as a type of conviviality 

related to the production of a shared environment. This is shown in the presence of children in fishing 

activity – the development of technical abilities requires a type of plunge into the world – the  “gestures” of 

the fish, the ondulations of the water, the moment of capture – require an interlinking that causes learning 

to be conducted in terms of an ontogenesis. 

In the early 1960s, a seminal text by Haudricourt (2013), entitled Domestication des animaux, culture 

des plantes et traitement d’autrui, offered an alternative vision to the unilateral model of exploitation of 

nature and animals, emphasizing the symbolic and relational character of the domestication process. 

Haudricourt was a disciple of Marcel Mauss and inherited some of the principle ideas developed by this 

master in his celebrated work Les techniques du corps, such as traditional/social character of technique.  That is, 

it cannot be reduced to the condition of the biology or psychology of man, nor by the determinations of his 

environment. Technique is thus learned and transmitted by means of prestigious and collective imitation. 

Another influence from Mauss concerns how Haudricourt observes technical innovations. This involves 

how domestication, culture, nature and body  are articulated within each culture (Bechelany 2012). In this 

sense, Haudricourt emphasizes how relations with plants, animals and things express the development 

and socialization of the human being, much more than when attention is focused only on humans or on 

technique itself.4 In Haudricourt’s classic text (2013), the two examples presented – the yam and the sheep 

– reflect two types of mentalities. On one hand is the farmer from the Far East who operates by means of 

3   For a broader critical review of this point, see Lewgoy and Segata (forthcoming). Also about this issue, the finding is interesting that in the universe of 
veterinary medicine studied by Segata (2012; 2015a, 2015b), cats with renal problems, dogs that are constipated, obese or have cancer or depression, are 
diagnosed and treated with the biomedicine used for humans. To this corresponds the provocation that if dogs and cats are “other humans” who share our 
lifestyles, our eating habits or our diseases, we would thus be “other animals” because we share with them the same organic properties. This humanization 
of animals appears to be assured by our animality, and vice versa. 

4   Most of these ideas were in the volume Des gestes aux techniques: essai sur les techniques dans les sociétés pré-machinistes, where the emphasis was not on 
technique as something abstract or the technical object as an isolated entity but on the gesture that it involved, which he called the technical act. His analysis 
is focused on the relations lashed together by a subject, which is different on one hand, from instrumentalism, which focuses on external purposes, and 
on the other, from utilitarianism, which concentrates on the observation of the exclusive product of technique. See Bechelany’s important review (2012).
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indirect negative action when dealing with others (plants and animals). On the other hand is the European/

Western pastor who is guided by positive direct action, which refers to the mode of governamentality, in 

which a distinct individual (man, pastor, as sovereign) leads others (sheep, society). Overlapping materials 

from various contexts and epochs, Haudricourt (2013) show how elements such as taking walks, or the 

rigidity or lightness of certain human gestures, were produced in co-participation with animals that were 

hunted and domesticated, or with plants that require certain care for their cultivation.5 

The recent proposal for a “multispecies ethnography” has various points of contact with Haudridourt’s 

(2013) reflection, especially concerning the emphasis on relationality. This instigating proposal considers 

the importance of including and symmetrizing creatures that had been marginalized in anthropological 

thinking “as part of the landscape, as food for human beings or as symbols – [which] become shifted to 

the foreground in recent ethnographies” (Kirksey & Helmreich 2010:545-546). Thus, “animals, plants, 

funguses and microbes that were customarily confined to an anthropological inventory of the ‘bare life’, 

began to appear together with humans in the sphere of the bios, with legible biographies and political life” 

(emphasis ours). Multispecies ethnographies expand the scope of interest of the field of human-animal 

relations by including a wide variety of organisms as active builders of shared worlds. At the same time, 

they support an analytical gain by shifting the line of demarcation between humans and animals, to focus 

on the encounter, the sharing and the crossing of these lives. In this way, the question arises: how can 

anthropology pay attention to the zones of contact and rupture of the multitudes of creative agents whose 

ecological niches are co-produced along with humans? Recent ethnographies have shown, for example, 

how microbes are social agents on earth, in the sea, in food (Tsing 2015; Helmreich, 2013; Haraway 2008). 

They thus reveal relations with biopolitics, biocapital or biodiversity  (according to Michel Foucault, the 

optimization, coercion and control of biology in favor of regimes of domination of life or how nature has 

been modified in favor of biopolitics apud Rabinow 1999). How is it that anthropology can follow (in the 

sense of a multispecies ethnography) animals, invasive plants or microbes, given that they act in different 

environments? How can humans and animals be linked, through politics or ecologies?

Another important classic theme of anthropology that has been revisited in the debate of the sphere 

of human-animal relations is that of kinship. Nerissa Russell (2007) suggests that social anthropologists 

can profitably increase their understanding of the domestication of animals by articulating it as the 

theoretical domain of kinship. Appropriating the contributions of recent studies and criticisms of 

kinship in anthropology, from authors such as Marilyn Strathern, Janet Carsten, Sarah Franklin and Susan 

McKinnon, Russell (2007) calls attention to a combination of biological and social relations involved in 

the way of thinking of domestication, arguing that domestic animals also occupy the frontiers of being, 

nature and culture. Combining elements of archeology and anthropology, Russell proposes thinking of 

the domestication of animals as a type of classification, a social act which invokes intimate and unequal 

relations between animals and people and among relatives. She suggests that this overlapping of prominent 

questions can be more evident in the phenomenon of bride purchasing, a process that often implies 

both relations between people and between people and animals. Russell (2007) concludes by arguing that 

domestication can be better thought of as a varied  set of practices with intentional and non-intentional 

consequences, which may or may not create biological changes in the animals themselves. These practices 

are better studied at certain times and places, because the meanings of terms and of the domesticated 

relations (such as that of relatives) will vary over time and space. Another important (and disturbing) issue 

raised by Russell (2007)  concerns domestication as a relationship among relatives; in more precise terms, 

kinship with other species.

5   Once again, the work mentioned by Sautchuk is emblematic for thinking of the currentness of this debate, given that fishing, as the author highlights, 
presumes an involvement between man and fish, or in more explicit terms, requires a mutual domestication. At the same time, being configured as a model of 
predatory sociality, it reinforces in both a proximity that is consolidated through carnivorous exchanges. Fishing, as technique, shapes the fish and the man.
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For Russell, a new theory of kinship is based on at least two sources from classic approaches: a first 

impulse is queer theory, which affirms the validity of other types of families and relationships in addition 

to those that classically compose kinship structures. Another comes from scientific studies, in which 

scholars contemplate the implications of new biological technologies. In-vitro fertilization, cloning 

and transgenic chimeras create new types of relationships that in some way must be incorporated when 

considering kinship. Theoreticians such as Donna Haraway embrace this indetermination. Strathern 

(1992:16-17) observes that kinship represents a hybrid of different elements. Human kinship is considered 

as a fact of society rooted in facts of nature. We recognize people as being divided between those related by 

blood and those related by marriage, or that is, as the result of kinship or from a perspective of procreation. 

Nevertheless, the process of procreation, as such, is seen as belonging not to the domain of society, but to 

the domain of nature. Kinship thus connects the two domains and in this sense, it and domestication share 

some common characteristics. Both involve classification systems, which are in turn related to questions 

of power and affection. They are preferentially realized in the sphere of the family unit in the broad sense 

(domus). Like human social relations, they are mediated by kinship structures, they are also negotiated by 

means of domestic animals (through the interchange of animals, clientelistic relations based on loans of 

cattle, etc.). The two interconnect in dowries, through transactions like those made with cattle in many 

parts of Africa. The crossing and hybridization between biology and society create new challenges and 

associations and continue to help us to understand the human-animal relationship in close and distant 

contexts. 

Also in favor of this general context of transformations in the debate about the human-animal 

relationship in anthropology, it should be mentioned that a recent colloquium in France addressed the 

emergence of this group of discussions under the idea of an animal shift  in anthropology.  The agenda 

included the recent conjunction between the advances of the life sciences and their approximations 

with ethology and cognition, the review of classic philosophical discussions about man and animals and 

the sensibilities following from recent protectionist movements. According to the presentation of the 

colloquium,  “jusqu’à quel point l’intérêt pour ‘l’animal’ contribue-t-il à la connaissance des animaux 

autant que des hommes en société, à la connaissance de la diversité et de la complexité de la cohabitation 

des vivants? Peut-il constituer un objet d’étude à part entière? Les approches méthodologiques sont-elles 

orientées, et si oui comment, par les formes d’engagement autour de ce qu’on appelle aujourd’hui “la 

question animale”? Débouchent-elles sur des positions métaphysiques qui articuleraient de façon nouvelle 

les formes du vivant”6.  By questioning a certain lack of interest by the discipline for the “animal question”, 

the shift that the Paris colloquium revealed is not reduced to explaining the interest of anthropology in 

animals, but their presence as  a significant alterity. However, Digard (2012), an important thinker in this 

field, raised concerns about this movement. In a paper dedicated to criticizing some of the positions 

presented in the Paris colloquium, he questioned the paradoxical place and status of the human-animal 

relationship in the West: while some animals are consumed others are overprotected. For him, this is the 

case of an animalitarian phenomenon that supposes animalism as an ontology. 

Animalism is a quite diffuse term.  According to Digard (2012), it is used to address both the inclusion 

of animals in the human and social sciences, and in the case of ethnozoorarcheology, ethnosciences, 

the ethnology of pastors and gatherers, among others. In another form, it appears as a movement – the 

center of gravity of a type of animalitarian activism. Part of this movement began after World War II, 

with the economic reconstruction in which traditional, familiar and polyvalent husbandry  gave way to 

concentrated, intensive and specialized processes. These changes altered the French way of life, and their 

6   The complete program can be found at: <http://www.college-de-france.fr/media/philippe-descola/UPL23153_Tournant_animaliste_Animal_
Turn_11_06_22_24.pdf>. Accessed in November 2016.
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meat consumption rose from 50kg per person per year in the 1950s to nearly 100 kg in the 1980s, after which 

it dropped to 90kg. This effectively changed the relationship with animals in the context of husbandry, 

which became more impersonal and shaped by production pressures. Another question for Digard (2012) 

concerns the number of pet animals that has also surprisingly increased in France – reaching 60 million. 

They are now a part of the family – a cathartic solution to loneliness – something a middle class family 

must have. No expense is too high for the food and care of these pets, which has led to the appearance of 

many veterinary clinics. There is also an urbanization of the relationship – or that is, a distinction in terms 

of human-animal relationships that profoundly distinguishes it from the rural form. While dogs and cats 

appear in large numbers, pigs, rabbits, rats, lizards or snakes are also treated as pets. The appearance of new 

pets has become common, Digard (2012) mentions, such as horses, which are less frequently used as draft 

animals or for competitions. There has similarly been an increase in the number of documentaries in which 

“wild fauna”, from sharks to bears or wolves, appear as innocent creatures that are threatened by man, who 

is  demonized in the relationship. The issue is that the relationship with wild animals (which the author 

considers less wild because they are protected and handled by humans) has a symmetrical and inverse 

status than the relationship with pets. The relationship is symmetrical because neither has utility and it is 

inverse because pets embody a maximum of human intervention and are thus appreciated for proximity, 

while wild animals incarnate the idea of being free of human intervention. Man is seen as an externality 

to the natural environment. This difference is also noted in the French case by the gap found between pets 

and farm-raised animals – where the first are considered to be an elite form of animal while the second case 

involves the denunciation of exploitation. According to Digard (2012), the universe of animal protection in 

France is a nebulous of nearly 280 associations, some created in the mid nineteenth century. Nevertheless, 

it should be understood that the various emerging forms of animalitarianisms – like those of humanism – 

are corollaries of Eurocentric philosophies and their generalizing formulas and for this reason  the study of 

human-animal relations must be ethnographically situated. 

The constitution in Brazil of the field known as “human-animal relations” does not precisely follow 

this disciplinary dynamic of Animal Studies. The reference is certainly present, but animals became 

significant based on particular questions within other fields, such as the anthropology of science (with 

its multiple analytical devices and experimental observation technologies, animal models, telemetry, 

and veterinary sciences etc.) or of indigenous ethnology (in which cougars, turtles, capybaras, birds and 

fish have a prominent presence in cosmology and mythology), in large- and small-scale husbandry, for 

mass production and for subsistence, and last but not least in the multiple and heterogeneous presence 

of animals in urban environments, in situations related to zoonoses, the pet market or animal protection. 

In addition to the individual works of Bevilacqua (2011, 2013, 2014), Segata (2012), Vander Velden (2012), Sá 

(2013) and  Sussekind (2014), located in the continuum understood to exist between the “animalist shift” and 

“Amerindian ethnology”, recent collections celebrate the appearance of the animal-subject in ethnography, 

substituting the ancient animal-object of representation and use. Emblematic examples of this are found 

in the works that compose the collection Parentes, Vítimas e Sujeitos  [Relatives, Victims and Subjects], 

organized by Vander Velden & Bevilaqua (2016), which to a large degree was inspired by ethnology, 

especially by specialists in the Arctic circle (Ingold 2000) and by Amazon scholars (Descola 2005; Erikson 

2012; Fausto 2004). 

Following the route blazed by this first generation of researchers, new works have appeared that 

emphasize animality as a theme of high interest in relation to the influences of globalization and science. 

This can be seen in the strategies of distinction in the breeding and production of cattle in Leal (2016); in 

the situation of wild boars that ignore borders and property lines presented by Sordi (2015); among the 

lab rats in Souza (2013) that challenge moral indifference and evoke the biopolitical tattooing of Giorgio 
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Agamben and the ethics of Emmanuel Levinas; in the transnational mosquito that mobilizes biopolitical 

emergencies in studies by Segata (2016a, 2016b); in the dogs with leishmaniosis on Brazil’s “triple frontier” 

with Paraguay and Argentine, addressed by Argentine anthropologist Andrea Mastrangelo (2016); and 

in the urban animal – a bastard child of this venerable line – which is treated as a child by middle class 

families, yet which as a victim is deserted at the metropolitan peripheries (Fudge 2014; Lewgoy, Sordi & 

Pinto 2015). This second group, is in general dedicated to investigating animals in less exotic contexts than 

those commonly emphasized in the discipline, but which equally place anthropology in limit situations, by 

inserting themselves in the crossing of effects and influences of broad geopolitical, global and local trends, 

with highly complex urban and rural realities.7 

In relation to Brazil it is also important to mention that the imminent expansion of the field is indicated 

by working groups and round table discussions at events such as the Reunião Brasileira de Antropologia [The 

Brazilian Anthropology Meeting]- RBA, Reunião Equatorial de Antropologia/Reunião de Antropólogos do Norte e 

Nordeste [The Equatorial Anthropology Meeting/Meeting of Anthropologists of the North and Northeast] - 

REA-ABANNE, Reunião de Antropologia da Ciência e da Técnica [The Anthropology of Science and Technology 

Meeting] - REACT, Reunião de Antropologia do Mercossul [Anthropology Meeting of Mercosur] - RAM and 

Encontro Anual da Associação Nacional de Pós-Graduação e Pesquisa em Ciências Sociais [The Annual Meeting of 

the National Association of Graduate Studies and Research in the Social Sciences] - ANPOCS and research 

groups such as Espelho Animal [Animal Mirror] at the graduate program in social anthropology at UFRGS 

and thematic dossiers in journals such as the Anuário Antropológico (UnB), the Revista Anthropológicas 

(UFPE), the R@U (UFSCar),  CADECS (UFES),  as well as other forthcoming dossiers, such as that of Iluminuras 

(UFRGS), Vivência (UFRN) and Horizontes Antropológicos (UFRGS). Moreover, it is notable that in recent years 

theses and dissertations have been produced based on studies of this issue (Calmon de Oliveira 2006; Segata  

2012; Matos 2012; Pastori  2012; Sordi 2013; Franco  2015; Teixeira  2015), some of which have been published, 

(Sá 2013; Vander Velden 2012; Süssekind 2014; Leal 2016). Therefore, it should be recognized that Brazilian 

anthropological production about the issue is emergent and pulled between various intellectual influences 

and styles (in a continuum between ethnology and urban anthropology, which is the source of its wealth). 

This is shaping a problematic that, despite the variety of publications, working groups and research 

projects, is consolidating this line of research in institutions and support agencies. 

It should also be emphasized that authors such as Philippe Descola and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro are 

references with a constant presence in the field, particularly, in relation to the epistemological issues they 

raise. Animals have long been omnipresent in the daily life and mythology of the indigenous world, but 

upon following the more recent theories and recognizing the agency of non-human animals, ethnology 

became, alongside animalism, one of the strong inductors and matrixes of transformation of the human-

animal connection in anthropology. This domain is represented in this dossier by the works of Vander 

Velden “Village Ornaments: Familiarization and pets as art(ifacts) in Amazonia” and by Arisi “Matis Animal 

Feasts: Minimal mimesis for social relations weaving”. Together with Bevilaqua, Vander Velden was one of 

the pioneers in the agencying of an intellectual and institutional locus for the encounter and dialog with 

researchers interested in human-animal relations. His study among the Karitiana, the source of the article 

published here, reveals the place of animals raised among this indigenous group, emphasizing the aesthetic 

of human-animal conviviality in houses and villages. Arisi shows the socio-cosmological role performed 

7   For example, in a recent presentation of the issue of R@u - Revista de Antropologia da UFSCar, dedicated to plural animalities, which combined works 
of young Brazilian anthropologists with foreign interlocutors, Felipe Vander Velden (2015) emphasized the importance of reviving elements of symbolic 
anthropology (it can be helpful to think about those animals) along with recognition of the agency of animals. This revival of the theoretical heritage of 
symbolic anthropology is strategic for dealing with situations where animals arouse the native imagination and establish a relationship with other domains 
of social life, such as morality, politics, magic and kinship, indicating a more serene relationship with the “anguish of influence” in the sense used by Harold 
Bloom (1991). 
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by animals at banquets where a relationship with different types of alterity is agencied by the projection of 

zoological classifications. The two works share an emphasis on the aesthetic dimensions of the indigenous 

relational universe, not a segmented dimension, as in the West, but a mode of collective being that, as Joana 

Overing affirms, is also a poetic.

It is also possible to perceive the interlinking of the various ethnographic contexts that form the scope 

of interest of the field of anthropology of human-animal relations in Brazil from the works of Natacha Leal, 

Flávia Rieth, Daniel Vaz Lima and Marília Floor Kosby, as well as those of Felipe Süssekind, who look at 

different rural universes of husbandry in rural Brazil. Focused on elite cattle auctions in the Minas Gerais 

city of Uberaba, in the study entitled About Zebus and Zebuzeiros: Value and price, influences and substances 

in elite cattle auctions, Natacha Leal analyzes the economic, political and symbolic relations among men 

and cattle that compete to produce products and intellectual capital in this species that is Brazil’s leading 

animal export. Leal shows how cattle are much more than a good, but multidimensional and complex 

beings, which agency relations, knowledge, identities and representations. Meanwhile, in the study The 

Way of Life of the Brazilian Pampas: an ethnography of the Campeiros, Rieth, Lima & Kosby operate in the 

register of heritage, investigating the relationship between humans and animals in the rich pampa culture 

of Rio Grande do Sul. Then, in Notes on the Bagual: Cattle raising, hunting and conservation in the Brazilian 

Pantanal, Süssekind analyzes cattle raising in the Pantanal of Mato Grosso and  considers cattle as a key link 

in an articulation between ecology, economics and experimentation. He finds cattle are also the focus of 

various classification systems, based on contrasts between “tame” and “fierce” and “domestic” and “wild”, 

pretexts he uses to discuss the modalities of practice in the human-animal relations in the region. 

As a counterpoint, but equally immersed in the complex situations that the field has explored, is 

Andrea Osorio’s study Sociabilities and Sensitivities: Recruitments in caring for homeless animals. Osorio 

interviewed people who protect animals to analyze their trajectories, dispositions and values. She shows 

that animal protection has various modalities of recruitment and participation, and that the conversion 

to the struggle is a heterogeneous and varied process, which takes form as a type of “high cost citizenship, 

which at times flerts with religious inclinations. 

In another direction, addressing a quite controversial theme in the field of human-animal relations – is 

the work of Marcos Carvalho, Producing Chimeras: Lineages of rodents, laboratory scientists and the vicissitudes of 

animal experimentation. Considered as model animals that are constantly desubjectivated by the hegemonic 

discourse of official science, guinea pigs were discovered by veterinary science, by bioethics and by laws 

about the ethical use of animals. Beyond the focus on well-being, and the specific fascination of the 

anthropology of science for “non-humans” in laboratories (with their clocks, walls, smocks, clipboards, 

chemicals, surgical materials and instruments and test tubes) Marcos Carvalho asks in his ethnography 

about the singularity of guinea-pigs. Integrated with other work, like that of Souza (2013), Carvalho focuses 

on the relationship between humans and guinea pigs to go beyond a residual humanist tie, emphasizing the 

agency of these animals in the result of the experimental studies. 

Finally, the dossier concludes with the graphic essay by Aina Azevedo and Sara Asu Shroer. The authors 

use graphic art to take an unprecedented look at falconry inspired by Tim Ingold’s phenomenological 

anthropology. The impressionistic designs of Aina (who also illustrated the cover of this dossier) show 

the agency of the falcons and the falconers, as well as the role of climate, earth and air in the readings and 

dialogs between each other and the environment. The text’s dissatisfaction with the traditional conventions 

of anthropology for considering the human-animal connection and the new routes offered to represent it is 

emblematic of the methodological, conceptual and poetic challenges that this volume modestly sought to 

bring together. 
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Abstract

In this article I begin by describing my sense of ethnographic unease concerning the commensality and 

the conviviality of two predators in Amazonian lakes – piranhas and fishermen. From this starting point 

I then discuss the notion of domestication, commenting on the current tendency to reaffirm use of the 

term in social anthropology and revisiting two approaches: that of Jean-Pierre Digard (and other French 

authors) and that of Tim Ingold, both of whom make use of this notion in their ethnographic explorations 

of the relation between humans and animals. The article then returns to explore the potential of the notion 

of domestication for making explicit contemporary questions and dilemmas such as nature and culture, 

human and animal, subject and object. I conclude with a reflection on the ideas of domestication and 

predation in the relationship between piranhas and fishermen.

Keywords: Human-animals relations; fishing; predation; domestication; Amazonia.

Comendo (com) piranhas:
aproximações indômitas da domesticação

Resumo

Este artigo parte de uma inquietação etnográfica sobre a comensalidade e o convívio entre dois predadores 

nos lagos amazônicos – piranhas e pescadores. Deste ponto de partida será discutida a noção de 

domesticação, primeiro com um comentário sobre a tendência de reafirmação do termo na antropologia 

social e em seguida revisitando duas abordagens: a de Jean-Pierre Digard (e outros autores franceses) e a de 

Tim Ingold, ambos tendo feito uso desta noção como modo de tratamento dos variados sentidos e formas 

das relações entre humanos e animais. O artigo trata então da noção de domesticação enquanto forma de 

explicitar questões e dilemas contemporâneos como natureza e cultura, humano e animal, sujeito e objeto. 

Concluo com uma reflexão sobre as ideias de predação e domesticação para compreender a relação entre 

piranhas e pescadores.

Palavras-chave: Relações humano-animal; pesca; predação; domesticação; Amazônia.
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Eating (with) piranhas:
untamed approaches to domestication

Carlos Emanuel Sautchuk

In this text I reflect on the use of the notion of domestication in anthropology, not as a concept used 

to define and frame specific practices observed in the field, but as a conceptual and empirical tool able to 

connect distinct approaches and temporalities, and to pose questions that destabilize certain suppositions 

concerning relations between humans and animals. I set out from the premise that, in anthropology at 

least, what matters most is not what concepts are used but how they are used. Reflecting this idea, the 

untamed character of my approach has two sources. The first is theoretical in kind. The very use of the 

notion of domestication advanced here involves a certain lack of control. In other words, my aim is not 

to argue for a definition or framework for the term, but rather to show how it can function as a vector for 

questions, dilemmas and new ethnographic approaches to the relationship between humans and animals. 

Other authors propose a similar use of this concept, as I shall discuss later.

The other reason for my untamed approach derives from the ethnography itself. While domestication 

appears as a main theme in my current research on farming of the pirarucu fish (Arapaima gigas) in 

Amazonia, it is the reencounter with a long-standing unease concerning the coexistence between humans 

and animals that animates this text. The untamed approach developed here translates the way in which 

the ethnography first led me to this concern with domestication through the commensality between two 

types of predators in the Amazonian lakes: piranhas and fishermen. What informs these reflections on 

domestication, therefore, is the conviviality between humans and animals in a context initially taken to be 

defined by the relation of predation.1

Carnivorous conviviality

Several times during the field research for my doctorate (Sautchuk 2007), for periods of a few weeks, 

I inhabited the stilt houses built in the coastal lakes of the state of Amapá, in the estuary region of the 

Amazonas River, in Brazil. During these stays, between the trips to harpoon pirarucu in the early morning 

and late afternoon, the fishermen would typically spend the day on the stilt house itself, relaxing and 

joking. These feitorias, as they are called locally, combine a minimalist architecture with a simultaneously 

distributed and alternating use of the small space for diverse activities. Thus the fishermen (also called 

caboclos and ribeirinhos in the regional idiom, or laguistas and harpooners locally)2 pass the time protecting 

the captured fish left to dry in the sun from attacks by birds, resting, repairing equipment, playing 

dominoes and above all eating.

1   Earlier versions of this text were presented on three occasions: in the conference “Other symmetries: anthropological dialogues on humans and animals,” 
held at the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul in 2014; at the seminar “Domestication in debate: concepts, practices and natures,” held in 2015 at the 
Department of Anthropology of the University of Brasília, co-organised by the Institut de recherche pour le développement (IRD, France) and in a reading group 
run by the Artic Domus project at the University of Aberdeen in 2016. These debates were decisive in terms of the evolution of the ideas in this article, for 
which I thank the participants and organizers.

2   Caboclo is a Brazilian complex term for someone of mixed indigenous, African and/or European ancestry in the Amazon (for an in-depth discussion, see 
Harris 1998 and Adams et al. 2009), while ribeirinho literally means ‘river dweller’ and laguista can be translated as ‘lake fishermen.’
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Figure 1 – Macó and Gero rest on the feitoria (stilt house) in the dry season. During the rainy 

season the water level almost reaches the habitation deck. (Author’s photo)

The lake fishermen are inveterate gourmets, a proclivity favoured by their environment, which supplies 

them with innumerable options of animal and plant origin. During meals, the company of other insatiable 

beings – the piranhas – is fairly constant and eye-catching. Moving frenetically under the stilt house, the 

shoals are formed by two species of these carnivorous fish – one of them small, up to 20cm, the red-bellied 

piranha (Pygocentrus nattereri), and the other larger, up to 40cm, called ‘pá de remo’ (paddle blade) locally, or 

the black piranha in English (Serrasalmus rhombeus).

During the meals eaten on the stilt house deck, bits of fish slip or are dropped through the floorboards, 

falling into the agile jaws of the piranhas a few dozen centimetres below, often snapped mid-air. The 

fishermen are unfazed by this partnership, and even enjoy it, accompanying the gesture of offering the 

fish bits of food with remarks lauding their own generosity or the insatiable appetite of these aquatic 

commensals. On such occasions, they feed themselves in the company of the lake fishermen. If the 

fish become overly agitated and splash water upwards, though, they are instantly admonished with 

exclamations that they are welcome to eat but not to be so annoying.

In these lakes where everyone (human or not) who eats well, i.e. a lot, is complimented on the fact, the 

lake fishermen regard the fat piranhas as if they were well-fed xerimbabos (pets). Indeed sometimes they call 

them by this term, in a mostly non-literal but still affectionate form, identifying their predatory attributes, 

highly valorised in the region. A buzz of excitement occurs whenever a pirarucu carcass is thrown in the 

water and the piranhas immediately attack it, devouring the rest of the flesh voraciously, leaving any 

remains to sink to the lake bottom awaiting the nocturnal visit of a black caiman.

But the piranhas do not live just to eat. Not infrequently they themselves become food for the lake 

fishermen. In fact they comprise a stock of food always available under the stilt house, useful during bad 

weather or when the fisherman is panema, meaning the state of someone unable to fish (though depending 
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on the intensity of the panemeira, even the piranhas may vanish).3 In normal situations, capturing them 

requires no more than dropping a hook and line or throwing a harpoon, a task preferentially assigned to 

children. Figuring among the preferred delicacies, either cooked or roasted over the fire, sliced opened 

lengthways still scaled, piranha is a catch generally consumed on the lakes themselves or back in the 

village, the broth made from the fish being widely proclaimed as a sexual stimulant.

Figure 2 - Eating a meal while the boy on the left, Passarinho, takes advantage of the arrival of the 

piranhas to capture them with a hook and line. His father Antenor keeps him alert to the risks of 

handling such powerful jaws. (Author’s photo)

This conviviality between piranhas and lake fishermen drew my attention during the research not 

only because of their constant presence in the everyday life of the stilt house, but also because – while 

studying the predation of different species in this lake region, especially the pirarucu (Arapaima gigas) – 

the ambiguous case of the piranhas suggested a reflection on the meanings and limits of the notions of 

predation and domestication. Faced with the conviviality established between fishermen and fish, I found 

myself intrigued in a sense similar (though opposite) to what Ingold (1976) experienced in his field research 

in Lapland, when he arrived to study herders and was unable to find a single reindeer in the surrounding 

area, since they were ‘herded’ in an extensive model more like ‘game.’ Expecting predation everywhere, I 

became intrigued by the commensality and something like conviviality between two of the region’s most 

inveterate carnivores.

In the case of these Amazonian lakes, the piranhas cannot be said to be either a target of fishing 

like the other fish, or domesticated in any strict sense of the term, nor indeed familiarized in the sense 

established by South American lowland ethnology. Here I refer to the debate led principally by Descola 

(1994 and 2013: 514 ss.) and Erikson (1987 and 2012) and developed in more recent works like those of 

3   A broad concept, panema is understood also as a state of incapacity to catch prey that can afflict hunters and fishermen and is found throughout Amazonia. It 
usually derives from the failure to comply with precepts relating to the predatory activity, especially in terms of the treatment of the animal prey. Linked to the 
concept of panema, for example, is the idea that animals are persons and are controlled by a spirit owner of animals, who may or may not offer them to the fisherman 
or hunter. Hence one should not treat prey maliciously, capture too many or treat the remains of a hunted animal badly. Panema also involves the relations among 
neighbours and kin, and affects objects and animals (e.g. Da Matta 1967, Galvão 1976, Almeida 2013).

41



Carlos Emanuel Sautchuk Vibrant v.13 n.2

Vander Velden (2012), which have increased the analytic and ethnographic density of the theme. In 

Sucuriju village, the place where the lake fishermen that I discuss here reside, only the breeding of ‘exotic’ 

fauna is controlled, such as dogs, some pigs and chickens, painstakingly kept safe from the periodic 

inundation of the tides and the attacks of jaguars and feral or domestic dogs. On the other hand, there is the 

familiarization of Amazonia fauna, such as parrots, monkeys and even a giant otter (Pteronura brasiliensis) 

which accompanied the fishermen on their expeditions, swimming beside the canoes. Though not fitting 

any of these other situations exactly, a carnivorous conviviality nonetheless exists between piranhas and 

lake fishermen to some kind of mutual advantage  – a conviviality that challenges any narrow use of the 

domestic/wild, breeding/predation oppositions, as well as their intermediary operator, familiarization, 

or indeed any moderating term like proto- or semi-domestication, since there is no indication that this 

relationship will develop into a more advanced stage of domestication.

So it is from this angle that I return, then, to my earlier sense of unease, focusing on the ambiguous 

character of the piranhas as a motive and a point of entry for discussing the equally ambiguous 

potentialities and limitations of the notion of domestication. Above all, I shall look to emphasize its value 

not only in facilitating exchanges of viewpoints between anthropology and other areas, but also between 

anthropologists and the persons and animals with whom they conduct research. Rather than affirming the 

notion of domestication, the aim is to explore its dilemmas as vectors of an ethnographic approach to the 

relation between humans and animals.

Reconsidering domestication

First of all we need to examine the recent revival of the term domestication in the context of studies 

of animals, particularly in social or cultural anthropology. From the outset we can recall that in the 

discussions on domestication, anthropology habitually deploys concepts that come from other disciplines, 

such as archaeology and evolutionary biology. Put otherwise, while social and cultural anthropology spent 

some decades omitting this concept from its main debates, adjacent fields continued to produce a variety 

of new approaches. In archaeology, for example, the notion of domestication has undergone significant 

transformations, pointing to something more processual, qualified as gradual, reversible, multiple, 

mutual, unintentional and unforeseen (Lien 2013: 13).

Sketching a panorama of some of the transpositions of this term to anthropology, Nerissa Russell (2002) 

demonstrates how, roughly speaking, two lines of understanding of domestication can be distinguished, 

one of them favouring a view of the human control of reproduction, emphasizing the intentionality of 

Anthropos, and another indicating two-way relations. O’Connor (1997), for example, analysing the cases 

of domestic rats and sparrows, argues that it is a mistake to conceive domestication as the exploitation of 

other animals by humans, arguing instead that it involves mutualistic relations that benefit them both. 

Clutton-Brock (1994) meanwhile stresses that humans benefit more and have modified animals contrary to 

their ideal forms of adaptation, emphasizing the ideas of control and captivity. Perceptively, Russell (2002: 

289) observes that this controversy is conditioned by the definitions of ‘benefit,’ which do not necessarily 

need to be limited to reproductive success and that also leads to a debate on temporal scales and units of 

analysis (individual, population, species). For social anthropology it seems to me that this is a paramount 

question to be answered by ethnography.

 The book organised by Cassidy and Mullin (2007) is precisely one such work in which various 

authors explore the impact of these debates within the field of anthropology, presenting questions and 

proposals based on empirical studies. In the articles gathered in the volume, various types of situations 

have persuaded anthropologists to rethink anthropocentric definitions of domestication: diseases, 
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commensality and unplanned interactions, unconscious selection through alterations in the environment, 

architecture, cohabitation, the rearing of wild animals in safari parks or by environmentalists, fish farming, 

and undesired commensality as in the case of rats and sparrows. 

Various scholars, including some archaeologists, have contributed to the critique of the emphasis given 

to notions like human ownership and control in favour of more flexible and symmetric forms of connection 

like cooperation and exchange. Some go further, arguing that it was plants and animals that domesticated 

humans. In light of this situation, what would be the consequences of exploring an idea like codomestication, 

for instance? In the introduction to the volume, Cassidy (2007, 20) astutely observes that the challenge is not 

only to rethink domestication in light of the new technologies and new kinds of encounters between humans 

and animals, but also to emphasize an older problem: namely that domestication is an extremely diverse 

process, always transforming and without predefinitions. As a consequence the contrast between positions 

closer to mutualism or closer to an idea of human domination can take on diverse formats in this debate 

(Cassidy 2007: 10).

Helen Leach argues for an emphasis on reciprocity, such that we can even speak of human domestication 

in a properly biological sense. Leach (2003) argues that a parallel can be discerned between the morphological 

transformations of animals and humans in the Pleistocene and the Holocene, though the explanations are 

normally linked to different arenas and criteria, one to the ambit of human evolution, the other to studies of 

animal domestication. She argues therefore that in acknowledging this correlation between transformations 

based on the close coexistence between species, the notion of domestication, in order to be maintained, can no 

longer be founded on the idea of human domination and intentionality (Leach 2003: 359).

 It should be noted, however, that although playing an important role in the current ‘reappraisal’ of 

the notion of domestication in contemporary discussions of nature and culture, this type of parallelism is 

far from being a novelty in social or cultural anthropology (cf. Lien 2015: 11-2). Boas (1938) himself had already 

used the expression ‘human domestication’ in an effectively morphological acceptation. On the other hand, 

the inversion of the meaning, or the symmetry in the recognition of effects deriving from the conviviality 

between humans and animals was also observed by Mauss. The author criticized the anthropocentrism 

embedded in the idea of domestication, adding that while humans could be said to have domesticated 

dogs, we should also consider that it was cats that domesticated humans (Mauss 2006: 123). In a specific 

ethnographic context, Evans-Pritchard (2007) referred to the Nuer as symbionts, parasites or slaves of the 

cattle and also claimed that their idiom was bovine, associating the terms of their social life with the dynamic 

of their relationship with the animal – here citing merely the classics from three different traditions and three 

distinct perspectives on this human/animal symmetry.

 While the problems caused by a narrow definition of domestication has bothered anthropology 

for some time, the more recent dissatisfactions express the eclosion of the critique of the nature/culture 

distinction, setting the tone for new conceptual and theoretical explorations. However, it is worth noting 

that while the current shift towards a ‘reappraisal’ tends to recognize a symmetry in relations, employing 

expressions like mutualism, symbiosis and reciprocity, this has not involved outright rejection of the term 

domestication. Neither is the aim to offer a new and more adequate definition. Russell (2002: 285) suggests 

that it would be extremely difficult to formulate a satisfactory definition for animal domestication since the 

broad spectrum of human/animal relations are not suited to the wild/domestic dichotomy or the distinction 

between biological and social. Even so, or precisely because of this fact, the objective is to maintain the notion 

on account of its analytic power (Russell 2002: 297) and heuristic value (Leach 2003: 359), as well as its potential 

for comparison and for mobilizing connections and continuities through different themes and temporal 

domains (Lien 2015: 5). Hence this kind of reaffirmation of the notion of domestication is based precisely on 

making explicit and exploring the larger and insoluble antinomies implied by it.
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 Indeed, by preserving and potentializing the dilemmas intrinsic to the notion of domestication, 

this option proves inspiring. The result is not so much a formula to discern, classify and give meaning 

to determined phenomena (which would involve insuperable problems of levels and criteria), but a way 

to instigate a series of debates and controversies pervaded by such tensions that can act as means to 

ethnographic understanding, including domination-mutualism, wild-domestic, nature-culture, intention-

chance. On the other hand, maintaining this term – not only in a metaphoric and symbolic sense prevalent 

in the anthropology of the second half of the twentieth century (Shanklin 1985, Russell 2007 and Cassidy 

2007) – lessens the chances of anthropological approaches moving away from their focus on the dynamic of 

practical interactions that should be central to examination of the theme.

 Russell (2007: 41) proposes that rather than attempting to decide between alternative ways of 

defining or recognizing domestication, we can understand it better by elucidating its practices through 

studies dedicated to classifying the human and the non-human, forms of intimacy or familiarization, 

power and property, and the regulation of reproduction. I am sympathetic to this view, but I believe 

that this recent movement of interest in the relations between humans and animals, including the 

reconsideration of domestication, has generated more conceptual and epistemological contributions than 

actual empirical approaches (Lien 2013: 22-3), if it is still possible to express the issue in these terms.

 In other words, while the intention to reposition symmetrically anthropological premises 

concerning the relations between humans and animals has been highly successful, I think that some major 

impasses still remain when it comes to the question of how to develop this shift ethnographically (here 

I obviously refer to the form taken by approaches, not to ready-made models). How to rethink the role 

of human discourse and actions vis-à-vis other kinds of data in the anthropological inquiry into human 

relations with animals? In this setting various fundamental debates have been pursued with important 

theoretical reconfigurations. I have the impression, though, that less emphasis has been given to rethinking 

the conditions under which the ethnography of relations between humans and animals is developed in 

response to this thought-provoking scenario of symmetries and the attempt to overcome the epistemic 

premise of the nature/culture distinction.

 In the Brazilian case, a further remark is worth making. The recent wave of studies on relations 

between humans and animals, initially propelled by ground breaking research into science and 

sociotechnical innovations and by the recent trends in indigenous ethnology, as well as animals studies, 

still seems relatively timid in terms of its concern with the so-called rural world – farmers, peasants, 

fishermen, breeders, agricultural technicians and so on – despite more recent efforts in this direction being 

observable (e.g. Stoeckli 2015, Leal 2015, Froehlich 2016, Nascimento 2016). This would seem all the more 

relevant insofar as peasant studies in Brazil traditionally emphasized dimensions other than the human 

relation with the animal and plant worlds, which at the very least points to an ample field of research yet to 

be explored.

This conjunction between a re-discussion of the terms of the notion of domestication, associated with 

an ethnographic interest in the theme, makes it an opportune moment to revisit two distinct ethnographic 

approaches to the relation between humans and animals. Both are directly linked to the theme of 

domestication and can contribute to overcoming what I would venture to describe as a certain limitation 

to the empirical approach that we seem to encounter when the ethnography presents situations like the 

relation between fishermen and piranhas discussed here. As so often happens in anthropology, the best 

insights are behind us.

With this in mind, I turn to the explorations of animal domestication undertaken in the 1980s in the 

context of the French anthropology of technique and also in the early works of Tim Ingold on reindeer. 

My intent here is not to produce an exegesis or a replication of the proposal of these authors, but to 
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emphasize the stances that allow them to connect specific ethnographic situations with the wider problem 

of domestication, which implies another temporal scale and a greater level of generality and an open 

interdisciplinary dialogue. Avoiding metaphorical associations or analogies, these two perspectives seem to 

offer alternatives to deal with themes that are still valid in the current disciplinary scenario with a radical 

critique of the nature/culture distinction and its conceptual derivatives. Both approaches are founded 

on closely exploring the complexity and variety of the relationship between humans and animals. Rather 

than narrowing down definitions, they are interested in thinking about the processes designated by the 

term domestication and its various levels and meanings, exploring, for example, its connections and 

combinations with the relation of predation.

Domestication as action and system

We began with Jean-Pierre Digard, one of the principal names of the French anthropology of technique, 

a research tradition derived from the work of Marcel Mauss (2006) that received less attention outside 

France. The author of an indispensable text on the topic, L’homme et les animaux domestiques, Digard (2009 

[1990]) argues that domestication should be comprehended as a process, not a fixed state but a continuum 

of possible relations. He proposes the concept of ‘domesticating action,’ which helps avoid the idea of 

unilineal progression. It makes no sense, therefore, to ask about the ‘first’ or ‘true’ domestications, nor 

whether a particular animal is domesticated or not, but to focus rather on specific domestication practices.

 It is not just a question here of a rhetorical manoeuvre, but a way of privileging an approach that 

avoids preconceptions about human relations with animals. The dialogue with branches of animal biology, 

including zootechnics, is not undertaken with the intention of importing arguments but to think about 

them as factors whose meaning emerges within a particular ‘domesticating system.’ Hence there are no 

impossibilities or facilities in a general sense but always in relation to each domesticating system, which 

includes a system of social relations and conceptions.

Despite manipulating the distinction between practice, the social and representations, Digard seeks to 

stress precisely an equivalence between social relations (among humans) and relations with animals in a 

domesticating system (Pelosse 1991). He adopts a dynamic perspective in two senses: the first synchronic, 

that is, comprehending domestication through the ‘behavioural chain’ in a truly interactive acceptation; the 

second diachronic, or historical, recuperating processes of domestication, feralization, etc. Hence liminal 

situations held in a limbo by the domestic-wild relation are taken not as extraordinary but as entirely 

commonplace in the overall flow of relations between humans and animals. “Everyday, in all parts of the 

world (more or less) cats, dogs, horses and pigs ‘return’ to living wild” (Digard 1988: 34). Rather than just 

passing through a transitional phase, “there are many animals that remain in this limitrophe situation: 

Andean camelids, reindeer, pigs in New Guinea, elephants in Asia, etc.” (idid: 35). In a way, this historical 

view neutralizes the strangeness that can be caused by situations taken to be hybrid.

 From this perspective, the ‘limit cases’ should be the main focus of inquiry, a zone where the 

presuppositions surrounding domestication and its principles are thrown into question and the wealth of 

variants and components involved in the domesticating process become more clearly visible (Digard 2009 

[1990]: 35). Digard (2009 [1990]: 254) is thinking here of examples like the ‘selective hunting’ of the vicuña in 

the Andes, located between hunting and breeding, closer to a process of territorial management than the 

blind predation of a species. These limit cases have been foregrounded in studies of the relation between 

humans and animals in general and domestication in particular. Here it suffices to cite the well-known 

example of animal non-domestication developed by Descola (1994), the studies of Felipe Vander Velden (2012) 
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on cattle, chickens and dogs among the Karitiana, or indeed the inspiration behind the present text, the 

relation between piranhas and fishermen.

Notably Digard asserts the validity of the term domestication, but as an omnibus category encompassing 

extremely diverse processes that involve distinct patterns of relations between humans and animals. 

Moreover the nuances in this area are extremely important: familiarized, tamed, trained, acclimatized, 

captive, confined, as well as the differences in scale – individual, group, species, etc. (Digard 1988: 33).

Influenced by André Leroi-Gourhan (1971 and 1973), Digard argues that ethnography focused on 

the “means of acting on the animal,” such that external classifications, based on zoology, geography or 

economics immediately prove inadequate. Another point is that the type of relation involved can only be 

determined through the ethnography of interactions taking place in a given situation. In many cases of 

gregarious animals, for instance, the privileged unit of analysis should not be the species or the animal 

but the group: it is at herd level that actions should be comprehended (size, composition, behaviour, 

movement, feeding, etc.). It is these relational aspects, rather than the animal, species or the broader 

characterization of the activity (cattle breeding or fishing, for example), that should be foregrounded in the 

ethnographic study. Here we should be cautious when it comes to adopting presuppositions concerning the 

species or the relations between humans and animals, since the relevant relations may not be there.

 Following a similar line of analysis, François Sigaut agrees that domestication is a technical fact 

and, as such, can only be understood through a finely detailed and painstaking ethnography of its practical 

interactions. Hence cattle breeding cannot be analysed in a generic sense, where the notion of species 

would serve as a guarantee, since it will differ depending on whether the cattle provide work, milk, beef or 

leather, for example. Sigaut (1980) had put forward this argument in a well-known article where, based on 

the elaboration of a series of products supplied by different animals, he criticizes the alimentary hypothesis 

that had informed most studies of domestication. Instead he advocates an approach to domestication from 

the animal’s perspective (Pelosse 1991), without, though, avoiding the fact that it is used by humans.

Sigaut seeks to show that the meaning and use of the animal are not linked to a zoological unit (species) 

but to the ‘products’ that it generates. Products not only in an economic sense, but corporal products, 

energy, behaviour and signs. He thus opens up the animal’s black box, so to speak, insisting that its 

meaning is always relative to a relational and partial context. Furthermore, this approach to products 

and techniques enables us to think through the various kinds of relations with the animal, avoiding the 

privileging of one kind in advance. We can also recall that, from this perspective, the ‘products’ are not 

determining factors but innovations that only exist within the set of practices associated with them. The 

animal’s energy only becomes a product when the means and conceptions for using it are present in a given 

ethnographic situation. This implies that, just like zoological definitions, the categories used to identify 

human groups economically are misleading at an ethnographic level. Sigaut points to the risk of employing 

expressions like hunter-gathers or nomadic herders unreflectively in anthropology given that one people 

might hunt to obtain clothing while another plants crops for the same purpose.

 Both Sigaut and Digard insist on the reciprocal character of the relation of domestication, despite 

the first being sceptical concerning the usefulness of the term as a concept given its amplitude. For Digard 

the act of domestication has effects on humans and animals, and all the means of action have multiple 

effects. Hence the staff used to ward off predatory animals serves to herd the domesticated animals. Fences 

prevent the flock from scattering but are also used to count, separate and organise. Likewise when humans 

provide and assist reproduction, they are provoking further transformations in behaviour (Digard 1988: 44).

 The empirical sensibility to reciprocity, mutualism or the active participation of animals in the 

process of domestication is even more clearly expressed by another anthropologist, a student of Mauss, 

André-Georges Haudricourt. Examining both animal and plant domestication, Haudricourt (1969) claims 

46



Vibrant v.13 n.2Carlos Emanuel Sautchuk

that social relations themselves are homologous to the relations with nature. Even so he avoids making 

any standardising determinist correlation, such as considering that peoples who breed animals inevitably 

present certain social configurations. Through a comparison – somewhat anachronistic and overly 

generic, we could add – between the domestication of animals and plants and the forms of government 

in the Mediterranean and China, he asserts that what matters are the modes of relation. Herding (and all 

the ramifications involved in driving a herd) employs a kind of direct and positive action that stipulates 

the presence and direction of a herder. On the other hand, the perspective of Chinese gardening and 

animal breeding privileges indirect negative action where the aim is to eliminate obstacles and allow the 

fluidity of actions of the domesticated or controlled living being. Hence domestication actions or forms of 

pastoralism can involve radically distinct relational modes. This, indeed, is the conclusion reached by two 

commentaries on the recent appropriation of the notion of domestication. One by Rival (2012a), who evokes 

Haudricourt to critique Knight’s opposition between hunting and domestication. The other by Ingold (2015: 

27), when he rereads his own interpretation of the transition from trust to domination, emphasizing the 

existence of different ‘models of domination.’

For Haudricourt the mode of acting is linked to a particular pattern of relations and traverses both 

the social environment and the sphere of actions on nature. He goes even further, showing that human 

actions are in fact interactions, in the strong and comprehensive sense of the term, since they need to be 

understood through a direct dialogue with the potential for action of plants and animals. This intuition is 

not developed by the author but seems to follow the same set of references made by Haudricourt and Dibie 

(1988) sometime later, connecting Gregory Bateson and Jackob von Uexkull (2010), in order to stress the 

importance of comprehending the animal’s perspective and its communication.

As Carole Ferret (2012) shows in her development of Haudricourt’s proposals, this amounts to an 

anthropology of actions between humans and non-humans. Since such action involves living beings, it is 

never just an acting, but a making others act. In other words, the technique involved in domestication is 

always relational in kinds because it also includes the action of the plant or animal. But this project depends 

on an ethnography sensitive to these interactions, which can be of diverse types. Digard’s work provides 

precisely the sensibility and methodological apparatus needed for this kind of project.

Domestication, ecology and perception

The other significant contribution, which takes a number of similar directions, is the early work 

of Tim Ingold. I should explain that I am not arguing here for a pure and simple reapplication of the 

anthropological proposals of these French works and Ingold’s first texts – the moments and dilemmas 

of anthropology are different today. What I wish to emphasize here is that these works are extremely 

successful in terms of articulating the conceptual and methodological discussions within a zoological and 

ecological context (especially apropos domestication) with ethnographic situations without submitting 

the latter to the former. I believe, indeed, that this work contains important elements for responding to 

discussions commonly evoked by the adoption of a symmetrical approach to relations between humans and 

animals, seeking to avoid materialism or natural determinisms and, simultaneously, anthropocentrism or 

sociocentrism, while at the same time dialoguing with studies from other areas.

This arises precisely from the fact that what they sought to foreground in this interdisciplinary 

dialogue were the means of exploring the diverse forms of action or relationship between humans and 

animals, rather than remaining at a discursive level or establishing concepts and classifications. This is 

why, despite the differences between the French authors cited above and Ingold, I emphasize their shared 

aim of expanding the term domestication such that it becomes divested of its analytic and descriptive 
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function and evokes, instead, a series of questions that can be explored ethnographically. This leads to the 

insertion of new concerns, more relational and empirical than classificatory and generalizing – in the case 

of the French authors, as we saw, the premises of the anthropology of technique originating in Mauss; in the 

case of Ingold, a debate with ecology. Both succeed in developing a dialogue between ethnography and the 

questions involved in domestication in a properly dynamic and operative sense. 

In his doctoral thesis on reindeer herding in the north of Finland, Ingold (1976) advances an idea that 

exerts a considerable influence in his ethnography and in his later writings: the reindeer is situated on 

a boundary that challenges the distinctions between the domestic and the wild, precisely because the 

elements qualifying these two notions are unequally distributed in the relational forms between humans 

and reindeer observed by himself in the field.

In one of the principal conclusions of his work, Ingold observes that a pattern of intensive-symbiotic 

pastoralism was eventually replaced by another pattern, extensive-predatory in kind, as the result of three 

factors: the deterioration of pastures, the adoption of motorized sledges, and the growth in the market 

for reindeer products (Ingold 1976: 29). This would explain his initial puzzlement on arriving in the field 

and failing to encounter any animals in the area surrounding the human groupings that he considered 

to be herders (Ingold 2001). This led him to re-discuss the notion of domestication through, for instance, 

the critique of the idea that the more established the capitalist dynamic, the more intense the control 

of a species – on the contrary, an emergence of extensive dynamics was revealed including techniques 

proximate to hunting.

But the main aspect of Ingold’s approach, which has a clear impact on later and better known 

developments of his work, as I have argued in a previous work (Sautchuk & Stoeckli 2012) and as Ingold 

(2013) himself indicates more recently, is his attention to reindeer behaviour in order to understand this 

herding configuration – such as the tendency to follow a leader, to be attracted by the sound of bells and 

to cluster together in the presence of a dog (Ingold 1976: 36). Ingold shows that the study of these societies 

depends on perceiving that these animals have their own very particular way of moving through a territory, 

as well as their own organisation. Reindeer, he argues, are animals that tend to be hierarchically organised 

and capable of recognising themselves as individuals with distinct functions within their group (1976: 20). 

All this leads him to consider the reindeer not as a natural object or input to be appropriated, but as a being 

possessing volition, in continual movement and engagement with the environment and with humans.

In his subsequent work, Hunters, pastoralists and ranchers, based on new field research and a survey 

of ethnographies on reindeer, Ingold (1980) is sharper in his conclusions, explaining that “the difference 

between hunting and pastoralism lies not in the particular characteristics of the animals themselves, but 

in the productive relations that link animals and men” (1980: 82). But the productive here for Ingold (just as 

for Sigaut) is not related to a strictly economic or utilitarian approach. To demonstrate this idea, then, he 

seeks out tools that can explore the direct relation between humans and reindeer in group situations and 

individually. 

This leads to two propositions that I consider more relevant. The first resides in the complexification 

of the notion of domestication, which leads to a clear recognition of the distinction between the terms 

taming, herding and breeding, the confusion of which causes innumerable misunderstandings. For 

example, the control of the reproduction of animals, breeding, typically connotes the relation of taming 

and the animal’s status for domestic work (Ingold 1980: 124). Ingold, though, asserts that this amounts 

to a confusion, since one process does not precondition the others. Adopting a similar approach to 

Sigaut’s, Ingold conceptualises domestication through three not necessarily concomitant processes. 

Taming signifies familiarizing the animal, approximating it to human conviviality, not axiomatically 

treating it as property; herding signifies possessing animals as property, even if they are not tamed or their 
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reproduction is not controlled. Finally breeding refers specifically to the control of reproduction, or to what 

is called ‘morphological domestication,’ even if the animals continue to live wild. Various intensities and 

combinations can also occur between these three processes.

We can take the case of groups of animals in rancher-type economies, which are domesticated from 

the reproductive viewpoint, but are not necessarily tamed, living free across very large areas. An inverse 

situation applies to tamed animals used by hunters as bait, though without implying that are they rounded 

up or that their reproduction is conditioned by human actions. The pastoralists studied by himself, for 

their part, neither tame nor control reproduction, they merely herd. In Ingold’s words: “It will not do to 

refer to such combinations as states of ‘semi-domestication,’ for the implication that they are in the process 

of evolution towards ‘full’ domestication is not always warranted” (1980: 82). Put otherwise, like Digard, 

Ingold considers these ‘limit situations’ to be full of meaning, revealing an inapplicability of the notions of 

domestication and wildness to which we are habituated.

The other important point is his elaboration of the distinction between predation, symbiosis and 

parasitism in order to comprehend the mechanisms of interaction with reindeer, which introduces an 

operational and dynamic character and a distinction of scale into this debate that are fundamental to 

his ethnographic approach. For example, he shows that while predation and parasitism are negative for 

individuals, at the level of the population this negativity may be annulled or even inverted. As we know, 

predators may perform a fundamental role in the long-term maintenance of prey populations. On the 

other hand, the symbiosis involved in reindeer herding contains a disequilibrium that can lead to abrupt 

transformations in the system of relations, proving negative for the species involved. To understand the 

transformations occurring to the relation with the reindeer in a historical sense, Ingold mobilizes these 

technical and ecological aspects in the comparison between the predation of reindeer by wolves and 

humans, and next associates this with an examination of the rationality of the structures of production and 

distribution of the products obtained in this relation (Ingold 1980: 143).

It is important to emphasize how Ingold and the French anthropologists make a similar move of 

reconfiguring the terms of what the relevant aspects in an ethnography may comprise. With this aim in 

mind, they dialogue openly not only with the conceptual frameworks but also the empirical approaches 

of biology, zootechnics, ecology, etc. And not simply to apply or submit to them, but to debate and 

discuss them through ethnography – that is, as vectors for reflection and research. This is very different 

from merely importing concepts or models from other areas since it involves an effort to resituate the 

ethnographic objective (including some anthropocentrism) via different empirical approaches. The return 

to these works apropos the notion of domestication is opportune precisely because they indicate paths 

towards a critique of the nature-culture distinction (or human-animal, subject-object) which goes beyond a 

theoretical-reflexive endeavour. 

For example, their approaches avoid reifying the biological category of species, or even the 

presupposition of two poles in what we call the relation between humans and animals. Moreover, the 

rejection of a notion, its substitution, is not by itself the solution to underlying epistemological problems. 

Some dilemmas can indeed be paralysing and deserve to be abandoned, but reject completely concepts 

could mean, very often, ignoring the accumulated discussions and complexities surrounding certain 

questions. 
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What is a human? Anthropos and domestication 

One question that may certainly surface is the relevance of continuing to employ the term domestication 

given the conceptual and epistemic reformulations shaping contemporary anthropology. Here it is worth 

localizing some of the research and analyses that point to different reasons for doing so. To start with we 

can cite the more general approaches to the emergence of animal domestication, as explored, for instance, 

in the ethnology of Siberia by Willerslev et al. (2014) or in Amazonia by Descola (1994 and 2013: 377 ff.). 

These approaches work to articulate contemporary ethnological themes (especially animism and sacrifice) 

with the emergence (or not) of animal domestication over the long durée, seeking to reach a certain degree 

of generality in their interpretations. Both adopt a narrower definition of domestication to undertake 

their analyses and manipulate relatively clear contrasts between hunting and herding (and also between 

domestication and pet keeping) on one hand, and between practice and ideology (or discourse) on the other. 

Curiously (or perhaps symptomatically) they arrive at opposite conclusions for Amazonia and Siberia. While 

for Descola (1994 and 2013: 377 ff.) the animist conceptions rendered animal domestication meaningless (by 

being incompatible with predation), for Willerslev et al. (2014) they led precisely to domestication, as a form 

of extending or perfecting the meaning of the hunt. It would perhaps be pointless to compare these two 

ethnohistorical interpretations of domestication, especially at a moment when Amazonia and Siberia have 

emerged as a promising axis of dialogue in anthropology (e.g. Brightman et al. 2012).

This adoption of a narrower meaning of domestication by Descola and Willerslev et al., which also 

applies to Ingold (2000: ch. 4; cf. Sautchuk & Stoeckli 2012), contains a number of aspects worth noting. It 

involves a strategy of dialoguing with other areas, projecting contemporary anthropological perspectives – 

particularly the accumulation of studies on the human relation with animals – into a more general debate 

(such as the relation between hunting and herding). Despite proposing other interpretations for the meaning 

of domestication, thereby destabilizing ethnocentric visions of the past – whether that of other peoples or 

of a supposed Humankind – the use of the notion of domestication in a narrow sense may elicit reservations 

from anthropologists immersed in the ethnographic complexity of the relations with animals. This can be 

seen in two recent approaches to the monkeys in Japanese reserves (Knight 2011) or the growing population 

of exogenous animals in the United States (Jaclin 2013) – both of them problematizing the relation between 

the wild and domestic and rethinking the meanings of these notions. 

Perhaps this is a case of seeing this diversity as well as a difference of scale and intention in the 

employment of concepts, perceiving which debates and audiences these authors are addressing. 

Whatever the case, the fact is that while domestication has been reactivated as a central notion by 

some anthropologists, including in a new approach to the debate on so-called ‘origins’ (also see Rival 

2012b for an example relating to the plants) and in the contemporary production of wild animals, the 

discussion of what has been understood by the term remains preeminent. I believe that the definition of 

concepts in anthropology has to be recognised as particularly open to their manipulation, ambiguity and 

transformations in different contexts (Gellner 2003). It seems to be precisely this that emanates from the 

debates that have been promoted on the theme, demonstrating the effort to bring together perspectives or 

even researchers from other areas, such as archaeology and biology, as well as historical and ethnographic 

studies.4

4   The course taken by Ingold’s work perhaps offers the best demonstration of the variations that the notion of domestication can acquire in anthropology. 
From a tool for exploring the interspecific relations between humans and reindeer (Ingold 1976 and 1980), domestication becomes reconfigured as a way of 
repositioning the relation between humans and animals at the level of evolution (1987), is then rethought in the context of a critique of industrial society 
(2000) and, finally, has its value as a concept dissipated by the idea of an omnipresence of life (Ingold 2011) (cf. Sautchuk & Stoeckli 2012). However, this has 
not stopped Ingold (2013) from recently emphasizing the importance of his early ethnographic findings on the relation between the Skolts and the reindeer 
to the later development of his reflections on humans and animals. In fact, domestication was always associated in Ingold’s work with a question that forms 
the correlate of the title of the famous book edited by himself – What is an Animal? (Ingold 1988). Returning to examine the phenomena associated with 
domestication leads, in other words, precisely to reposing the terms of anthropology itself. Inquiring into domestication does not mean just including 
animals in the anthropological approach, it also means asking, in a sense: what is a human?
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If we look back on the last three decades, we can observe a degree of persistence in the efforts to reflect 

collectively on domestication in anthropology. The publication of the special issue of the journal L’Homme 

in 1988 (v. 28, n. 108, ‘Les Animaux: domestication et représentation’) was followed by an event held in Japan 

in 1992 (Ellen & Fukui 1996, see especially Harris 1996), another held in the USA in 2004 (Cassidy & Mullin 

2007) and, in 2016, the conference Domestication and hybrid communities: coexistence, coevolution, cooperation, 

held in France. At all these moments it is possible to note a double character of seeking to reaffirm the term 

at the same time as looking to stretch and even unravel its semantic field, making room for the complexity 

of ethnographic situations. This seemed particularly evident in the French event, and the group of 

biologists, anthropologists and archaeologists agreed to think of domestication in relation to notions such 

as interaction, mutualism, symbiosis, reinserting into the discussion, for example, the ideas of domination 

and intentionality. 

A good example of the results of this kind of stance in more in-depth ethnographic studies is the work 

of Lien (2015) who, based on her research into salmon farming in Norway and Tasmania, has creatively 

explored the notion of domestication. Firstly she employs the term to facilitate a broad interface with other 

areas without adopting their perspectives, but also without bypassing them. Her objective is to explore the 

kind of analytic work that domestication enables, especially as an idea that can be connected with other 

ideas (Lien 2013: 7). Precisely because it is a fluid, highly mutable concept, “domestication works (...) as a 

comparative tool that mobilizes connections and continuities across various temporal and topical domains” 

(2015: 5). The idea is that certain dilemmas contained in the notion of domestication may be useful precisely 

for anthropology to comprehend differences.

But for Lien the key point of this revival of the concept is the need to renew the empirical approach with 

practical situations of domestication:

What we need is perhaps not so much yet another philosophical exercise to define the Anthropos, but a 

multitude of ever more attentive ethnographies that trace domestication practices on and off the beaten tracks 

that the archaeological road atlas has left us. What I propose is not a post-human anthropology, not even a post-

human ethnography (we enter the field as human beings, always), but an ethnography that admits a broader 

and fuzzier version of Anthropos, one that inhabits the entangled and multiple and indeterminate relations of 

growing, feeding, killing, caring, eating, swallowing and digesting in its multiple versions. (Lien 2013: 22-3)

She associates the idea of domestication with the need for a turnaround in the form of examining 

these themes in the field, leading the ethnographer to reinsert Anthropos into debate. This to me seems 

an interesting solution and the proposals presented above seem to offer a basis for advancing in this kind 

of enterprise. It is interesting to note too how Lien associates the notion of domestication with the idea of 

becoming proposed more recently by Ingold (2011). Even though Ingold’s critique of the notions of species 

and organism make the idea of domestication lose emphasis in his thought, Lien shows that it is possible to 

examine domestication through new agendas. 

Observing the tone in which the academic debate on domestication has been conducted, as well as the 

revival of its use in anthropological studies, the impression that emerges is that the potentialization of 

the unease and tension provoked by the notion of domestication has been productive for the research into 

the multiple possible relations between humans and animals. There seem to be a reason: it simultaneously 

establishes a line of communication and enables the exchange with researchers from other areas, not only 

about their results but also about their approaches. In a period when neologisms have proliferated, the 

critical and open potential evinced by the way in which the term has been adopted perhaps explains the 

relative resilience or even recuperation of the notion in anthropology.
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When piranha becomes ox

We can return then to the piranhas under the lake fishing stilt houses, briefly exploring the paths that 

the questions raised by these reflections on domestication suggest can be taken in this specific case. The 

presence of these aquatic predators in the environment of the fishermen, their commensality, offers us the 

possibility of playing with the limits of the notion of domestication, articulating it with the primacy of 

predation existing here. 

Were we to begin then with the kinds of relations developed between the lake fishermen and these fish, 

we would have to move beyond the alimentary interactions that contain a certain mutual benefit (if we 

take into account the dimension of scale). The intensive dissemination of piranhas through these lakes, 

which some fishermen locate between three and five decades ago, brought about various transformations 

in terms of fishing for small fish. Firstly, they imposed an important limitation on fishing with nets since 

the piranhas ruin the netted fish and the equipment if the fisherman does not remain continually on watch. 

Their voracity and speed also require the fishermen to be more skilled in the use of fishing line, making 

movements with the bait that can simultaneously attract desired fish and repel the piranhas. This is a game 

of cunning involving three parties: the fisherman mimicking a fruit or a small aquatic animal with his bait, 

the targeted species and their particular alimentary behaviours, and the piranhas, insatiable, rapid, but 

with almost no commercial value. Depending, however, on the fluctuations in their price on the regional 

fish market, the form of this interaction can change to the disadvantage of the piranhas…

On the other hand, the piranhas contribute to the reproduction of their own predators (the fishermen) 

and not just by becoming food. First they mark the pirarucu fish that have been in the basin of the lakes for 

some time since they bite their fins and tails. This establishes a distinction between the already experienced 

pirarucus – i.e. warier and more accustomed to the fishermen – and those that are still naive and curious, 

coming from the mangroves and marshes where there are no piranhas or laguistas. This provides the lake 

fisherman with value feedback to assess whether his strategy of approach and capture was correct or simply 

the result of a prey still unaware of the dangers existing in the lake basin. By feeding on living pirarucus, 

the piranhas produce a sign that over time enhances the lethal qualities of the laguistas in this kind of 

capture of sophisticated skills.

The piranhas, however, are also the main target of children’s games. Always available below the stilt 

house, the children are encouraged to practice the diverse arts of fishing with these aquatic neighbours. 

In addition, the fish are eviscerated, descaled, prepared and salted by them, constituting a kind of child 

product, which the fishing patrons remunerate with enough money to buy sweets, thereby emulating the 

commercial fishing relationship itself. 

It is very true that as soon as one of them is caught, the piranhas become wary and vanish from close to 

the stilt house for some time. This in itself, though, is still a positive aspect since in paying close attention 

to the movements on the surface, the fish observe and respond to the gestures of the apprentice harpooners, 

quite unlike most other fish. This interactive capacity of this fish in fact represents the most complex 

challenge to be faced by the future harpooner of pirarucus. If we consider its agile movements and small 

size, therefore, the piranha comprises a valuable simulator, always available to children and youngsters 

during their long apprenticeship in the sophisticated art of harpooning pirarucu (Sautchuk 2015).

Even so it is clear that the piranhas are far from matching the idea of a domesticated animal, in the 

narrow sense, since their reproduction is not controlled, nor are they tamed. It could be said that they are 

lured to gather under the stilt houses by the food, meaning that they are in some sense rounded up and fed 

by the lake fishermen. The laguistas themselves, however, consider this situation atypical since a predator 

has no need to be offered food. So even though the idea of breeding piranhas is never conjectured, except 

jokingly, the relation of conviviality with the fish is very different from the kind experienced with caimans. 
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The latter are the visceral enemies of the laguistas, even though a mutual respectful distance is maintained 

between them. The piranhas are fed, certainly, but never with the sense that that such action contributes 

to the development of a being under the feeder’s control. It is more about fomenting voracious behaviour 

and the remarkable aggressive capacities of the fish. The laguistas stimulate this conviviality because it 

fits into the dynamics of their own sociality in the stilt houses. Any conviviality as such consists precisely 

of incorporating this aggressive potential rather than dampening or annulling it. On the surface, we could 

compare this phenomenon to feeding ‘wild’ animals in safari parks (e.g. Knight 2005), but here we are not 

dealing with the production of a wild other but precisely with the incorporation of a similarity. In other 

words, while the tourist who offers food produces wildlife as an alterity, the laguista feeds the piranha as a 

factor of similarity. While in the former case domesticating practices produce the wild animal, in the latter 

the fish’s predatory disposition is absorbed into the domestic ambient of the stilt houses.

One point that makes this clear is that the piranhas are never conceived as property that the residents 

of a stilt house can dispose of freely, since these fish are covered by the same type of ‘hunting ethics’ as 

other animals. To clarify this point: one time I spent the whole afternoon harpooning piranhas swimming 

under the stilt house, exercising my modest abilities with the harpoon, in order to catch some food for 

dinner and also implement my strategy of learning as a form of doing ethnography (Sautchuk & Sautchuk 

2014). During the night, feeling pain in my shoulder, I climbed out of my mosquito net to look for some 

painkillers in my bag. In the morning, Macó, the harpooner who was leading me, asked what I had been 

doing and immediately decided to leave that particular stilt house to set up residence in another location. It 

transpired that the owner spirit of the lake, who controls its animals, including the piranhas, had disliked 

my uncontrolled attitude, killing haphazardly, and demonstrated the fact through the nocturnal pain. The 

warning having been given, it was essential to comply. If the piranha is a xerimbabo, a pet, its owners are not 

the lake fishermen.

In fact, a wide range of interactions is present here and some kind of coexistence based on predation is 

even established between these two predators of the lakes. Although the fishermen cannot (and generally 

have no wish) to simply decimate the piranhas, including for the reason that they are not theirs to dispose 

of, neither are the fish considered a threat as such. True, this carnivorous presence under the stilt house 

causes the lake fishermen to adopt some precautions, but only to the extent of not jumping into the water 

when pitiú (imbued with the smell of recently handled fish) or at the moment when the piranhas are eating. 

Some avoid placing extremities like hands or feet in the water in isolation, which may be attacked like 

pieces of meat. Even when they take to the water, during the aquatic games, I never heard of any accident, 

aside from one case or other of someone being nibbled, taken as a mistake or exaggeration, understandable 

in a usually respectful but still reciprocally carnivorous conviviality. 
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Figure 3 - Bathing or playing tag in the water take place without any mishaps, save when eating 

fish or handling them. (Author’s photo)

This brief ethnographic exercise allows us to say that, first of all, it would be mistaken to frame this 

situation in terms of relations between species or between humans and animals. We need to think in terms 

of a broader system that includes the type of relation with other fish, objects and even owners of animals. 

Another important point is that dispositions and relations vary according to situations and depend on 

other factors. While children take advantage of the piranha’s capacity to escape and react in order to 

develop their own skills in handling the harpoon, the adults improve their own sophisticated perceptual 

and predatory skills through the piranha’s capacity to attack the pirarucu at speed, marking it. As a 

consequence, the very idea of what is a positive or negative relation depends on the positions and the type 

of interaction. If we consider just the perspective of the laguistas, the piranha participates in the training of 

the children in the condition of prey, while with the adults it contributes by attacking the same fish – which 

means a different kind of relationship.

In conclusion, if we wish to investigate the idea of some kind of proximity and mutual benefit between 

fishermen and piranhas, we need to consider the diverse relational modes in which they are mutually 

implicated. This includes the stilt house itself and the overlapping of dwellings that it generates, as well as 

the harpoon and its form of acting in opposition to (children) or in conjunction with (adults) the action of 

the piranhas. In the case of these aquatic beings, the commensality with laguistas is certainly positive in a 

collective sense, but may have lethal consequences for individuals. In Brazil, the expression boi de piranha, 

‘piranha ox,’ is applied to the animal given to this fish when the herd crosses a river, allowing the rest to 

traverse unscathed – it is, therefore, a symbol of individual sacrifice for the benefit of the collective. The 

fact that a piranha may be in a position similar to that of the ox tells us a lot about the type of conviviality 

established there.

If the proximity with piranhas produces various effects for the fishermen, this is because the fish 

participate in the configuration of this predatory sociality in the midst of the stilt houses and the 

sophistication of its lethal capacities. The fact that they eat and are eaten in connection with the stilt houses 

situates them in a sui generis position in the configuration of this space. It is possible to speak of some 
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form of conviviality – and even some aspects seen in the systems of domestication – but always thinking 

of them under the encompassing sign of predation, which marks them both, fishermen and piranhas. 

Hence the gesture of giving food to the piranhas and appreciating their disposition to act as commensals 

should not be seen as an attempt to control their behaviour or their life cycles nor to valorise a wild other. 

Ultimately, it amounts to a form of cultivating and modulating mutual aggressiveness – a practice of 

reinforcing predatory dispositions through proximity and carnivorous exchanges.

Translated by David Rodgers

Received, 31 January, 2016, Approved, 17 July, 2016.
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familiarization and pets as art(ifacts) in Amazonia1
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Abstract

The objective of this article is to discuss some reasons the Karitiana (Rondônia, Brazil) evoke to explain 

their ever-present desire to maintain familiarized or domesticated animals in their villages. Based on 

the ethnography of the relationships among the Karitiana and these animals, this paper enters into 

dialogue with the hypotheses formulated to explore the Amazonian people’s fondness for the company 

of non-human species. It also provides insights for rethinking these debates, advocating that Indians are 

particularly looking for beauty represented by the diversity of animals and by the arts of domestication, 

just like the aesthetics of conviviality as proposed by Joanna Overing. This aesthetic dimension of 

human-animal relations seems to be overlooked by theorists of domestication or familiarization because 

they consider these phenomena to be more techniques or technologies than arts. Renewed perspectives on 

human-animal relations can be opened by addressing the “arts of domestication” and avoiding an a priori 

opposition between technique and art.

Keywords: human-animal relations; domesticity; familiarization; art; aesthetics.

Enfeites de aldeia:
familiarização e mascotes como arte(fatos) na Amazônia 

Resumo

Este artigo discute o desejo sempre presente, entre os Karitiana (Rondônia), de ter animais domesticados 

ou familiarizados em suas aldeias. A partir da etnografia de seus animais de criação, dialoga com hipóteses 

formuladas para investigar o gosto dos povos indígenas pela companhia de seres não humanos, e defende 

que os povos indígenas procuram especialmente a beleza, representada pela diversidade de animais e pelas 

artes envolvidas na sua familiarização e na realização de um bem viver doméstico, que se traduzem em uma 

estética da convivialidade (Joanna Overing). Esta dimensão estética da relação com animais parece ter sido 

esquecida diante de trabalhos que abordam a familiarização e/ou a domesticação de animais como técnicas 

ou tecnologias e não como artes. Novas perspectivas para a análise da relação entre humanos e não humanos 

podem ser abertas com o tratamento das “artes da domesticação”, evitando-se oposição apriorística entre 

técnica e arte.

Palavras-chave: relações humano-animal; domesticidade; familiarização; arte; estética.

1   This article was made possible by reviews, comments, and suggestions from various partners on the two occasions when the preliminary results were 
presented. I especially would like to thank Carlos Sautchuk, Guilherme Sá, Ciméa Bevilaqua, Jean Segata, Bernardo Lewgoy, Caetano Sordi, Lady Selma 
Albernaz, Geraldo Andrello, Clarice Cohn, and Marcos Lanna. Marcy Norton sent me some of her texts, which were fundamental to the arguments developed 
herein.
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Village ornaments:
familiarization and pets as art(ifacts) in Amazonia

Felipe Ferreira Vander Velden

A arte de viver é simplesmente a arte de conviver

[The art of living is simply the art of living together]

Mário Quintana

The main village of the Karitiana people, Kyõwã (also known as Aldeia Central [Central Village] or Aldeia 

Nova [New Village]), is inhabited by a large number of animals that live with the human inhabitants on a 

long-term and continuous basis. Dogs, chickens, ducks, horses, parrots and macaws, coatis and monkeys, 

sometimes trumpeteers and even tapirs and rabbits (and at times even snakes, electric eels, and other 

animals) can be found everywhere, moving about in the spaces between and within houses, pestering 

people as they go about their daily tasks or just wandering as they hunt for food or shade in the scorching 

heat of the Amazonian afternoon. In this aspect, Kyõwã is no different from most indigenous villages in 

Brazil and neighboring countries, some of which have even more familiar or domesticated animals; this 

clearly shows the interest that the native populations of the South American lowlands have in these non-

human companions.

 In this article I attempt to discuss some of the reasons the Karitiana use to explain their ever-

present desire to accumulate more and more of these companion animals. The motives the Karitiana use to 

explain this love for the variety of animals living in their villages can, in my opinion, help reopen the debate 

about the ubiquitous presence of these creatures among Amazonian indigenous populations. This may be 

accomplished by no longer starting from generalized hypotheses (as we shall see below), but giving voice to 

native explanations for the phenomenon, a task that still remains to be done for the vast majority of these 

populations. The Karitiana’s rationalizations offer perfectly intelligible explanations which are very relevant 

to the habit of (and the enjoyment of ) accumulating domesticated animals which live among humans. They 

apply even to us, modern Westerners, once we understand the idea (a discussion of which concludes this 

reflection and is intended to open up new fields of research about the relationship between humans and 

non-humans) that living together is an art.

* * *

The Karitiana (Yjxa) speak the Tupi language, Arikém branch (the only language in this family), and 

traditionally inhabit the valleys of the Candeias, Jamari, and Jaci-Parana Rivers, major tributaries of the 

right bank of the Madeira River in the northern portion of what is currently the state of Rondônia. Today, 

the group has a registered area of approximately 89,000 hectares, a square of reasonably preserved forest 

bordered on the south and east by the Bom Futuro National Forest (FLONA), and on the north by several 

cattle ranches and large rural properties, many of which belong to prominent figures in the state’s politics 

and economy. The demarcation of this indigenous land left out vast portions of traditional Karitiana 

territory in the Candeias River region, an area the group has been fighting to obtain for nearly twenty years 

and is awaiting an anthropological study for identification and demarcation, which is currently in progress.

At this time there are around 315 Karitiana (Sesai/2014) living in five villages. One of them, Kyõwã (New 
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Village, or Central Village) is located within the Karitiana Indigenous Territory and has been continuously 

inhabited for almost 50 years. It is where most of the population’s institutional structures are located: 

the school, clinic, FUNAI quarters, housing for non-Indian teachers, and covered meeting space, among 

others (this was where I conducted most of my field work between 2003 and 2012). Two other villages were 

established outside the indigenous territory, as part of the Karitiana’s efforts to recover old parts of their 

traditional lands which still lay outside the territory: Byyjyty ot’soop aky (“Byyjyty’s Hair”) or the Candeias 

River Village, situated on the banks of this river and built by the traditional healer [pajé] Cizino in 2002 

(today, home to approximately 30 residents), and Mywyno (the name of the Preto river), a village built 

by a significant leader at the northern boundary of the demarcated area within a nearby cattle ranch. A 

fourth small village, Bom Samaritano, was erected in 2011 about five kilometers from Aldeia Nova, and is 

occupied by a few families; more recently, in 2014, part of the group created a village on the banks of the 

Caracol River, in the far southwest of the indigenous territory. Many Karitiana also live (on a temporary or 

permanent basis) in cities in the region, particularly Porto Velho and Cacoal.

My work (especially Vander Velden 2012a) has sought to investigate the relationship between the 

Karitiana and the animals they raise (as they call them), which we will call domesticated animals, companion 

animals, or pets. These are not limited to animals which are traditionally obtained in the forest; generally, 

juveniles are captured after adult animals are killed in hunts, and then become domesticated (or tamed) 

in what is almost always forced coexistence with humans, and abound in all indigenous villages in the 

South American lowlands (coatis, capuchin monkeys, jacamins, macaws, and parrots are the most 

common among the Karitiana). Animals introduced by whites after contact also feature among these 

animals, and are fully incorporated into modern Karitiana everyday life (dogs, cats, horses, donkeys, oxen, 

pigs, chickens, ducks, and even rabbits), and are also extremely numerous in most indigenous villages 

throughout Brazil.2

I have been attempting to understand how the incorporation of animals taken from the forest may have 

orchestrated the adoption of new species of beings, and also highlighting the differences between these 

groups. There are important differences, especially with regards to recognizing the origin of these beings: 

the Karitiana say that introduced or exotic animals “have no history”, unlike the native animals who have 

their origins explained in narratives we can describe as mythical, known as stories or stories from the old times. 

I do not intend to dwell here on these issues, but instead to focus on one of the aspects of this mechanism 

of “keeping” (perhaps rather than “capturing”, I think) beings and enabling permanent coexistence between 

humans and non-humans in the everyday life of the Karitiana villages.

* * *

Why raise animals in the village? This issue has been addressed by some Americanist ethnologists who 

were encouraged by the bountiful and obvious symbolic rendering of xerimbabos (a Tupi word designating 

animals that live together with humans in the indigenous villages; in broad terms, it would roughly 

correspond to “pet” or “companion”) living in the communities in which they worked. Disagreeing with 

previous authors who maintained that familiarized animals are raised to provide meat in societies which 

2   I wish to note the Karitiana language, like most Amerindian languages, does not have a term for the (semantic) category animal. If a comparison must be 
provided, speakers offer the term himo to refer to animals. This term, however, falls far short in the scope and fixed nature of the concept of animal, since 
it designates prey animals for hunting, i.e. those that are or may be food (himo is the same word used for meat); consequently, only hunted animals are himo, 
which gives the term a contextual application. For example, if a spider monkey is killed in the forest (which we would call “wild”), it is himo, but a spider 
monkey raised as a pet in the village (and which will never be slaughtered) is not. As can be seen, seeing the category animal as a monolithic entity can create 
more problems than solutions (Derrida 2002). Therefore, in the interest of economy here I will use the suggestion by Tim Ingold (2000) which attempts to 
avoid dissociating humans and animals by recognizing that this dichotomous opposition does not consider the multiple modes of relationship between 
various human and non-human collectives. 
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depend on the uncertainties of hunting, Philippe Erikson (1987; see also 1997) used extensive ethnographic 

evidence to argue that the indigenous lowland societies in South America adopt young animals as a way of 

restoring the “natural balance,” using care (the feminine) to cancel out or compensate for the violent and 

destructive effects of the hunt (the masculine). 

In a later text, Erikson (2000) retains a “psychologizing” perspective by suggesting that the adoption 

of animals is forced by a conceptual discomfort; in the author’s words, “pets serve as an intellectual 

counterweight to prey” provoked by the death of a being. In this way, adoption continues to be a way 

of counterbalancing the effects of the hunt, understood as aggression against another in the context of 

the rivalries with the spirit-owners of the hunt (Erikson 2012: 16). This creates a “dishonest alliance” that 

keeping pets seeks to ameliorate, since this can cause danger for humans. This is criticized by Philippe 

Descola (1998b, 1999), who maintains that the “discomfort” Erikson alludes to is much more characteristic 

of Western sensibilities with regard to taking the life of an animal, and does not do justice to the symbolic 

complexity of the relations between humans and animals in Amazonia. Descola (1994, 1998b), like Patrick 

Menget (1988), Carlos Fausto (1999), and Fernando Santos-Granero (2009), prefers approaches that seek to 

position the raising of wild pets3 into the broader cosmological contexts, focusing the need for alterity and 

exteriority to reproduce the socius, reinforcing the homology between the familiarization of animals and 

the adoption of captured children as opposed to the analogy between hunting and cannibalistic predation 

(real or metaphorical) of enemies; all of this, finally, is the expression of the global position between 

consanguinity and affinity. The structural formula is summarized by Descola (1998b: 37):

“hunting : pet keeping: : enemies : captive children : : affines : consanguines”

All these authors assume a complementarity between “keeping pets” and hunting (like the capture of 

people and wartime aggression), which seems to position the entire process as a “man’s subject.” Taylor 

(2000; 2001) offers an alternative scenario by definitively incorporating women, suggesting that for the 

Jivaro, the analogy connects the “taming” of women through marriage and taming of forest animals; 

this suggestion continues by maintaining that caring for the animals is a female task since, structurally, 

women and pets are equivalent. In another article, this same author maintains that among the Jivaro, wild 

pets are “orphans,” whose “protection” must be guaranteed by women in the sequence of violent events 

entailed in the hunt (Taylor 2000: 324). More recently, Cormier (2003: 112ss), in a specific study on the pets 

(primarily monkeys) among the Avá-Guajá, referenced these positions, defending “the importance of 

raising pets in the production of feminine identities” (Cormier 2003: 113). Although she recognizes that 

several of the explanations posited by previous works can be applied to pets among the Guajá, this author 

maintains that the relationship between pets and women should be emphasized: “(...) I believe that the 

maternal relationship is the key to understanding pet keeping among the Guajá”; and, continuing: “(…) In 

their beliefs, pet keeping among the Guajá is best described as a reproduction of maternage (mothering)” 

(Cormier 2003: 114; maternage, sensu Haudricourt 1986).

I do not intend to resolve this question here. However, the material from the Karitiana seems to 

indicate that the keeping of animals should be seen as a practice pertinent to the set of family relations, 

which involves the actions and intentions of women, men, and children: after all, speaking of children 

(considering the Karitiana insist that “a dog is like a child”) implies talking about maternity and paternity. 

More than this, the incorporation of pets seems to be a subject that concerns the entire village as a whole, as 

3   I use “wild pets” to refer to animals brought from the forest and familiarized in the villages; these differ from animals that are normally called “pets”, a 
term corresponding to species or varieties of domesticated animals that have been undergoing a process of co-evolution alongside humans for milennia. 
These “wild pets” approach those animals Christian Talin (2000) calls “new companion animals” (nouvelles animaux de compagnie) in the Western world which 
are not domesticated, strictly speaking, and mostly remain wild (iguanas, spiders, ferrets, martens, snakes, etc.).  
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a type of community policy project which may on the one hand be powered by the families that individually 

care for their pets, and on the other hand seems to be part of a symbolic economy that reflects the desire 

and an image of an entire collective.

* * *

The practice of taking in the young of various species from the forest reflects the ever-present desire 

also to continue incorporating introduced animals into daily life: the Karitiana always express their 

intention to “get another dog”, “have more chickens”, “raise pigs” or “raise cattle”. The kept animals, therefore, 

always come from outside, from the exterior of the villages, whether they come from the forest or the city. 

Additionally, the historical narratives of contact with whites, which were mainly collected by Liliam Moser 

(1993 and 1997), in many cases highlight the fact that the Karitiana immediately began to ask for and to steal 

animals, particularly dogs and chickens, from the rubber tappers and other agents of colonization who 

sporadically reached the region starting in the middle of the nineteenth century and arrived on a larger 

scale starting in the 1940s and 1950s. There was and still is an active search for different recently-arrived 

animals.4

When asked why they adopt animals, the Karitiana provide several explanations. Valter, for example, 

told me once that “people kill the mother of the animals in the forest, then you have to get the young to bring up, 

they can’t be left alone. They have to be brought up like a child,” reasoning that evokes the suggestion by Erikson 

(1987, 2000) that the adoption of pets serves as compensation for the assault inflicted upon animals through 

hunting. Nevertheless, most of the other statements I collected point in another direction, one summarized 

by the conclusion of a conversation with Antônio Paulo, Elivar, Meireles, and Arnaldo, in the Casa do Índio:

Women like to raise animals, it makes them happy to raise them, it is good for women. Children also like [to do it]. Men 

don’t like it, it’s difficult. That’s why men get the animal from the forest to raise. People like to catch animals in the forest 

just to see them, to raise them.5

There are two important things here. First, the desire to collect animals in the forest is driven by the 

women, with the men only doing it to serve them; this is consistent with countless reports from hunters 

who claim to raise animals only because “the woman [wife] wants them” or “child [children] asks [for them].” 

Second, the reason for raising animals is pleasure, “it makes them happy,” “it is good for women” – which 

is indeed aesthetic – “just to see,” which also appears in the phrase by the same Antônio Paulo, a great 

storyteller: “the Karitiana like to raise animals.” And this pleasure is not only female, or childish.

It described macaws and parrots, but also chickens, the mare that belonged to the vice-chief John, and 

the rabbits that Valter had in 2006: they “adorned the village.” The mere presence of the mare was said to 

serve as “embellishment,” or to “decorate the yard” of the house. Valter, responding to my question, said that 

his three rabbits, which were kept in a large wood-and-mesh cage in front of the family home and fed with 

greens from a small vegetable garden (Valter is a small entrepreneur: he plants and sells coffee and oranges, 

4   These must have been quite common events in the history of the initial contacts between indigenous populations and the colonizers, but we know little 
about these events, mostly because of the virtual inexistence of documentation. One of the few documented cases involved the group contacted in the Javari 
River valley (eastern Amazonas, probable the Matis) who insistently asked FUNAI employees for puppies. The following text is from the Revista de Atualidade 
Indígena: “Stray dogs began to be part of the relationship of the traditional gifts used to attract reluctant and isolated Indians. The sertanistas from FUNAI were surprised 
with strange requests for dogs when last year they made contact for the first time with an as-yet unidentified tribal group on the banks of the Ituí River in Amazonas. Since 
first contact the Indians showed a desire to receive more than the axes, machetes, cooking pots, and scissors that the sertanistas offered them. (...). They wanted dogs (...). In 
the two subsequent encounters, they again asked for more dogs, forcing the attracting team to round up the stray dogs they found in neighboring villages, and buying some 
(...)” (FUNAI 1978: 18). Alex Golub (2005) has reflected about the tremendous impact that the presence of dogs in the first expeditions throughout the highlands 
of New Guinea had on the native populations of that region, and on the way in which relations between these people and the foreign explorers were organized. 

5   I note that here, as in other citations of statements from my Karitiana interlocutors, I chose to standardize the language.
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and is also a pastor at one of the village’s evangelical churches), “just serve as decoration for the house.” The 

notion of decoration or adornment (pojati) is used to refer to the body paint and adornments made of feathers 

used by the Karitiana, but also describes various bird feathers, which are defined as their decorations. The 

myth of Ombygmo chronicles how birds came to have differently colored plumage, by painting themselves 

with different substances from the broken body of this unfortunate man: “the bird took the colors and became 

different, he painted himself to decorate himself,” the story concludes. In this way, painting is embellishment, 

and marks the origin of diversity, which in this situation is chromatic. Therefore, the enjoyment of raising 

animals, besides pure pleasure, also seems to be a nod to variety, which exists in the forest but can and 

should be reproduced in the village.

Although in some case the Karitiana may place some small collars or adornments on their dogs and cats 

(some improvised, like one of the cats belonging to Renato, in the city, which wears a Karitiana bracelet 

around its neck), they do not adorn their animals per se, in the way that the Pirahã (Gonçalves 2001: 368), 

the Karajá (Ferreira 1983: 226),6 and the Matis (Erikson 2012) do, particularly with beads. In our case, the 

animals themselves are the adornments. We can remember in passing what Loretta Cormier (2003: 115-116) 

said about the keeping of monkeys among the Guajá people as body art: “monkeys can be considered a type 

of body art that projects the image of fertility, and therefore of sexual attractiveness....” There, monkeys are 

women’s ornaments, just as for the Karitiana they are ornaments for the village.

Dogs, however, do not adorn the village space— I never heard this statement apply to them. At least 

not at first glance.7 However, the statement remains that it is the women who are principally responsible 

for adopting these animals into a residence. The men, in turn, provide an additional reason to keep dogs, 

beyond the simple pleasure of raising them: for hunting. If dogs are like children – for both men and 

women (and this is always the answer when the Karitiana are asked about the relationship they have with 

dogs and other animals they keep) –  they are also companions and helpers (cf. Vander Velden 2015). Cizino 

Karitiana summarizes:

Dogs are just like us, because they help people, they kill animals in the hunt for people, they eat the flesh and bones. They 

help, and kill pigs, agoutis. That’s why dogs are not eaten, they are our friends, friends [with] four feet.

It is said that the dog is a “companion in the forest,” and that is why they are raised: “to scare away angry 

beasts in the forest; it is dangerous to walk in the forest without a dog.” Besides the enjoyment of keeping dogs, 

they are an important helper, as Meireles points out: “dogs help us a lot, as hunters, and at night, when animals 

come near the house, the dog faces it, it lets us know...” Highlighting another function of the dog, as a guardian 

and a protector, Meireles adds: “the dog keeps a watch at night, if people come he warns us. He’s company, he 

always accompanies us. “

Dogs do not adorn the village,8 but enter into the social universe of the Karitiana when they are adults 

6   And this was also done by the groups living in villages on the Madeira and Tapajós Rivers (the Tupinambarana and Tapajó) in the eighteenth century, 
according to a report from the Jesuit João Daniel (apud Cypriano 2007: 125, free translation): “they greatly prize the pendants and medallions with images of the 
saints; but it is for the beauty of them and not for the respect and devotion they hold; and so often they use them to adorn their monkeys and puppies, tying them around 
their necks (...).”

7   They are not adornments, but not because they are ugly, dirty or sick. Even if the Karitiana abhor the odor of the dogs, I never heard them say the dogs 
were ugly. Perhaps their ugliness offends the eyes of non-Indian observers, who are accustomed to the careful and detailed treatment these pets get in the 
contemporary world. Furthermore, according to Golub (2005: 8), “[E]uropean judgments of indigenous dogs had historically been quite negative.” 

8   Among the Pitaguary in Ceará, dogs decorate the village, especially beautiful and healthy ones; like other animals reared in homes, particularly birds in 
cages and certain lizards (iguanas and tegus), dogs are animaux decoratifs that beautify the home environment (Kagan 2015: 138-140). The Kaingang of Toldo 
Chimbangue (in Santa Catarina) refuse to eat the chickens they keep, since they “decorate the yard” (Stefanuto 2015: 41).
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under the guise of companionship, it can be said, of work9: as protectors, and especially as hunters, which 

are eminently male obligations. This is why many Karitiana men say they only appreciate dogs that know 

how to hunt, and even when they respond to frequent requests from their wives they often refuse animals 

that do not demonstrate the ability or propensity to “kill prey;” other men state they do not even enjoy the 

company of dogs during the hunt. But perhaps the fact that dogs do not decorate the village when they are 

adults, and quite to the contrary, are filthy, dirty, disorderly, and incestuous (and are associated with the 

Devil among evangelical believers who frequent the churches that exist in Kyõwã10) explains why that they 

are the only animals many Karitiana refuse to keep, or have refused to keep in recent years.  Maybe it is 

better to state that they say they refuse to keep dogs.11

The filth of dogs is a common argument: Valdomiro says he does not have dogs because he has small 

children at home, who are in close contact with the animals – “they [would] keep touching and biting the dog, 

I don’t like it. When the children grow I’m going to get a dog. My wife wants to keep a dog, but I don’t.” Meanwhile, 

while Marcelo wanted to have dogs, his wife Milane did not allow it since she does not like them. 

Furthermore, dogs are said to be “odorous” (that is to say, smelly), and they transmit opira, a pathological 

condition that can be described as “a strong or bad smell” that also seems to be applied to skin problems: a 

dog that is pirento (a Portuguese-Karitiana pidgin term) is mangy, hairless, and smelly. Gumercindo adds 

another reason that is increasingly alluded to in refusing to keep dogs at home:

I don’t have a dog, I just like hunting dogs to kill prey, since they help people, but just keeping [dogs] [without any 

utilitarian purpose?] I don’t like, no, they smell [stink]. I kept hunting dogs in the past, but you feel so bad when they 

die, [because] dogs kill prey and help people, and dogs don’t live very long either, since dangerous prey kills many dogs.

The emergence of a new sensibility (cf. Thomas 2001) can be detected in this statement with regard to the 

suffering involved in the death of a dog, especially an animal trained for hunting. Here, much more is at 

stake than the loss of an efficient companion in chasing animals in the forest, coupled with a feeling of anger 

(pa’ira) caused by the aggression against the kept animal, which forces the hunter to “pay the dog” (that is, 

avenge it) by slaughtering the offending animal; anger is a disagreeable feeling in the Karitiana worldview, 

with strong connotations of insanity, emotional disarray, and a very strong potential for violence (see 

Araújo 2014), and so bringing the dogs to the forest has been avoided. This would explain why the refusal 

to have dogs seems virtually restricted to adult men; women and children never speak of not keeping dogs, 

and cases like Milane, who doesn’t want dogs in her home, are rare.

But there is another share of sensitivity found among the men’s explanations, one which women do not 

mention about not keeping dogs. As Antônio Paulo states:

I don’t want to get another dog, because they suffer so much from hunger, they get beat up. I don’t like to see dogs suffer. I 

don’t want to, but my wife gets them anyway. It’s women and children who get them, who always want to get [dogs].

9   The equines that lived in the village, a mare and two donkeys (the latter two having died in 2009), also seem (or seemed) to be subsumed in the universe of 
work: Epitácio told me that the donkeys were used to transport cultivated crops from the clearings and the products extracted from the forests to the village. 
John, who was the owner of the mare, told me that he hooked up a small wagon (which I saw alongside his house) to the animal to drive the family to more 
distant clearings, which I never saw; only once I witnessed Junio, the son of Irene (John’s wife) saddle and mount the mare to visit a distant clearing, and 
the use of the horse for riding seems unusual (most of the Karitiana do not know how to ride). This infrequent “use” seems to suggest to me that equines are 
not (and were not) in fact considered working animals, and the everyday treatment they receive seem to indicate firstly that they are (or were) kept at home, 
or closely, though they were not referred to as companions or helpers. Furthermore, they “adorn the village.”

10   This was in my last year in the field; I know the religious configuration of the village has changed slightly since that time, but I do not have precise data.

11   If there are many dogs, the Karitiana state that today there are few which are effective hunters. This would explain why many houses do not have dogs: 
several men stated they only liked dogs that know how to hunt, and since these are rare, they do not keep any dogs. I cannot say to what extent this shortage 
of hunting dogs is real, but it can be suggested that training dogs to stalk and kill prey is a domain which is increasingly restricted to older and more 
experienced people, and consequently it has become more difficult to obtain these specialized dogs.
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Antônio José, his son, agrees:

I don’t want any more dogs, I don’t have any more, they all died. People have to leave the village, so the dog stays alone, 

hungry, nobody feeds it, it suffers a lot.

“When they are kept, they suffer a lot from being kept” is a common phrase. Antônio Paulo asserts that he 

doesn’t like to see the animals suffer, and Cizino says that the common habit of leaving dogs alone in the 

village without food or care whenever families travel to the city is “ugly.” This leads to acts that could read 

as mercy, such as the care the healer Cizino gave to a kitten that had its leg broken during a beating in the 

city. Actions such as these, however, are much more common among women and children, who in turn do 

not refuse the dogs, and seem to want more and more animals. They also suffer when dogs are killed during 

the hunt (especially from attacks by coatis) and when dogs are abused in the village or in the city, but this 

does not seem to be a reason to stop women and children from gathering them around. As Cormier (2003) 

suggests, something in the female identity must be strongly linked to raising animals.

* * *

Therefore, as the village ornaments we have kept animals that serve the aesthetics of everyone: this is also 

noted by Stephen Hugh-Jones (apud Serpell 1996: 64) regarding the Barasana, among whom caring for pets 

is primarily leisure:

These people simply take advantage of the day to care for and feed the animals they raise. The animals are a strong source 

of discussion and entertainment, and are considered an integral part of the community.

Long before the British anthropologist, the French missionary Charles de Rochefort, who lived among 

the Karib in the Lesser Antilles, described them as:

Great Lovers of divertissements and recreation…[T]o that purpose they take a pleasure in keeping and teaching a great 

number of Parrots and Paraquitos (cited in Norton 2013: 66, author’s translation).

Further reflection on the aesthetic dimension of raising animals is in order, including how to 

connect the dogs to the other kept animals which are said to decorate the village. The importance among 

Amazonian lowland peoples of the creation or ownership of beauty as one of the fundamental attributes 

of humanity, to be pursued actively and daily by individuals, is indeed well known: the ability to produce 

beautiful things is a crystallization of the manifestation of human creativity, knowledge, and productivity, 

and of the pleasure and joy involved in daily activities. Beauty, care, attention to detail, and perfection in 

the arts of doing and the art of the everyday life (Overing 1999) are always sought, because they are indicators 

of the agency, and productive capacities of people: in short, they are signs of joy, harmony, and continuous 

production of social behavior itself (Overing 1991 and 1999; Overing & Passes 2000; van Velthem 1998, 2003; 

Lagrou 2007, 2009, Santos-Granero & Mentore 2008).

Can the arts of domestication be considered to produce beauty? Aristóteles Barcelos Neto (2002), in his 

discussion of the relationship between the Wauja people and hyperbolic beings called apapaatai, makes 

some interesting contributions in this regard. According to this author, the images (masks and drawings 

on paper) of the apapaatai awaken “intense emotion” of an aesthetic nature in the Wauja, which is founded 

on the fact that closeness to these beings is found under the signs of “enmity/friendship, danger, mistrust, and 

forced reciprocity.” He continues:
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Among the Wauja, the scale of the monstrosity of the apapaatai   becomes ‘domesticated’ through art, which provides a less-

’dangerous’ contact with the ‘supernatural’ beings. In this case, aesthetic pleasure is associated exactly with the pleasure of 

a controlled approach  (...). This is because the aesthetic pleasure awakened by the representations of the apapaatai could 

be the pleasure of a virtual ‘domestication’ of monstrosity (...) (Barcelos Neto 2002: 175-176, my translation).

Domestication, by reducing the harmful powers of the apapaatai through iconographic fixation, is a 

process that provides aesthetic pleasure: joy and beauty contribute to the domestication of monstrosity, and 

are the main fruits of this activity (Barcelos Neto 2006: 305-306). Is the same not true with the familiarization/

domestication of animals, transforming the uncultivated and unsociable young animal taken from the 

forest, or the unknown animal from the city, into a fully social being that pleases individuals because of its 

agentive capacities and the colorful, beautiful, and pleasant variety that its presence lends the villages? Els 

Lagrou (2009: 56, my translation, emphasis added) also considers a similar possibility:

Obtaining and preparing materials from the outside into materials that constitute the very group identity follows the 

same logic, whether this is the incorporation of people, of the agentive qualities or abilities of people (soul, singing, name), 

or of objects  [And, I would also add, of non-human beings or persons]. These elements that are won from -or 

negotiated from- outside must be pacified, familiarized. This process of transforming what is external 

into something internal has eminently aesthetic characteristics.

While the dogs themselves may not exactly adorn the village (because of their characteristics associated 

with uncleanliness and certain antisocial habits), can we not say that they contribute to creating harmony 

and joy in the community, which in turn does make them lovely, by demonstrating the human creativity 

and productivity seen in the transformation from puppies to companion dogs? After all, the “wise dogs” 

(“cachorro sabido”, in Portuguese), a term used to refer to certain animals that are good hunters or show a 

particular appreciation for human company, and have learned to demonstrate these tendencies especially 

through observing behavioral ethics (such as not stealing food or entering the homes of others, for example) 

are very much appreciated by the Karitiana. 

The act of domestication,12 therefore, seems to be beautiful in itself and ends up creating more beauty:  a 

village populated by different species living in harmony, highlighting the humans’ ability to produce variety, 

harmony, peace, and friendliness. In his ethnography of the forms of constituting subjects and subjectivities 

from subjugation (which is required for full and satisfactory coexistence) among the Urarina people in Peru, 

Harry Walker (2013: 192-195) shows that the most extreme form of shamanistic control among this people of 

the Peruvian Amazon is the domestication of small bowl-shaped stones called egaando, which are powerful 

beings because they hold many small darts used in mystical attacks. The egaando can be familiarized and 

thus subjugated by the shamans – placing them “at their service,” so to speak – in a laborious process that 

the author describes as “where practices of taming and raising reach their highest level as an art form” (Walker 

2013: 192, emphasis mine), although the author does not develop this comparison. Familiarization is the art 

of making companions, human and non-human, artifacts and animals: after all, “pets are nothing if not good 

company” (Walker 2013: 208).

12   Here I use the term domestication in the broad sense, borrowing the term from the ethnologists who discuss art as the domestication of potentially 
dangerous beings and agencies in the villages (their miniaturization, one might say, to human scales; with regard to miniaturization or smaller-scale models 
as a form of ownership, see Levi-Strauss 1997 [1962]: chapter 2). Being faithful to the technical terminology, I obviously am referring to the familiarization 
(taming) of kept animals and not their domestication, which is generally held to not be present in the South American lowlands (Descola 1998a); in any case, 
recent reflections (Cassidy & Mullin 2007) have urged us to rethink the current notions of domestication to approach cases of closeness that are not usually 
considered as such (for example, marine fish farms, “wild domestication,” eating together, mutualism, etc.) in an effort to reconsider human-animal 
relations as a whole. In a certain sense, even these ethnologists with whom I dispute should employ the idea of art as familiarization (or taming), since the set 
of relationships with these beings/agencies is a permanent process and refers to specific individuals, and not the “species” of beings or powers. Still, perhaps 
the opposition between domestication and familiarization/taming even may lose its meaning, when domestication is understood not as a finished process, 
but as an ongoing and continuous effort to create the interspecies bond (Haraway 2008; Fijn 2011). Similarly, captives (as well as the animals taken from the 
forest) gradually are familiarized by their captors when they are captured (Fausto 1999): there are no “domesticated peoples” (as a state or condition), so to 
speak, although a recent study by Fernando Santos-Granero (2009) suggests the contrary.
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If “the beauty is the beast” (cf. Van Velthen 2003), beauty can also be the art of getting ferocious beings 

used to living together, and considering their diversity, making a certain space decorated and consequently 

beautiful. Since the notions of beautiful and aesthetically pleasing are a fertile field with an infinite variety 

of fruit (cf. Descola 1996: 166-167), beauty also resides in a village filled with beings of different natures 

living in harmony: an additional aspect of what Barcelos Neto (2002: 263, emphasis in the original) called 

“animals as art.”

* * *

Therefore, the dogs also adorn the villages in their own way: as dedicated workers and efficient 

companions. Throughout Amazonia, their training depends on a set of technical operations (cf. Vander 

Velden 2012a and 2015). But there is another important dimension to the position of these beings. As 

companions, in the sense of helpers, dogs are restricted to the male domain, defined by the hunter’s activity; 

but for the women, they continue to be something else, as the Karitiana say, they are “like children.” 

Not only dogs, but kept animals in general are defined by the Karitiana as being “like children.” In this 

sense, the Karitiana resemble the Matis according to Philippe Erikson (2012: 29), for whom “the purpose of 

familiarization is precisely to make ‘children.’” Taking animals from the forest or the city, therefore, obeys 

other reasons besides just the aesthetic pleasure of taming/domesticating and creating friendship. There 

are other dimensions at play, such as membership, companionship (in the case of hunting dogs), and even 

wealth, particularly in the case of livestock, although this can be extended to other species which may 

eventually serve a consuming market outside the village, whether as pets, crafts that use feathers, teeth, 

claws, skins, bones, or other fragments of animal bodies which are found in abundance.

However, it seems to me that all these reasons to collect more and more animals are connected to the 

theme of decoration and the production of beauty. Indeed, the relationship of companionship and mutual 

help (if we can use this term, cf. Lestel 2007) between humans and dogs reflects the good relations that 

fully-fledged humans must maintain between each other for the continuing production of peaceful 

and productive conviviality, which in itself is also beautiful for this reason (Overing 1991). Similarly, the 

demand for kept animals as wealth, which is evident in the case of the Karitiana’s desire to introduce cattle 

raising into the villages, as I have written elsewhere (Vander Velden 2011), also operates in the sense of the 

production of beauty, since in the Karitiana view wealth (as it is seen in the farmers who own herds of cattle 

within the indigenous territory) is essential for the production of health, and in turn is expressed in the 

beauty of perfectly functioning healthy bodies and high community morale (as I showed in Vander Velden 

2004).

With respect to the association between kept animals and children – which is expressed in phrases like 

“dogs are like children” and detected in various daily practices and rituals among the Karitiana (described 

in Vander Velden 2012a) – the subject of adornment and beauty is revealed with even greater clarity. This 

is because the children of the Karitiana are considered to adorn the village: a beautiful community is a 

community full of children. The village of Kyõwã is called “child village” (one of the possible translations, 

since õwã translates as “child” in Karitiana) not only because it is a new village (or it was, when it was 

named), but because it is a space with many children: it is even said that the name stems from the fact that 

the village “is as beautiful as a child’s smile.”. It is no mistake to say that considering the abundance of young 

inhabitants as a way to beautify a village arises in good part from a spectacular13 demographic recovery, of 

which the Karitiana boast: consequently, the numerous children show victory in the fight against extinction 

13   The Karitiana numbered only 45 in the late 1960s; today they are more than 350 in number, having increased almost seven-fold over the course of 40 years.
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and the persistence of an entire people and their culture. This topic certainly has not escaped the notice of 

other indigenous peoples, who mention how beautiful villages full of children are, precisely because along 

with the children comes population growth (cf. Cohn 2000: 13; Müller 2002). “Children represent joy [...], a 

house without children is a sad house,” claim the Iny-Karajá, according to Sofia Scartezini (2015: 36).

The bond between animals and children becomes even closer when we realize that it is particularly 

the offspring of animals, whether these are captured in the forest or brought from town, that effectively 

receive care and affection from people, especially the women and children. Baby birds and dogs are kept 

in straw baskets and fed by hand, are set on laps, and like human children sleep in the company of their 

owners; the young mammals collected in the forest tend to be more reluctant and are kept in cages or on 

chains, but at least in the Karitiana view this is a far cry from abuse or neglect. Just like human children, 

the young of introduced domestic animals (such as puppies and chicks) – and the wild pets, which remain 

“eternal children” (Anderson, 2003) for their entire lives – certainly help to adorn the villages. When they 

become adults, however, the treatment of these beings changes appreciably. In most cases they are treated 

indifferently, as in the case of chickens; monkeys and coatis can be beaten for their antics, and macaws and 

parrots are only sought out when their feathers are needed for crafts, although the Karitiana enjoy playing 

with parakeets and parrots, which always seem to seek out human companionship. They are never eaten, 

however, and only rarely are returned to the wild, even if they become troublesome or aggressive.14

None of these changes, however, is as radical as what occurs with dogs. Although they are loved and 

pampered when puppies, adult dogs suffer from hunger, abandonment, illness, and unreasonable violence, 

particularly when they do not demonstrate an aptitude for hunting (anyone who has ever spent time among 

Indians is familiar with the notorious “village dogs”). In a previous work (Vander Velden 2012a), I suggested 

that this transformation in treatment is the result not only of associations between dogs and the devil (Kida 

hu~j hu~j), but particularly the perception of their life cycle, which is true to a greater or lesser extent for 

all animals that coexist with humans. Like children, puppies require permanent care and attention; fully-

grown adults need to show the ability to care for themselves, control themselves, be productive, and share 

responsibility for comprising the community; as the Karitiana say, they have to know how to “take care of 

themselves.” 

The dog, which is an uncomfortable hinge between the worlds of nature and culture (as discussed in 

Lévi-Strauss 1997 [1962]), subverts this need at every turn: with their pernicious habits of stealing food, 

attacking people, eating feces, and copulate with kin, dogs evoke the fragility of the human condition, 

trapped in the arduous task of producing beauty in a universe where violence, disorder, disease, and 

death swirl about, the “everyday tragedies” that nevertheless are a necessary part of life in the forest (Kohn 

2013). And let us not forget that dogs are jaguars, even if they are domesticated. Their name in the domestic 

indigenous language, obaky by’edna, translates as “kept jaguars” or “house jaguars.” The danger of the great 

Amazonian predator is concealed in each and every dog, but keeping them controlled and making them 

polite and useful are practices that illustrate human mastery in domesticating the wild powers of the 

non-human universe. Some dose of violence will doubtless be involved, which is why dogs are beaten: to 

be reminded of their duties as adults, as adult (not human) people who must be productive and controlled. 

In the polished words of Herbert Baldus, as he observed the way in which the Tapirapé treated their dogs: 

“after their childhood full of pampering, life becomes canine for the dog” (Baldus 1970: 183; my translation, 

emphasis added).

14   Returning kept animals to the wild was recorded among other groups such as the Awá-Guajá (Uirá Garcia, personal communication) and the Wayapi 
(Igor Scaramuzzi, personal communication), but not among the Karitiana.
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* * *

The domestication and even familiarization of animals has been addressed in most works as a technique/

technology or a set of techniques (cf. Clutton-Brock 1990) rather than an art. Some authors have dedicated 

themselves to defending practices of dealing with domestic species as an art – notably those related 

to controlling animals which are intended to perform more complex tasks like training for shows or 

competition, such as equines (Patton 2003; Cassidy 2007) and dogs (Haraway 2008). Nevertheless, raising 

animal species or individuals in the company of human beings and groups – whether they are domesticated 

or familiarized – is generally understood to be a set of techniques or technologies designed to conquer the 

“characteristics” of the animal (Pavão 2015), which are epitomized in the animal’s refusal to obey human 

designs, a refusal of the technique itself, which is understood as a human/cultural predicate as opposed to 

the nature of the animal, and the animal’s desire to enjoy its natural freedom far from humans.

Maybe this equation relates to the way that in the modern West we consider the relationship between 

art and technique, which are understood to be opposing and contradictory terms (Benjamin 1985): in this 

sense, domestication, with its usual association with themes of power, control, and domination (cf. Patton 

2003; Cassidy & Mullin 2007), cannot be associated with art and its traditional ties with freedom, autonomy, 

and emancipation. However, the domestication (or familiarization) of animals considered as a form of art is 

not foreign at certain times in the history of cohabitation between humans and non-humans in the modern 

West.

In her study of exotic animals in eighteenth-century France, Louise Robbins (2002) looks at menageries, 

the precursors of zoological institutions, a type of “living curio cabinet” designed to accommodate and 

acclimate foreign species which were brought to Europe in increasing numbers by travelers and colonial 

merchants starting in the fifteenth century. In fact, Robbins argues that menageries, besides being 

expressions of royal and colonial power – and the animals, besides being appreciated in themselves as 

ornaments for their beauty, exotic nature, or curious habits and morphological characteristics (Robbins 

2002: 26; 44) – also expressed the human ability to control and teach animals, since different species were 

kept in the same environment and cages were only used sporadically (Robbins 2002: 79). In this way, the 

French kings, as well as the nobility, large-scale animal dealers, naturalists, and even ordinary people could 

express power and wisdom in managing the variety (going far beyond exotic) that lived at liberty in the 

spaces which were generally built especially to house this type of fauna.15 It is no wonder that there were 

many attempts (theoretical and practical) to domesticate these new species brought to Europe in order to 

broaden the menu of species which were subjected to peaceful coexistence with human society (Robbins 

2002: 29-31; 35-36; 193-198).

In a brilliant but little-known article, Alfred Gell (1988) argues against the separation of techniques/

technologies and arts, treating the latter as modalities of technologies which he calls technologies of 

enchantment. Gell (1988: 7), who in this article is also interested in the relationship between humans and 

animals, suggests a link between domesticating animals and what he calls technologies of reproduction, 

namely kinship: we, humans, domesticate animals because we first domesticated ourselves. The same 

techniques that we use to make humans (kinship and marriage) were later employed to domesticate 

animals. Nevertheless, the technologies of enchantment as arts can also be considered fundamental in the 

process of domestication, since they act on the passions and work “to enchant the other person[s] and cause 

[them] to perceive social reality in a way favorable to the social interests of the enchanter” (Gell 1988: 7); the same 

workings that apply in the “domestication” (or, in other words, enchantment) of human minds through the 

15   Consequently, the menageries of French kings resembled the collections (which included living exotic animals) assembled by Chinese emperors in palaces 
which were constructed especially for this use; Marshall Sahlins notes that “[T]he synthesis of diversity and conquest made these imperial retreats [the palaces] 
perfect microcosms. They represented the whole world as the work of the Emperor and within his power” (Sahlins 1988: 22).
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arts can apply to the domestication of non-human minds.16 Art and technique are not opposites, after all, 

and if domestication is a technique, the arts also are: the opposition between technique and magic (which is 

in all technology as its “ideal” form) would lack basis (Gell 1988: 6) and the author’s intent is to indicate that 

the technology of enchantment exists and that “[...] it has to be considered, not as a separate province, i.e.. ‘Art’ – 

opposed to technology – but as a technology in itself” (Gell 1988: 7).17

More recently, Tim Ingold (2000) has argued that the modern split between art and technique was 

unknown in Greek and Roman cultures, where both comprised the same skill craftsmen employed to 

manufacture durable objects. The separation between art/aesthetic and technique/technology in the 

contemporary world, according to Ingold, results from the opposition between mind and body that 

characterizes Western thinking, and is developed in other complex dichotomies such as work/signification, 

mechanical/semiotic, sensible/intelligible, and so on. Nevertheless, Feeley-Harnik’s study (2007) of pigeon 

breeders in eighteenth-century England suggests the mutual implication between art and technique in 

the relationship between weavers and birds, as if both activities — which were simultaneously artistic and 

technical – were considered under the same symbolic key:

The weavers’ birds and plants alike were clearly tied to artisanal ideals. They were an aesthetic expression of ideals of 

craftsmanship associated with silk weaving (...)” (Feeley-Harnik 2007: 165).

And the idea of design in the sense of planning or redesigning the living beings, according to Feeley-

Harnik (2007: 174), drove the London weavers’ passion for pigeons. Nevertheless, one could argue that the 

aesthetic pleasure offered by the pigeons was found not only in the development of new varieties, but also 

in the creation and maintenance of living spaces and domesticity, since the birds not only lived inside 

but were ideally kept separate from the “wild” varieties of pigeons (Columba livia). The intense pleasure in 

companionship between humans and non-humans is simultaneously associated with both technology/

technique and art/aesthetics in nineteenth century Britain: beauty and technique in breeding animals, and 

Lévi-Strauss (1997 [1962]) seems to have been correct when he considered the permanence of the savage mind 

in certain niches of the modern world, most notably among those who live intimately with animals at work, 

such as circus performers or zookeepers.

Furthermore, this rapprochement between animals and objects does not seem foreign in the Amazonian 

landscape in general, and to the Karitiana in particular. In fact, the mythology of this group is lavish in 

what I have called artefactual animals: creatures that were made by demiurge-creators from objects, or from 

a combination of inert material things. Jaguars were carved from cedarwood, and agoutis and peccaries 

were made from the shells of Brazils and termite mounds; Ora, the mischievous and evil brother of the 

creator Botyj, made the aquatic creatures from trunks, leaves, and branches that he found floating in a river. 

He also made woodpeckers by sticking a stone axe in the mouths of a group of men, and the deer by putting 

a broken bow into the head of another, while the anacondas came from a painted piece of wood. There 

was, therefore, an art in the creation or manufacture of the beings that inhabit the forest today, with many 

of them made from material objects, some of which were worked, decorated, or combined, while others 

were simply available to the creators to be converted into living creatures. Therefore, from the beginning 

animals have been manufactured, made, like the range of artifacts made by humans; what the Karitiana 

do today is manufacture animals, from the art of adorning their villages and through raising/socializing/

domesticating these various animals that they bring to their villages and make efforts to live with.

16   The Pied Piper of Hamelin from the European folk tale may be an extreme example of this analogy.

17   For Alfred Gell, all art is a technology for capturing, captivating, and holding the viewer and keeping him or her under control. The classic example of 
the Zande hunting trap, which is discussed by Gell (1996), points in this direction: the indiscernibility between technical objects and artistic objects in the 
modes of capturing random agencies. Is it possible that domestication is exactly that: the capture of random agencies?
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* * *

Reconsidering domestication from the notion of sharing meals, coevolution, and companionship (Haraway 

2008; Cassidy & Mullin 2007) – and  moving away from ideas that allude to power, domination, and control 

– can help us understand domestication as an art. Among us today we consider that there is an “art of 

living” or that “living together is an art,” and a difficult, laborious, and risky art at that. Haraway (2008: 

205-246) highlights the authentic and intense aesthetic pleasure involved in living with dogs (and other 

animals), but develops a strong warning in the way in which aesthetic categories (intrinsically linked to 

categories of originality, prestige, rarity, and purity) shape contemporary practices of breeding to develop 

or improve domesticated animal breeds, especially canines (Haraway 2008: 95-132).  

I should warn here that I am specifically addressing domestication as an art as well as a technique, since I 

maintain that both are not in opposition: from the process of raising and overseeing coexistence between 

humans and animals (and among different animals) as an activity directed towards the search for aesthetic 

pleasure.18 And not so much from the animals as “objects” of art in themselves, whose beauty alone is able 

to abduct agencies (according to Gell 1998) and power networks of actors or to produce aesthetic pleasure by 

its mere presence. Consequently, I am not especially concerned with certain domestic species valued for 

their intrinsic beauty, for example, which becomes an important (and sometimes definitive) criterion in the 

reproductive selection of individuals and ultimately guides the very activity that brings together humans 

and animals, such as professional breeding of purebred dogs and horses, champion bulls and ornamental 

birds and fish (cf. Cassidy 2007, on horses; Anderson 2003: 406-408, on birds; Leal 2014, on bulls), beyond 

of course the consumption of these species with the goal of ornamenting homes and collections.19 I also do 

not address beauty as a criterion behind the illegal trafficking of wild animals, where the relationships 

between the search for rare and beautiful species20 and the language of mining or mineral prospecting leads 

to the capture of birds, snakes, and insects with coloring like jewels or ornaments.21 Nor am I interested 

in the form of contemporary art called bioart that uses animals (and plants) to produce aesthetic impact, 

and in many cases borders on cruelty and the exploitation of sentient and non-sentient beings (Kirksey & 

Helmreich 2010; Kac 2013).

These cases point to a difference (although certainly not an incompatibility or a mutual exclusivity) 

between the Karitiana and many but certainly not all non-Indians in the criteria that define beauty and 

pleasure in the relationship between humans and animals, and a definition of animals as adornment. Indeed, 

we have seen that the Karitiana collect all kinds of animals that can become accustomed to living with 

18   Bechelany (2012) argues that Indian hunting practices are simultaneously signified as both technique and aesthetic, art and technology, creativity and 
repetition, freedom and determination; in this way, efficiency and beauty cannot be separated in the activities of Amazonian hunters, nor the precision of 
pure enjoyment, the economy of profit and expenditure. Uirá Garcia (2010) suggests a “poetics of predation” by advocating a similar idea among the Awá-
Guajá. If hunting can be both technique and art, is there a reason why domestication/familiarization – obviously, for different reasons – cannot also be? It 
is interesting that Henry Walter Bates asked “what arts the old woman used” (quoted in Norton 2013: 68, emphasis mine) when referring to “an old Indian 
woman’s” success in taming what the naturalist described as an “intractable green parrot.”

19   Not to mention, of course, that many of these animals are further embellished by their owners or keepers with special collars and even clothes that mimic 
human clothing. The practice of decorating family pets has been discussed above.

20   And here, exoticism and exteriority play a central role and are, in a sense, near the interest of the Karitiana through the integration of non-human beings 
into their daily lives, whether these animals are brought from the forest, or incorporated in the world of the whites and brought from the cities. Of course 
the Karitiana, like other Amazonian indigenous peoples, appreciate various animals for their beauty; this is particularly the case in birds, whose feathers are 
essential for making the most beautiful indigenous artifacts, featherwork, which are highly valued inside as well as outside the villages (Reina & Kensinger 
1991). When dressed in their headdresses and feathered gauntlets the Indians often describe themselves as “beautiful,” and bird feathers are described in 
literature as being native “jewels,” objects that are actively sought, have great value, and deserve special care such as storage in special containers (cf. Giannini 
1991; Vander Velden 2012b). For quite some time, bird feathers were appreciated in Western women’s fashion like jewels or body decorations (Schindler 2001; 
Kirsch, 2006 on bird-of-paradise feathers). Peter Beysen (2013: 226-227, n. 4) constructs intriguing suggestions around the equivalents (via patterns on the 
skin) made between snakes and jewels or decorations of the female body in Ashaninka thought and in Western painting.

21   This association between beauty and wealth does not escape the indigenous peoples: Hans Staden (1999 [1557]: 101; 113) stated in the sixteenth century 
that the brilliant feathers of various birds which were jealously guarded by the Tupi in the coastal Portuguese Americas were their “riches”: “their treasures 
are feathers. He who has many of them is rich (...).” It is very interesting that André Thevet at a certain point viewed sixteenth-century Tupi society through 
the eyes of European royalty, which is why Cunhambebe’s feather headdress becomes his crown (Mason 1994: 10).
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humans in order to decorate their villages. In other words, beauty also seems to lie in diversity and in 

the very art of domestication/taming, and in raising and living together with these numerous non-human 

children (as well as the human ones) in the villages, decorating these and making them beautiful. The 

Karitiana report various attempts to tame different species of animals, from tayras, tapirs, and bush dogs 

to snakes and electric eels; there seems to be a taste for and a certain enjoyment that is simply derived from 

the presence of these beings in human spaces from the processes of getting them accustomed to a multi-

species coexistence. In any case, I think that the exploration by Joanna Overing (1999) into what is called 

the art of the everyday maintains that this does not imply opposition of the individual and the collective: 

thus, the animal is an ornament in itself, in its body (the colorful feathers of birds, for example) and in 

the aesthetically pleasing effect produced by taming/domestication and harmonious coexistence. In the 

same way, if caring for children (watching over them, feeding them, pampering them) is among the most 

important arts of social living, since it produces full-fledged people (cf. McCallum 2001), the same can be 

said of kept animals, which after all are produced by similar processes or arts. 

Among non-Indians, in many contexts there is also a search for ornaments (ornamental fish and birds, 

purebred dogs, cats, and horses, for example) that seems to be at play,22 among other factors. But for us 

the ornamental is closely linked to plastic beauty (and to the other symbolic characteristics associated with 

the different animals that are investigated: strength, vitality, strangeness, docility, and so forth), as well as 

rarity and exoticism. The most valuable and expensive species (or their by-products) are those which are the 

rarest,  most endangered, most difficult to find and capture (cf. RENCTAS 2001). Here, beauty does not lie in 

variety and conviviality, but in exoticism and rarity.23

In conclusion, it is possible to understand how for the Karitiana, a mistreated, skinny, and dirty dog 

can be understood to adorn the village. We are not discussing a specific individual animal that is used as 

an ornament, but all of them together, all the beings that cohabit the villages. I do not wish to say that 

a miserable, mangy and emaciated dog itself adorns the village, although this is not impossible, since 

aesthetic appreciation (of what is beautiful) may not be universally or transculturally identical (Overing 

2001; also Overing 1991, about the Piaroa, for whom beauty is evaluated morally). However, I maintain that 

what is beautiful and adorns the village is the diversity of beings, and above all the beauty involved in the 

familiarization process itself: beauty is producing coexistence, beauty is producing kinship, beauty is 

producing domesticity from the wild. Beauty and enjoyment. Beauty lies in having a village full of different 

beings living in peace and harmony. Fellowship can be a source of aesthetic pleasure, as well as power and 

joy (cf. Walker 2013).24 As Anna Tsing states (2005: 167-169), “the pleasures of biodiversity” are valued by 

22   This common search for the ornamental can be further evidence for the thesis that the acclimatization of animals to human company meets a need which 
is specifically human (Serpell 1996). Note that in the contemporary West the search for diversity appears in what are known as “new pets” (Talinn 2000): 
iguanas, pythons, amphibians, spiders, rats, pigs, foxes, etc. Perhaps the diffusion of this habit (along with the constant discussions and experiences of 
domesticating various new animal species and getting others used to captivity) is related to the ideas of bringing increasingly diverse beings into coexistence 
with humans.

23   According to RENCTAS (2001), the feathers of some birds are artificially colored to more closely resemble more expensive and more valuable species in 
the market for wild animals. This is cruel logic that yet again emulates the indigenous practice of tapiragem, in which technical processes that today still 
remain obscure are applied to the plucked bodies of live birds so their feathers grow back in different colors. This also emulates the sixteenth-century Tupi 
practice recorded by Jean de Léry of coloring white chicken feathers with turmeric to make them resemble the feathers of the scarlet ibis, which were quite 
appreciated by these Indians and used to make their main feather adornments (see Vander Velden 2012b). All these procedures change the color of the plumage; 
in one of them, however, the goal is to produce different feathers, while in the other the goal is to produce a different animal. Many origin myths addressing 
the variety of birds (including those of the Karitiana) focus on the feathers acquiring their coloration from various substances. So would painting animals 
be so strange to the Indians after all? Would creating diversity be strange?

24   The notion of “ecological aesthetics” discussed by Nading (2012) from the suggestions of Gregory Bateson can be usefully applied here in exploring the 
aesthetic pleasure we extract from our daily “entanglement” with the creatures who live with us and share our world, in the continuous “becoming” that is 
life in flux (Ingold 2011). Ecological aesthetics (different from environmental aesthetics, which is more concerned with ordering and control of the natural world) 
“privileges a relational knowledge of life” (Nading 2012: 577) and invests in the marvel and the beauty that we derive from our relationship with the world and with 
others. These ideas can also illuminate a reflection on domestication/familiarization as an art or source of aesthetic fruition. Along these lines, in a future 
work I hope to test Michel Foucault’s ideas about the “aesthetics of existence,” which consist of considering the changes themselves in thought knowledge 
about experiences. Could this then involve using knowledge to modify other species? Does the consideration (also by Alfred Gell) of domestication as being 
preceded by self-domestication – man taming himself before domesticating animals and plants (Leach 2003) – not address precisely this?
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people the world over, and it is not true that “nature appreciation is an idea only in the privileged West.” 

Keith Thomas (2001: 133) showed that it was in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a period of 

great discoveries and European explorations of the Americas, that the presence of pets within European 

homes became established; among the most significant of these animals were monkeys and parrots from 

the New World, which were very famous and prized (Françozo 2014). Marcy Norton (2013: 71-77) furthers 

this suggestion: she believes it is undeniable that the practices and techniques – and, hence, the set of 

relations (adoption, familiarity, intimacy, and parental care) – related to animal taming in the Americas 

had a decisive impact on the phenomenon of pet keeping in Europe. In this way, the native peoples of the 

Americas seem to have stimulated the habit of keeping pets in European homes at the beginning of the 

modern era, and of treating them dearly with care and affection: as members of the family. Norton also 

argues that the Europeans did not adopt only American species, but also the mode of relationship between 

humans and animal pets. Perhaps these same people also taught the Old World the value of the beauty 

and diversity of the animals not only in themselves, but when harmonic coexistence is maintained among 

different species including humans; the menageries, as the precursors of contemporary zoos, may speak to 

this argument, since it was the discovery of the Americas that populated Europe with countless monkeys 

and parrots. But, after all, are zoos imperial devices (Acampora 2005; Rago 2008)? Perhaps. Yet they may 

also have been our way of dealing with the concentration of natural diversity around us without focusing 

on the deeper efforts towards coexistence: we manage the diversity of animals by keeping them in cages 

outside our homes, while the Indians insist on making them thrive as they roam free and within domestic 

spaces. But was this and will this always be the way? Does our fascination with the biblical paradise of 

Genesis (or Noah’s Ark, for that matter) not stem precisely from a fascination with the peaceful coexistence 

between us and other non-humans? And for this reason, does it not suggest a similar consideration about 

the aesthetic value of living together with difference? Is this not the sign of the Fall, the loss of the singular 

beauty of paradise, where men and all types of animals spoke to each other?

Translated by Tracy Miyake
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Abstract

In this paper, I describe how the Matis animal feasts are important events for the Matis to try establishing 

relationships with strangers, especially with the animalumans, animals that are humans. These rituals are 

an important cosmo-socio-logical investment for the Matis as they are a constituent part of the Matis economy 

of culture. I also comment on the matis’ morphological scientific observation, with its emphasis on the 

plant’s body parts named after animal’s organs. I intend to show how the predominant aesthetic in these 

animal parties is minimalist and mimetically subtle, especially when it concerns the animal clothes, masks 

and patterns the Matis produce and reproduce when en-acting animals and weaving their clothes (bracelets 

and anklets). I reflect on the sort of mimesis they produce as a valuable way of weavestablishing relations 

with the foreigners (be they animals, disembodied beings or other foreigners).

Key words: Matis; Javari; human-animal relations; performance; ritual; jaguar.

Festas Animais Matis:
mimese mininalista para tecer relações sociais

Resumo

Nesse artigo, descrevo as relações sociais que os indígenas Matis mantém com os animais - aos quais 

chamarei doravante de “animalumanos”, animais que são humanos. Procuro mostrar como tais rituais 

são um importante “investimento cosmo-socio-lógico” para os Matis e parte constitutiva da economia de 

sua cultura. Comento também sobre a nomenclatura derivada da ciência morfológica matis acerca dos 

seres vivos, com ênfase nas plantas nomeadas como pedaços e órgãos de animais. Mostro como a estética 

predominante nessa festa é minimalista e mimeticamente sutil, especialmente quando diz respeito às 

roupas, às máscaras e aos padrões de animais produzidos e reproduzidos pelos Matis quando “en-acting” 

animalumanos e ao tecer suas roupas (braceletes e tornozeleiras). Reflito sobre o tipo de mimesis produzida 

é uma forma valiosa para tentar estable-tecer relações sociais com estrangeiros (sejam eles animais, seres 

desencorporados ou outros estrangeiros).

Palvras-chave: Matis; Javari; relações humano-animal; performance; ritual; onça.
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Matis Animal Feasts:
minimal mimesis for social relations weaving

Barbara M. Arisi

Tiger, tiger, burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

William Blake

The Matis are indigenous people that live in the Amazonian forest and have established permanent 

contact with the Brazilian government between 1976 and 1978. Until then they had had only sporadic 

relations with non-indigenous outsiders. Matis men and women who told me their memories of their “first 

encounter” and of the time when they use to live as “isolated Indians” - as the media and the Brazilian 

government refer to them - are the same ones who now negotiate to perform “Matis feasts” for and with 

tourists and foreign TV crews, such as the BBC (from the UK) or MBC (from South Korea).  Nowadays, the 

Matis are 334 people living in the second biggest Indigenous Land in Brazil, Terra Indígena Vale do Javari, 

with 8,5 million hectares close to the triple border shared by Brazil, Peru and Colombia, home to the highest 

populations of indigenous people considered to be living in isolation (i.e without contact with the Brazilian 

society and its government).

In the less than 30 years elapsing since the Matis had their first official contact with the Brazilians, 

this indigenous population entered at full speed into the whirlpool that comes along with all the usual 

life transformations brought by this sort of encounter (Arisi 2010). They faced sickness and death (have 

been reduced to circa 60 people in the 80s), they had some access to new medicines, different food, 

industrialized objects accessible on a larger scale such as machetes, axes, pans and, on a smaller scale, 

technological items like 16 mm rifles, outboard engines, solar panels and, more recently, mobile phones 

and digital cameras. Soon after, filmmakers disembarked to shoot the Matis and many documentaries were 

made, spreading their images in the world like “imagetic dominoes” (Arisi 2011) and making them famous 

worldwide. In these dominoes, I shall argue, animal feasts take an important role, as they are the occasion 

when the relationships with foreigners are tested, when what others usually call “traditional” party or ritual 

becomes, in fact, also an experiential laboratory (Calavia & Arisi 2013). 

In this paper, I describe how the Matis feasts are a good way for the Matis to try establishing 

relationships with strangers. They are an important cosmo-socio-logical investment (Arisi 2011) for the Matis 

as I present here, a constituent part of the Matis economy. I intend to show how do the predominant 

aesthetic in this party is minimalist and mimetically subtle, especially when it concerns the minimal 

clothing and masking the Matis produce when enacting the animals and the sort of mimesis1 they produce 

as a valuable way of becoming foreigners (be they animals or other outsiders).

The Matis feasts are made to keep updating a long history of circulation of technology, goods and 

knowledge with outsiders with its main goal of becoming a bigger and stronger people. That is not new 

for them, as in their feasts they show that there have always been cosmos-networking in immense webs of 

1   Mimesis has a long tradition in philosophy, deriving from Plato and Aristotle. I will employ the term mimesis referring mainly to the ideas of Deleuze 
and Guattari on “becoming-animal” in Thousand Plateaus (2005 [1987]: 264). Finally, I try to present what I learnt from the matis to be a subtle mimesis.
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trade (Arisi 2011). While hunting, farming, gathering, partying, they have always tried to keep on dancing 

and singing with (and as) animals and other foreigners, as I will show below. They have been afraid to 

party just for a short period, after the terrible demographic debacle, caused by the Brazilian government`s 

(ir)responsibility, when more than 2/3 of their already small population was almost decimated by simple 

diseases such as flu and the Funai (Brazilian Indian Affairs bureau) did not have even an outboard engine to 

go up or down the river to bring the sick ones to a hospital to get better medical care.

I met the Matis for the first time in 2003 and, since 2006, I have worked and learned with them and had 

experienced thirteen months of fieldwork focused in understanding how they create and invent an economy 

of their culture, establishing transactions with foreigners, be they animals, disembodied beings or vital 

forces (tsussin in Matis language), film makers, researchers or tourists. 

Economy of culture

At a time that many anthropologists started to doubt everything that smells like the essentialization of 

culture, both indigenous and many other peoples were reifying culture for themselves and claiming it for 

many reasons and in different ways2. 

The awareness and manipulation of the idea of culture that is taking place throughout lowland South America 

mirrors a similar self-conscious display of culture currently going on among indigenous peoples elsewhere in 

the world, such as in Australia (Myers 1991, 1994), New Zealand (Hanson 1989; Linnekin 1991), Melanesia (Foster 

1995; Thomas 1992), and Polynesia (Sahlins 2000), among other places. (Oakdale 2004: 60)

Anthropologists could not tame the creativity of culture (Wagner 1981 [1975]), we could just try to 

stabilize it, even if only lasts a brief fraction, just a brief ethnographic moment. In Brazil, many researchers 

are studying indigenous transformations where culture participates in exchange relationships that become 

more commercialised and intermediated by money (Grünewald 2002; Gordon 2006; Coelho de Souza 2010, 

2012; Carneiro da Cunha 2009; Coffaci de Lima 2010; Albuquerque 2011; Arisi 2011; among others). Of course, 

it doesn’t mean negotiations initiated just decades ago, but now the interest in selling and exporting 

culture as a way of making money had increased (Comaroff & Comaroff 2009) with what Carneiro da Cunha 

propose to differenciate as “culture between brackets” – relations where “culture” would operate as a sign 

that circulates in contexts where are at stake different cultural regimes (2009: 67). Between brackets, culture 

works as an interpretative tool articulated to a context that goes beyond those that use the term, when those 

relations are established among people that do not share same premises (or, better said – the same “styles of 

creativity”, as Carneiro da Cunha writes, when attributing meaning to the term “culture” (idem: 26 - 27). So, 

without the brackets, what does the mere word culture refer to? Exactly what the anthropologists are used 

to do when referring to it, what we invent as culture (cf. Wagner 2010). 

Anthropologists have tried to work out native concepts on what the indigenous people consider as part 

of their socius, or better said, as their “social assemblage” (Latour 2005). Influenced by Viveiros de Castro’s 

perspectivism, “the question is how to configure the people as theoretical agent rather than as passive 

‘subject’” (2004 : 4)? For this case study, I have tried to follow the practices and to understand who were 

the foreigners present in the Matis animal feasts and with whom and how the Matis associate and transact 

in those gatherings in order to get the “equivocation under control”, alluding to the concept that Viveiros 

de Castro proposed: controlled equivocation”. He suggested that “controlling this translative comparison 

between anthropologies is precisely what comprises the art of anthropology” (Viveiros de Castro 2004 : 4-5):

2   Glowczewski (2011) has worked on the same themes with the Warlpiri in Australia.
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Anthropology compares so as to translate, and not to explain, justify, generalize, interpret, contextualize, reveal 

the unconscious, say what goes without saying, and so forth. I would add that to translate is always to betray, 

as the Italian saying goes. However, a good translation—and here I am paraphrasing Walter Benjamin (or rather 

Rudolf Pannwitz via Benjamin) —is one that betrays the destination language, not the source language. A good 

translation is one that allows the alien concepts to deform and subvert the translator‘s conceptual toolbox so 

that the intention of the original language can be expressed within the new one. [idem]

I engaged in this effort aiming to understand via ethnography how do the Matis trade their (im)

material culture with outsiders, specially animals, disembodied beings and other foreigners. I could 

participate in key moments of the Matis’ economic relations with TV crews and tourists when most of those 

“gringos” chose to see the blowpipe hunting and the nëix tanek - we can translate this native expression as 

“animal feasts”, using the Matis own translation when they are speaking in Portuguese. So, we can think 

as translation as part of the cultural “transaction” that takes place when indigenous people negotiate to 

perform their animal feasts to a group of foreigners. Before the contact with the Brazilians, they use to 

organise those feasts with and for the animals, with and for the tsussin (disembodied forces) and also for 

their own enjoyment, maybe to some of their neighbour indigenous groups. Now, the animal feasts are 

performed with and for the same animals, but they had included new foreigners such as the gringos as their 

audience.

Transactions

The animal feasts are a space and a way to transact and are an opportunity for the Matis to enact like 

the foreigners and with the foreigners. To make clear in which sense I intent to use the term transaction, 

I quote Hirsch and Strathern (2004: vii) that present a debate on intellectual property and compare 

international laws and indigenous notions of properties and creativity, mainly Melanesian indigenous 

people. The authors affirm that they had observed transactions in the strong sense of the term: 

In an arena of attention to cultural matters, with several inflections given to the ‘cultural’ in cultural property, 

including questioning what counts as ‘culture’, it seemed important to take issues beyond anthropology‘s own 

kind of cultural analysis.  Culture has in any case become an increasing awkward analytic. The contributors‘ 

concerns [which means, the concerns of this books organisers] has been with social relations, with people‘s dealings 

with one another, and hence with transactions in a more generalised sense of the term. (Hirsch & Strathern 

2004: viii)

The anthropological authors that have entered this field of debate are trying to follow and to show 

different forms of creativity while in action.

Humanity is not defined by the contingency of creative action (in thought/mental operation) but by the 

necessity of embodying and acting creatively. Relations established with others create those others and oneself 

in the work of differentiation. We come to this insight through the contrast with intellectual property rights, 

which make creativity into a specific resource, its presence contingent upon certain conditions of emergence. 

The notion of resource implies scarcity, and scarcity is a measure of value. But creativity is not scarce in Reite. 

Resources for these people lie elsewhere. People themselves are valuable, not what they produce as objects. 

As Wagner points out, “Westerners” value the objects, the outcomes of creativity: “we keep the ideas, the 

quotations, the memoirs, the creations and let the people go. Our attics … [and] museums are full of this kind of 

culture‘ (Wagner 1975: 26). (Leach 2004: 170).
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Economies of creativity and economies of culture have become an interesting field to observe economic 

transactions. One of the fecund thinkers in contemporary anthropology has written:

For almost a century, anthropologists like me have been pointing out that there is something very wrong with 

this picture. The standard economic-history version has little to do with anything we observe when we examine 

how economic life is actually conducted, in real communities and marketplaces, almost anywhere one is much 

more likely to discover everyone in debt to everyone else in a dozen different ways, and that most transactions 

take place without the use of currency. (Graeber 2011 : 21-22).

The Matis also prefer to invest their time and creativity in inventing their old and new economies (with 

and without the use of currency) with foreigners as they expect that foreigners can help them to empower 

themselves in such a way that they can produce more valuable people, in order to become a “bigger people”. 

The Matis invest in producing more creative people that can, via minimalist and subtle mimesis, become 

more powerful beings such as the mythical animals enacted in the tanek. 

Animals and mimesis

During the nëix tanek feasts, the Matis receive and perform many animals in their maloca (the 

longhouse), or better said, their malocosmo3 (Arisi 2011) as the longhouse is a space for community life 

(cooking, drinking and talking, etc), it is a hollow space thought of as a vertebrate body seen from the inner 

side and it is also explained and experience as being the cosmos itself. In the animal feasts, the Matis enact 

their myths, they en-act (mise en scene) and revive many mythical beings from whom they have obtained 

technologies, given as a gift or stolen, when the other was too stingy to share the knowledge. Some of 

those technologies are crucial to the Matis identity as it is nowadays, like the tattooing that was taught 

by a monkey. Another fundamental animal present in the acquiring technologies myths that appears in 

the party is the tuyuyu bird that helped a Matis boy that was once kidnapped by a vulture and obliged to 

eat putrefied food; in order to clean the boy´s guts the tuyuyu taught him a purgative technique to clean 

up his body: the kampok - a frog secretion vaccination, a powerful neurotoxin that provokes vomiting and 

diarrohea, functions as medicine for food poison and it is a very important empowering substance (used by 

mothers to strength a considered weak child, for example). The tuyuyu, as the myth teaches and is enacted 

during the ritual party, also has shown the Matis boy how to find and to use fishing poison. Not all the 

animals are very friendly and generous. For example, the jabuti turtle was not so nice, it was a very stingy 

person, so the Matis had to use harsh methods to convince it, they close the jabuti anus with tree resin until 

it was suffering so much that it decided to explain the technology to weave hammocks and the Matis could 

stop sleeping on the cold ground. 

As in any good Matis animal party, as much as it can be a joyful event, it can be very dangerous; easily, 

things can go out of hand, people are drinking manioc beer together and the proximity can make old 

disputes or hatreds be remembered, as much as it can be a good opportunity for furtive sex. In the awat 

tanek (Matis term for tapir tanek), the tapir enters very carefully in the longhouse’s corridor to avoid the 

hunting traps that older men built to catch them. The tapir cloth is minimal, only one banana leaf covering 

the man’s back, the leaf ’s petiole is carried by the man with one hand, it is a mimesis of the smooth back of 

the animal, the midrib of the vegetal resembles the back of the tapir.  One by one the Matis impersonating 

a tapir walks along the main corridor, it has to play a kind of game, the older women and men tell the 

tapir where it has to put its leg, then one arm, another leg, until it can not keep its balance and position 

3   Play on Portuguese words mixing maloca (longhouse) and cosmos.
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and it falls on the ground, captured. A young woman or an old one not skilled enough, like me – the 

anthropologist, will be then called to butcher the tapir cutting its joints. There is a right place to enter the 

knife and to section into pieces to fit in the pans to be cooked by women. The tuyuyu birds enter as a flock, 

but even the friendly and non-stingy tuyuyu will soon be victim of an electric fish and it will fall amidst 

laughter of the participatory audience while the lucky ones fly to safety, jumping to some higher logs inside 

of the longhouse. The tuyuyu cloth is also very subtle, just one branch carried in front of the nose. That is 

enough to be a mask, a minimal mask. The dialogues among those animals and the Matis intend to make 

clear what is their kinship. So, one frog asks one by one if they find him or his skin ugly or beautiful; “you 

are ugly” is the right answer for the affine ones and “you are beautiful”, the correct answer for its relatives. 

The animals are mythical beings but they are at the same time really considered as kin or affine to the 

audience members,  related as kin or as affine to the people in the longhouse. It is enactment, but it is also 

updating of social relations.

The Matis translate tanekin as “to invent” and “to mimic”, I use also “to perform” - from the 

anthropological lexicon4. To mimic and to invent translate the same verb which means that, for the Matis, 

invention is not opposite to imitate and to mimesis. As Calavia and I have written elsewhere: “the Matis 

and other Amazonian people tend via imitation (always related to translation and transformation) to create 

a bridge with these foreigners and, in this move, they invent their relations with them” (Calavia & Arisi 

2013, my translation). We propose that the rituals in the Amazon offer a good place and a special time to 

test new relations, not a place of “tradition”, but one for innovation and for testing new possibilities of 

alliances and exchange. In short, we propose that the performances of those rituals – when “strangers” 

come to interact with and within Amazonian communities – are special occasion to trial. About the nature 

of those foreigners or strangers, it does not matter much if they are conquerors of Incan or European 

empires, or one half of the community enacting an enemy invasion, or a relative dressed/disguised in 

order to create inside the community the necessary alterity, or if it is someone using animal clothes to have 

abilities of other bodies, as perspectivist theorists propose (Viveiros de Castro 1996; Stolze de Lima 2005). 

The foreigners5 can be gringos from whom the Matis can get powerful technologies, objects or money that 

can give access to many transformational goods, like the outboard engine brought by BBC’s Bruce Parry as 

part of the license-to-film-payment (Arisi 2012). Or they can be tsussin, disembodied beings or vital power, 

as Lagrou (2007) translates the Kaxinawa word yuxin. In this case, the Matis have to be very careful as the 

tsussin have ways to make even undesirable deformed babies in the women’s wombs. 

The tsussin also come to party with the Matis in the malocosmo. Though they do not drink ayahuasca 

like most of their neighbours, the Matis prepare a vine beverage called tatxik. It has not made its way to the 

urban centers serving as new age rituals like the kampok - the frog vaccination the Katukina Pano, the Huni 

Kuin/Kaxinawa and the Yawanawa people made popular (see Cofacci de Lima 2005) or like the global famous 

ayahuasca, drunk in cerimonies all around the world, in Australia, the Netherlands and South Africa. As 

Calavia Saez has pointed out it is a rare case of “inverse mission”, a kind of “indianist contra-evangelism 

that, starting from the Amazon, has introduced indigenous issues and ritual elements into the religious 

world of “the whites”; not without these hybrids coming back for new hybridisation” (Calavia 2011). 

During nocturnal tatxik drinking occasions, while singing or listening jaguar (kamun) songs, the Matis 

warned me that the longhouse was being visited by the tsussin (yuxin, disembodied forces) and also by one 

man that was physically away from the community, his tsussin was wandering among us or even sitting 

beside us. The tsussin visits are invisible to some people, but visible to others. Being or not being visible at 

4   Performance as in the tradition of Turner (1974) and Schechner (1977), prioritizing not the interpretation of symbols on ritual practices but the relations 
that “emerge” between performers and that constitute reality, as Schieffelin has observed (1985).

5   For other implications on foreigners’ mimesis, it is interesting to read Taussig (1993).
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one’s own wish is a powerful accomplishment. Powerful like an animal that can be so beautifully mimetic 

that it can be visible or invisible while in the forest, like a jaguar, to be invisible in the right moment will 

make you a better hunter. The Matis also explained to me that beauty is one of the most powerful weapon 

that can be used in encounters with foreigners, animals, gringos or tsussin. I shall go back to this power of 

becoming visible and invisible at one’s wish in the conclusion.

Translation, bodies and ontologies

Nëix tanek are part of the preparatory celebrations for the Tattoo ritual, when young women and men 

receive in their faces tattooed stripes, but they are also held in several other occasions. In the feasts, the 

animal movements are experienced and imitated almost perfectly. The audience will experience how to 

hear, to see and to feel the presence of those animals that are embodied or incarnated in the body of Matis 

enacting the nëix tanek. The animal parties are performed mainly by young people and adults, some of 

them also by very young boys and girls. The old men considered elders (darasibobon) will just watch. There 

are other dances called munurek (in Matis language) and they are performed by both men and women of all 

ages, including the elderly ones, walking sideways along the central and side corridors of the longhouse, 

holding arms in arms, singing as some birds or monkeys, among other animal songs (or animal sounds). 

I have written that in those feasts the Matis are transformed as animaluman (Arisi 2011), a play on words 

mixing and unifying both terms animal and human. I would like to suggest that the nëix tanek can be 

understood as a way of objectifying the notion of Amerindian perspectivism proposed by Viveiros de Castro 

(1996) and Stolze Lima (2005). 

Like any translation, nëix tanek is difficult to understand in any language other than Matis. Let me 

present some of the difficulties in translating the terms. Nëix may be a generic word for animals, but 

there are many occasions where the Matis will treat the animals as human people, so for the animals they 

might use the term Matsë (word that is also used for self-identification, meaning something like “people” 

or “we, the people” as opposed to other groups of animals such as the “jaguar people” (kamun matsë). Nëix 

is currently translated by Matis bilingual young students in Portuguese as “bichos” (another word used 

for animals), and another translation as proposed by Spanghero Ferreira (2005) in her Matis/Portuguese 

dictionary in Portuguese is “caça” (game, hunted animal). Many animals do not enter the nëix category, this 

term is used to determine those animals that enter the longhouse during the nëix tanek and that are hunted 

by Matis. As written above, the Matis often translate for those who do not speak your language nëix tanek 

simply as “feasts of animals”.

As for other Amerindian cosmologies, animals for the Matis share a common pool of humanity 

(Viveiros de Castro 1996). The animalumans (animalumanos, in Portuguese) are called Matsës (people in 

English) as for example txawan Matsës (queixada in Portuguese or wild pig people in English) or atsaban 

matsës (tuyuyu bird-people in English). However it is important to note that nëix and matsës are not 

synonymous nor interchangeable terms, because nëix is used only for nëix animals when these are seen as 

prey and the term matsës is used for human and non-human animals. As other researchers have observed 

Amazonian indigenous people consider that animals and humans are both understood as composite beings 

(Cesarino 2008), for other indigenous people they are a “plural singularity” (Fausto 2008: 353 - footnote 3). 

The debate on the status of animality and humanity have produced several concepts that can be grouped in 

various ways including some big old ones like: animism (Descola 2005), perspectivism (Viveiros de Castro 

1996; Calavia 2004), phenomenology (Csordas 1990, Ingold 2000).

Viveiros de Castro and Descola once organised a debate in Paris on perspectivism and animism that was 

reported by Bruno Latour in a kind of academic event ethnographical account:
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Descola then explained how his new definition of animism could be used to distinguish “naturalism” – the 

view most often taken to be the default position of Western thought – from “animism”. While “naturalists” 

draw similarities between entities on the basis of physical traits and distinguish them on the basis of mental or 

spiritual characteristics, “animism” takes the opposite position, holding that all entities are similar in terms of 

their spiritual features, but differ radically by virtue of the sort of body they are endowed with. (...) People differ 

not only in their culture but also in their nature, or rather, in the way they construct relations between humans 

and non-humans. Descola was able to achieve what neither modernists nor post-modernists had managed: a 

world free of the spurious unification of a naturalist mode of thought. (Latour 2009: 1)

Latour, in an interview given to Brazilian academics, affirmed his interest in also denaturalising the 

concept that those scientists that occupy the discipline’s centre have and the he considers to be a naturalist 

ontology:

People like Descola and Viveiros de Castro often say: “we study the others and not ourselves, so we do not 

consider modern for what they actually do naturalists, but only for what they officially say about themselves”. 

And so, the paradox is that we know less about the ontologies mobilised by biologists, the technical or 

computing guys and by western entrepreneurs, than we know about those [ontologies] mobilized by the Achuar 

hunting practices. Because we think that white people or that the residents of the center actually possess a 

naturalistic ontology. This is such a superficial truth that ends up becoming completely false. (Brazilians are 

interesting because they never believed, at the end, in this story of purification. They have a vision that differs 

from that of modernism of the French). (Latour 2004: 403)

This discussion plus the one brought by Ingold (2000) and others have become fruitful for recent 

ethnological Amazonianist debate so we could think broadly across and within our ethnographies. Just to 

illustrate how those debates can help to complexify the relationships between humans and other beings - 

the ones that sometimes anthropologist calls as “non-humans”, I will record some observations written by 

Cesarino with respect to Marubo people who live in the same river Ituí and are neighbours to the Matis:

“Animal” and “human” are multifaceted entities and shall also be understood carefully. What we call “animal” is 

understood by Marubo thought as a composite configuration on the one hand, its “own animal” (in Portuguese 

translated as “seu bicho” or awẽ yoĩni in Marubo language), its carcass (in Portuguese “sua carcaça” or awẽ 

shaká in Marubo language) or its body (in Portuguese “seu corpo” or awẽ kaya in Marubo language) and its flesh 

or its meat (in Portuguese “sua carne” or awẽ nami in Marubo language) and, on the other hand can be also 

understood as its people (in Portuguese “sua gente/sua pessoa or awẽ yora in Marubo language), which can also 

mean its double (or in Portuguese “seu duplo” or awẽ vaká in Marubo language), the one that is the owner (in 

Portuguese the “dono” or ivo in Marubo language) of its “animal, carcass/body” (in Portuguese bicho/carcaça/

corpo). The use of the possessive (awẽ) is therefore essential to understand it: a body is always belonging to a 

certain double body. As with birds (as well as with some other animals) occurs a spacial disjunction: its doubles/

persons (chaĩ vaká) are not inside their carcasses (chaĩ shaká), but they live outside their bodies, they live in 

their own longhouses malocas (a vaká shovõ shokorivi) that from our perspective present themselves as trees. 

From there, they are surveilling their bodies/animals via a long tobacco sniffer (rewe), a powerful mediating 

instrument. (Cesarino 2008: 24-25, my translation). 

Both Marubo and Matis peoples deploy the same term for “meat” (nami, in both languages), a quite 

similar one for the possessive pronoun “its” (awẽ in Marubo and aun in Matis) and a similar one for 

“owner” (ivo in Marubo and ikbo in Matis). I consider that there is also great similarity between Marubo’s 

and Matis’ way of understanding live beings like multifaceted entities, as Cesarino points (idem), and also 

as composites of potencies and composite of bodies’ pieces, composite bodies that carry something from 
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those forces who contains or had contained them for a while or those who had helped to shape them, to 

weave them, to build them, to invent them or to devise them. These body pieces can be also created by 

weaving, resulting in bracelets and anklets, and they can be wear.

Naming plants after animal’s organs

Briefly, I would like to add some information on the composition of animal and plant bodies and the 

matis science of naming its organs, accordingly to their shapes’ and their patterns’ similarity, on their 

shape mimesis capabilities6. The matis language deploy many words that designate body parts to refer also 

to objects and to technical infrastructure. For example, Erikson had already called the attention to the word 

used for paddle that is “nunte poró” (canoe’s arm) (1996), as the paddles are observed as the equivalent arms 

of a swimmer, and the upper hole in the longhouse to let the smoke escape and to bring in some outside 

light is named “xubun dëxan” (house’s nose) due to its shape resembling a triangular shaped nose. That is an 

interesting departing point to observe the words that refer to animal’s organs such as kidney, ribs, leaver, 

etc, of animals are also deployed to name plants. 

As in other hunting communities, the organs of animals are carefully known and learned by the Matis 

young generations by experiential learning as their daily activities involve a lot of hunting and butchering 

animals such as monkeys, tapirs, wild pigs and many different kind of birds and fishes. The animal organs 

morphology and their specific tissue constitution, shapes and words learning process usually take place 

during moments of butchering, preparing the meals and while eating. Later on, these morphology lessons 

of tissue constitution, shapes and words will be remembered and deployed to name plants. In the forest, I 

had observed adult men and women trekking along with young people and children and taking their time 

to explore and to teach the morphology and the words that refer to several different plants. Binan Chapu 

Chunu, one man recognised by the group as a specialist in plant knowledge, was in 2009 busy organising 

daily treks in the forest bringing along as pupils one school teacher and another young man to teach them 

how to recognise plants, naming the plants while smelling them, touching them and collecting some 

samples that soon after been carefully scrutinized and studied would be thrown away. 

As a student you are considered successful in learning if you are able to reverse roles and soon you 

can also point to your teacher and name the plants that you have learned and show him/her that you have 

indeed learnt. As teacher, Binan Chapu Chunu made them observe carefully the plants’ parts shapes and 

then named them. As explained before, many of those words referred to animal’s organs such as tapir’s 

kidney, for example. In some cases, powers attributed as characteristics of a certain animal would be related 

to the plant as well. Together with the recognising of plants and its naming, the old herb specialist man 

taught his pupils ways to prepare infusions to drink and to bathe as part of the pharmacology healing and 

harming powers (as the beverages or baths could be employed to cure or to poison someone). As if the 

plants would have developed a mimesis relationship with a certain animal and maybe it can be understood 

as well as the other way around, as if an animal could have transformed itself into a plant form. 

Those animal organs or body pieces are considered to have their own will, like the head of a decapitated 

man’s myth. In this central myth for the Matis identity, they tell that they are children that came from this 

decapitated man’s heart, while the white people originated from his intestines and the black people from 

their liver (in some version from the dark blood). After all those tiny little pieces were laying on the top of 

the longhouse’s wooden sits, during the night and thanks to the log fire they got warm and transformed. In 

the morning, from each little piece it stood a person. The myth shows how pieces of organs could transform 

6   The matis mimesis observation could be also understood as an example of science of concrete (Lévi-Strauss 1962).
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themselves into human beings. From the organs and body pieces, other life could be generated. There are 

values attributed to the heart, to the liver or to the dark blood and the intestine and they mark a kind of 

ranking attributed to each of those colours of men (indigenous, black and white) with the indigenous in the 

highest ranking and the whites in the lowest. These pieces of body carry something from the bodies and 

forces who contained them for a while or those beings that had helped them to shape them.

Animals are the central characters of these feasts. So, to perform the nëix tanek, the Matis will play, 

imitate, invent, create, mimic those animals entering the longhouse. Their clothes or their masks (if we 

prefer to use our word repertoire from theater and performance studies) is composed of branches, twigs, 

leaves or clay to create clothes and to revive mythological and shared narratives. The myths are narrated 

and recreated by the tanek for an audience that will be participating interactively. The events I shall describe 

are part of the festivities that Matis call nëix tanek, part of a complex knowledge festival that include 

singing songs, dancing and performances they had learned from their parents and grandparents and 

during those feasts can be invent and experienced in their own way. The animal feasts are, therefore, part 

of what anthropologists call traditional festivals, a fundamental part of the nexus that will be created by 

the anthropologist and later will become an anthropological account and maybe also be known as “culture 

between brackets” (Carneiro da Cunha 2009). The rituals are also very inventive occasions and sometimes 

they get more stable. About the processes of stabilizing “information and practices”, Delèage has written:

Si toutes les sociétés sont le théâtre de processus constants de transmission d’informations et de pratiques, la 

plupart d‘entre elles ne se propagent pas au-delà des circonstances locales en rapport avec lesquelles elles sont 

produites. Certaines toutefois, que l’on qualifie souvent de “traditionnelles”, se transmettent plus et mieux 

que d’autres, soit qu’elles se stabilisent sous une forme assez similaire au long des générations successives, 

soit qu’elles envahissent une grande partie, voire la totalité d’une société. [...] Ce processus de sélection et de 

stabilisation repose sur des facteurs multiples: pour être mieux transmise que d‘autres, pour pouvoir mieux 

résister aux inévitables transformations qui surviennent au cours de toute transmission, une information doit 

pouvoir être, dans un environnement donné, plus intéressante, plus aisément communicable et plus facilement 

mémorisable. (Deléage s/d)

I think that it is very interesting to observe the improvisations and the inventions that take place in 

what Deléage calls “théâtre de processus constants de transmission d’informations et de pratiques” of 

whatever is qualified as traditional information in the narratives (myths and songs) and in the experience 

(tanek performance and dances) during the feasts. We will now briefly reflect on designs and patterns as 

important part of the mimetic capabilities that are en-acted for the tanek. 

Designs and patterns

When studying the Kaxinawa (also known as Huni Kuin, another Panoan indigenous group), Lagrou 

points out: “the indigenous graphic art is a silent discourse on the human condition and its relationship 

with the natural and supernatural worlds; this relationship must always be studied in their specific 

existential context” (op. cit: 8). The author reflects that the relationship between beings (or mythological 

animals) and their designs is also an expression of power “of the body mutability, the possible visual 

transformation” (id. ibidem). She considers that, for Kaxinawa, when an animal has on its skin a kene (we 

can translate the term kene as “design”), it means that it has a lot of yuxin (tsussin in Matis, a disembodied 

force or power). To have a lot of yuxin means having a high concentration of power or having knowledge of 

visual processing. This means that the animals that show themselves to the human eyes as animals “with 

designs” are shamans that have spirit. They appear to humans in their illusory form of an animal, hiding 
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behind this skin its real quality of a human agent (id. ibidem). To Lagrou, designs are ways to communicate 

with the “spiritual side of reality” (op. cit: 14). After many years researching Kaxinawa’s designs and body 

painting, she concluded that:

Kene [designs or drawings] outlines and orders the perception, just as the walls of a large house delineate 

the interior space of a community, separating it from the surrounding world. The true kene [true design] is 

applicable only in healthy bodies that have passed through certain transition or initiation stages. (...) When 

fully reintegrated into normal social life, an initiated young man  will be painted with a true design so he can 

dance with the adults. (...) The Kaxinawa person is a body, circumscribed by interpersonal relationships that 

associate a person with a certain right community and his/her specific place to live. The embodied existence, 

however, also implies changing processes, growing, weakinessing, and ultimately death. (Lagrou 2007: 538)

To the Matis, the most important design is certainly the one inscribed, perfurated and inked on their 

faces, the design of their tattoos. The parallel lines are tattooed on their faces, in the Mariwin masks and 

in many of their objects such as their blowpipe and pans. In the Matis faces, the design lines go from low 

to high, they start below the nose and climb toward their ears it resembles the design a jaguar has. The 

Matis explained me they consider their face tattoos to be the same design (kenek is the word in Matis for the 

Kaxinawa kene) of their blowpipes (the lines made by egg shells). Crossed, the same lines appear as identity 

marks in their pots (ceramic pans and also in the aluminum ones), in their knives’ handlers, their shotguns 

and in their plastic kitchen pots and some special ceramic cups to drink the vine beverage called tatxik. The 

Matis also apply those lines or stripes in their artcraft - especially ceramic pots to sell for foreigners in the 

near by villages or cities. They make this “identity mark” (their brand) by scratching the clay with a knife 

in one direction, thereafter they intersect those lines with the same number of rows in the other direction 

creating many lozenges. As we will read below, the lozanges are related to the jaguar dots or the jaguar.

In 2009, I observed that the young Matis women wanted to learn how to paint the body and how to 

create different weaving patterns, but the only occasions of learning body painting I recorded took place 

at the animal feasts. It is almost as if there was a rule that you won’t teach someone when it is not the right 

occasion. Similarly, I had observed that no one teaches a child to do ritual weeping, she or he will just learn 

when there comes a period (a time) where she or he can hear and follow her/his mother or father in crying 

and then had the opportunity to mimic as a way to learn (as I observed with the learning process of the 

Kana Ëxkó daughter named Ëtxó). I have never observed people teaching body painting outside the party 

event. Although it seems at first glance disconnected, this relationship between ritual weeping or singing 

and body painting learning was pointed out to me by Kana Ëxkó when I asked her why she had a different 

pattern of body painting during the party in her body and in the body of Ëtxó, her little daughter. Kana Ëxkó 

told me that this was her drawing and that she wanted to teach Ëtxó. She told me Ëtxó was the only child 

that could cry properly among the Matis and that she had also learned how to weep ritually, so she was also 

teaching her to have her designs. She said to me: “You can only teach someone in the appropriate moment”. 

Gow  (1999) had also observed similar understanding concerning designs’ learning among the Yine (he 

names them also as Piro) that what really counts in learning processes is when you can show how to do 

something, when you can prove you have the know-how, when you can demonstrate you actually can do it, 

you are able to do it. He adds:

Designs can only exist and survive in the heads of women who know how to paint with design. This point is 

important, because it means that any trans-mortem Piro social process depends on the interiorization of that 

process as specialized knowledge and its revelation as a sui generis act in the present by a living person. The 

‘customary ways of the old dead people’ are socially efficacious only because they have been detached from the 

memory of the dead and interiorized as specialist knowledge. They are known and demonstrated; they are not 

remembered. (Gow 1999: 242)
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I understand that for the Matis, knowledge about painting are also kept in the heads of women and 

men who know how to paint, but they are also stored now on the covers of an NGO’s booklets and in the 

many pictures they take and they keep of themselves. During the Matis animal feasts organised in 2009 

for the inauguration of a newly built longhouse, Binan Mantê; also the one called the longhouse’s owner 

(in Matis the longhouse ikbo) was painted with the design called bëribëriuakin or kakëmerakit, the only man 

painted with the jaguar pattern at that occasion. When Marcelo Markë Matis was elected in 2016 to become 

a representative in the municipal chamber of Atalaia do Norte (AM) he was also painted with the jaguar 

pattern. Today, the designs go through a kind of renaissance period, but there had been a time in the 90s 

when its practice ceased as they were too sad and too worried because of so many deaths after the tragic 

contact with the government episode7. In 2009, I recorded young women very dedicated to consulting older 

women about how to paint. They took the opportunity of an animal party held on that year to update their 

knowledge about the body painting. Some old ladies started painting some young people and soon there 

was a kind of waiting list of candidates that wanted to get painted by them, everyone was willing to accept 

very young candidates so that they could continue testing the designs that had just learned in their own 

bodies by reproducing them in painting the bodies of very young girls and boys.

Some Panoan specialists suggest that the animal patterns in body paintings are also made to transform 

(Calavia 2006, 2004; Lagrou 2007; 2009), and to communicate with yuxin (disembodied forces, same word 

used for images as mentioned above) [Lagrou 2007]. “Animal transformations are in many myths reached via 

the painting of the many different jaguar patterns” (Calavia 2006: 335, my translation). Later on, the author 

adds: “though the change of point of views is more common as a way to metamorphose or better said, to fix 

identities as different animals” (op cit.: 336). The drawings “fixed identities”, as it is proposed by Lagrou. “If 

the humans are fixed and solid compared to the lightness of the yuxin (images, foreigners and travelers), they 

are nevertheless mortal and mutable beings compared to the celestial beings” (Lagrou 2007: 539).

Nukin txu (our things), patterns and weaving

One of the translations that Matis offer to the word “culture” in Matis is nukin txu, whose literal 

translation offered by Matis would be “our own things”. Its singular form is nukun txu or “my stuff ”. Coffaci 

de Lima (2010, com. personal) states that the Katukina (another Panoan speaking indigenous people) use 

to translate the word culture in their own language with the term noke haweti, an equivalent of nukin txu. 

Bëux Matis, the young man that is the president of Matis indigenous association, offered me an alternative 

translation for “culture” that would be in Matis na‘në mete, he translated in back into Portuguese explaining 

me that it could be understood as “something that is good to us”.

The Matis also employ another term when trying to translate “culture” to their own terms, this 

translation concerns the minimal mimesis I am trying to explain in this paper. The Matis use the term 

nukin bëribërikit where bëri bëri is the noun for a kene (design or pattern, same word used in other Panoan 

languages). Bëri bëri is a pattern that consist of small dots or small trapezoids used in the animal feasts to 

colour the hats, they are like petit pois (in French) or small dots (in English). The bëri bëri pattern is also 

applied with by the tip of the finger or the brush on the woven bracelets. The weaving bracelets also present 

bëri bëri (small dots pattern) that are painted or woven creating in this latter case a fabric’s relief game 

(bas-relief, mid-relief and haut-relief). The eye follows the 3D relief game, it reproduces the relief of the hairy 

skin of the jaguar. The relief of bracelets and anklets dots patterns are created by the weaving technique. 

The result is a kind of trapezoids design, formed by the 3D relief lines on the fabric bracelets and anklets. 

7   The death of around two third of the Matis population happened during the Brazilian civil-militar dictatorship, this information was not published in the 
final report of the Truth National Commission and the Brazilian state never had repaired the Matis people for their loss and traumatic experience.
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Biologists call those dots forming the jaguar pattern “rosetta”; they are the very characteristic pattern of the 

coat of the jaguar, its spots or its dots. Interestingly, bëri bëri is a kenek (design) pattern, but also serves as a 

translation of the term Matis culture when employed in dialogue with speakers of Portuguese. They dress 

themselves with the jaguar pattern in a weaved and subtle way8.

The minimum design, or pattern basis, for weaving are divided in two main groups: one called bëriuakit 

(translated like “the one that has bëri - spots or dots”) and a second one called kënakit (“the one that has 

lines”). For an illustration to follow the transformation and simplification of the design of the jaguar’s coat 

or the jaguar rosetta’s pattern as it becomes simplified for the weaving of bracelets and anklets, see Arisi 

(2011). 

There are different names for these trapezoids, these rosetta patterns, whose differences mark the many 

names and sizes of certain cats or jaguars. It took me a long time to be able to see and understand what I 

will try to explain below, the transformation of the patterned design of jaguar’s rosetta in a Matis bracelets’ 

or anklets’ woven pattern. Lagrou comments that the Kaxinawa explained to her that certain people are 

more able to see certain drawings and that you have to work hard in order to be able and imaginative 

enough so you can visualise the continuation of a given pattern, you need to be able to have a mental 

creative vision (2007). I understand that the 3D reflief game recquires the same visual and imaginative 

capabilities, the trained ones can see the 3D relief game, they can see the lines in the space, like in an 

ayahuasca vision. The weaving technique suggests that beauty to be perceived externally is as much present 

in the invisible world or in the imagetic world, as they can be displayed by the perceptive, imaginative and 

creative eyes or minds of some people. Then, when you have prepared eyes, beauty can be truly perceived 

or imagined, and the result can be even better than when compared with the artistic production that 

was already externalised. The quality of a drawing that can be perceived in an arbitrary cut that has to be 

completed by an imaginative eye or mind had been noted by Müller (1990: 232) when she studied the body 

painting among the Asurini (Tupi speaking indigenous group). Müller uses the concept of “window effect” 

to designate the impression of a cut in an infinite drawing (Lagrou 2009: 83).

The Matis’ bracelets, as Kaxinawa’s weaving clothes art, present a sort of window effect and a 3D 

relief game between figure and ground (like Escher’s drawings), as it has the power to move the eyes of its 

observer. Lagrou recalls the example studied by Gell of the Trobriand canoe’s figureheads to propose that 

Amazonian decorative arts have a recurrent aspect in their basket weaving and in the body painting that is 

the dynamic relation between figure and ground, a kinetic quality of the image that allows the eye to decide 

which perspective approach it has to adopt. The game between image and counter-image expresses the idea 

of duplicity and co-presence of re-veiled and undisclosed pictures in the world (Lagrou 2003: 105). The Matis 

bracelets and anklets play their game in a 3D relief figure and ground, communicating the relief perceived 

in the jaguar coat.

The Matis’ bracelets and anklets weaving patterns have different names that mark the age of the person 

that should wear such a bracelet and anklet. For example, the  katxu bëri is the pattern of a forest cat called 

Leopardus Wiedii (margay or tree ocelot, in English; gato maracajá in Portuguese). This pattern katxu bëri is 

used for the adornments weaving for women aged around 15 or 16 years and for young and middle-aged 

men. The bigger pattern ones are woven to be used by old men that are considered the top hunters. Children 

get a thin bracelet and anklet that have a small pattern interwoven. The weaving helps the Matis to establish 

a relationship with these cats, specialists in hunting and in moving almost unseen in the forest.

8   Erikson (2000) has written on the men transformation into jaguars and noted it was achieved by an economical employment of means, with a “i...i...i...” 
scream.
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The enchantment of technology is the power that technical processes have of casting a spell over us so that we 

see the real world in an enchanted form. Art, as a separate kind of technical activity, only carries further, through 

a kind of involution, the enchantment which is immanent in all kinds of technical activity (Gell 1992: 44). 

Lagrou explains the concept proposed by Gell about the power of the Trobriand canoes: 

Gell departs from the criteria of aesthetic enjoyment to call attention to the effectiveness of a super decorated 

ritual bow: the decor does not want itself beautiful, but powerful; it aims efficacy, an agency, it aims to produce 

practical results rather than contemplation. The decorative mastery captivate and terrify the ones that look at it, 

they will have to stop and to think about the magical powers of those who have produced such a canoe. It means 

the art has a function in the relationships between social agents. (Lagrou 2003: 96).

Weavestablishing relationships

In dialogue with Gell and Lagrou, I propose that the Matis, with their finely woven bracelets and their 

3D game of figure and background, highlight the 3D relief game, the third dimension of the jaguar pattern, 

to the perception of the jaguar design with its black hairs growing higher than the orange yellowish hairs 

that grow a bit lower. This perceived difference in the jaguar coat pattern relief seeks to bring an attention 

to this minimalist aesthetic trace to the Matis’ arms and legs (since they also use bracelets and anklets with 

the jaguar patterns). I understand that those patterns and designs would be part of “window-effect”, as 

proposed by Müller (1990) and commented by Lagrou (op. cit). The jaguar patterns would bring somewhat 

of jaguar to arms and legs as to remind and to empower humans’ arms and legs to be agile in their hunting 

and in their daily tasks, the “technology enchantment” seeking the jaguar powers’ effectiveness, from 

whom the Matis weave (and to whom the Matis weave) the patterns. But it is important to stress I do not 

consider it to be just a symbolic or a metaphorical bracelet and anklet, it is also part of a relationship that 

is intended to be weavestablished9 relationship, at the same time it intents to established and to interweave a 

Matis with the jaguar. 

 As Ingold proposed about possible relations between weaving a basket and a bird’s nest, we can 

imagine: “if one were to ask where culture lies, the answer would not be in some shadowy domain of 

symbolic meaning, hovering aloof from the ‘hand on business of practical life, but in the very texture and 

pattern of the weave itself “ (2000: 361). So, to find matis culture lying, we need to be open to contemplate 

the jaguar patterned bracelets and anklets, and to compreenhend the carefully woven relation they weave as 

a way to originally create and to increase their jaguareness.

Conclusion: minimal mimesis and intertwining

I have learned that the Matis consider animals to have designs that are beautiful (therefore powerful) 

and worth to be painted on the body, animal clothes are great to be copied via mimesis (with the subtle 

ways of showing the plant and animal transformations and their relations) and some of the plants and 

animal minimalistic clothes (like the jaguar pattern bracelets and anklets) can be dressed after they were 

woven by Matis women [see Arisi 2011: 211-212]. The animals had technologies that after being given, shared 

or stolen made Matis lives easier and transformed, like cooking fire and frog vaccination, other animal 

technologies made the Matis more powerful like the face tattoos. The animals were great foreigners to 

exchange with. Of course, good opportunities are always a bit risky, so you better do it in a controlled and 

9   A concept I propose that in Portuguese, “estable-tecida” plays with words mixing the words “established” (estabelecida) and “woven” (tecida). In English, 
it plays with the verbs: to weave and to establish.
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experienced way, try them on your terms. You better try them in a ritual party, a very good laboratory for 

relationships (Calavia & Arisi 2013). The Matis animal feasts are great for experimenting new relationships 

or updating old ones, via exchange, bargain or stealing. The feast rituals are good for checking who is 

stingy and who is not, who are the best ones to become allied with and who are not worth to be in debt 

with. In the last years, it has been good time for dancing with foreigners and gringos like Brazilian 

anthropologists, South Korean or UK filmmakers, German tourists (Arisi 2011). The feasts are a place for 

exchanging with strangers, maybe the foreigners will keep on bringing the Matis new technologies to 

make the Matis become stronger and bigger in numbers. The foreigners come with their cameras to see, 

to admire, to capture images (tsussin) of the Matis beauty. As once a Matis man said to me: “Istá, mundo 

inteiro, índio bëra kimon” (“Look, whole world, beautiful/nice Indians [we are]”). If not well measured, 

beauty can kill, as I have learned from Txema, a Matis elder (Arisi 2011). Like the bodily painted symmetry 

of the jaguar lines and relationships inter-woven in their bracelets and anklets, like the distinct mark of 

the Matis tattoos expresses in their faces their power in this world, including the power to attract so many 

animals to exchange with, and now so many gringos to film them, to pay them, to stay with them, to study 

with them and to admire their beauty. The Matis invest minimally and mimetically in the animal feasts to 

achieve their own empowerment and their own growth.
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95 About zebus and zebuzeiros:
Value and price, influences and 

substances in elite cattle auctions

Natacha Simei Leal
Universidade Federal do Vale do São Francisco (UNIVASF), Petrolina/PE, Brazil.

Abstract

Brazil is one of the largest producers of beef. It also produces and markets the most expensive zebus (Bos 

taurus indicus) in the world. In sumptuous auctions, which offer an abundant amount of food and drink to 

the participants, elite cattle are sold for millionaire prices. This article, aims to analyse this market through  

an ethnography of a cattle auction in the state of Minas Gerais: the set of exchanges that produce race and 

pedigree, value, and reputations and the socdes and substances that link men and cattle.

Key-Words: Agribusiness; Auctions; Livestock; Value; Zebu.

Sobre zebus e zebuzeiros:
valor e preço, influências e substâncias 

em leilões de gado de/da elite

Resumo

O Brasil é um dos maiores exportadores de carne bovina. Também produz e comercializa bovinos zebus 

(da subespécie Bos taurus indicus) mais caros do mundo. Em suntuosos leilões, animais são comercializados 

por cifras milionárias. O presente artigo, através de uma etnografia de um leilão ocorrido em Uberaba, 

cidade do Triângulo Mineiro, analisa um mercado brasileiro: a pecuária de gado de elite. Descreve um 

sistema de trocas específico que produz raça e pedigrees, valor e forma preço, reputações e saberes, códigos 

e substâncias, que vinculam homens e bois. O artigo trata, fundamentalmente, sobre o intercâmbio de 

influências – econômicas, políticas e simbólicas – que fazem elites de zebus e zebuzeiros no Brasil.

Palavras-Chave: Agronegócio; Leilões; Pecuária; Valor; Zebu.

About zebus and zebuzeiros:
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Value and price, influences and 

substances in elite cattle auctions

Natacha Simei Leal

“I’m going to tell you something: I think it’s an extraordinary animal; I look at one of those extraordinary 

animals the same way I look at an extraordinary picture of Portinari. It is still a piece art, but one of them 

was made by an artist with a brush [...] So it’s a kind of art, people who have dedicated themselves to it in 

an extraordinary way. I, for example, used to own and still own many animals that are pieces of art. I saw an 

exceptional animal in an auction, I didn’t even enjoy attending auctions because if I saw a very good animal, if I 

could, I would buy it”. (J.B, zebuzeiro from Uberaba)

That auction was “historical”1 for more than one reason. The trading promoter, who is a respected 

breeder from Uberaba, had announced months before that he would leave the “elite” cattle ranching 

sector. In September 2011, during the course of Expoinel (Nellore International Exhibition) in Uberaba, he 

organized a trading section to “liquidate” his herd of “embryo donors.” For three consecutive days - Friday, 

Saturday and Sunday – at the cattleman’s farmhouse, beginners and traditional zebu cattle fanciers who are 

called “zebuzeiros”, disputed bids in order to be one of the new owners of those elite cows. 

On the second day of the auction, no one was expecting that the bids would exceed the ones from the 

previous night. The price attained for a cow named Parla, a Nellore, was considered “a record”. A share2 of 

50% from the “donor” was purchased by a “joint ownership” of creators for two million and seven hundred 

thousand Brazilian reais.3 The cow Parla was at that time the most expensive cow in the world. But the 

purchase of the first batch from the second trading day foreshadowed a “hot” auction. Another cow named 

Dália was sold for a million and a half reais.

It was Parla’s sister, Absoluta, also daughter of the bull Bitelo, who was the greatest protagonist of 

the evening. When Absoluta entered the “corral”, she was welcomed with a shower of chopped golden  

pieces of paper, the spotlights were lit, the DJ played very loud music and then, one of the “runners4” 

yelled “Stooooopppp it.” The “auctioneer” then announced: “Absoluta is the sister of Parla, she is a 
diamond.”

The minimum bid for Absoluta was set at five thousand Brazilian reais. Like most of the auction bids, 

this amount referred to one of the 24 installments to be paid for the animal, so the initial price for this 

donor was 120 thousand Brazilian reais (24 x 5,000 = 120,000). The first offer was ten thousand, the second 

offer was fifteen, the third offer was twenty thousand and so on. When the bidding reached fifty thousand 

reais, some breeders who were interested became more restrained, then they started to offer smaller 

amounts, from five hundred to one thousand reais, in order to cover the remain bids.

The bids were displayed on an electronic panel next to the auctioneer’s pulpit. Runners ran gesticulated 

and shouted across the corral. Approximately a thousand auction guests were talking to each other and 

getting their mobile phones from their pockets to calculate the total price of the donor. “Advisors” stood 

1   Native categories will be presented in quotes at first mention.

2   Elite specimens are sold in auctions for 25%, 50% and 75% shares. It is common that cattle breeders associate in “joint ownerships” to buy cattle and then 
split the profits from semen or embryos sale.

3   At the time of the research, one Brazilian real was worth US$.56.

4   N.T. In this case, the slang term used in Portuguese is pisteiros, as explained by the author, they are the agents who receive the bidding offers, running 
around the auctions stage.
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in front of the auctioneer’s pulpit to talk about Absoluta’s qualities: “She won the grand tournament 
award in Goiania and the great reserved tournament in Uberaba, Absoluta is a unique cow.” “It’s a 
unique opportunity; it is a sure investment; in two or three years it will be possible to recover all 
the investment in the donor with the sale of her “pregnancies”.”She has the average production of 
120 “oocytes” per collection”. “Genetics don’t lie”. “Bitelo has really produced special daughters”. 
“Absoluta is the darling of her breeder”.

The room was shaking and the auctioneer added, “She´s a breeder” “She is a work of art” “Absoluta 
is the consecration of a family.” “What housing! She’s a donor! She is beautiful!”. Then, one of the 

runners, blaring, announced that he had received an offer of 90,000 reais. The audience applauded, the DJ 

played a new song, and when everyone was expecting the completion of the sale, the auctioneer argued: 

“Absoluta is worth a hundred! I’ll only sell her for a hundred!”.
The auctioneer, in fact, ontly hit the hammer after receiving an offer for a hundred. More specifically, 

Absoluta was sold for 24 installments of 101 thousand Brazilian reais. The whole amount invested in 

Absoluta cost two million and four hundred thousand Brazilian reais to its new owners. After the purchase 

was over, runners came to the front to announce the identity of the bids. As is usual in the elite cattle 

ranching market, buyers should know with whom they are playing and also the auction promoters should 

know the identity of the breeders interested in their breeding stock. Two farmers had created a joint 

ownership for Absoluta and, from then onwards, began to receive the dividends from the sale of the donor’s 

embryos.

The sales results of the three-days trading session were “historic”, according to breeders, veterinarians, 

animal scientists and members of the agribusiness specialized press. The auction promoter had raised 

about 23 million reais with the sales of his herd, a financial record for Brazilian elite cattle ranching.

After the auction was over, while I was conducting some field observations at the cattle trials of 

Expoinel in Uberaba, I tried to understand why the purchase of Absoluta, Parla ‘s sister, had sold for such a 

sum. The auctioneer, who had presided over her sale, had this to say:

“I’d made an assessment of that cow, of her conditions, of the market conditions and concluded that she would 

fetch approximately 2 million Brazilian reais... It would fetch about 80,000 Brazilian reais for each installment. 

So, I believed that at that point I could use all my arguments: to hold, to wait, that certainly it interested people 

would appear. And she went beyond my expectations, my goal. She reached 101,000 Brazilian reais and I think it 

is a fair price for her in the current market”.

But what exactly was the auctioneer assessing? Why did he consider that the price paid for Absoluta 

was fair? So, I insisted, asking him how a cow could cost that much:

“This information is not in any encyclopedia, I always said it. When we talk about assessment, you have to 

understand the timing of the market. It is not in any textbook or on the Internet how much a cow should 

fetch[...] then how could she be worth 2 million or 2 million and a half ? It is the confidence that you have that 

her products, her embryos and the sequence of livestock rearing will be good. In this elite market, which is the 

top of the pyramid, ratings are often subjective as are estumates of the dissemination of her genes at various 

levels. Her daughters will be valued, her granddaughters will be valued; it is difficult to measure how much she 

(Absoluta) is worth. When you are dealing with the beef market, then you know how much a calf costs because 
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one arroba5 has a price parameter, so you have a historical average and you have a clear type of reference: the beef stock 

market. In the elite cattle ranching sector there is no such price, things are different”.

With this question and the auction dividends in mind, I spoke with other participants in the elite cattle 

market. I spoke to the son of a renowned breeder, whose family has been working with zebu cattle for four 

generations. He explained the millionaire price of those animals from another point of view, speaking about 

the effects of the prestige and knowledge of the selectors in his cattle:

“You have strong, traditional cattle breeders, great breeders who are on top and you have breeders who have 

just started. So, what happens? A breeder who’s starting, especially if he is a businessman, has money. But his 

cattle do not have the same quality that the traditional breeder has. Then what happens? There is an exchange. 

He goes to the great cattle breeder auction and, for example, purchases an animal for 100,000 Brazilian reais 

and puts one of his animals, selling it for 20, 15 thousand reais. Sometimes, it’s the previous breeder who buys 

it. That’s all part of the business. This is a common situation. It is a previous breeder trying to buy back his 

animal, which is really less worth it. But if it was the guy who bought it, it the guy knows, it is a sign that his 

animal is a good one. And while he is improving his cattle, he needs to buy from the best breeders, who are the 

oldest ones”. 

The owner of a magazine specializing in Nellore cattle, who has been following the breed for over 

20 years, said that any elite cattleman would like to do business with the auction promoter when Parla, 

Absoluta and Dália were sold for millions of reais. According to him, the reason for that is not only the 

quality of the breeding animals, which were undoubtedly exemplary, but in particular, to establish alliances 

with the most prestigious selectors in the market. Moreover, he continued, the breeder in question, knew 

how “to do an auction”. He knows how to host his guests very well and, at that particular edition of sales of 

his herd, he attracted interest from various market segments”. 

To know how to do an auction, as did the breeder of Absoluta, Parla and Dália, is at the basis of the 

Brazilian elite cattle ranching. Firstly, because specimens considered elite – those with a valued pedigree, 

are evaluated in trials which take place at livestock fairs and whose reproductive cells, semen or embryos, 

are used in order to “improve” national herds - are exclusively sold at auction. The second reason is that 

during the bidding disputes, sellers and buyers of these cattle, exchange influences - economic, political, 

symbolic - and also exhibit knowledge about cattle ranching, which result in estabilishing the basic 

parameters of the market.

This market mobilizes millions of reais, uses biotechnology, deals with the idea of race, pedigrees, 

embryos, animals, but also “diamonds”, “pieces of art” and thus produces elites: bovine and human. 

The analysis of the auctions that follows, describes a set of relations, and the codes, substances, and the 

economy, which generate value and shape price as they relate zebu cattle and zebuzeiros, elite men and 

their cattle. 

The elite auctions

A neophyte at an elite cattle auction will certainly have difficulty in understanding what is going on. In 

addition to the many agents who  are involved in these events, such as the auctioneers, runners, advisors, 

“auction house” companies, but also DJ’s, illumination designers, cuisine chefs, waiters, there is an aura of 

secretiveness involved in the buying and selling processes. Everything is organized in such a way that only 

5   An arroba is 15 kilos. 
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those who have been initiated into this field can access the codes needed to conduct business.

Although the auctions are broadcast by TV channels6, they are not open to those who received a formal 

invitation. It may take place in “tatersais7” of exhibition parks, but the most competitive auctions, as one in 

which Parla, Absoluta and Dália were sold, often take place at farmhouses. In such cases, entry is even more 

strictly controlled.

As the elite specimens are usually sold for very high amounts, only a few of the participants, in fact, will 

bid. There is no problem if a farmer in a particular auction, does not bid. If he is well known and prestigious 

it is because he has already promoted and participated in several trading sessions before, he has received 

and given several bids. However, the audience of these events is not made up exclusively of farmers.

Although the elite cattle auctions are events for purchase and sale of animals, they are also meeting 

points for agribusiness professionals. They are lavish parties with bountiful quantities of food and drink. 

The auction in which Absoluta, Dália and Parla were sold, for example, was accompanied by a feast of cold 

cuts, smoked salmon, pasta and lamb burgers, cod, lobster and filet mignon, caramel harumaki with ice 

cream and plenty of soft drinks, wine, caipirinhas and whiskey.

The guests of honor at these banquets are the elite cattle breeders, politicians and authorities who 

eventually attend these events. But journalists, business representatives, students of agricultural sciences 

and even farm employees are also present. They usually have to fight for a place (but not bids) to drink, eat 

and meet their friends; they are called by the auction house companies “coxinha eaters”.8

A successful auction is one where there are, obviously, purchasers, lines, disputes for tables, music, 

lighting, and a plenty of food and drink, which, according to some people, ensures higher bids. And the 

coxinha eaters, at this type of party, are essential. They are often dressed as cowboys, with characteristic 

hats and boots; drinking, eating, but, as audience, also vibrating with and celebrating each new offer.

Our neophyte in auctions soon learns to distinguish coxinha eaters from breeders. There is concern in 

allocating those who actually will do business on tables near the corral, where the animals are displayed 

and the auctioneer is located. Bids may only be made after registration. The firms that control the payment 

of the promissory notes (installments) by which the cattle are paid, are the employers of the runners- who 

receive the offers - and the auctioneers -  who are the narrators of the auction. All these agents know, 

who the elite breeders are and which are interested in making purchases. These know in advance which 

specimens will be on sale. 

The auction companies send printed catalogs by post containing information about the cattle: their 

genealogies, the awards won at agricultural fairs, the number of oocytes produced by donors or semen 

produced by males, as well as data on the animal selector and current owner.

It is through these printed catalogs that it is possible to follow an auction. While the auctioneer extols 

an animal’s qualities, the public read information about it in the catalog and, when it is sold, they take note 

of the prices. In addition, these catalogs contain the rules of buying and selling during the auctions: the 

number of installments, payment methods and descriptions of the rights and obligations of the buyers, 

sellers and also the auction company itself.

The auctioneers´s and advisers’ speeches, together with catalogs, music, lights and food help to shape 

6   For example, Brazilian TV networks such as Canal Rural and Canal do Boi. Breeders who are not physically present at the auctions, but have been registered 
with auction companies, are allowed to bid by telephone.

7   Venues where the auctions take place are named “tatersais”; they are usually located inside farms or in exhibition centers. In the United States and England 
these sites are also called tatersais. The eighteenth horse breeder Richard Tattersall founded a dynasty of thoroughbred horses. His descendants founded 
the  firm of Tattersall, the first European company specialized in breeding horses and to establishing auctions as the best way to market rare, special and 
elite animals. ( Cassidy: 2002)

8   A coxinha, pronounced coshinya, is a very popular street food snack.  A savory dough shaped into a drumstick around a creamy chicken salad filling, 
then battered and fried. 
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the “rhythm of the auction”. As these sessions usually take more than two hours, it is possible to guess in 

which moment the most desired cattle would be available for purchase to keep the audience on the trading 

floor. When auctioneers and runners understand that a cow might be sold below expectations, they call 

the advisors, who are animal scientists and veterinarians employed by the auctioning company to weave 

additional comments about the reproductive qualities and expecptional family origens of the beast to 

encourage higher bids.

It is not easy to notice when the bids are ended. This is one of the main mysteries of these events and 

which gives it an agonistic quality. While the runners are effusive when they receive an offer, run and shout 

and across the room, the breeders remain discreet and quiet. They communicate their bids through winks, 

shifting the angle of their hats, when they mutter the prices.

During the performance, breeders and runners try to hide their offers from other interested parties. Of 

course, while those who are initiated in this market know about cattle and the taste of the other selectors, so 

they know whom they are bidding against. Even so, each deal is only fully revealed when the auctioneer hits 

the hammer and announces the identity of the purchaser.

The elite zebus

The history of the the zebu cattle9 selection in Brazil helps to understand some of the aspects of the 

auction I have described. The investment made by elite groups from the Triângulo Mineiro region in cattle 

imports from India during the first half of the twentieth century was estimulated by the emerging global 

industry of frozen meat with headquarters in England. It was aided by the regular publication of genealogies 

and state support ( in the form of rural credit, breeding installation stations and agricultural research centers 

which led to the adaptation of the cattle to Brazil, especially in the Midwestern). Through their laboratories, 

farms, associations and auctions, the breeders from Uberaba increased the value attributed  to their elite 

zebu cattle.

Contrary to the generalized belief that Zebu is a unique breed of cattle, it is in fact the name given to a 

set of cattle types of Indian origin. They are called Gir, Guzerá, Brahman, Nellore, Sindi, Indubrasil, among 

others. More than eighty percent of the cattle slaughtered in Brazil are of Zebu origin, from the Nellore breed.  

Brazil has developed advanced techniques of in vitro fertilization, embryo transfer, artificial insemination 

and cloning. Also not only is it home to one of the largest commercial herd in the world, but sells the world’s 

most expensive elite cattle - which not coincidentally are of Zebu origin.

The Brazilian elite cattle market is a ‘blood supply industry’ like others have been subject of recent 

anthropological studies (Cassidy: 2002, Franklin: 2007, Grasseni: 2005, Orland: 2003). In these industries 

elite specimens, with pedigree, constitute reserves of value, both financial, but also of genetic material, of 

“blood” and of beauty. Elite cattle are strategic for ‘purification’ (Latour 2003) (or at least the expectation) of 

collectives of animals.  This is achieved through targeted matings, intended to control the blood flow and 

thus, any mixtures and influences.

9   In the first half of the twentieth century, farmers and traders from the Triângulo Mineiro region sponsored successive expeditions to India aiming to 
import zebu cattle to Brazil. Sometimes allowed, sometimes prohibited by the State, such imports engendered specific selection and breeding strategies. Few 
Indian breeders led to the main Brazilian zebu strains, in addition, a few breeders from Uberaba became the owners of these specimens. This fact, among 
other facts, made Uberaba to be popularly known as “The Mecca of Zebu”. The city hosts the association that controls the racial pattern of these specimens; 
The Brazilian Zebu Breeders Association (ABCZ) concentrates since the beginning of the twentieth century, artificial insemination centers, universities 
specialized in agricultural science, agricultural fairs, and, of course, farms and specialized elite zebu auctions. Uberaba is considered a headquarter for the 
“ Brazilian blood stock industry” and also a consolidation project of the national beef industry, which connects farmers and State. The history of importation 
and selection of zebu cattle in Brazil would yield a single article, that is the reason I have briefly explained here. On this subject, see the studies Do pastoreio 
a pecuária invenção da modernização rural nos sertões do Brasil Central by Medrado (2013) and my own study Naming the bulls: circulation commerce and trade 
networks on livesock agribusiness (2014).
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According to the breeders10 and animal scientists who are specialists, the zebu cattle breed can be 

bred for beef production, as well as for diverse strategies of cattle “management”. Official guidelines, 

which are present in husbandry manuals and documents published by breeders’ associations, define the 

characteristics of a cattle breed. According to them, Nellore specimens such as Parla and Absoluta, for 

example, should have white and gray hair, a narrow face, large nose, soft leather and black skin. The chest 

should be wide, coated with meat and fat; forelimbs should be symmetrical and average in size, while the 

hind limbs are large, with prominent breeches.

They should have preponderant dewlaps and a prominent “hump” in the form of a “kidney” or cashews 

nut. The ears should be small and the horns straight. The hooves and tail broom should be black. In 

addition, these cattle must have a lively yet docile temperament and be able to adapt to hot climates.

Other cattle breeds may have similar phenotypic and adaptive characteristics because they are from the 

same species, have the same origin and  have been subject to similar selection processes. However, what 

sets a racial standard for the Zebu cattle is a set of attributes. Breeds are biological in the sense that their 

characteristics are inherited. But because these characteristics are the result of human intervention, they 

also belong to the realm of culture. Breeders, especially the elite cattle ones, through directed selections, 

attempt to promote the maintenance, over a few generations, of specific characteristics in an attempt to 

“improve” the national herds.

Elite animals are “show” specimens. They are made to compete on the “stage” of the tournaments. In 

Brazil, the elite Zebu animals function as a concept for the beef industry. During the tournaments, judges 

assess the “symmetry” of these specimens, a set of phenotypic attributes, such as, leg height; hump shape 

and dewlap, rib spring, udders’ or testicles’ diameter, hair color. These characteristics elucidate both “race 

conformation” and “carcass” quality. 

The elite specimens are evaluated in categories of age and weight; they earn awards, which, when placed 

together, determine the annual rankings of the best cattle. Parla, the most expensive cow in the world, for 

example, was the great Brazilian Nellore breed champion of the year, in 2009.

For an animal to compete on the stages it must, fundamentally, have a pedigree of three generations 

depth that has been recognized and registered. The Brazilian Zebu Breeders Association (ABCZ), an 

institution that promotes breed control of Zebu specimens in the country, issues these genealogical 

records. Cattle registered as thoroughbred are recongised as members of the breed, but only elite animals 

are believed to have a pedigree.

In Lines, a Brief History (2007), Tim Ingold distinguishes between the concepts of pedigree and genealogy. 

A pedigree is a sort of itinerary, like a tour in curves of a river. The characters act as things or found sites in 

this tour; they tell a story; they reconstruct a journey. Genealogies (which can be made by anthropologists 

or even by large farmer´s associations) put together a fairly consistent structure that connects ancestors 

and descendants. According to Ingold, life is compressed in genealogical charts. These show the 

positions of each individual within a more general model, but they do not offer much opportunity for 

escape or transformation.

In the same vein, Mary Bouquet (1993) argues that pedigree cannot be translated literally as genealogy, 

as did many anthropologists after Rivers. She argues that the genealogical method is an artifact of British 

social anthropology. It is the result of the   imposition of the primordial concept of material substance, 

which is able to narrate stories of survival and cultural emergence. However, continues Bouquet, pedigree 

is a genealogy produced by the natives themselves; it is an instrument that can identify some theories not 

included in the technical vocabulary of kinship. Pedigrees that originated in the selection of animals, show 

10   N.T. It is important to consider that the term race, in Portuguese, is both a zootechnical term, used to identify domesticated animals and a term to 
classify human societies.
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much more than abstract lines of descent or ancestry. By recognizing descent from the maternal and paternal 

lines as criteria for belonging to a specific family group, control over reproduction and heredity is more than 

implicit: the aristocratic character of blood, far beyond a metaphor, produces specimens of distinction.

That is the reason why breeders, runners and auctioneers, when extolling genealogical knowledge to 

talk about the breeding qualities of the elite animals, are dealing with more than ancestry and relations of 

descent.  Undoubttedly, genetics, blood, semen, and oocytes make breed, but being  Bitelo’s daughter, the 

champion of the “show”, provides something that is beyond the inheritance of certain substances. There 

is also something that is symbolic, rare and distinct that characterizes elite cattle genealogies. Codes and 

substances (Schneider: 1968) make kinship, and also the pedigree of elite specimens.

For this reason, Parla, Dália, Absoluta, Bitelo SS will never be slaughtered, even if they have exemplary 

“carcasses”. These specimens are both a “blood supply” for genetics, genealogy, breed and the livestock fairs 

awards, as the result of the knowledge of their selectors. As such they must be preserved. They are diamonds; 

they are art; they are the consecration of a family. But they may eventually be the parents, the grandparents 

or the great-grandparents of many other animals who will end up in the slaughterhouse. In other words, 

in the farms that specialize in beef cattle there may be animals that are direct descendants of Parla, Dália, 

Absoluta or Bitelo. The ones who are selected to be slaughtered may even have registered genealogies, breed, 

but they have no pedigree.

The biotechnology that enables the production of descendants of elite cattle is also responsible for a 

considerable part of market profits. That is why elite specimens are classified as “well-aimed investments”. 

This is attested at the auctions by announcing the amount of oocyte or semen they are able to produce. It 

is through the sale of semen to artificial insemination centers, and “pregnancies” or embryos, which are 

brought about in laboratories through in vitro fertilization, that profit is realized.

More than 300 marketable doses may be produced from a single semen collection. They may be 

purchased either by breeders who wish to produce other elite specimens through artificial insemination 

or by ranchers who are interessed in producing beef cattle. In addition, it is possible to generate several 

offspring from the same mother and even father, at the same time, with in vitro fertilization. Oocytes (not 

matured eggs) from the donor meet with the breeding semen and are gestated in the bodies of recipient cows 

(surrogate pregnancy). Such pregnancies are commonly produced in order to produce future donors (IVF is 

an expensive procedure and less popular than artificial insemination). Eventually, if the offspring do not have 

the expected racial pattern, they may sent to the slaughterhouses.

While pedigree controls the flow of substances and symbols that produce memories and distinction, 

and biotechnologies are essential for reproduction, the management of the cattle in the farms is also 

fundamental. Breeders and animal scientists even say that “half of the breed enters through the mouth”. 

Offspring of registered animals that at birth have the potential to compete in the “shows” are treated quite 

differently from those that will be sent to the slaughterhouse. From birth, they live in the “stables”, not in 

pastures. They are fed with high-protein animal feed and receive medicines and vitamins to make them grow 

larger than the cattle that are slaughtered. They receive “hygiene” treatment, daily baths, have their hair 

combed, their hooves polished, especially as the livestock fairs begin.

However, here a caveat is in order. All these attempts of selection control do not necessarily produce 

“exceptional” specimens. Breeders and veterinarians say that only ten out of a hundred cattle selected to 

became elite, will become the great champions of livestock fairs. 

That’s why in the most disputed auctions, everything that makes an elite specimen (pedigree, awards, 

management, excellence in breeding, semen, “pregnancies”, genetics, blood) is transformed through the 
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bids into monetary value. More than that, in these scenarios other relationships come into play. According to 

the auctioneer who sold Absoluta these relationships which involve men and oxen are “subjective”. It is about 

those relationships that I now turn.

The elite zebus and zebuzeiros

It is true that biotechnologies have facilitated agricultural production. Breeding control through 

genealogical records, the use of inseminations and IVF have resulted in the Brazilian zebu cattle staying 

more homogeneous, at least in a broad sense. As stated previously, beef and elite cattle breeders have access 

to the greatest blood, which has undoubtedly facilitated the selection. But there is something else that 

makes these cattle. Critics and even market enthusiasts say that such animals have the same value of their 

selectors.

A show animal may have many owners during its life, but it will have only one breeder: the person 

one who was responsible for its selection, the one who thought out the mating that gave rise to it, the one 

who developed its pedigree and who has participated in tournaments, in other words, its author. If there 

is only a few show zebu champions sold in the millionaire auctions, there are only a few breeders who able 

to develop them as such. It is in this rare, univocal relationship gendering prestige that elite men and elite 

cattle are mutually made.

The ability to select- and negotiate - livestock is a value in itself and it is almost incomprehensible to lay 

people who briefly attend the sector events. There are specific ways to develop farm management and they 

are not shared. It is necessary to have a “good eye” to identify good cattle and to know about genealogies 

in order to perform well-aimed matings. Moreover, it is necessary to establish what are termerd “good 

relationships” with other breeders: to attend many fairs and judgments, to promote and buy at auctions. 

The prestigious breeders are the ones who understand cattle and men, the ones who know the selectors, the 

ones who negotiate and not only buy indisputable quality cattle, but also sell them.

Such talent for selection (and business) is recognized by other cattle selectors - but also by runners, 

auctioneers, cowboys and jurors who know the sector - and it is what makes a breeder, in fact, an elite 

zebuzeiro. It is because an elite specimen is created; it does not emerge just by chance, as it were. Breeders 

with a good reputation in the market are those who know “to make cattle”, “to show”, “to auction”.

I once asked a famous zebuzeiro to explain to me how he selected his cattle. “Intuitively”, he replied, 

“not through planning, studying or thinking, it is getting it, making it and running it”.

Elite zebu cattle are more the effect of a science of the concrete (Lévi-Strauss: 1968) than the science of 

laboratories or university departaments. When a donor like Absoluta steps into the corral at an auction and 

the auctioneer says that she is “beautiful,” a “diamond”, the cow becomes more than a “carcass” or a donor 

of embryos.  She is holistic being. The sum of the donor´s attributes are greater than its parts because she 

is more than a genealogy or the result of careful genetic manipulation. She is the effect of the sensitive 

intuition of breeders and selectors. As in the process of bricolage analised by Lévi-Strauss (1968), the 

production of elite cattle involves both manual labour and speculation.

Paralleling Lévi-Strauss’s analysis in The Savage Mind (1968) of the process of creating an art object, the 

work of producing an elite specimen also results from a confrontation between structure and accident. It is 

between a model - genetics or animal husbandry - with substances. Absoluta is both a material object and 

an object of knowledge.  She was specifically developed by the breeders and selectors.

An elite specimen attracts the attention of the audiences at shows e auctions not so much because it 

owned by a well-known breeder, but because of its grandeur and symmetry. Nor is it because it will produce 

considerable amounts of semen or oocytes. At first glance, eyes turn to that animal because it enchants. 
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It is not only because it embodies objective characteristics of genetics or economy, but because it contains 

“something more” that belongs to it, but also belongs to its breeder.

Like art objects described by Alfred Gell (1998), part of the value of elite cattle lies in the technical 

virtuosity required to produce them. Art objects or elite cattle defy rational explanations because the human 

intervention in their construction goes far beyond its material form. A great work of art echoes like a 

miracle, like an enchanted form, which, according to Gell, exerts so much fascination.

It is not difficult to understand the reasons why an elite specimen is a “well-aimed investment” or 

because the genealogical record ensures the transmission of substances that make a breed. It is, however, 

difficult to describe a cow in its entirety, the reasons why it is considered “extraordinary”. If on the one 

hand, these animals undoubtedly are effects of the contingencies of nature, of the mixture of a number of 

substances that make them what they are, on the other hand, they can only be considered elite due to specific 

procedures developed by those who select and that can not be performed by just anyone.

During the livestock fairs, well-known selectors who are able to influence the market, who have “good 

eye”, watch the animals in the corral from afar. Even without knowing their registered pedigree or their 

breeder, they are able to foresee which will be champions. This ability to observe, according to some, can 

be inherited in the blood of the zebu cattle breeders´ families. Just as the cattle blood makes breeds and 

pedigrees, the breeders´ blood is believed to transmit the knowledge about the selection from generation to 

generation. This capability is also acquired through social interaction with living people. When beginners 

spend time with other cattle farmers and with the cattle at numerous agricultural fairs, auctions, and 

judgments and also in the farms, they learn how to select.

These breeders with “good eyes” make cattle - in farms, “shows” and auctions. They do it so because they 

are involved in mating processes, the constitution of pedigrees, the provision of adequate management, 

cattle and pregnancies purchase and sales. 

Inspired by Merleau-Ponty, in his Eye and Mind, Tim Ingold (2011) argues that the viewing experience is 

not external and objective, but the result of a two-way engagement between the one who observes and the 

environment that surrounds him. This helps to think about elite cattle ranching. A good selector can identify 

a promising animal at its birth. This is not due only of the talent of the selector. The cattle in their grandeur 

and symmetry also produce the gaze of their selector.

Both animals and elite cattle farmers are the result of a cumulative process of knowledge. They are both 

agents and patients in the process. Men and oxen, breeders and elite specimens are the effect of the selection 

experience and mutually influence the elite cattle market.

A cow such as Absoluta is both product and producer of its breeder. She is an inalienable good, because 

the commitment and the work to produce her are never hidden when she is sold at auctions. Each time one of 

her daughters wins a great prize or is sold for millions of reais at the auctions, Absoluta’s trajectory and also 

that of her breeder will be remembered.  Thus, she will produce more value, and who knows, money, for her 

donor and her breeder.

Values, prices and influences: on trade in auctions

The practice of selling animals at auctions is not new, and certainly not exclusive to Brazilian elite zebu 

breeders. In the eighteenth century, auction houses traded thoroughbred race horses in Hyde Park, London 

(Cassidy 2002). The sales of horses in public arenas, define the term “English Auction” as a way of selling 

things on the basis of competing bids. Such auctions contributed to the rise of “blood stock industries” of 
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horses, cattle and sheep, though the control of reproduction and regular publication of genealogies (Darwin 

2002, Franklin 2002, Orland: 2003, Walton 1999). Aristocratic British families, like their horses had pedigree, 

were those who selected and marketed these animals.

Centuries later, aspects of these English horse auctions were imported to Brazil, where they acquired 

their own characteristics. Through the performance of auctioneers and runners, an abundance of food and 

drink, the rush for tables and bids, the influence of cattle on breeders, breeders on cattle, cattle on cattle 

and breeders on breeders they are brought alive. During the auctions, the value of zebu and zebuzeiros can 

be measured in the form of price. But they also produce bovine and human reputations which are essential 

for the reproduction of this market.

Anthropologists have written about genealogy of the auctions in the West (Cassady: 1967, Geismar: 2001, 

Smith 2002); Baudrillard, for example, has described the rituals of buying and selling (Baudrillard: 1981).  

Others have analysed the production of  value of traded goods (Velthuis: 2011, Leach: 1983). The consensus 

is that auctions, such as the ones that take place in Uberaba, are arenas of special exchange. Buyers and 

sellers, as they compete with their bids, interact directly with each other and determine the value of the 

auctioned goods. But in so doing they establish hierarchical and emotional relationship. These are also 

fundamental, even if they are not exclusively linked to the supposed rationality of the laws of supply and 

demand that determine price in market economies.

In The Social Life of Things, Appadurai (2007), after a consideration of the Kula exchanges in the 

Trobriand Islands, understands the auctions as ‘tournament of values’. Arguing that objects have their own 

stories and trajectories, it is trade, not production, as Marx argued, that determines value. He argues that 

auctions, through their playful and agonistic activities, are the space par excellence of exercise of a kind of 

exchange that allows biographies to be exchanged between things and people, and where the negociation of 

price goes far beyond the laws of supply and demand.

Through his concept ‘regimes of value’, Appadurai suggests that the degree of evaluative consistency 

of a good, which among other things sets its price, is highly variable. This is because it depends on the 

situation and the levels of shared knowledge by the parties involved. The value of an object is the effect of a 

political dispute in the broadest sense, by the consumption of specific goods in specific cultural contexts. 

Auctions, where the rule is “who gives more”, effectively ritualize these disputes.

 Again, according to Appadurai (2007), auctions are special arenas for buying and selling. Isolated 

from everyday life, beyond the exchange of goods, they allow for the exchange of expertise. The objects in 

dispute, which tend to be authentic, with signature - as works of art or elite oxen - are more than goods. 

They are emblems of value. When they are sold, they produce wealth, of course, but also status and power.

Let us return to the auction described in the opening pages of this article to think with Appadurai. This 

auction was an exceptional event at which the breeders were “selling off ”   their production. It was perhaps 

the last chance for beginners and traditional breeders to acquire elite specimens. But also to create the 

opportunity to sell the “donor’s embryos”, and, through the bids, celebrate the breeder who was considered 

the most important in the market. In other words, the millionaire sales at the auction, displayed not only 

economic power, but also expertise: knowledge about elite men and oxen.

However, this alone does not explain why these specimens are so costly. It is true that they are rare, 

unique, exceptional, ‘value emblems’ (Appadurai: 2007). But it is also known, that with much less financial 

investment, it is possible to buy embryos and, with proper management, to try to produce individuals 

like Parla or Absoluta and to compete with them in the judgment “shows”. The question that arises is 

what exactly is acquired in elite cattle auctions. Is it a depository of substances - semen, embryos, blood or 

genetics? Is it an accurate pedigree? Is it a symbol of an economic and political power? Is it an aesthetic and 

reproductive concept? Is it a financial investment? What kind of commodity is an elite specimen?
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More interesting than answering these questions would be to ponder on all that their breeding and 

marketing mobilizes, for it is this mobilization that produces value over and above price. It is true, however, 

that the price - the millionaire figures paid by these animals – is fundamental in defining the outlines and 

the specifics of this luxury market. Breeders deal all the time with reproductive cells, oxen, management, 

pedigrees, but also with finance and investment. However, we must emphasize that the purchases and sales 

in the auctions establish long lasting alliances and that the interchange of influences that price and the idea 

of ownership alone are not able to explain.

Several anthropologists from different theoretical perspectives (Mauss: 1988, Malinowski: 1978 , Gregory: 

1982, Appadurai: 2007,  Strathern: 2006,  Munn: 1986,  Weiner: 1986, Godelier: 2001, Viveiros de Castro: 2009)  

have addressed the idea of   value. To a greater or lesser extent, in certain moments of their writings, they 

have come up against the classic comparison of gift versus commodity, maybe,  because forerunners such 

as Mauss and Malinowski did. But there are also other reasons. If the science of economics when thinking 

about value, commonly turns to mechanisms of production and an individual´s choices, anthropologists 

are interested in specific systems of exchange. Models such as the Kula, inspired anthropologists to think 

about the value of the production processes that produce effects both in the things exchanged and the 

people involved in these exchanges. According to some scholars (Miller: 2013 Apadurai: 2007), there are 

exchanges of influences between the objects and those who trade them both on the economies of the gift, as 

on the economies of commodities. This provides important clues to think the Brazilian elite cattle market.

In the elite cattle auctions, dichotomies such as gift versus good, animal breeders versus animals, 

subject versus objects are eclipsed. As said before, these animals (goods) are unalienable, because cattle and 

breeders are produced by each other in this market. The trajectory of a cow in the shows or the price for 

which it is auctioned are never separated from the trajectory of its breeder. And more, the sale of an animal 

in an auction does not sever the bond between those specimens and theirs breeders. On the contrary; each 

new purchase produces new relationships between the animal, its breeder and its new owners.

The fortunes paid for these specimens, accordingly, act as a kind of reward offered both to the breeder 

(who generates knowledge and relationships necessary to produce them) and to the cattle that embody this 

knowledge and characteristics of the breed. Furthermore, they operate as a guarantee for the new buyers. 

These, when purchasing animals for quite high figures, expect that the animals they themselves breed, 

when auctioned, will be acquired by the very breeders with whom they have negotiated a high price.

From a more economic point of view, this market could be considered to be an oligopoly.  A small group 

of entrepreneurs, through sales and purchases at auctions, and also through investments in biotechnology 

and management, controls the production and pricing of goods. But there are other issues that the goods 

produced by this market mobilizes. That is why the auctioneer who sold Absoluta said it was difficult to 

measure how much she was worth.

One might ask whether the value of any good would not be the effect of a set of relationships. If the 

trajectory of any artifact is followed, as suggested by Appadurai (2007) and Latour (2012), it will probably 

be described on the basis of diverses influences. It is worth remembering that the elite cattle market 

has its specificities; it is above all about “exceptional” goods concerning elite cattle ranching. Absoluta, 

for example, certainly received influences - of the order of symbol and substance - of Bitelo her father, a 

ranking Nellore champion (an animal), but also of the Bitelo´s breeder (a man), similarly of her sister Parla 

(the most expensive cow in the world), but also of the breeder of Parla. The same is true of their ancestors 

and the breeders of their ancestors and each one of their progeny and the breeders of this progeny, and also 

all that goes to make up the totality, rare and special of an elite animal.
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On one occasion, a veterinary surgeon who was unenthusiastic about elite cattle auctions told me that 

“genetics was priceless”, therefore she could not understand the reason why animals were sold for such high 

amounts. Indeed, as she argued, a purebred animal, with a genealogical record, and an elite specimen with 

pedigree, may have a similar breeding standard, they may have also exactly the same genealogy. But breed is 

just one of the reasons why a breeder pays millions of reais for an animal.

Elite zebuzeiros make their animals unique, special, and “exceptional” and also consider themselves and 

their peers as such. Either because they are rich and, therefore, can afford to acquire high cost specimens 

at the auctions, because they carry knowledge about the cattle in their blood, good eyes to identify breed 

attributes and because of that, they can establish a good relationship with other breeders.

It is through quality and quantity of relationships that cattle and breeders are made in the elite cattle 

market. There are few cattle and breeders that are able to receive and produce such great influences. This 

makes value, makes the elite. 

Some final considerations

This production of influences among men in cattle, men in men, cattle in cattle and men in cattle does 

not end in the agonistic scenarios of the auctions. Yes, these sumptuous trading sessions are able to foment 

a small market, an “elite” market, but their effects go much further.

The most fundamental of these effects is that these zebus, the show ones, as zootechnical and aesthetic 

models, are not sent to the slaughterhouse. Their reproductive cells are used in matings to consolidate the 

Nellore breed, the beef that is produced mostly in Brazil, one of the largest animal protein suppliers in the 

world.

But breeders and cattle produce other influences of a political order. At auctions and on the hustings 

of agricultural fairs, zebuzeiros, but also auctioneers and runners make statements about the exceptional 

quality of zebu to the beef market and defend agribusiness as the “mainstay” of the local economy. It is also 

through relations with the State, in the form of the presence of politicians and authorities in auctions, but 

also through incentives to produce animals - biotechnology, rural credit -  that the breeders reproduce as an 

elite.

It is worth thinking about one last question: some other major beef exporters such as Australia, 

United States and Canada also have their blood supply industries. They hold agricultural fairs, judgments, 

organize pedigrees and also produce “elite” cattle. But why is that it is in Uberaba, Brazil, that the most 

expensive cattle in the world are sold?

The huge amounts paid for these specimens, which could be explained by the exchange of influences 

between men and oxen, as argued throughout this article, are responsible for this “exceptionality”. But 

we know very little about who participates and how this market operates. Although television networks 

transmit them, the elite cattle auctions remain in an atmosphere of secrecy. Access is restricted to the 

farms where these auctions occur, the codes needed to transmit the bid to auctioneers and runners, the  

innumerable monthly insgtallments through which elite specimens are bought, but also the sumptuous 

parties, help to produce part of the “subjectivity” of purchases and sales and of course the almost 

inexplicable figures paid by zebu in the country.

Translated by Caroline Nocetti
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Abstract

In line with the preservation policy on ethnic and cultural diversity of Brazil, the survey of the National 

Inventory of Cultural References (INRC) – Lidas Campeiras in the Bagé Region sought to inventory the 

livestock in the Brazilian pampa as a cultural reference. The experience of the research focused on the 

relationship of culture and nature, specifically the relationship between humans and animals, considered 

by the dwellers of the Pampa to influence directly the way of life that they lead. The campeiro (pampas 

person) way of life cannot be conceived without taking into account the oxen, horses and dogs. The 

paper also the notion of patrimony, taking into account aspects of relatedness, materiality and resonance 

(Gonçalves 2004).

Keywords: Cultural heritage; livestock; pampas way of life; human and non-human relationship.

O modo de vida campeiro no pampa brasileiro:
Etnografia das lidas com animais

Resumo

Em consonância com a política de preservação da diversidade étnica e cultural do Brasil, a pesquisa do 

Inventário Nacional de Referências Culturais (INRC) – Lidas Campeiras na Região de Bagé, buscou-se 

produzir conhecimento com intuito de inventariar a pecuária do pampa brasileiro como referência cultural. 

A experiência da pesquisa privilegiando a relação cultura/natureza, mais especificamente a relação entre 

humanos e animais. A relação entre humanos e não humanos, desde o início dos trabalhos do inventário, 

foram enfatizados pelos interlocutores como referências que influenciam diretamente a forma de vida que 

levam. O modo de ser campeiro não pode ser concebido sem levar em consideração os bois, os cavalos e os 

cachorros. Atenta-se também para o sentido que a noção de patrimônio assume considerando os aspectos 

da relacionalidade, materialidade e ressonância (Gonçalves 2005).

Palavras-chave: Patrimônio cultural; pecuária; modo de vida campeiro; relação humanos e não 
humanos.

D
O

I:
 h

tt
p

:/
/d

x.
d

o
i.

o
rg

/1
0

.1
59

0
/1

80
9-

43
41

20
16

v1
3n

2p
11

0

110



Vibrant v.13 n.2Flávia Maria Silva Rieth, Daniel Vaz Lima, Marilia Floor Kosby

The way of life of the Brazilian pampas:
an ethnography of the Campeiros and their animals

Flávia Maria Silva Rieth
Daniel Vaz Lima
Marilia Floor Kosby

Introduction - Opening the gates for the ethnographic field

Wearing cowhide boots, bombachas (breeches - baggy pants with loops around the ankles), a leather belt, 

a knife with a bone handle, a shirt, scarf and hat, the interlocutor known as Minga Blanco, a rural landowner, 

pampa person and horse tamer in the municipality of Aceguá, located in the pampa of Rio Grande do Sul, 

talks with anthropologists. Far away we observe two pampa cowboys unsaddling horses after a morning 

of cattle grazing activities in the field.  Minga tells us that when we think of the “gaúcho”1, we should 

consider “three pillars”: the human, horse and the ox. Three beings whose close relationship centralizes and 

constitutes a way of life that was historically built implicated in the pampa environment - that is, according 

to Tim Ingold (2014), affecting and being affected by this environment, in a mutual construction (and 

deconstruction). The context of this conversation is inserted within an ethnographic work on pampa field 

work, activities that make up cattle farming in the pampas, a research field whose gates were opened in the 

work by the “National Inventory of Cultural References - INRC – lidas campeiras (1st Phase)”2. 

The inventory research originated from a demand from the City Hall of Bagé/RS to the IPHAN (Institute 

of National Historical and Artistic Heritage) and accepted by UFPel (Federal University of Pelotas), through 

the undergraduate course in Anthropology. The Inventory was conducted from 2010 to 2013, including 

the training activities of the interdisciplinary team and consultants; delimitation of the research site and 

surroundings; literature review about cattle farming in Rio Grande do Sul; establishment of a network of 

interlocutors; execution of the field work with the ethnographic record of production, re-production and 

trade of bovine, ovine and equine herds that shape the pampas field work; constitution of the document 

archives by filling the Contacts, Sites and Places forms, Bibliographical Survey, Crafts and Ways of Making, 

Celebrations, Artifacts and Archives, Sound and Audiovisual Records and the Identification Cards of 

Inventoried Cultural Goods that make up the INRC Report – Lidas Campeiras in the Bagé Region. The use 

of this methodology for recording intangible goods of the IPHAN/Ministry of Culture aims to record the 

bibliographic and ethnographic data on relationships between humans, animals, objects and landscape 

involved in livestock production in the Brazilian pampas environment, describing the crafts and ways of 

doing that constitute it. This methodology describes what people do, how they do it, what they do with it and 

where they do it (Rieth et al. 2013).

The INRC is a methodology developed to document cultural goods through the collection of 

information about these goods within a historical process and also through ethnographic description, 

1   A term here understood as the social being who knows the crafts of livestock management in the pampas. The term gaucho here will not be treated in 
its homeland designation, that is, as referring only to those individuals of the Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul, neither will the meaning of pampas be 
limited to geographic and biological boundaries, but will also be referred as the agency of relationships established between landscapes, people, animals, 
crafts and utensils, in creating the “pampas person” way of life (and its construction, abandonment and perpetuation).

2   This research was funded IPHAN. The first phase covers the years 2010- 2013. The team of INRC – Lidas campeiras in the region of Bagé/RS consists of the 
researchers: Flávia Maria Silva Rieth (Coordinator), Marília Floôr Kosby, Liza Bilhalva Martins da Silva, Pablo Dobke, Marta Bonow, Daniel Vaz Lima, 
Cláudia Turra Magni (Visual Anthropology Consultant), Fernando Camargo (History Consultant), Erika Collischonn (Geography Consultant), Beatriz Freire 
e Marcus Benedetti (IPHAN).
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apprehending the meanings attributed to them by collectives (Freire 2005), registering them as a cultural 

reference i.e., in the sense given by Cecilia Fonseca (2006: 89) directing the gaze at the “representations 

that constitute an ‘identity’ of the region for its inhabitants and that refer to the landscape, the buildings 

and objects, the ‘practice’ and ‘knowledge’, beliefs, habits, etc. Continuing, the author writes: “When 

identifying certain elements as particularly significant, social groups operate a resemantization of these 

elements, relating them to a collective representation that each member of the group somehow identifies 

with” (Fonseca 2006: 89).

The production of knowledge on cultural goods consists, with reference to the notion of Roy Wagner 

(2010), of an “invention” of people’s way of life from the anthropologist’s experience in the context. 

Through his or her own universe of meanings, the ethnographer who works for the State observes and 

learns the culture of the “other”, building an intelligible and “comprehensive representation” (Wagner 2010: 

36), thus enabling the funding and guidance of actions and policies to support these cultural goods (Freire 

2005). In this sense, when adopting the methodology of an institution directly linked to the State, we build 

a “comprehensive representation” in accordance with the notions of culture common among members of 

the state community. As observed by Wagner (2010) such an invention requires a communication based 

on shared conventions - through symbolic elements - to make sense. Thus, we observed that in the survey, 

description and documentation of cultural references, artifacts, places and their transformations, as well 

as the relationship between humans and animals, are taken into consideration, that is, they are agents that 

influence the construction of the context. Through this design the researchers at INRC realized that the 

meeting of these actors constitutes the pampas way of being, intertwining work with the way of life

Answering to the need to classify and safeguard intangible goods, commissions were created by the 

Ministry of Culture in 2000 in order to propose ways of protecting the collective memory of social groups 

(Intangible Heritage 2006), with the definition of intangible heritage established by UNESCO in 2003, 

defined as:

(...) The practices, representations, expressions, knowledge and techniques - together with the instruments, 

objects, artifacts and places thereby associated - that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals 

recognize as part of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to 

generation, is constantly recreated by communities and groups due to their environment, their interaction 

with nature and their history, creating a sense of identity and continuity, thus helping to promote respect for 

cultural diversity and human creativity (Freire 2005: 16).

In this sense, the term “safeguard” can be understood as measures aimed at guaranteeing the viability 

of intangible cultural heritage, such as the identification, documentation, preservation and promotion of 

this heritage in its various aspects. This intangible heritage founded on tradition is presented as intangible 

as well as totally dynamic, since it reveals a constant changes in its forms of expression. Thinking of 

cultures as heritage, as Gonçalves (2005) suggests, draws attention to the idea of communication between 

past and present, the cosmos and society, the individual and the social group, and between history, memory 

and experience, considering, therefore, the dimensions of resonance, materiality and subjectivity.

Resonance refers us to the meanings of facts beyond conscious and deliberate activity of individuals 

or groups, addressing the acknowledgement of the specifics of such identification. The emphasis on 

materiality speaks to the anthropological concept of culture in order to dissociate the tangible and 

intangible aspects of cultural heritage. On the other hand, these facts are not only symbols that are exterior 

to the individual. The dimension of heritage is also constitutive of the subjects themselves.

The invention of the pampa culture radicalizes the perspective of the poet Eron Vaz Mattos, another 

interlocutor of INRC – Lidas campeiras, who considers that the strongest bond between the gaúcho and 
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pampas way of life is his deep familiarity with other animals, which constitutes his “understanding of the 

ground he walks on”.

The gaúchos in this research are people who experience or have experienced the work carried out in the 

industry of extensive livestock farming, producing, maintaining and breeding ovine, equine and bovine 

herds in the southern tip of South America - a reality that merges the political and geographical boundaries 

between the state of Rio Grande do Sul and neighboring countries Argentina and Uruguay (Leal 1989; 1992a; 

1992b; 1997; Rieth et al. 2011). They are also skilled in the crafts involved in livestock management. When 

they sell their knowledge as a workforce to others they are called peões campeiros (pampas cowboys).

Among the many activities that can be included in what is known as “pampas field work” are the crafts 

of the esquiladores (who shear the sheep), tamers, drovers, changueros (who perform different field activities 

in sporadic occasions), alambradores (who build fences), posteiros (residents that guard the extremities 

of large estates), care takers, foremen, cowboys, guasqueiros (who make artifacts and utensils in leather), 

among others, who live or have lived practicing work related to livestock farming3.  Although certain 

workers are specialized in one or more of these crafts, a single (and multiple) agent, the campeiro (pampas 

person), is familiar with and and able to perform each of the crafts that make up the pampa work/life.

Working with bovine cattle, extensive grazing. Photograph by Marília Floôr Kosby. INRC – Lidas 

Campeiras in the Bagé Region.

3   According to reports by farmers, the ones who did this work were “the negroes.” On the other hand – in an expression that embraces African descent and 
mestizos with these indigenous – cowboys and cowboys claim that “the bosses didn’t like white people doing this job” that was heavy, dangerous and total. 
Although focused on the past, such statements deal with the ancestors of current pampas people that this study refers to, since such knowledge is generally 
transmitted from generation to generation.
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Paths and meshes forming the pampas cultural area 

The site of INRC – lidas campeiras is the region of Bagé  located in the core area of the Pampa. The 

suitability of the region for the livestock activity derives from the natural grasslands and from the 

history of the city as a route of passage and trade between the province and the Platine countries, that 

led to the establishment of a cultural area (Leal 1997). Ondina Fachel Leal discusses the academic and 

socio-anthropological establishment of the “South” as a territory of meanings of a specific social reality, a 

system of values and of a certain social area. For Leal, “the limits of this ethnographed and ethnographable 

cultural area often called the ‘South’, in a strategic rhetorical imprecision, do not coincide with the political 

boundaries of the state of Rio Grande do Sul or even the Brazilian nation.”

Map elaborated by Prof. Dr. Erika Collischonn (Laboratory of Applied Geography 

ICH/UFPel). Records of INRC – Lidas Campeiras in the Bagé Region.

Source: Records of INRC – Lidas Campeiras in the Bagé Region
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Source: http://biomadospampas.blogspot.com.br/2013/09/localizacao.html (Access: August 22nd, 2016)

For a long time Bagé has been notable for its tradition in the cattle industry, supported by the vast 

expanse of the region’s characteristic fields – the pampas - and the proximity to the neighboring country 

Uruguay, noted livestock producer, which was of great value to the introduction of purebreds to the 

bovine farming system, not only in the region, but also throughout the state and the country. Before being 

domesticated by Mission ranches, the cattle was at first hunted - the so-called high tide of wild cattle - by 

people wandering over the southern steppes, who were mainly interested in its leather which was valued 

as a currency for trading in the La Plata River; another important factor at the time was the informal trade 

with the Banda Oriental, the popular contraband which moved hundreds of heads of cattle from one side to 

the other, a practice adopted until mid-twentieth century. For Porto Alegre historian settled for many years 

in Bagé, Claudio Lemieszek, the connection of Bagé to livestock farming is strongly linked to this process 

of a route of passage for troops and trade with the Platine countries, but mainly to the vastness and good 

condition of its prairies.

In addition to cattle, the Crioulo horse4 and sheep breeding for the region are also of great importance. 

Their genetic improvement originated a few decades after bovine improvement. Sheep  supply the domestic 

demand for meat on the property, and the annual sale of their wool helped to cover the expenses of property 

maintenance. With the advent of synthetic wool, sheep farming decreased significantly, supplying meat to 

specific niches of the market and wool for the production of handmade wool artifacts.

The Bagé region is considered one of the largest horse farming areas in the country, comprising in 

total 56 horse farms specialized in the breeding and improvement of the Crioulo horse and Thoroughbred 

breeds. Throughout the 20th century the Bagé region has been the locus not only the genetic improvement 

of these horses, but also investment in improving ranches, transforming the old farms of extensive farming 

in pillars of industrial-livestock activity for intensive farming.

4   Breed of animals descendent from horses of the Iberian Peninsula which, being considered the most resilient, came to America with the Europeans.
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Although we focused our research on the INRC site in the Bagé region, we interviewed pampas people in 

adjacent and diverse areas such as Hulha Negra, Aceguá, Arroio Grande, Pelotas, Piratini, Herval, Morro 

Redondo.  We therefore included people from the area of natural fields, the Campanha region (plains), and 

municipalities located in the region of Alto Camaquã/Serra do Sudeste (plateau) and the coastal plain. 

In this sense the ethnography by Eric Barreto (2015) conducted in two distinct areas, the Serra do 

Sudeste and the Campanha region is an important counterpoint. The objective of his research was to 

investigate the relationship forged between humans and their herding dogs. Both areas have in common 

the use of dogs, but differences resulting from two main aspects were observed, land setting and 

geographical context. The municipality of Piratini has a peculiar landscape in the southern half. Located 

in the Serra do Sudeste, it has a large number of small and medium properties, differing from the large 

estates predominant in the Campanha region. However, it does not contain an array of small farms as the 

neighboring municipality of Canguçu. Family livestock farming is the reality of almost all interlocutors 

of this research. This means a greater need of the dog as a working element, since these farming tasks are 

performed by a smaller work force than in large farms. The latter, although having currently few cowboys 

compared to past decades, do not usually delegate tasks to the family of the land owners. In Piratini and 

Morro Redondo, however, in most cases, the labor agents are the owners themselves and their families, 

eventually relying on one or two employees. In addition, there is a large amount of native vegetation and 

landforms, contrasting with the broad grasslands of gentle undulations that become predominant in the 

Candiota municipality to the west. As a result, one of the challenges in cattle management is removing it 

from the vegetation, often thick and where horses do not pass. In this case the dog’s assistance is invaluable 

and essential.

In Pedras Altas and Bagé, with landscapes varying from plains covered with grass with some clumps 

of eucalyptus or narrow riparian forests, and between “dirty” fields (covered by shrub species) and a large 

number of stones, the reality was a bit different. Besides this geographical difference, the predominance 

of large properties in the areas we visited leads to different modes of cattle management. In the area of   

larger estates mainly the salaried employees carry out the work in the fields. Dogs that drive the cattle 

are a constant presence. When an animal strays, dogs quickly lead it back to the desired location, thereby 

preventing the horses from getting tired. Not tiring the horse is a constant concern, especially during the 

summer. In these places, during the research, the workers always conducted their tasks on horseback. In 

the Serra do Sudeste region we observed activities on horseback and on foot. In many properties of Piratini, 

the sheep stay close to the house without the need to saddle a horse to reach them. In some of them, just a 

voice command causes the dogs to seek the sheep.

Even within the municipality of Bagé there are differences. Known for its flat fields and with little 

vegetation, it also has rugged and forest covered areas near the Camaquã River. On this region we received 

the following account from a pampas cowboy:

There in Palmas you’re nobody without a dog. The cows get caught up in the bush and there’s no way of getting 

them out, a horse won’t go in, only a dog. There’s an acquaintance of mine who has like ten dogs, he goes out 

on horseback, but the dogs do all the work. There are a lot of kids (young goats) in those ravines [steep terrains 

with many stones]. A new cowboy there has to spend some time learning, not everyone gets used to it. One time 

that acquaintance of mine went to work there, he spent ten days and couldn’t stand it, he left. He was an open 

field, big farm cowboy. He was a good pampas person, but those who work in open fields don’t work in Palmas, 

too many ravines and gorges, people don’t like it.

The initial idea of an area originally cut by the paths of the troops, today by roads where such paths 

existed, appears as an important fact which perpetuates the dynamics of farming/trading of herds of cattle, 
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sheep and horses. These paths also lead to neighboring countries of Uruguay and Argentina. In this sense, 

we look to the flows and networks considering the pampa as a mesh of strings, in allusion to the guasqueiro 

craft - making leather artifacts - momentarily woven by a mobility of human and non-human elements. In 

this sense Liza Martins da Silva, when discussing the pampas people in the city, highlights the importance 

of the relationships between men and their families, animals and artifacts that support the memory: 

“Thus, the circularity of human and non-human elements comprising this culture surpasses the horizon 

line of the pampas fields” (Silva 2014: 93). Likewise, Daniel Vaz Lima (2015) talks about the integration of 

these elements perceived by the concept of Tim Ingold’s “mesh”, which refers to the intertwining of the 

trajectories of human animals, non-human animals and artifacts that meet, intertwine, and create different 

combinations. In Vaz Lima’s ethnography on the relationship between humans and horses, he observed 

that the conversation of the interlocutors revolved around horse stories (and also humans) who have passed 

through their lives, in which their paths crossed and left marks on the body of those who tame – horse 

tamers -, as well as marks on their feelings with good and bad memories. For the tamer the relationship with 

each horse transforms their being and when the animal is sold or delivered to the owner after it is tamed, 

that is, when it follows its path, the tamer keeps track of the path that the horse he taught continues to 

build. Different people, from different places and taking different paths have their sociability built by and 

with animals that also come from different places and are diverse.

Working with horses: taming. Photograph from interlocutors’ personal records. INRC – Lidas 
Campeiras in the Bagé Region.
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The artifacts that act in the world are also considered in the same sense, not only being perceived by 

what they represent to the communities, but also in the sense that they organize and constitute social 

life. The taming artifacts are made, in most cases, by the tamers themselves, who dedicate their “time off 

from work” to building their trançado (whips woven from leather strips). From the relationship established 

with the artifact in its making, the tamer has the confidence that it will not break during the moments of 

taming in which it will be used, as observed in this account: “Sometimes there was a bagual [horse still in the 

taming process] kinda nasty and I would lasso it, my lasso [which the tamer makes] has always been strong. I would 

put it around its neck and tie it to a “palanque”5 and let him pull at it. “(Mr. Nelson, tamer who resides in Bagé/

RS). Thus these are human and non-human paths which cross and interweave each other, transforming the 

actors and their trajectories (Ingold 2012).

Livestock in the pampas within a historical process

The first major change that shifted the prey or game status of wild cattle to their breeding was the 

fencing of farms in mid-nineteenth century, initially with vegetation and stones, afterwards with metal 

wires intercalated with wooden pikes and stone fence posts, the so called wire fences (Moreira 1999). The 

same development that made the horse an indispensable tool to round up cattle - and the possibility of 

existence and survival for nomadic hunters – when improved, creates barriers. The mobility that the 

horse gives the Indian is related to the modernization of the systematization of livestock production. The 

use of the horse for plowing by indigenous people such as the Charruas and Minuanos was experienced 

ambiguously, being at the crossroads between the freedom of horseback riding for long distances and 

the stagnation of having to work in the farms. Herding on horseback is associated with livestock and 

wire fences, which made groups of Indians more sedentary and almost led to the full extinction of entire 

societies, due to frontier wars in which the military company was formed mainly by the Indians, who 

sometimes defended their own territories, and at others fought in national armies. At the same time that 

they had the means for moving far, the introduction of horses also brought new challenges.  

The possibility of valuing the beef, with the advent of the charqueadas (beef jerky) and then refrigerators 

also changed the relationship with animals - both with regards to the production, as well as the 

transportation, trade and slaughter. Some farms began only to fatten calves, others maintained the full 

cycle of production and trade of animals, while others switched back and forth between the two systems. 

There are ranches where grazing is extensive and there are those who adopt the Voisin system of rotational 

grazing, the main difference being that “in this case it’s the ox that follows the man, not the man who runs after 

the ox” and horses are rarely used6, and there are those who mix the two models.

5   Tree log 3 m high, with 1.5 m being buried in the ground.

6   The greatest difficulty pointed out by the farmers who try to adopt the Voisin system relates to the difficulty of finding labor-work for this type of herding, 
mainly because most of the cowboys cannot adapt to working without the lasso and the horse, without requiring violent cattle domination.
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Voisin Grazing. Photograph by Marília Floôr Kosby. INRC – Lidas Campeiras in the Bagé Region.

Waking up before the sun rises a and having to break the frost with the sole of your bare foot, knocking 

down calves with your own body (since the lasso might fracture the animal), facing the risk of dying 

against the fury of a bull, participating in the same environment as venomous animals and beasts, facing 

storms in the middle of the open field to save the calves of a herd, taming bronc horses, the loneliness, the 

distance, are some aspects identified as responsible for the fact that work in the pampas is “very rough” 

- which, however, is not enough to represent a negative power since, on the contrary, the control of these 

situations imposed by the forces of wild nature, (incorporated, of course, by the capitalist exploitation 

of its workforce), has a constructive agency on the subjects. Although described as arduous, dangerous, 

unhealthy, this way of life seems to bring in these same hardships the ontological attributes necessary for 

the construction of these men as people, the maintenance of their existence.

The increasing rationalization and bureaucratization of pampas field work (Cesar 1978), which tamed 

animals and men7, was directly linked to the transformation of these men from nomadism to sedentarism 

or migration. The cowboys, posteiros, the foremen, the caseiros (farm sitters) show signs of sedentarization 

as farm employees even though still in the fields; however it is immanent to the tasks of the esquiladores, 

alambradores, changueros, herders and tamers the power of not having a stable employer, of working for 

contracts in the field. Both categories, however, base their ruin on the migration to the city, regretting 

having to leave the work and their life in the fields.

7   As for the pampas field work as a form of socialization of those who somehow cause disorder, it is interesting to know the history of the educational 
institution Agrotechnical Complex Visconde da Graça, located in Pelotas/RS, covering an area equivalent to 200 hectares within the urban perimeter of the 
city. Founded in the early 1920s, the Agricultural Employers’ Grace Visconde aimed to “qualify free hand labor to work in agriculture and remove from the 
urban centers the so-called underprivileged of luck, the poor orphans and those marginalized that hinder to the successful development of the centers. “ 
(Vicente 2010: 60). In this sense the school institution was ultimately responsible for the socialization and reproduction of familiar character standards such 
as the imposition of limits, rules and schedules of those who for legal reasons were under the custody of the school institution (Silva, Pereira & Vergara 2011).
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Experiencing the campeiro work: 
The relationship between humans and non-humans in the pampas 

Richard Sennett (2013) presents reflections on how to understand the craftsmanship within 

contemporary social relations. The central proposal is to discuss the distinction between the two forms 

of work developed by Hannah Arendt, in which on one side there is the usual manual work of “animal 

laborens” where people do not know what they do, and on the other side, there is artisanal activity as work 

that develops creativity and is the central concept of “homo faber,” the human creator of himself. With the 

transformation in the work place in industrial societies whose social relations are governed by the capitalist 

mode of production, as craftsmanship incorporates dimensions of capitalist  productive processes 

endangering the activity itself and the workers who are ae transformed from “homo faber” to “animal 

laborens”.  Sennet says: “People can learn about themselves through the things they make, material culture 

is important.” (Sennett 2013: 18). All skills, including the abstract, begin as bodily practices of knowledge 

acquired by hand, by touch and movement. Therefore, technical understanding is training done by the 

force of imagination that directs and guides bodily ability.

It is noted that the policy of preserving Brazilian cultural heritage is part of a broader process of debate 

and actions by UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation) in order to 

preserve and safeguard local knowledge and ways of making, in face of, in the concept of this institution, 

the advance of globalization whose characteristics are economic interdependence and the intensification of 

exchanges which could accelerate the disappearance of cultural expressions impoverishing their diversity 

(Lévi-Strauss 2006: 80). In this sense, the concept that guides the patrimonialization policy is to preserve 

the knowledge and ways of doing as craftsmanship that in the advance of globalization and the changing 

world of work in industrial societies could disappear.

Numerous crafts constitute and shape the maintenance of the pampa livestock production. The “pampa 

field activities” are composed by the following crafts: the shearing of sheep, taming horses, droving, house 

work (home and daily maintenance of the rural property), herding, making wire fences which are called 

aramados, and the craft of the guasqueiro (making artifacts and utensils in leather). As we pointed out earlier, 

these crafts are part of the knowledge of the “pampas person” who is able to execute a little bit of each. 

The apprentice of a pampas person learns with the others by doing, that is, by engaging in different ways 

in these “multiple contexts” (Lave 2015) as “changing participants” (ibdem, 2015: 42) moving through the 

settings (crafts) that influence and shape the learning of this field activity as a whole.

The artisanal way of the life/field work of the pampas person can be understood through the concept 

of “craftsmanship” (Sennett 2013) which means a high level training whose expansion is built through 

the relationship between problem solving and detection. The craftsmanship is the incorporation of a 

conversion process of the information and practices into tacit knowledge (Ibdem, 2013, p. 62). In this sense, 

the behavior is implicitly related to body education (Mauss 2003), for example, the apprentice becomes a 

tamer when he learns to “ride a horse”, which means when the bodily behavior while mounting is perfected. 

Therefore, the craftsman refers to a “cultivation of a particular life style,” not being an automated 

procedure but a “cultural issue” (Sennett 2013: 19). The tamer engages in a practical way with his activity 

as an art, that is, a work focused on the pursuit of quality. The way in which they learn comes from the 

experience acquired through engaging with the artifacts, with the animals and the environment (Lima 

2015). In this sense, craftsmanship, beyond training body movements that expand capabilities, is the result 

of an interaction between humans and animals and is a learning experience from the encounter with the 

“other.”

The relationship between humans and animals, from the beginning of the inventory, was emphasized 

by the interlocutors as references that directly influence their way of life. The pampas person way of being 
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cannot be conceived without taking into account the oxen, horses and dogs. Nonhumans permeate the 

topics of conversation and practices of the interlocutors who experience or experienced activities involving 

livestock in the pampas. Animals accompanied these moments of conversation: The dog lying at the foot of 

the researchers and interlocutors, the interviews amidst the horses in the spaces in which they are tamed, 

walking in the field along the interlocutors between the sheep and tame cows that stay close to the house. 

When analyzed through the established relations it is possible to realize that the animals build and are built 

as agents that influence this way of life. Sentences in which the speaker says, “if one day I leave the horses it 

will be very hard for me” (Neco, tamer who lives in Aceguá/RS) and phrases like: “I’ve always liked to live among 

horses. That there’s a passion, and each one chooses his own” (Sergio, tamer who lives in Pelotas/RS). 

The way of life is a construction of knowledge through the experience of interaction with the “other”, 

human and nonhuman. As Tim Ingold has pointed out, the fact of being in the world and being involved 

with other entities that constitute the environment develops a “skill” that is the knowledge embodied in the 

modus operandi of the human animal body (and also the non-human animal) through practice and training, 

“under the guidance of already accomplished practitioners, in an environment characterised by its own 

textures and topography, and littered with the products of previous human activity. “ (Ingold 2010: 16). In 

this sense, one generation will contribute to the other, through the activities that create environmental 

contexts where these successors will develop their own skills. “Education of attention” is the learning that 

takes place through “copying”, a mixture of imitation and improvisation:

The novice watches, feels or listens to the movements of the expert, and seeks - through repeated trials - to 

bring his own bodily movements into line with those of his attention so as to achieve the kind of rhythmic 

adjustment of perception and action that lies at the heart of fluent performance. (Ingold 2010: 21).

Each participant of an environment acts as if “weaving a thread” and their trajectories, understood as 

“lines of becoming” of humans and non-humans, create combinations when meeting. The environment 

is thus a “huge entanglement of lines” (Ingold 2012: 39) that meet and mix in various combinations in a 

constant process of transformation. The entanglements of these trajectories constitute the environment 

that surrounds them and converts these lines of becoming into the limits within which life is contained.

The pampas cowboy has to know the ox’s language.  By observing its body movement and bawl, the 

pampas cowboy has to know how to act. When he is beside the oxen in a mangueira - corral - the pampas 

cowboy knows which animal is tame and which one might attack him. The ox that “walks with its head 

upright” is the most restless and if the cowboy is distracted, it might attack him. Therefore “you can never 

show you’re afraid of the animal”, because if you do, “even the tame ones might trample you.” Furthermore, 

different breeds have distinct personalities. The ox of the Zebu breed does not like shouting and dogs and 

is quite suspicious. If it sees something strange, it will try to flee and seek refuge. The ox of the Devon 

breed is less suspicious and will try to escape only if the cowboy goes in its direction. The use of violence 

is established by commercial rules: you cannot hit the animal with sticks and whips because it damages 

the flesh and when it is slaughtered this injured part will be deducted from the amount paid in cash. In 

addition, violence without justification is condemned, considering that this action should be only in 

response to an attack.
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Working with cattle, extensive grazing. Photograph by Marília Floôr Kosby. INRC – Lidas 
Campeiras in the Bagé Region.

Oxen and sheep are the animals with the most distant relationship with humans. They spend a few days 

in the field and at any time are sold.  As such, they are treated collectively, although eventually some cattle 

such as dairy cows receive names and special care regarding ration and pasture, as well as a lamb or calf 

whose mother died and is fed milk from a bottle, they are incorporated in the environment of the pampa 

people and around the house – the so-called “guaxos” (animals raised without parents). In such cases, to 

dispose of the animal is something sensitive and they are often sold so they won’t have to be slaughtered on 

the property.

Moreover, when an animal with a close relationship to some pampa person is sacrificed, its leather is 

used to manufacture a lasso which is a rope made by the guasqueiro from the entanglement of thin strips of 

leather, called tentos. The characteristic of the ox sacrificed is transmitted to the lasso, that is, if the bovine 

animal was a “brave bull”, the lasso will be strong. The pampa person will feel safe using the lasso made by 

him or by another guasqueiro, according to the characteristics of the steer whose leather was used as raw 

material. The boots, belts and knife handles are, in most cases, made with material from bovine and equine 

animals. The pampa person maintains the bond with the animal through the artifact. So, by observing the 

artifacts, we see them as a set of intertwined happenings (Ingold 2010). The lasso, for example, made of cow 

leather that is tanned, made by the hands of guasqueiros who engage in its manufacture, suffers the action 

of time and therefore we find it lying on the ground, because it will dry up if hung on the wall, each strip 

is wet with saliva, the best way to take care of it is to rub “green meat” (fresh meat that has not yet been 

processed) and manure still hot out of the cow after it is sacrificed.

While the relationship between pampa people with oxen and sheep is distant, the relationship 

with horses and dogs is very close, as can be seen in the description of the routine of a farm located 

in the municipality of Aceguá in the micro-region of the Campanha of the state of Rio Grande do Sul, 
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characterized by extensive cattle farming: chores begin at 6 a.m. when the sun begins to “peek” over the 

horizon, illuminating the green carpet that stretches over the bent fields. The dairy cows stand by the gate 

of the potreiro near the houses, which is a small area where the dairy cows and horses that are working 

in grazing activities are left. They wait for the pampas cowboy, responsible for domestic activities like 

slaughtering the sheep to be eaten on the farm’s property, milking the cows, among others. Cows provide 

milk and in return gain ration. There has to be this reciprocity in order for the cows to allow the “milk to go 

down”, otherwise they hide and the pampa cowboy cannot milk them because the milk does not come out 

of the teats. Meanwhile, the other pampas cowboys are preparing to start the field work. The day’s task is 

to “run the field”, i.e. to cover, by horse, the area where the cattle is. In this activity they analyze whether any 

cattle broke through the wire fence and crossed to another field, if there are any cattle “apesteada” (suffering 

some illness) or with ticks (boophilus microplus). According to their situation the cattle are brought in to be 

treated in the “mangueira” which is a corral made of stone, wood or surrounded by wires meant to secure 

the animals being managed.

After drinking the chimarrão, yerba mate (illex paraguariensis) placed inside a container in which is hot 

water is poured and then drank through a tube called a bomba, and eat the roasted organs of a capão (sheep 

up to 1.5 years), the pampa cowboys are getting ready to begin the activities of the field work. A pampas 

cowboy gathers the work horses, i.e. those who will be ridden by the pampas people to work with the cattle. 

These horses spend the night in the potreiro near the houses and in the cold seasons when the pastures are 

weak and with few nutrients, they are given ration to gains enough energy to work. Each horse works for 

two days and then rests in the field and for another two days. The horses are brought to the corral which is 

attached to the shed in which they keep the saddles and the riding equipment. Small artifacts hang on nails 

along the wall while larger ones such as the saddles and sheepskin (skin and wool extracted from sheep 

that are placed over the saddle) on easels. In the corral a pampas cowboy ties a rope to a moirão (fence post) 

and organizes the horses by stretching a rope and making them rest their chests against it. There are ten 

horses to be chosen by each four pampas people. The horses are paired up or, as the pampas people say, 

“in position “. According to the interlocutors, this is done in order to organize the horses and facilitate 

the work of the pampas people, since when they are dispersed they often do not allow the cowboy to get 

close enough and grab them. In some cases, the horse does not like the cowboy that is going to grab it and 

resists being captured. The cowboys also have their preferences and these interactions are built through 

this encounter of personalities. Keeping the horses in position means organizing the herd so the pampas 

people can choose. The choice of the horse is also in line with the field work of the day, matching the task 

the cowboy will perform with the horse’s ability to perform such a task. These horses have gone through 

a process of taming, learning how to execute herding ranch work. The first processes of taming teach the 

horse how to “interact” with the pampas person through the artifacts, while the learning of the field work is 

practiced in the field (Lima 2015).

In pastoral activities the skills of humans and horses are complemented by those of the dogs. Pampas 

people, horses and dogs establish a close knit relationship, forming a team, and the action of one is 

complemented by the action of the others. This organization seeks to hold and drive the cattle. In each 

movement of the troops, certain techniques and movements are triggered. The learning by the dogs that 

perform work activities is also done by a process of incorporating skills established by the practice and 

experiences of work. Young dogs, through observation and imitation, learn with the adults before taking an 

effective part in the tasks (Barreto 2015).

“Humans, dogs, horses and cattle are in a constant state of attention ones of the others.  Pampas people, 

horses and dogs pay attention to the movement of the herd.  The oxen are attentive to the movements of the 

dogs and horses. The cows with calves are aware of dogs advancing on them occasionally. The handling of 
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the cattle requires some care with certain groups of animals like the “untamed” cattle which are rebellious 

animals and cows with small calves, since they can attack at any moment of distraction. These groups 

of animals also control the movement of the dogs and the pampas people on horses, being always aware 

and watching each other (Süssekind 2014). But the tame cattle are those the pampas people drive to make 

the herd move since they are afraid of horses and dogs and follow their movement. When an ox rebels, 

the pampas person frees the rein, which is a rope made of leather connecting his hand to the bit. This 

movement, along with the body leaning forward, communicates to the horse to race, making it start a rapid 

movement after the ox, surrounding the animal until finding it. The dog’s task is to fetch the oxen which 

take refuge in the bush. Yapping around the animal and biting its heels make it look for refuge within the 

herd, forcing it out of the woods. The skills of the horses and dogs are emphasized by the pampa people. A 

horse or dog considered a “pampas animal” is one who knows what to do in a given action or movement of 

an ox or herd. If an ox tries to escape a horse that has developed field work skills it will adopt a posture of 

trying to attack the escape. The pampas person needs to be aware and align the movement of his body to the 

one of the animal’s. The same can be said about the dog that knows how to drive and follow the movement 

of herds, always driving the cattle from behind and not from up front, which would make the herd retreat 

and also knowing to bite only at the ox’s heels.

Thus, we experience the context of a way of life in which humans and other animals experience a 

game of gazes and strengths, experiencing encounters that leave marks and knowledge. It turns out that 

such crafts and their experts hare a way of life that has as an engine of its description/ invention8 its own 

ruin - seen here not as an ending but as a set of transformations that the livestock world suffers since its 

early signs of initiation in the southernmost portion of Brazil and its bordering (Pereira et al. 2012). In 

this sense, there are the different ways of managing the herds, in which the rotational grazing method 

Voisin stands out in the region, for introducing management without the use of chemical implements as 

acaricides, alternating occupation of pasture and animals, altering the relationship of humans and animals 

in extensive work. In the work employed it is “the ox that follows the man, not the man who runs after the ox” 

and activities are performed without horses and dogs. The daily contact between livestock and the “cowboy 

on foot” strengthens the relationship between them. According to an interlocutor, a pampas person in 

the “Conquista farm” in the municipality of Bagé, RS, a farm reference in the implementation of such 

management, the cattle sees a human in another way, not as predator, but as “a person who is dealing with him 

every day.” This interlocutor, who learned the craft of a pampa person working on the farms, notices that in 

the Voisan method the cowboy does not “touch the cows”, screaming and using dogs and horses, but invites 

the cattle with the expression “come, ox” while they respond immediately by following the pampa person. 

Instead of a wire fences an electric fence divides the property into small areas called piquetes. Instead of 

horses, dogs, spurs and rebenques (a type of small stock whip), there is a “levante”, a stick averaging two 

meters in height which lifts the edge of the electric fence for the animals to pass when they are changing 

piquetes. The owners of the “Conquista farm” list the difficulties in hiring pampa people to work with the 

Voisan method. They mentioned these workers’ resistance in “working on foot”, without horses or dogs or 

the artifacts that have learned to work with.

These rural workers move between the countryside and the city, between farms and hostelries. They 

are driven by work, with a certain nomadism, strengthening ties of sociability at horse races, pampas 

events like rodeos that also bring together humans and nonhumans. Alongside the humans we observed 

the circulation of animals and objects. The horse and the loose dog (but not abandoned) in the city evoke 

8   According to Roy Wagner (2010), culture is an intellectual creation that arises from the encounter of two varieties of the human phenomenon, a relationship 
that is more real than the things that are related. It is therefore the contrast that makes the notion of culture visible, as it is not something absolute, objective. 
The other, therefore, is part of a “reality” invented according to your own creativity – which is not a reflection of the anthropologist.
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the living “out there”, in freedom. Thus, the denomination of the pampas culture is invented from the 

interaction of relationships established in the mutual implication of landscapes, men and women, animals, 

crafts and objects, in the configuration of a “pampas” way of life in its construction, abandonment and 

perpetuation.

Final considerations

The purpose of this text was to present the patrimonialization process of knowledge and ways of doing 

that make up the livestock network in the Brazilian pampas, presenting the researchers’ field experience 

in order to invent, that is, to build a “comprehensive representation” (Wagner 2010) of this way of life for 

the eyes of the state as well as of society. Investing ethnography in the experience of people and relating 

them to the broader socio-economic and cultural transformations, we realized that social relations within 

the pampa livestock context involve the direct influence of the animals. The pampa person’s way of being 

cannot be conceived without taking into account the presence of the cattle, horses and dogs, that pervade 

conversation and practices of the interlocutors who experience or experienced activities involving livestock 

in the pampa. Our ethnographic writing sought to plot the elements of this way of life from the description 

of pastoral activities that are constituted by skills developed from the relationship established between the 

pampa people with artifacts / objects, with animals and with different pampa environments.

Translated by Luciana de Sant Anna Dall Agnol
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8 Notes on the bagual1:
cattle raising, hunting and conservation in the Brazilian Pantanal

Felipe Süssekind
Department of Social Sciences, Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro,  
Rio de Janeiro/RJ, Brazil.

Summary

Pantaneiro2 cattle have many facets. Firstly, they are the object or the product of the main economic activity 

of the region; secondly, they are a key element in the ecological dynamics of the flood plains of the Pantanal; 

and finally, they are the subject of unique cultural practices and experiences. The articulation of these 

three modes of existence is discussed in this article, based on an ethnography carried out on farms in the 

southern Pantanal region. The proposal is to reflect on the Pantanal concept of bagual and the way it relates 

to the dichotomies of tame and feral, traditional and modern.

Keywords: ethnoecology; multispecies; Pantanal; animal husbandry; bagual.

Notas sobre o bagual:
pecuária, caça e conservação no Pantanal brasileiro

Resumo

O gado pantaneiro é múltiplo. Em primeiro lugar, ele é o objeto ou o produto da principal atividade 

econômica regional; em segundo, é um elemento chave na dinâmica ecológica das planícies inundáveis do 

Pantanal; e é, por fim, tema de uma série de práticas e experiências culturais singulares. A articulação entre 

esses três modos de existência é discutida neste artigo a partir de uma etnografia realizada em fazendas 

situadas na região sul do Pantanal. A proposta é refletir sobre o conceito pantaneiro do bagual em suas  

articulações com as dicotomias entre o manso e o bravo e entre o tradicional e o moderno.  

Palavras-chave: etnoecologia; multiespécies; Pantanal; pecuária; bagual.

1   Bagual is the term used in the Pantanal for wild or feral cattle. Some authors prefer the spelling “baguá”, closer to its pronunciation, but I chose “bagual” 
because it’s the consolidated spelling in Portuguese.

2  “Pantaneiro” is the term that designates the inhabitants of Pantanal, both human and nonhuman.
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Notes on the bagual:
cattle raising, hunting and conservation in the Brazilian Pantanal

Felipe Süssekind

I

My father told us that long ago, my great-grandmother was caught with a rope. She had been staying on the 

bagual cattle lot. And the guys were on the lookout to catch her. A person in these circumstances becomes 

totally wild, right? Changed. She got lost and for almost a year it was like this, everybody looking for her. One 

day they left early and saw some cattle standing in a forest capão3. Cattle uses certain birds a lot: the curicaca 

and the anhuma, warn the cattle. As they sing, the cattle turn around like this... And the guys need a 

really good horse, to catch them. They say she was sitting down, breaking nuts in the feeding trough. 

It was she. By the feeding trough, near the cattle. The cattle didn’t even... It was my great-grandmother! 

She had become wild, totally bagual.

The capão was like from here to there. Then the guys took off. But they say she ran hard, you know? The horse 

had to sweat to catch up with her. Only this one guy caught up, almost in the forest. He threw his rope around 

her, pulled it tight. But she resisted all she could... Then they threw another rope, everybody came and they 

caught her. They looked after her, brought her to church and everything and she came back to normal. But they 

say that after a month she passed away.

Altino, one of Santo Antônio4 Farm’s cowboys, narrated the case to me in June 2008. The farm, located 

in the municipality of Corumbá, was the headquarters of a scientific project investigating the behavior of 

jaguars, and one of the bases of my fieldwork5. The narrative refers to the time when the great-grandmother 

of the narrator was still young. She “runs hard” and then she is “caught with a rope” like a heifer. Altino had 

been raised on another farm, the Bodoquena, one of the largest and best-known properties in southern 

Pantanal, where he had contact with bagual cattle. This kind of cattle, according to him, liked ‘capões’ 

with denser vegetation, such as the “aguaçuzá”. “Bagual” is currently very rare and possibly extinct in the 

wetlands of the rivers Miranda and Abobral, the area where the Santo Antônio Farm is located, but its 

presence persists in the cowboys’ memory. In conversations and interviews for my research, bagual was 

defined as “loose”, “unbranded” and “no man’s” cattle that “lives in the bush”. 

The only direct reference to an animal that fits this category, in my field notes, was a photograph that 

belonged to the foreman of Santo Antônio Farm, Seu Joaquim. We were talking in the cafeteria, and Seu 

Joaquim had brought a small photo album to show me. In one of the images, he posed with a jaguar that 

had been captured for the research project. “Small” - he laughed - “but it came out well in the picture”.  Then, 

another picture of Seu Joaquim with the jaguar, one of him butchering a cow, then riding a buffalo and 

finally some images of cowboys working the cattle. In one of them, there is a skinny well-grown calf tied 

up in the back of a tractor. He explained that the animal had got lost in an invernada (pasture area) and had 

“turned bagual”.

3   Capão is a patch of arboreal vegetation growing in non-floodable areas of the Pantanal, forming forest islands distributed through the plains.

4   In this article I chose to use fictitious names for the farm and my interlocutors.

5   The research was carried out on cattle farms hosting Conservation Biology studies on jaguars (Panthera onca). My proposal was to investigate the relationship 
between scientific field practices and the knowledge practices of cowboys and residents of Pantanal farms (Süssekind 2010, 2012, 2014).
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During the time I spent on the farm, I tried to learn more about handling practices and the routine of 

cowboys by closely following their work with cattle. Seu Joaquim and the other cowboys were excited that I 

was photographing and filming and that I would ultimately show my work in Rio de Janeiro. On November 

1 2008, Riquelme, the farm’s truck driver, invited me to bring salt and vitamins for the bulls with him. He 

was responsible for feeding and had been insisting for days on showing me how tame they were. Chico, 

who was in charge of the trough salt, followed along. First we went to the barn where the bags of feed were 

stored and on the way back walked by the corral, where three sheep were tied in the back of a truck. The 

farm was getting rid of the goat house and some animals had been offered to the residents, as Riquelme 

explained while driving back to the retiro6.

After handing over the sheep to the foreman, we headed for the pasture where the bulls were. Once 

there, he called my attention to the quiet behavior of the animals and made some recommendations, which 

included not making sudden movements and not staring at them. After we got off the truck, Riquelme and 

Chico started taking the bags of feed off the back and dumping the contents in the trough. Gradually, the 

animals started gathering around us. The size of the bulls was impressive, and Riquelme made a point of 

showing me that it was possible to walk amongst them, because they were so tame. He would translate the 

various marks on their hide: the mark of Santo Antônio Farm, another from a neighboring farm, the year 

of birth... These marks overlapped on a first layer of skin, the hide of the animal. The bulls were all Nelore 

Zebu, the “white cattle” prevalent throughout the Pantanal region. On the way back to the retiro, Riquelme 

correlated livestock tameness to a contrast between the present and the past:

Now it’s all changed; the farmer used to say: on my farm the horses are ‘chucros’, only a good cowboy can ride 

them! Today the farmer says that even children can ride his troop and that the cattle are tame. Today the guy 

who says he has bagual cattle and chucros on his farm is outdated. 

He said that the farmers used to brag about killing jaguars, that they “were proud to go after them”, 

while nowadays (in a clear reference to the farm owner, who was funding a research project on his property) 

they “actually wanted jaguars on their property”. I asked him what the neighboring farmers thought about 

preserving the jaguars, and he said:

Not everyone... Only a few people accept the idea. Next door, at the neighboring farm, knowing about the 

project and all, the guy already said that if the jaguar eats his cows, he’ll kill it. They don’t care if there’s a collar 

or not. Many see it as a predator that brings losses. Many still think like that: It killed my cattle; I’ll kill it.

The radio collar is mentioned here as a kind of property mark, but not recognized as legitimate by the 

farmer who said he was going to kill the jaguars. Riquelme continued with his reasoning:

What does the farmer want to do? He wants to clear the pasture. Clear the field and create a pasture area for the 

cattle. All farmers. Even I, if I had a farm, I would do this. But then he does not think, I cleared up the area, I 

removed the capybara, I removed the white-lipped peccary, I removed the collared peccary, I removed the marsh 

deer - in the case of the Pantanal, right? - And I will bring the white cattle.

The argument evokes the availability of food for the jaguar given the transformation of the environment 

and the elimination of native species:

The food it used to eat became scarce; it’s no longer there. So what happens? What it used to eat is gone... So it 

starts eating the white cattle, which the guy brought there. I think for the jaguar nothing changed, there’s still 

food available, so it’s not going anywhere.

6   Retiro is a housing and cattle management unit outside the farm headquarters.
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I want to draw attention at this point to the contrast between the white cattle - cattle “the guy brought 

there,” in the words of Riquelme - and bagual cattle, which is mentioned in passing with the broncos. 

Chucro and bagual are terms that designate feral animals or, in a sense, wild. They appear in this quote as 

indices of the past, of something left behind, while the white cattle (tame) marks a transition to the present. 

In addition to “white”, the farm cowboys used a number of different terms for both the colors of the cattle 

and the horses: “brasina” (red and black like embers), “dapple” and “bay”, among other terms. Just like the 

bulls, the farm’s beef cattle were predominantly white (or “smoke”, with grey spots), with the other colors 

restricted to dairy cattle or working cattle. The color of cattle has important references in anthropological 

literature7 and here, together with the shape of the body and of the horns, it also plays a fundamental role in 

the identification of each animal by the cowboys, 

During my time on the Santo Antônio Farm, I talked about cattle mostly with the foreman, Seu 

Joaquim. When I arrived at the farm for the first time, he and the farm herd showed me a list of animals, 

divided into categories. The term “tambeiro” refers to tame cattle, including the “dairy cows” and the 

“sinuelos”, animals that, as he told me at the time, “even have a name”. “Sinuelos” (like Judas cows) are oxen 

that guide the herd with the cowboys and are used to gather the cattle dispersed in a field. The five thousand 

head of cattle on the farm were classified as “calved cow”, “bull”, “heifer”, “calf ”, and by their age, gender, 

and function. The term bagual did not appear on his list, but Seu Joaquim (who took pride in the strict and 

controlled management of the Santo Antônio Farm) made a point of saying that he had experience with 

bagual and “with all kinds of cattle, after working for thirty-two years on the Bodoquena Farm” (the same 

farm where cowboy Altino had worked).

Bodoquena was a very traditional farm in the region, with over four hundred thousand hectares when 

it was established on the former Francesa Farm8 estate. To talk about his experience with the bagual, Seu 

Joaquim narrated an event to me that happened in the early 1970s – the partial sale of the property to the 

“owner of the LS brand,” Mr. Laucídio Coelho, one of the most influential farmers in southern Pananal at 

the time. According to Joaquim’s testimony, there was a large herd of bagual cattle in an area where the 

Bodoquena “still had a lot of wildwood”. As the new owner had no interest in these cattle, the farm cowboys 

had to catch them, “one by one, with the rope”. The episode was particularly interesting to me, because the 

result of this negotiation was the San Francisco Farm, which combined cattle raising with ecotourism and 

hosted a jaguar conservation project.

Seu Joaquim was a cowboy when he took part in the “bagualhação”9 of that herd, and said that at 

the time over two thousand head of cattle roamed freely on the property sold and were then captured. 

He described how the cowboys had brought these cattle with the help of Judas cows to be incorporated 

gradually to the farm herd. Then the bagual herd was added gradually to the tame cattle so that they would 

get used to eating salt off the feeding troughs and losing their fear of humans, until they were tamed.

When I visited the San Francisco Farm later on, I found another version of the acquisition of the same 

estate, this time as a written record. The text was in the lounge of the farm guesthouse, exhibited with 

other texts and photographs on the origins of the property. As already mentioned, the farm was established 

on land bought from the Bodoquena Farm, as narrated by Seu Joaquim. The San Francisco Farm website 

7   Lienhardt, in his work on the African Dinka herdsmen, says, “Practically all of the extensive chromatic vocabulary of the Dinka is from cattle colors” 
(Lienhardt 1961: 37). The same could be said of the Nuer in the well-known study by Evans-Pritchard (Evans-Pritchard 1940).

8   The former Francesa Farm was visited by Lévi-Strauss in his passage through the Pantanal in the 1930s and is described in Tristes Tropiques (1955). Its 
purchase by Brazilian investors in the 1940s was motivated by the nationalization movement promoted by the Vargas administration as described by Benevides 
and Leonzo (1999) in their study on the history of farms in the region.

9   The verb ‘bagualhar’ and the noun ‘bagualhação’ refer to a traditional Pantanal practice (no longer in use in many places), a kind of rustic handling of wild 
cattle, in which castration and slaughtering are performed in the field.
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says that “in 1973 the patriarch Laucídio Coelho (...) purchased 100.000 hectares of the former Bodoquena 

Farm and divided it up amongst his 12 children”.10

The text to which I refer was a posthumous tribute to Mr. Laucídio Coelho, signed by Antonio Barbosa 

de Souza, a former administrator who worked with the patriarch of the Coelho family. It was a very detailed 

description of the negotiation of the Bodoquena estate, which portrayed Mr. Laucídio’s personality based 

on his business attitude, not bowing before the “representatives of big international capital” with whom 

he was dealing. The Bodoquena Farm, as reported by the author of the text, was “a company controlled by 

Walter Moreira Salles (51%), David Rockefeller (25%) and Mr. Anderson of the US company Atlantic (25%).” 

The wisdom of the patriarch, as evidenced by the following passage, was to negotiate on his own terms, 

refusing the partnership proposal and making a bid. Mr. Laucídio Coelho says:

- These gentlemen of national and international renown are powerful bankers, but clearly they are not farmers. 

They are not managing their farms successfully. 

The final lesson, presented in dialogue form, can be seen as a lesson about bagual cattle, and involves 

the occupation of land by tame herds:

- Mr. Laucídio, can we buy this cattle? I believe they’ll give us a good price. They should sell very cheaply.

- Antonio, I wouldn’t want it for free! No way. If you take these cattle and mix them with another, the tame 

ones will follow them and will get feral, too. They’ll be wild forever. This is poison. Lock them up (in the corral) 

and ask them to come get them. You must eliminate any seeds of bagual cattle or else they’ll turn the tame into 

bagual. (...)

- I learned the lesson: bagual cattle are no good.

The author learns this lesson from the farmer, who considered bagual a ‘poison’, because it would make 

the tame cattle wild and stray. The point that interests me in this case is the contrast between his account 

and Seu Joaquim’s narrative (quoted above) about the same event. In the case of the farm manager’s text, 

written from the land buyer’s point of view, the tame cattle could become unmanageable in contact with 

bagual cattle. The concern of the farmer, in this case, is that the tame cattle would learn the bagual behavior. 

As a good Pantaneiro, he knows the behaviors and movements are transmitted amongst animals in the herd, 

and he believes that merging the two herds would make the cattle feral. 

In the case of Seu Joaquim’s narrative, in turn, the wisdom of the cowboys lies exactly in the opposite 

direction: they seek to tame the bagual cattle by bringing them into the tame herd. They understand the 

intersubjective communication of the cattle, but believe that the merging of herds will result in a process 

of taming. In contact with the tame cattle, the herd would no longer be feral. Both narratives seem to share 

a common point of view: based on practical experience with cattle, there is an understanding of cattle 

communication amongst themselves and of what they do with their bodies and movements. They know the 

tendency of the herd to act as a group following behavioral patterns and agree that bovine behavior results 

from the herd interaction, but they disagree on the direction of the process: becoming tame or becoming 

feral are both possible outcomes of the relationship. 

In a study carried out in the region of Poconé, north of the Pantanal, Campos Filho refers to the term 

“visonho” to designate cattle “who never saw people,” and therefore would be tamer than bagual:

These cattle [bagual] are ‘afraid of people’ because they were ‘escarreado’, ‘bagualhado’, pursued to be caught. 

The ‘baguás’ run greater distances than the ‘visonhos’ and they do not hide, because they mistrust the riders 

greatly. (Campos Filho 2002: 137)

10   http://www.fazendasanfrancisco.tur.br/historico/ Consulted 15 December 2015
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In this case, it is important to note that the human actions of pursuing and frightening produce the 

bagual, term used here as one of the possible meanings of wild, in the sense of indomitable, feral. The 

“visonho” in turn, is tamer exactly because it never had contact with humans, because it lives in isolated 

areas that are wilder, here in the sense of that which is remote, secluded and inaccessible. Contrarily to 

what one might suppose using the domestic-wild distinction in a merely classificatory sense (when we say 

that the cow is a domestic animal and the jaguar a wild one), bagual cattle is not defined by belonging to 

a certain order, but by a condition or state. Tameness and ferality are not states of being; they are rather 

relational products of interactions between different cattle and humans. In the Pantanal, taming (which 

is not the same as domesticating) is a process in permanent tension with the animal’s movement towards 

becoming bagual.

II

The Santo Antônio Farm covered an area of ten thousand hectares, fairly small by regional standards. 

At the time of my research, it was a rural community inhabited by thirty-four people, with a herd of around 

five thousand head of cattle.11 Only six cowboys - including the foreman - managed all the cattle. There was 

also the farm manager and an administrative assistant, who were responsible for the accounting, record 

keeping and dealing with suppliers and buyers. The farm owner was a construction entrepreneur from São 

Paulo. The office, located at the headquarters, was the administrative hub that centralized all information 

pertaining to the property. As is common in such a context, the main means of communication on the 

farmand the news channel for the residents and their neighbors was the radio.

Seu Joaquim was married to Dona Antônia, and they both lived in the main house in the only 

retiro on the property. The retiro was made up of three houses next to each other. In the center was the 

foreman’s house; one of its rooms was used as a ‘cafeteria’, and Dona Antônia was responsible for the 

meals - breakfast, lunch and dinner - served daily to the cowboys and other farm employees, as well as to 

the biologists working on the research project on the Pantanal jaguar and other visitors. A second house 

nearby, smaller, was inhabited by a farm employee and his family. A third house (where I stayed during my 

field work), a kind of dormitory or “alojamento”, was further from the other two across a flood plain and 

housed the employees whose families didn’t live on the farm.

On one of the days that I accompanied the cowboys at work, we left on horseback before sunset towards 

a cattle paddock in order to take care of the calves. After about a half hour one of the cowboys slowed down, 

came to a halt and without getting off his horse, carefully examined the path around him. He identified the 

fresh trail, or “batida” as they call it, of a jaguar. As they looked for the calves a little later, he commented 

with his mates jokingly: “If the cat didn’t eat them...”

The day’s work consisted of gathering cattle that were spread around one of the invernadas and bringing 

them into a large enclosure, or picket. Once in the enclosure, the five cowboys doing the job would split up. 

Two of them would stay on horseback to capture the animals with the rope, while the other three waited 

in a corner of the enclosure with the medications and tools for treating them. When a calf was brought - 

always followed by an apprehensive cow-, one of the cowboys would walk up to it and turn it on its back on 

the ground, using his hands and knee to restrain the calf, while his workmate tied its four legs. Then the ear 

was tattooed and pierced with an earring that had the same number as the tattoo. Throughout the process 

they medicated, vaccinated, and treated wounds and maggots; in the end, the calf was lifted by its legs and 

weighed with manual scales. The employee recorded all the information in his field notebook.

11   The human/bovine ratio (34:5000) gives us a notion of the respective populations (of humans and bovines) that live in the rural areas of this region of 
the Brazilian Midwest.
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I realized that much of the cowboys’ job was to watch over the cattle and follow them in the field 

from a distance. This visual relationship was reciprocal and marked by continuous, repetitive movement 

and spatial distance. Through sound and visual contact, the cattle identified and observed the cowboys’ 

movements - a horse racing suddenly, the rope turning above their heads, these were the cues for the cattle 

to move. The cowboys, on the other hand, watched the herd from afar on horseback, assessing the health of 

the animals. Only when additional identification was needed, or when they were going to care for or mark 

the animals, this surveillance at a distance was interrupted by sudden movements. When captured, that is, 

when the animal was subdued, the visual relationship was replaced by physical interaction and handling.

At times during my stay on the farm I could observe work within the corral, which was divided into 

parts: The funnel chute is like a funnel that leads to a narrow wooden corridor called chute, through which 

the cattle pass, one at a time. At the entrance and exit of the corridor, a cowboy controlled sliding gates. 

After the second gate, the neat to be weighed was held by the neck yoke - a wooden structure that closes 

around the neck to hold the animal on the scales. At the end of it all there’s the crush, a small enclosed space 

with five gates controlled through levers by a person above. When passing through the crush, the animals 

are called out loud by a cowboy: “cow”, “weaning calf ”, “weaning heifer”, “suckling calf ”, “suckling heifer”.  

Each category is led to a different corral. The weaned calves were the ones to be sold by the farm. The heifers 

would stay on the farm to breed; the steers would be sold to slaughterhouses and butchers in cities such as 

Corumbá and Campo Grande. The average price was 600 reais per head at the time of the research.

Santo Antônio Farm worked with the breeding and raising of steers.  During flood season part of the 

herd would be brought to the dry pastures of another farm, on the highlands of Pantanal, for fattening. 

The herd control and management system was rigorous and production had been growing over the years, 

as reported by Seu Joaquim. Talking about the farm production and beef supply for internal consumption, 

he told me the goal is for a cow to have one calf a year: “if the cow doesn’t produce for too long, it gets in 

line for slaughtering”. It is routine practice in Pantanal farms periodically to slaughter these cows, called 

“matulas”, for consumption by the residents; the cost, below market price, is taken out of their paychecks at 

the end of the month. 

The person responsible for slaughtering and butchering on the Santo Antônio Farm was the foreman 

himself. Two cows were slaughtered per month: one for the “married” employees (those living with 

their families in one of the farm houses) and another for the cafeteria, where the “bachelors”12 (who 

lived in the shed) had their lunch. As a rule, the canteen served beef in all three daily meals, including 

breakfast (traditionally, carreteiro rice), lunch and dinner (where meat is served stewed or roasted, usually 

accompanied by rice, beans and cassava). Fish such as the spotted sorubim and pacu were also appreciated, 

but were not served at the cafeteria during the times when I was on the farm except once during Lent 

season, when the local custom is to avoid red meat.

The slaughtering was carried out on a cement disk in the headquarters area, close to the foreman’s 

house. It was part of farm life, and the mood amongst the cowboys taking part in the butchering was 

relaxed. They would talk loudly and laugh while working, making remarks about the size of the cow and 

the beef cuts that each would take home13. When they were done, several carrion birds like caracaras and 

vultures were already waiting for the leftovers. Next to where the slaughtering took place there was a small 

room into which the hide was brought to be salted and then hung on a fence to dry in the sun. Meanwhile 

the meat was cut into large chunks and hung on hooks in the butcher’s shop located in a house next to the 

cafeteria, where it would be shared amongst the residents.

12   Many of them were married and had a family in the nearby cities of Corumbá or Miranda.

13   Banducci (1996) characterizes the designation of matula and the joking or even aggressive treatment dispensed to the cow in Pantanal farms as a process 
of distancing from the animal selected for slaughtering.
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Classic anthropological studies on animal categories and feeding relationships in western societies, 

such as the one by Edmund Leach (Leach 1964) and Marshall Sahlins (Sahlins 1976), show how the 

designations of animals are based on their participation as subjects or objects in human society. Sahlins 

describes how the North American default meal model is firmly based on the centrality of beef, often seen 

as a symbol of health and social prestige. Urban western society operates a radical symbolic decoupling in 

this case, between a food product and its animal origin; the concealment of the organic nature of meat takes 

place via verbal devices, evidenced by the distinction in the English language between meat as food and flesh 

as a part of the body  (Sahlins 1976).

In the rural environment, on the other hand, there is an engagement of the cowboy with the animal 

that will be eaten while it’s alive, and the passage from flesh to meat is part of the daily experience of the 

Pantanal cowboys. They admire the animal in the rodeos and rope challenges, value the speed and agility 

of the calf, and later enjoy salting its meat14. From the cow, almost everything is used as raw material 

for manufacturing utensils and working tools. An adequately shaped horn is used to make the guampa, 

container from which one drinks tereré – iced mate tea around which the cowboys gather to quench their 

thirst. After being stretched in the open air, cleaned and salted, the hide is tanned with the bark of a local 

tree, the angico (Anadenthera macrocarpa).  It can then be used to make whips, knife sheaths, reins, saddle 

flaps (that help stabilize the saddle) the gun holster, the haversack (where they carry food), arreadores (used 

to produce a loud crack and make the herd move) and, of course, shoes, boots, hats and other clothing 

accessories.

The cowboys, who would wait for their turn to be able to use it, would dispute the hide of a slaughtered 

animal. The noblest and most valued tool is the rope: “The rope is the cowboy’s weapon,” they’d tell me. On 

a Sunday, the day off on the Santo Antônio Farm, I watched Laurindo’s craftsmanship as he made a new 

rope for himself. Each cowboy is responsible for his tools, including the rope and the whole equipment – 

the riding gear. Laurindo used four thin strips of leather, each measuring approximately sixty meters long 

– or thirty five braços (arms), the unit used on the farms –  obtained through a spiral-shaped cut of the hide. 

Four balls were on the ground and the strips would be braided with the support of a wooden column on 

the shed porch. The cowboy would use his body weight to pull and tighten the braid; he explained that the 

movement would determine the final result. The tighter he pulled, the firmer the rope would be.

Cutting these strips – called tentos or small strings – is a task that requires great skill on the part of the 

cowboys. In the Pantanal, the reputation of a good craftsman, just like the reputation of a good roper, as 

reported by Banduccci (1996), can travel way beyond the farm where they work; other cowboys, farmers and 

acquaintances alike appreciate his services.  In the control and handling of the herd, the cowboy’s rope is 

literally what connects the cowboy-horse pair to the animal pursued. It is what allows the cowboy to subdue 

and control the strength of his animal adversary. It is with the rope that the calf is caught to be cared for; 

the loose cattle gathered back to the herd, the wild horse tamed and the bagual cattle captured. It is also 

with the rope that the matula cow is conducted to its sacrifice. 

14   This makes me think about John Berger’s essay Why look at animals?, when he writes: “A peasant becomes fond of his pig and is glad to salt away its pork. 
What is significant, and is so difficult for the urban stranger to understand, is that both statements are connected by an and and not by a but.” (2009:16)
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III

Traditional cattle raising in the Pantanal, practiced on large flood plains, is recognized as having a 

relatively low environmental impact, since it has always preserved native vegetation and biodiversity 

(Campos Filho 2002, Mazza et al. 1994). Hunting tends to be very restricted in the Pantanal, as we will 

discuss later. In the last fifty or sixty years, however, there has been a change in local cattle raising with 

technicization, a drop in profitability of Pantaneiro cattle and their gradual substitution by other breeds.

A study by Embrapa-Pantanal15 describes the formation of Pantaneiro cattle showing how they have 

emerged from a slow adaptive process:

Through the process of evolutionary adaptation and the effects of natural selection on the bovines of Iberian 

origin, which bred for generations in the ecological conditions of the Pantanal, a local kind arose (Mazza et 

al.1994: 34).

According to the authors, the substitution of Iberian cattle by Zebu cattle of Indian origin (white cattle) 

was based on market criteria and led to an accelerated process of extinction of Pantaneiro cattle. They show 

how the appearance of the local ethnospecies took place after bagual cattle had become dispersed through 

the Pantanal region during the colonization of the Paraguay River basin, after the 18th century.16 The threat 

of extinction of the Pantaneiro bovines is related to the substitution of traditional cattle-raising by models 

from “outside” the region, based on market rules and intensive management (1994: 35-38).

From a similar perspective, Campos Filho points to the ambivalences of local cattle raising practices in 

relation to the different kinds of cattle:

The ‘baguá’ is also a symbol of economic backwardness, given its ‘wild’ condition in comparison with 

manageable, ‘tame’ animals.  That’s why many farmers deny having them, hiding the fact. At the same time 

they value the ‘baguá’ as a symbol of the Pantaneiro (Campos Filho 2002: 139).17

The author defines the existence of Pantaneiro cattle based on a relationship with the environment that 

extrapolates human control when he states that: 

Regarded as natives, the bovines don’t need humans to survive as a species in the Pantanal. The only category 

really created by humans is the ‘ox’, the emasculated male resulting from castration (2002: 140).

Castration would be, therefore, not only a handling action, but also that which marks the passage from 

nature to culture. The idea of any bovine as a domestic animal introduced by human action is, according to 

the author, an idea that is foreign to the Pantaneiro lifestyle. To characterize this perception of bovines as a 

native species, Campos Filho says it is a process of “naturalizing through culture” (2002: 141).

Álvaro Banducci, who worked in the Nhecolândia Pantanal, states that:

On the farm where there is bagual cattle the cowboy sees himself as “authentic”, because he must get up early, go 

many hours without food and run greater risks in the field, while he sees the other as a lazy cowboy, weakened 

by the “ease” of his work (Banducci 1996: 134).

15   Embrapa-Pantanal is the most important governmental research institution in the region and is currently developing some projects for the conservation 
of the Tucura (Mazza et al. 1994).

16   The Guaicurus and Paiaguás are indigenous groups famous for being excellent riders and stealing cattle from the herds that cross their territories, offering 
resistance to the colonization of Southern Pantanal.

17   The author chooses to spell “baguá”, according to the regional pronunciation. In recordings and oral records collected during my own research, the same 
pronunciation was confirmed, but I chose to use “bagual” for this paper, according to the spelling used in other bibliographic sources (Benevides e Leonzo 
1999; Mazza et al 1994, Banducci 1996).
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The identity of the pantaneiro is defined by the difficulties and challenges faced and refers to a kind of 

transference that confers prestige and value to the cowboy based on the animal he is able to subdue or tame. 

For the author, it’s an identity constructed through a permanent battle with the dimension of the wild, with 

an otherness that needs to be organized, controlled, tamed daily on the farms.

In the case of bagualhação, as the capturing of bagual cattle is called, the handling principles are 

simplified to a minimum: castration, marking and slaughter. Referring to this practice, Banducci reports 

that “the first mark the cowboy imprints on cattle is a cut in the ear, often performed in the field”.  He adds 

that “an animal without this indication of handling and property is also called ‘oreia’ (ear), considered a 

wild, bagual animal” (Banducci 1996: 110-113).

The procedure can be compared to another traditional activity in the Pantanal farms, monteiro pig 

hunting. The monteiro pig is the domestic pig that, as the locals say, “stretches into the woods” and becomes 

wild. The term “stretch”, applied to some feral pigs, corresponds to a transition phase, since only after a few 

generations in the wild state do the pigs acquire morphological traits as the grey fur and pronounced fangs 

that characterize the monteiro. In relation to these, Banducci comments that: 

[The] ideal specimen for human consumption is the male, previously castrated in the field to fatten up and lose 

the characteristic smell – “miscazinha”, as they refer to the odor common to game meat. (1996: 111)

When captured for castration, the pig is marked with a cut in the ear or tail, which helps identify 

the castrated male that is adequate for consumption. The uncastrated monteiro pig, called guaiaca, is the 

equivalent of a bull, also inadequate for human consumption. The capturing of a monteiro pig, a traditional 

hunting activity, is similar to the bagualhação of cattle. Both are based on a series of elements used by the 

cowboys to classify and identify the animals. In this case, handling is simplified to a minimum, translated 

into a binary code: marked or non-marked, castrated (adequate) or uncastrated (inadequate). Both activities 

are situated between hunting and herding, involving procedures of tracking, pursuing and capture typical 

of hunting and, at the same time, handling procedures such as marking and selecting certain classes of 

animals for consumption.

 IV

In a study on the traditional Pantaneiro hunting model, Lourival and Fonseca considers it an 

environmentally sustainable practice (Lourival & Fonseca 1998). The main reason for this conclusion is 

that the hunting practices in question have the monteiro pig - an exotic species (the domestic pig turned 

wild and adapted to the local environment) - as its main prey. The claim is that by replacing native species 

preferred by local hunters - especially wild pigs, collared peccaries (Tayassu tajacu) and white-lipped 

peccaries (Tayassu peccary) - the monteiro pig reduces the hunting pressure on these species (Idem). 

Regarding jaguars and pumas, on the other hand, considered “damaging” or “harmful” species by cattle 

farmers, the author believes the hunting pressure is of a different order. Historically, the development 

of firearms and the intensification of cattle management methods led to the elimination of jaguars in an 

increasingly systematic process, which led to the eradication of these species in some regions.

Traditionally in the Pantanal jaguar hunters were caboclos, bugres hired by landowners specifically 

for getting rid of jaguars (“desonçar”) in certain areas intended for cattle raising, making them safe for 

human settlements and their herds18. The negative symbolism of predators to native populations living 

with them is frequently part of a process of criminalization and moral condemnation that accompanies 

18   The theme was explored by Guimarães Rosa in one of his most brilliant short stories, Meu tio o Iauaretê, from 1961.

137



Felipe Süssekind Vibrant v.13 n.2

the elimination or systematic control of these species. In the first half of the 20th century, professional 

hunters and experienced local guides would organize a common kind of hunt in the history of Pantanal, the 

“safaris”, when wealthy tourists from around the world would hunt for jaguars in the region. This kind of 

sport hunting is described in detail in autobiographical books by hunters like Sasha Siemel (Siemel 1953) 

and Tony Almeida (Almeida 1976).  There is much evidence that points to the continuation of such practice 

in the Pantanal region. A notorious example was widely covered by Brazilian news media that reported 

on an illegal safari scheme that was investigated by Brazilian Federal Police in 2009, leading to arrests and 

seizure of weapons and sniffer dogs19.

Analyzing the current situation, the effectiveness of existing legislation and proposals for predator 

management in the country, specifically in the case of the jaguar, Silveira and other authors discuss the 

political aspect of conservation: “Licenses to eliminate harmful animals can only be given by a competent 

authority”. However, “this authority has never been specified” and “there is no official authorization or 

government statistics on the management of predators in the country” (Silveira et al. 2008: 30).

The traditional practice of eliminating felines with the use of dogs was mentioned in interviews 

conducted on four farms, out of a total of ten visited during my research20. This type of hunting is often 

defended by local owners as a control measure needed to maintain their businesses. An example is the 

testimony of a landowner of a region near Corumbá, recorded in November 2008, transcribed as follows:

And what is the importance of the jaguar for the Pantaneiro? Does it have any cultural significance?

Speaking as a cattle raiser, I’d rather it didn’t exist. But we know it’s part of a food chain, that it predates other 

animals and therefore it’s controlling. On its own controlling these animal populations. But nothing kills it, 

right? Only man kills it. Here’s what I think: The way the legislation is, it prohibits but it doesn’t really prohibit, 

because there is no enforcement. Take me, for example. My family has been in the region for fifty years. We’ve 

been controlling for fifty years. Because we are here in the Pantanal. We preserve the Pantanal. If you look at my 

farm, it’s been like this for a long time; I mean, there are animals, there are cattle. And I need to make money 

from it. It’s how I make a living, right? So, the only way for me is to eliminate the individuals that bring me 

financial losses. And I’ll tell you: my land is full of jaguars. But they are not getting in my way. So, let them live 

there! They don’t bother me. There is no problem whatsoever.

This example shows what appears to be a fairly recurrent attitude and also demonstrates the farmer’s 

disregard for the public authorities in relation to this issue. Since the 1980s, studies focussing on the 

conservation of the Pantanal jaguars have shown that the region has preserved the environmental 

conditions and the prey base on which the species depends. In general, it is not the lack of natural prey that 

makes the jaguar attack cattle, but rather the availability of a new food resource, more easily accessible than 

the native prey species. In short, what many of these studies have pointed out is that over two centuries of 

cohabitation in the Pantanal, cattle became part of the natural diet of jaguars, often their main food item in 

terms of biomass (Crawshaw & Quigley 1984, Azevedo & Murray 2007, Cavalcanti et al. 2010).

The hunting legislation in Brazil has been regulated since 1967, when the hunting of any species of 

native wildlife was prohibited. The law was last modified in 1988, when more severe punishments for 

hunters were established. In practice, however, to this day there is no effective government policy for the 

management and conservation of wildlife, and many Pantanal landowners, as we have seen, continue to 

19   An article on this case can be found on Ibama’s website: http://www.ibama.gov.br/publicadas/ibama-ms-multa-cacadores-de-oncas-pegos-em-operacao-
conjunta-com-a-pf Consulted on 28 November 2015

20   This might not be a statistically significant result for the regions studied, as I worked in areas of influence of conservation projects and tourism
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claim the right to kill animals that attack livestock. Experts point to selective hunting of the species as the 

main threat to the conservation of the Pantanal jaguar population at the present time (Silveira et al. 2008). 

Conservation projects deal with this conflict.

More than 95% of the Pantanal area is occupied by private properties, which are currently inhabited by 

over four million head of cattle21, according to the IBGE (Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics). 

In addition, cattle raising is one of the main agribusiness development fronts in the country and farmers 

have a powerful political influence in the states of Mato Grosso and Mato Grosso do Sul. As a result of the 

complex framework of ecological and economic relations involving cattle and their predation by Pantanal 

jaguars, the strategies currently developed in the region by major international NGOs such as WCS (World 

Conservation Society) and the WWF (World Wildlife Fund) link the conservation of jaguars to the productive 

chain in cattle raising using endangered species to attract attention as a red flag.

The association between environmentalism and cattle raising involves a series of new concepts, such 

as “ responsible consumption”, “food security”, “traceability” or “socio-environmental sustainability”, and 

is articulated on the establishment of policies based on environmental indicators. In terms of finances, 

regional alliances, research areas, public representation, conflicts between stakeholders and ecological 

relationships, the associations between the jaguar and the Pantanal cattle seem to multiply endlessly. These 

associations expand from the farm and involve other agents in the productive chain of beef, including 

slaughterhouses, butchers, distributors, supermarket chains and large fast food chains around the world. 

This is the chain from which new elements appear, connected to conservationist movements, like beef 

certification, conscious consumers and endangered species.

The Pantanal jaguar is what has been called in Conservation Biology a “flagship species”, or “keystone 

species” for the Pantanal. The first term refers to species that are considered “charismatic” and attract 

public attention; the second refers to the fact that the existence of large predators depends on the 

maintenance of the entire food chain from which they depend, meaning that their preservation implies the 

preservation of many other species (Silveira et al. 2008). Studies on the behavior of the Pantanal jaguar, as 

discussed above, showed that the cattle introduced by humans became the most abundant and common 

prey to jaguars. This subverts a paradigm and disrupts old conceptions of a well-defined boundary between 

the wild and the domestic environments, or between nature and culture.

The symbiotic relationship between the jaguar and cattle is useful to question the definition of the 

situation in terms of an ecological conflict between farmers and jaguars, in which a native wild species 

feeds on an exotic domestic species. The situation, when we take into account the plural aspects of the 

agencies involved, may not be reducible to final distinctions between human and non-human animals, wild 

and domestic species and conflicts resulting from the invasion of their respective environments. It is rather 

a situation in which jaguars, cattle and humans are inserted in complex processes that involve movements 

between states of ferality and domesticity. The intensive cattle management in the corral, during 

vaccination and animal counting, can be interpreted as an aspect of the productive relations in which the 

animal is treated as a thing, an object, undifferentiated head of cattle. The handling of animals in the field, 

on the other hand, is traversed by multiple relations with exceptional individuals who break fences and 

stray from the herd, with horses that are hard to break, with calves claimed by the jaguars, deaths caused by 

flooding, snakes and poisonous plants. 

21   Having reached six million before the great flood of 1974, event that marks the beginning of a crisis in traditional Pantanal cattle raising (Campos Filho 
2002).
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V

The expansion of new cattle raising practices in the Pantanal led to the gradual disappearance of 

bagual cattle and along with it a number of traditional customs. What disappears in this case are not only 

cattle, evidently, but also ways of life and unique experiences of the world that are not restricted to herd 

management practices. In the quote below, Campos Filho mentions a “bovine culture” to designate the 

ecological relations at stake in the Pantanal, thereby restricting the role of cattle neither to the production 

paradigm, nor to natural selection:

Each bovine group developed a history in its ‘place’, displaying unique behaviors of migration and use of land, 

environment and food during different ‘seasons’, called ‘cattle game’, passed on to younger animals, which 

allows us to talk about a ‘bovine Pantanal culture’ (Campos Filho 2002: 126) 

The “game” here is both a “use of environments” by the cattle and what cowboys learn to recognize in 

order to play. Cattle are understood in this case as agents, and not just as a raw material or objects in human 

culture. The idea of culture, when seen specifically as a project or as a production of a human environment 

- artificial, symbolic, technological - implies the existence of a raw material, an inert natural substrate 

and a corresponding instrumental and objective concept of animality. The alternative idea of a “bovine 

culture” points in the opposite direction to the realization that cattle build and reproduce the Pantanal 

environment, producing it as it is: inhabited by wildlife, by the herds themselves and by the cowboys.

As we have seen, cattle raising as practiced traditionally has the reputation of having preserved wildlife 

and regional biodiversity to a large extent.  Currently the major threats to the Pantanal environment come 

from the transformations resulting from technified and intensive agribusiness and by a developmentalist 

logic. The conservation of Pantanal cattle, or tucura, inscribes itself here, against the grain of this 

movement. Currently considered an endangered ethnospecies, this type of cattle associates the preservation 

of traditions and the conservation of local ecosystems.

For many Pantaneiros, the absence of cattle in a particular area seems to signify a process of 

decharacterization of the landscape, where the field becomes “dirty”, a category that refers to the closed and 

impenetrable bush and differentiates itself both from “clean” (the open fields of pasture) and from capões 

and mountain ranges (forested areas)22. The continuously grazing herds “clean” the field and open tracks 

through which the cowboys circulate. The action of cattle is understood in this case as a force that produces 

and maintains the landscape as it is known and valued by the Pantaneiros.

Finally, I would like to resume the story with which I started this article. In it, a woman (the great-

grandmother of the narrator cowboy) is overcome by an animal becoming when she gets lost in the woods 

and goes to live with bagual cattle. Afterwards there is a return to a normal state through a taming linked 

to religiousness. But this movement of return is not completed: one month after she is captured, the 

young lady dies23. What is at stake in the story is a movement that crosses the boundary between humans 

and animals. The bagual condition is formulated in this case as the threshold, not only between a state of 

tameness or domestication of non-human animals, but also of the very condition of humanity. The human 

condition may be understood in this sense, as a domesticated, or at least tamed, condition.

22   The contrast between clean and dirty suggests the famous study by Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (1966) on the association between cultural taboos 
(especially related to food) and the classificatory and linguistic aspects of the idea of pollution, connected to some form of deviation from normative categories 
used to define the natural world.

23   Just as in some examples quoted by Deleuze and Guattari (1997) on their concept of animal becoming, here there is a movement of deterritorialization 
of the human and the agency of a demonic alliance that drags the story’s character to an early death.
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The opposition between feral (bagual) and tame, as in many other parts of rural Brazil, seems to make 

more sense in the case of Pantanal than that between wild and domestic. Bagual is a becoming and not 

a belonging to a class. Far from the linearity of predictable and deterministic behaviors attributed to 

cattle herds and human beings when we accept the notion of a domesticated animal, here we find the 

dynamic and unpredictable elements of the Pantanal relationships. Breaking and taming, on the one hand, 

and becoming wild or bagual, on the other, are open possibilities of a unique symbiotic experience of a 

community that includes human and non-human animals.

Translated by Flavio Ribeiro
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3 Sociabilities and sensitivities:
recruitments in homeless animal care

Andréa Osório
Instituto de Ciências da Sociedade de Macaé, Departamento de Contabilidade,  
Universidade Federal Fluminense, Niterói/RJ, Brazil.

Abastract 

Homeless animal protectors are volunteers who rescue, care for and donate abandoned animals for human 

adoption. They make up networks, organizing themselves into groups or acting autonomously. Interviews 

with protectors in the State of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, afford an understanding of the recruitment system 

in these networks and activities. The collected stories are compared to similar processes observed by 

other studies of the field, especially in relation to animal rights movements. Recruitment was found to be 

associated with Veterinary Medicine schools and sociability networks, but self-recruitment cases via the 

internet, especially via Facebook, were also observed.

Key words: animal protectors; sociotechnical network; activist recruitment; animal welfare.

Sociabilidades e sensibilidades:
Recrutamentos na proteção a animais de rua

Resumo

Protetores de animais de rua são voluntários que resgatam, cuidam e encaminham para adoção humana 

animais em situação de abandono. Integram redes de proteção, organizam-se como grupos ou agem de 

forma autônoma. Entrevistas com protetores fluminenses permitiram uma compreensão do sistema de 

recrutamentos nessas redes e atividades. As narrativas colhidas são comparadas com processos similares 

observados na literatura da área, com ênfase para o movimento pelos direitos dos animais. Verificou-se 

recrutamentos relacionados aos cursos de medicina veterinária e a redes de sociabilidade, bem como auto-

recrutamentos através da internet, especialmente através do Facebook. 

Palavras-chave: protetores; redes sociotécnicas; recrutamento de ativistas; bem-estar animal.
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Sociabilities and sensitivities:
recruitments in homeless animal care

Andréa Osório

Introduction

Several recent studies exist about pets in the Brazilian urban context (Oliveira 2006; Osório 2011, 2013; 

Bevilaqua 2011; Segata 2012, 2013, 2015; Lewgoy & Sordi 2012; Pastori 2012; Matos 2012; Pastori & Matos 2015). 

A few of these works set out to analyze homeless animal protectors, including the texts by Osório (2011, 

2013), Matos (2012), Santos (2014) and Lewgoy, Sordi & Pinto (2015). None of them, however, develops a more 

sustained analysis of the process through which someone begins to see her or himself as a protector. In 

order to better understand this involvement in street animal protection actions in contemporary Brazil, 

nineteen women and one man were interviewed in the State of Rio de Janeiro, southeastern Brazil.1 The 

interviews were conducted in 2013 and 2014 and were focused in Greater Rio de Janeiro and along the 

northern coast of Rio de Janeiro State (the cities of Macaé and Rio das Ostras). From these interviews, it was 

possible to generate a profile of these protectors, their actions, motivations and reasoning.

This article explores the recruitment and self-recruitment processes in animal2 protection networks, 

visible in the ten interviews selected. These processes are developed along two axes: the first linked 

to sociability networks, which include Veterinary Medicine graduation courses, animal shelters and 

neighborhood networks; and the second related to the internet, particularly to Facebook, where self-

recruitment is common. Facebook is a tool whose very structure allows the creation of social networks. 

Thus, it is interesting to observe that the site has enabled some interviewees to find other protectors 

online and, as a result, build new social connections, even though some of the interviewees had already 

been actively working as protectors, differently from those recruited in face-to-face interactions. The 

recruitment or self-recruitment of the other ten interviewees is not visible in their narratives and will be 

analyzed later.

The article presents a brief socioeconomic profile of each of the interviewees, though only ten reports 

will be considered for the purposes of the present analysis. The general profile of the interviewees indicates 

that animal protectors are typically white, middle class and female. This finding is also reported in 

American studies on protectors (Zasloff & Hart 1998; Neumann 2010) and on animal rights activists (Herzog 

Betchart & Pittman 1991; Herzog 2007; Gaarder 2011).

A brief theoretical remark on recruitment and self-recruitment in animal rights movements needs to be 

made prior to discussing the ten interviewees focused on here. The reports were divided into three groups: 

a) interviewees who study or have studied Veterinary Medicine; b) interviewees recruited by neighborhood-

related sociability networks; c) self-recruited volunteers who found a protection network via the internet. 

The integration of the protectors into sociotechnical networks (Latour 2001) is clearly perceptible in 

group A and group C. Because of the lack of a suitable alternate term, use of the word network may appear 

somewhat ambiguous. For the purposes of this article, the term mainly refers to relations of sociability, 

except where explicit reference to the Latourian concept is made.

1   Special thanks to Mirila Greicy Bittencourt, awarded an IC FAPERJ scholarship for this research, for her help.

2   Animal here refers to those in an urban context and in most cases does not include animals used in agroindustrial or laboratory activities. Most of the 
species cited are dogs and cats but may occasionally include chickens, horses, donkeys, mules, pigeons, birds and other pets.
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Socioeconomic profile

Six of the nineteen women interviewed live in Rio das Ostras,3 one in Niterói,4 one in Cabo Frio,5 one in 

Macaé6 and ten in Rio de Janeiro. The latter live in the northern and western regions of the city, in not so 

well-off neighborhoods. Six of them are under 35 years old, nine are between 40 and 49 and four are 50 or 

older. The youngest are 22 years old and the oldest 71. Ten women declared themselves white, three mixed 

descent and four black. Two of the interviewees did not declare their ethnicity/race. Eight  are single, ten 

married and one is a widow. Six of them have children, all of whom are married or widowed: one of them 

was pregnant at the time of the interview, the other women had children between the ages of 17 and 26. Only 

one of the protectors had younger children. Four of the women lived alone, one of whom declared herself 

married. The others live with their parents, siblings, children and/or husband.

The professions declared by the interviewees range from housewife to university teaching positions. 

Five of the women do not have paid jobs: two are housewives, one is retired, one is a college student and one 

is an unemployed lawyer. Four of them are public servants (a supervisor, a tax analyst, a nurse technician 

and a secretary), while the others are a flight attendant, an archivist, an administrator, two administrative 

assistants, a veterinarian, a social worker, a physical therapist, a marketing manager and a protector who 

declared herself to be self-employed without specifying her business. Eleven of the women are college 

graduates, including one who is working on a postgraduate degree and another who holds a postgraduate 

degree. One of them is working on her college degree. Three of the interviewees have technical education, 

three of them had a high school degree and one of the housewives had just a primary school diploma. One 

of the technical school graduates and one of the college graduates are studying Veterinary Medicine at 

university.

In relation to personal and family incomes, a diverse range of situations were observed. The lowest 

monthly salary, R$700, is earned by a nurse technician whose family income is the second highest: 

R$10,000. The highest personal income was R$11,000. Family incomes ranged from R$2,500 to R$12,000 per 

month. 

The only man interviewed is 47 years old, single, white, has no kids and lives in Belford Roxo, Greater 

Rio de Janeiro, with his mother and niece. He has attended high school but has no high school diploma and 

is not currently studying. He has worked as an educator, industrial cook, artist and salesperson, but does 

not work at present and lives on a personal income of R$800, reportedly coming from the rental of family 

properties, which he claims to be the sole family income.

The female prevalence of this sample was a goal at the beginning of the research. From one online 

identified protector, the research has snowballed into a network of referrals exhibiting a significant female 

presence, regardless of the researcher’s aims. However, this network eventually reached a limit, which 

was when I decided to include adoption fairs as a strategy to reach animal protectors. Since two of the 

interviews in the first sample were held in Rio das Ostras, I included the city in the first sample design, 

which emphasized Greater Rio de Janeiro, as well as Macaé, near to Rio das Ostras. A third adoption fair was 

visited in Rio de Janeiro and a total of twenty interviews was completed. Just one of these was with a man, 

reached via the referrals. The essentially female sample undoubtedly raises some gender issues. However, 

3   Touristic seaside town where a large part of the population works in Macaé.

4   Part of the Greater Rio de Janeiro metropolitan region.

5   Touristic seaside town in the north of Rio de Janeiro state, located in the Região dos Lagos (Lake Region).

6   Centre of the offshore Brazilian oil industry.
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the recruitment and involvement processes do not seem to involve any pronounced gender bias, being 

similar to others described in the specific literature.

No significant differences were found between the socioeconomic profiles of protectors interviewed in 

the adoption fairs and those of the protectors reached by referrals. Some homogeneity would be expected 

within the indication system, given that affinity networks are built by people of similar profiles. The most 

relevant difference refers to age: in the fairs, variation reaches both extremes of the samples, whereas age 

ranges between 33 and 55 years among the indicated interviewees. The age trend in the referral system may 

arise from some kind of affinity among the interviewees, which may be linked not just to socioeconomic 

but also to generational factors. Also, the recurrence of similar profiles in the fairs may indicate a more 

generalized Fluminense7 profile.

The concentration of protectors in Rio’s North Zone (zona norte) was another tendency uncovered by 

the research. Factors related to affinity may be involved when it comes to indications, but it has also been 

observed that protectors prefer to act close to their homes.8 Animal abandonment is less perceptible in 

wealthier urban regions,9 hence a smaller contingent of protectors would be expected in more affluent 

neighborhoods. This is a complex question that merits a more detailed analysis for which I have no space 

here, as I focus on recruitment processes.

In this analysis I discuss ten interviewees who indicated recruitment processes when questioned about 

how they became involved in the animal protection world. Their profiles are presented immediately below. 

All names used are fictitious. Four of the ten interviewees were interviewed at adoption fairs (Amélia, 

Ângela, Amanda and Cristiane) while the others were reached through referrals. They are presented in their 

order of appearance in this article.

Amélia, 49 years old, is single, a veterinary doctor, and lives alone in Tijuca, a middle-class 

neighborhood in Rio’s North Zone. No income or ethnicity was declared.

Ângela, 31 years old, white, single, works as a marketing manager, has a college degree and studies 

Veterinary Medicine. She lives alone in Méier, a middle-class neighborhood in Rio’s North Zone. Her 

monthly income is R$4,000.

Amanda, 22 years old, is white, single, and a student of Veterinary Medicine. She lives with her parents 

and brother in Tijuca, Rio de Janeiro. No income was declared.

Ana, 46 years old, is married, black, and has a 17 year-old daughter. She lives with her husband, her 

daughter and her mother in Encantado, a neighborhood in the North Zone. She is a nurse technician and 

studies Veterinary Medicine. Her family income is R$10,000.

Betânia, 55 years old, white, is married but lives alone in Rio das Ostras. She is a tax analyst with the 

Brazilian Federal Revenue10 and has a college degree. Her income is R$11,000.

Bárbara, 22 years old, white, is single. She lives with her mother in Vila da Penha, a neighborhood in 

Rio’s North Zone. An archivist by profession, she was taking a specialization course when the interview was 

held. Family income was declared to be over four minimum wages.

Berenice, 43 years old, is single and lives alone in Tijuca, Rio de Janeiro. An administrator with a college 

education, her income is R$5,300.

Cristiane, 24 years old, is white and single. A recent Law school graduate, she is unemployed and lives 

with her parents and sister in Cabo Frio. No income was mentioned.

Cássia, 33 years old, white, married, was pregnant at the time of the interview. A flight attendant, she 

7   An adjective referring to Rio de Janeiro (State).

8   The Zasloff & Hart (1998) survey reports that half of the colonies cared for by protectors interviewed in Hawaii (USA) were located close to their homes.

9   For a reflection on animal abandonment zones, see Osório (2013).

10   Equivalent to the IRS in the United States.
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has a college degree and lives with her husband in Curicica, a neighborhood in the west of Rio de Janeiro 

city. Her family income is R$6,000.

Cecília, 51 years old, white, married, is an accounting technician but does not perform paid work. She is 

a housewife and a pensioner. She lives with her husband in Méier, Rio’s North Zone. She did not inform her 

family income, but mentioned that her personal income as a pensioner is R$2,900. 

It is noticeable that most of the interviewees are single, with no children, white, college-educated and 

live in middle-class and lower middle-class neighborhoods in the city of Rio de Janeiro.

Moralities and Sensitivities

The answers to the questions “what do protectors do?” and “how to define a protector?” complement 

each other and can be read together11: they save lives, respect and help animals, love and defend animals, 

are sensitive towards animal abandonment, have a ‘protecting gift,’ sympathize with animal suffering, 

give animals a decent life, give animals a temporary home, and are educators. Animal protection is 

conceived as a goal, an activity, a human obligation, a responsibility, an instinct, a need, an occupation, 

a form of voluntary work, a mission, a way to be loving and considerate towards animal, a gift, a way to 

be supportive, heartfelt work, a hobby, gratifying, a second job. The protector rescues, collects, cares for, 

neuters and donates street animals.

Among the answers, we can highlight: 1) an emotional axis, formed by the notions of love, suffering, 

sensitivity and heart; 2) a moral axis, formed by the notions of mission, obligation, dignity, respect, 

consideration, responsibility, protection, defense, help, rescue, solidarity and education. Between these 

axes, some activities (to rescue, care for, protect, donate, work, educate, hobby, second job, occupation) 

and sensitivities (love, respect, consideration, gratification, solidarity, need, giving) are emphasized. The 

identity of the protector is connected to what he or she does and their motivations are related to their 

sensitivities. Some of the interviewees present vocations (Weber 1989), implying that protection appears as 

a destiny, a mission, a duty in the world.

The responses show a similar relationship between emotion and morality identified by myself (Osório 

2011) and Matos (2012) in our research on Brazilian protectors. Both studies indicate that sensitivity 

towards animal suffering is viewed by protectors as a trigger for protective action, which is seen as a moral 

obligation and a human responsibility towards animals. 

Boltanski (1993) has formulated an analysis of the relation between suffering, pity and morality, 

focusing on what he calls ‘distant suffering.’ He argues that watching the suffering of others poses a 

dilemma to the observer: whether to act or not. If they feel some moral compulsion, they will act. However, 

he adds that being affected by the suffering of others is not enough to become involved in action. The 

obligation to help the sufferer is placed both on whoever is causing the suffering and on those who observe 

it, given that a ‘causal responsibility’ can arise from action or omission alike. 

Put succinctly, Boltanski’s (1993) argument applies to situations where action is taken. If suffering does 

not elicit any action to stop its occurrence, then there is no pity or compassion, only indifference. Street 

animal protectors are people who never become indifferent to animal suffering, at least at a discursive level. 

The sight of this suffering produces in them a desire to perform a number of activities, including the rescue 

of animals – i.e. removing animals from particular situations of suffering. Such action responds to moral 

imperatives characteristic of this universe.

 In the interviews, these moral imperatives emerge in the discourse aligned to sensitivities, i.e., to the 

11   Even though the activity-related responses seem to refer to the first question, they were also used to answer the second.
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very perception that the animal is suffering. However, moral imperatives do not always lead to immediate 

action. We can also note the existence of sensitivities about animal suffering in the interviews, along with 

the perceived need to take action, but action may derive from factors other than moral imperatives. In 

other words, indifference may not be the reason for not taking action. In such cases, the involvement in 

a protection network is what makes action possible for some interviewees, whereas others perform such 

action spontaneously and autonomously. 

Recruitments and the reproduction of social movements

Within the animal studies literature, the Animal Rights movement attracts more sociological attention 

than the Animal Welfare movement. This distinction is partly based on the differences in the kinds of 

action taken by those groups, but also on their different ideologies and their consequences for the lifestyles 

of their members. The difference between animal welfare and animal rights, putting aside internal 

differences, is that the first group is a reformist movement which advocates a humanized treatment of 

animals, whereas the second extends moral preoccupations and Western modern  individualist values to 

non-human animals, considering them inviolable, as well as intrinsically dignified, rightful and valuable 

(Jacobsson 2014). Or, as Pallota (2005) would say, paraphrasing the animal rights movement itself: some 

people fight for bigger cages, while others fight for their extinction (abolitionists).

The protectors researched here are situated as people who take part in a diffuse animal welfare 

ideology, though one of the interviewees cited issues relating to abolitionism. It is possible to detect online 

connections between groups or individuals involved in animal protection and animal rights movements. 

To take the interviewees as part of a movement means to include them in a collective process, composed 

by networks, as I intend to stress in this article. It is not about isolated individuals, therefore, but a 

network that discusses, spreads news and educates on pet handling, with emphasis on dogs and cats, 

but occasionally includes other animals in their concerns and on their rescue lists, although in specific 

contexts. Typical problems in other social movements are also found in the interactions among ‘welfarists,’ 

but this article will focus solely on recruitment-related issues.

Gohn (2002) provides possibly the best Brazilian survey of the sociology of social movements. Based on 

her research, I have pinpointed issues concerning recruitment in social movements. Recruitment is peculiar 

to the resource mobilization perspective, formed by a number of American authors from the second half of 

the twentieth century who opposed the previous psychologically centered theories, which viewed collective 

expressions as a symptom of the irrationality of the masses. The author deems the concept of resources 

to be the most important variable within this perspective, which includes human resources and ways to 

retrieve them. In a market composed by social movements and organizations, these are seen to compete 

among themselves for both physical and human resources. This is where the issue of recruitment becomes 

visible. 

Collective action generates sociological issues related to the involvement of new members in shared 

interests. The concept of interest, which also has economy-related connotations, is part of the utilitarian 

model employed by the resource mobilization theory authors. Financial resources include communication 

channels to reach new members and to make occasional actions possible. A special role belongs to networks 

built from institutions including, but not limited to, schools, churches, unions and associations. These 

spaces are identified as relevant in recruitment, as well as in organizing action. Pre-existing networks 

enhance the power of collective actions.

According to Gohn (2002), resource mobilization theory came under critique and was challenged by a 
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distinct reality introduced by the New Social Movement theory, which led to its reformulation as a political 

mobilization theory. This new version, akin to the European analyses of the New Social Movement theory, 

has redirected North American analysis towards issues of social psychology, culture and values, and animal 

rights and animal welfare movements are normally placed within the New Social Movements.

The analysis applied to the interviews with protectors in this study relies strongly on the notions of 

frame and frame alignment, to which media outlets are a key contemporary instrument insofar as they 

contribute to the development of collective beliefs. According to Snow et al. (1986: 464): 

By frame alignment, we refer to the linkage of individual and SMO [social movement organizations] interpretive 

orientations, such that some set of individual interests, values and beliefs and SMO activities, goals, and 

ideology are congruent and complementary. The term ‘frame’ (and framework) is borrowed from Goffman 

(1974: 21) to denote ‘schemata of interpretation’ that enable individuals ‘to locate, perceive, identify, and label’ 

occurrences within their life space and the world at large. By rendering events or occurrences meaningful, 

frames function to organize experience and guide action, whether its nature or intensity. Since we have 

identified more than one such alignment process, we use the phrase frame alignment process as the cover term for 

these linkages.

Gamson (1992 apud Gohn 2002) highlights three mobilization components in the frames: injustice, 

identity and agency. The injustice frame is fairly typical of animal rights and animal welfare movements, 

and is linked to moral outrage, which acquires a political dimension. However I believe that the other 

frames are also there to a greater or lesser degree. The agency frame is notable and refers to the possibility of 

bringing about change through collective action. On the other hand, the identity frame, which refers to the 

construction of a process of otherness between members of the group and non-members, seems to be more 

widely present among animal rights activists who embrace a lifestyle change towards veganism.12

According to Snow & Benford (1988, 1992 apud Gohn 2002), the frame is a worldview that should be 

considered in conjunction with others found in society in order to formulate action strategies. Their 

concept of frame alignment is equally relevant to the analysis of recruitment issues since it “describes the 

efforts made by the organizers of a movement to integrate the cognitive orientations of the individuals into 

those of the movements supporting organization” (Gohn 2002: 88), highlighting the cultural factors that 

allow someone to adjust to a movement, to be recruited and to take action. Thus, collective actions develop 

within frame alignment processes.

Forms of recruitment

In an article comparing two social movements (animal rights and anti-nuclear), Jasper & Poulsen (1995) 

analyze the types of recruitment involved in each. Reviewing the literature on the subject, the authors 

pinpoint the importance of social organizations as triggers to recruitment processes based on sociability 

networks. In these cases, social organizations and networks build common definitions of the targeted 

problems and their potential solutions among organizers and potential participants. The frame alignment of 

new members requires convincing potential members about a problem that needs to be solved (diagnostic), 

followed by strategies, tactics and appropriate targets (prognostic) and convoking them to engage in these 

activities (motivation).

However, there is another kind of recruitment, carried out between strangers. For strangers to join a 

12   A type of vegetarianism that avoids the consumption of products of animal origin or products whose production involves animal suffering; not only 
food, but clothing, cosmetics, etc.
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movement where they do not know anyone, Jasper & Poulsen (1995) observe, they have probably already 

formed opinions of their own and need no conversion. They are self-recruited. The first step in recruitment 

by strangers is ‘moral shock’: “when an event or situation raises such a sense of outrage in people that they 

become inclined toward political action, even in the absence of a network of contacts” (Jasper & Poulsen 

1995: 498). According to the authors, the shock normally occurs in public and unexpected events. It has the 

power to draw people to the political organization because it reaches many people and becomes something 

widely known. The ‘moral shock’ can also be generated by rhetorical appeal or imagery. By operating as 

symbols, images can generate an extreme moral appeal in the absence of a sociability recruitment network. 

For the authors, ‘moral shock’ not only influences recruitment, it also helps maintain the emotional 

bond with the social movement. The emotional charge implied in the process has motivational as well as 

diagnostic elements.

The authors conclude that the mechanisms functioning in the recruitment made by strangers differ 

from recruitment made by known people. They suggest that social movements try to recruit new members 

through sociability networks, but these networks will be scarce for new movements, which entail new 

demands or whose leaders lack extensive previous political experience. However, they add that the period 

of existence of groups or social movements is not a relevant factor in recruitment patterns. All social 

movements use both sociability networks and strangers, differing only in proportion.

The internet emerges as a space that has built an extensive network of street animal protectors, 

bringing together people who used to act alone and independently, and aiding in the construction of a 

local protection movement where, according to one interviewee, “everyone knows and helps each other.” 

Meeting protectors confers a new meaning to previous experiences of rescuing street animals and gives new 

momentum to protection activities, which can now go beyond rescue. 

The internet seems to work in the analyzed context as a frame alignment mechanism where actual and 

potential participants “achieve a common definition of a social problem and a common prescription for 

solving it” (Jasper & Poulsen 1995: 495). Networks convey meanings, whether we are analyzing recruitment 

processes through offline networks or by joining online networks. The internet grants access to the 

networks through self-recruitment, in the sense that the person concerned needs to seek information and 

the paths forward from the beliefs and values that they have already internalized. 

Jasper & Poulsen (1995) remark that meetings related to animal rights movements they attended 

involved considerable debate about the problems at hand, including philosophical issues, rather than 

campaign tactics. The latter, on the other hand, were more frequent in the meetings of anti-nuclear 

groups where some kind of consensus seemed to exist. My observation of the universe of online street 

animal protection, focusing on a number of Facebook groups, suggests a massive amount of diagnostic 

information and relatively little prognostic information. Motivational aspects are even scarcer. In this 

sense, accounts of online searches for animal protection networks are construed as self-recruitment, not as 

the result of motivational action performed by online groups. 

As observed online, a continuous reproduction of animal suffering that involves specific aspects of 

‘distant suffering’ (Boltanski 1993) is part of the diagnosis and operates as a ‘moral shock’ factor for this 

very reason, triggering a strong emotional charge and a moral outrage, serving as a catalyst for potential 

members. This was not the case, though, for any of the ten interviewees discussed here. All the narratives 

gathered here point towards a use of Facebook to find a protection network, rather than conversion to street 

animal protection. In this sense, one might ask whether the online tactic is effective, i.e. does it actually 

raises awareness among people and does it act as a ‘moral shock’ factor, aiding in the recruitment of new 

members, assuming there is an intention to recruit?
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 Comparing surveys conducted with anti-nuclear energy activists and animal rights activists, Jasper 

& Poulsen (1995) point out that the latter in particular are often recruited outside sociability networks, 

though 30% mentioned activism in another social movement. On the other hand, the former were largely 

recruited from sociability networks. “The symbolic connections between animal protection and other 

political causes may not be as clear as that between nuclear energy and other issues, so that existing 

political networks were not available to animal rights organizers” (Jasper & Poulsen 1995: 501).

In other words, the network of animal rights activists had fewer horizontal connections with other 

movements and fewer intersections where they could recruit activists from other areas. In the case of 

the Fluminense interviewees, none were a volunteer in any other network or organization, so this kind 

of capillary connection would not reach them, but the majority divided between recruitment through 

sociability networks and self-recruitment via the internet.

Medical sociotechnical networks

In the four stories presented below, protection activities were started after a recruitment process. 

Sensitivities formed during childhood can be observed in some of the narratives. Typically, however, there 

is a discourse of enrollment in an animal protection network. Network is understood here as contacts with 

other protectors. A significant intersection of such networks with Veterinary Medicine courses, on one 

hand, and with the internet and particularly Facebook, on the other hand, has been observed, effectively 

constituting sociotechnical networks (Latour 2001).

Jasper & Poulsen (1995) emphasize that recruitment through networks is based on the preexistence of 

social organizations that bring together people with common demands. Recruitment thus occurs through 

known people. Veterinary Medicine graduation courses seem to be places where an interest in animal 

welfare can develop, functioning as social organizations from which protectors can be recruited.

Veterinary Medicine not only registers a professional identity, but also sensitivity and a general interest 

in animals. Veterinary Science is an area of knowledge without which the protection of street animals is 

impossible. In all the interviews, illnesses and health problems are mentioned as frequent among rescued 

animals. This situation is not reversed with love alone, as the emotional discourse (Abu-Lughod & Lutz 

1990) of the protectors in their ethics of care (Shapiro 2007) may make it seem. It demands specialized 

medical interventions as an integral part of this care. 

The majority of the 20 interviewees rescue animals on the streets. Only two interviewees manage cat 

colonies. In most narratives, the same procedures are followed in animal care: removing the animal from 

the street, normally a dog or a cat, taking it to one’s own home or the home of another protector, bathing 

the animal, removing fleas, deworming, and taking it to the vet for tests, vaccination and neutering. 

The first procedures are carried out by the protectors themselves, but the last three demand specialized 

knowledge, exams and medication. In most instances, therefore, an animal is not fit for donation unless 

it undergoes specific veterinary procedures. Veterinary Medicine acts as a mediator between a homeless 

animal and a pet animal, therefore, taking part in sociotechnical networks (Latour 2001) which also include 

the protectors, the animals and adopters.

As Latour (2001) points out, humanity and technology, politics and science, do not oppose each other. 

Human interaction is sociotechnical, not limited to social bonds or to objects. In the case of protectors, 

there is technology-mediated interaction with other protectors (via the internet) and science-mediated 

interaction with the rescued animals (through Veterinary Medicine) which, in turn, generates interactions 
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with doctors mediated by animals, which makes veterinarians invisible elements in animal protection. 

Hence, a rescue or the management of a colony generates a range of more or less visible relations within a 

large network of participants.

Understanding the influence of sociotechnical networks (Latour 2001) in the engagement and 

recruitment of protectors involves shifting viewpoint from the moral aspects of protection to a universe 

marked by science and technology. In this sample, morality and emotion do not vanish from the narratives; 

rather, new actors and scenarios are incorporated. Protection is no longer a compassion-related issue and 

acquires a techno-scientific aspect. 

Some excerpts of the interviews are cited below: 

It started on the Veterinary Medicine [course]. I started to take care of abandoned animals. [...] Since the 

beginning, really, more than twenty years ago. (Amélia, 49 years old)

Amélia is a veterinarian and one of the longest active protectors among the interviewees. In her story, it 

is clear that the Veterinary Medicine course has driven her to take action against animal abandonment.

I have cats and I started to study Veterinary Medicine, but before that I already taken care of a cattery, I used to 

help take run a cattery. Then I was invited to join a [protection] project as a protector. (Ângela, 31 years old)

Ângela is at the intersection of four processes: owning pets, taking care of a cattery (shelter), studying 

veterinary and actually becoming a protector. Pet ownership is a common element among animal activists. 

The specialized literature has suggested that owning a pet in childhood is a predisposing factor for empathy 

towards animal suffering (Pallota 2005; Jacobsson 2014), and that ownership helps develop a caring attitude 

towards animals (Shapiro 2007). This attitude, Shapiro (2007) underlines, is marked by a continuous 

sensitivity and capacity of response to their needs. But having a pet can also create this empathy or caring 

attitude in adults, the author observes. 

So, I have always liked animals, [I’m] a vet, right? I started college and then it was through a friend, who said 

“there’s a shelter.” So I started there, to learn about the work, right? Then I started to help. (Amanda, 22 years 

old)

Although recounted briefly, the trajectories of Amanda and Ângela as protectors show similarities with 

those of some American animal rights activists. Shapiro (2007: 166) suggests that, among the latter, “what 

begins as a certain sensibility to suffering crystallizes into an avocation – volunteering at the local shelter 

– then becomes a vocation and, finally, turns into a way of life.” The author traces a continuum between the 

sensitivity to suffering and the activist’s lifestyle. In the case of the examined cases, working for shelters 

appears four times, but I believe that voluntary work with street animal rescue is an analogue within the 

proposed continuum. Embracing Veterinary Medicine as a profession could be seen within this continuum 

as the adoption of a lifestyle concerned with animal welfare. Nevertheless, it seems that only a few 

trajectories obey this formula. Sensitivity, for example, can emerge before or after getting onto a Veterinary 

Medicine course, as seems to be Amélia’s case.

In any case, the author’s analysis does not highlight recruitment networks per se and treats callings and 

conversions to the animal cause as isolated personal events, while other analysts argue that these are in fact 

shared processes (Jacobsson 2014). According to Weber (1989), the concept of vocation acquires the meaning 

of destiny, a mission, a duty in the world. Not only are these ideas used by the Fluminense interviewees to 

define the meaning of animal protection for themselves but, in my view, it makes sense both for protection 

and veterinary medicine, as far as this intersection is concerned. Ana’s story below encapsulates several 

aspects of the previous narratives:
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So I have always loved animals. The animal protection virus was in my blood because of my father. But, well… I 

began when my niece, who graduated [in Veterinary Medicine] four or five years ago, in the same place where I 

study, she would call me: ‘auntie, let’s go there, you’ll love it!’ Me? It seems I already sensed that the thing would 

ensnare me, and I [answered]: ‘someday!’ Until the day when I went to her graduation ceremony. Man, I’d never 

enjoyed a graduation so much in my life. There I saw the professors, I saw the joy of their achievement. Man, it 

really touched me. I said: ‘Okay then.’ And so it happened. But I already knew [Cecília], I already helped [Cecília] 

with donations, once in a while, but nothing very intense. (Ana, 46 years old)

The four excerpts are similar in terms of the significance attributed to the Veterinary Medicine course 

as a milestone in the formation of their identities as protectors. Amélia locates her involvement in animal 

protection precisely at that moment when she enrolled on the Veterinary Medicine course. Amanda was 

recruited by a protection network because she was studying Veterinary Medicine. Angela, on the other 

hand, began to study Veterinary Medicine precisely after becoming involved in a protection network, so too 

Ana, though the latter mentions different kinds of involvement before and after the course. 

Two trajectories exist connecting both activities, then, which do not rule out the notion of an innate 

identity and of a sensitivity created in childhood, as seen in Ana’s narrative about a ‘protection virus’ 

contracted from her father. In all the cases, the recruitment of protectors from Veterinary Medicine 

graduation courses and, on the other hand, the recruitment of veterinarians from among protectors 

suggests a close link between these activities.

In this sense, animal protection is part of sociotechnical networks (Latour, 2001) where scientific 

knowledge is essential, but only as a mediator between an abandoned animal and an adoptable animal. 

Veterinary knowledge is not a priority focus of attention when protectors talk about their activities or try to 

formulate a definition of animal protection. In such cases, moral and emotional aspects emerge, blurring 

habitual protective action, which does not only involve tests and appointments with veterinarians and 

necessary treatments, but the acquisition of a techno-scientific knowledge that can enable the diagnosis 

of some illnesses before an appointment with a veterinarian,13 the interpreting of animal behavior so as to 

distinguish healthy from sick animals, for example, the introduction of new animals with others already 

sheltered in a temporary home, and so on.

Neighborhood networks

Some stories from non-vets follow. In these cases, the emphasis lies on recruitment via neighborhood 

networks. It is interesting to observe that, here, protectors work near to home. This feature gives a local 

flavor to the protective actions, so that it preferentially manifests as concrete action to assist the welfare of 

specific animals located in a particular area.

I have always had animals, more dogs, you see? Some eight years ago, [...] a neighbor asked me to help her 

neuter a street kitten. This kitten didn’t have a home... And I took pity on it. I’d never had a cat before and my 

idea was to keep the kitten for the postoperative period only. But she never left. [...] Then while wandering in the 

Maracanã district,14 I found other animals that I brought home, you know? So it all began in Rio, sixteen years 

ago, you see? (Betânia, 55 years old)

Betânia repeats the formula “I’ve always liked/owned animals”, which is quite common within this 

universe. She describes a favor done for a neighbor who was a protector in a quite matter-of-fact way, 

13   In general, when there is visibility, as in tumors which become abscesses, venereal tumor in female dogs or sporotrichosis, all of which cause peculiar 
wounds, among other illnesses. 

14   Soccer stadium in the zona norte carioca around which local residents usually hike early in the morning, late in the afternoon and in the evening.
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someone whose animal she adopted, even though the original plan was to give it a temporary home. This 

event, already marked by sensitivity towards animal suffering, triggers several rescues that make Betânia a 

protector from her own point of view.

It’s... because of community animals. Animals from my condo: cats, cats abandoned in my condo. [...] Yes and 

another shelter, where I am a volunteer. [...] Because I knew the protector and it’s located in the neighborhood 

near to my house. A poor person who needs help, in short, anyway...  (Bárbara, 22 years old).

Bárbara combines responding to the needs of stray animals seen in her condo with actions outside this 

cat colony, alongside another protector who recruits her to work at a shelter. Again the shelter emerges as a 

key space within the animal protection universe. It appears as a gateway, as seen earlier, and a way to find a 

network of protectors and volunteers.

Then I started to see kittens there, you know? There was a man who would give them food, he gave them rice 

in the evenings. Then I saw [that] sometimes he would give them cat food. So one time the guard, the man who 

watches over the cars, said ‘listen, Mr. José is sick, he is in hospital, he hasn’t come today. When you don’t come, 

they [the kittens] are starving.’ Because I would only go once in a while, you see? ‘They’re starving and they’re 

breeding.’ Then I became worried and started to bring cat food every night. Then I saw them growing, the cat 

population growing, because they breed quickly. Then I said: ‘no, something must be done. I will start neutering 

those cats, otherwise I’ll spend a fortune on cat food and they’ll die soon, they’ll get run over, poisoned, I don’t 

know.’ So that’s what I did. I started to take one, then the other, for neutering. It was a long job, undertaken in 

tiny steps. Then I started to ask for help. A neighbor saw [what was happening] and came to talk to me. Then 

other person passed by and said: ‘I’ll help you, I’ll take one here.’ Then another person passed by and said: ‘I’ll 

help you, I’ll take one.’ They called the rescue man when the cat was unsociable. So I had them all neutered. 

There were more than 30 of them. Now there are just 12, because some were adopted, others died, I saw them 

die, I hospitalized some, some others disappeared. When they disappear, I think they died. Ran over, poisoned, 

it wouldn’t last long, right? And so it went. I used to [perform protective action] only here in the hospital. But 

protectors are terrible, we hear the animals anywhere. [...] So then I started to rescue them. On the streets, if I 

pass by and see an animal in these [poor] conditions… not so much adults, though I carry pet food in my bag 

every day. I feed them when I see them. But puppies or kittens, I rescue them because it’s easier for you to treat 

and donate them. People want younger animals, you know? So I started to rescue them. Then I went onto the 

internet, started to meet one person here, someone else on the street, everyone started to talk to me, that kind 

of stuff. It was on the internet that I started to meet protectors. I know a lot of them now, you see? Everyone 

knows each other, helps each other. (Berenice, 43 years old)

Berenice’s recruitment process is slightly different from the previous examples. In fact, she was 

recruited by a stranger to replace a person who used to feed a cat colony in the parking lot of a hospital 

close to her residence. Although recruited by a stranger, she did recognize her recruiter. I suggest, 

therefore, that, although not a protector himself, her recruiter possessed the necessary sensitivity to 

sympathize with the colony animals and operated as a member of a (local) protection network.

Berenice’s occasional activity, which amounted to just feeding the animals, was replaced by intense 

management: she starts to feed the colony on a regular basis, neuter and medicate the animals, as well as 

find adopters for them. The experience transforms her into a protector, from her own point of view, and 

from this turning point (Pallota, 2005) she starts to rescue and feed animals that she finds wandering on the 

streets.
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In a study of motivations for becoming involved in animal rights movements in the United States, 

Pallota (2005) found that the appeal to childhood experiences was a recurrent element among her 

interviewees. The author refers to these situations as predisposing factors. Other factors are situational 

contingencies and turning points. Turning points may or may not be isolated and datable events, but 

processes experienced and recalled by the individuals. Predisposition, on the other hand, refers to an 

internal command present when the turning point occurs, such as childhood experiences and personality 

traits. Contingencies refer to events that prompt the activist to get in touch with the movement and tend to 

occur concurrently with the turning point. The latter, in turn, is the key moment when a personal identity 

transformation and a change in lifestyle happen. It is worth observing that the author refers to activism 

in animal rights together with the adoption of a vegan lifestyle, i.e., without the consumption of animal 

products.

Online networks

In this section I provide excerpts of stories that exemplify the finding of a network of protectors 

through internet-related mechanisms, with an emphasis on social networks: (the now extinct) Orkut15 and 

Facebook. This kind of recruitment is actually a form of self-recruitment.

My first contact was in this way, because of Macaé’s fluctuating population, [animal] abandonment is 

growing and continuous. It drew my attention, and I started adding a lot of protectors on Facebook and it got 

me involved. I got engaged, then some people started to connect and we assembled this group that’s just a 

protection group. (Cristiane, 24 years old)

Cristiane has a unique history among the interviewees. She does not report having always kept or loved 

animals, but states that she developed special attention to street animals after moving from her home town 

to the town where she would attend college. Online social networks, dominated by Facebook’s popularity in 

Brazil, contribute to a self-recruiting process through which Cristiane seeks people who share her concerns. 

She did not undertake any rescue actions on her own and only became a protector after herself forming a 

group of people interested in rescuing street animals. Sensitivity and attention towards the living condition 

of street animals precede her engagement in concrete protection actions. 

So, I’ve always liked [animals]. When I lived with my mother, I used to do something once in a while, like, since 

I couldn’t take one home, I already had two puppies with my mom that I’d taken from the street. [...]  I took 

some more, I had them adopted right away, always among my own family, like ‘uncle, do you want a dog?’ 

[laughs]. A bit desperate, you know. But I couldn’t do much more than that, because at the time I lived there 

with her, there was no Facebook, nothing. So I didn’t know people who did the same thing I did. Back then I… 

I thought that I was the only crazy person who wanted to do those things, and that everyone would scold me, 

right? [...] Then I started to find people through Facebook. [...] I started to help a shelter, go to [adoption] fairs. I 

took a photography course, so I went with my camera, I took pictures, we spread the news… through Facebook, 

for adoption and everything. So I started to head in this direction. (Cássia, 33 years old) 

Like Cecília cited below, Cássia reinforces the existence of previous sensitivity: “I have always liked 

[animals].” Both had pets as children and performed rescue actions before joining a protection network. For 

both women, this network is important and found online. 

15   Orkut appears in Osório’s (2011) analysis. 
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Listen, I have always... always liked animals. When I was a kid, I was raised at home with animals. [...] And then 

I grew up, became an adult and had cats in my home. Then the internet came and I started to see the movement. 

Until then, when I saw some abandoned kitten, I would take it [back home] on my own, take care of it and then 

donate it. Until that moment, since I live in Méier and there is [the neighborhood square],16 you see, it’s not my 

usual route, but one day I passed by the square, it was 2009, and I saw a sea of cats. So I tried to find out what 

was going on there. It was a huge colony, totally out of control, with procreation, all kinds of diseases. Then I 

used that tool, the internet, and started to ask for help [...] And with this [virtual] community I managed to… 

take care of those cats. Donating them, neutering them… treating diseases and reducing the colony’s size. 

(Cecília, 51 years old)

Cecília, along with Berenice, is one of the few interviewees who manages colonies. Cecília’s activity 

is shaped by her management, which changes the range of her action: occasional rescues are replaced by 

intense management of nearly seventy animals.

The accounts given by Benedita, Cássia and Cecília are similar. They mix aspects of self-taught or 

innate protection17 and contact with animal protection groups and independent protectors. Facebook has 

apparently made this contact much easier. Exploiting the popularization of the internet, Cássia publicizes 

animals for adoption, Cecília “watches the animal protection movement,” Cristiane creates a group of 

protectors, and Berenice meets, helps and is helped by other protectors. All of them seek information on the 

internet; some of them recruit themselves instead of being recruited.

Cristiane’s profile is quite distinct from those of the previous interviewees: she has developed sensitivity 

and attention towards street animals, but only began to rescue them through the protection group that she 

helped create. Facebook was a fundamental tool to find a protection network and to raise awareness about 

the reality of street animals and thereby enable a rescue practice, quite similar to Cássia’s case.

Cristiane, Cecília and Berenice report compelling events that can be described as moral shock events 

(Jasper & Poulsen 1995). The huge quantity of cats in the neighborhood square, the abandonment in Macaé, 

the hungry cats in the hospital parking lot: all of these situations required immediate action and woke the 

interviewees to a reality unknown until that moment, even though some of them report having performed 

rescues before these events. Hence, it is not about a lack of moral preoccupation or sensitivity, or even 

absence of action before the moral shock (Jasper & Poulsen, 1995). Rather, it is about the moral shock acting 

as a motivational turning point, since it elicits other concrete actions, despite the fact that Cecília and 

Berenice had already acted as protectors before managing her colonies. We can perceive how morality and 

actions combine and how actions can depend not only on sensitivity but also on the entry into sociability 

networks.

In this sense, some narratives seem to pose a problem of scale. From the occasional care and rescue of 

animals, protectors turn to the management of colonies, commitment with protection groups and financial 

donations, etc. The same change in dimension seems to occur when one protector finds other protectors via 

the internet and realizes that animal abandonment is not limited to their own neighborhood or some area 

of the city, and that even a large network of activists cannot eradicate the problem.

16   The interviewee asked mention of the exact location to be omitted to avoid new abandonments. Protectors realize that the human population who wants to 
discard an animal prefers places where other abandoned animals dwell and where there are protectors taking care of them. It is a logic in which abandonment 
indicates concerns about the well-being of the abandoned animal, as though it were not actually an abandonment after all.

17   As they see it.
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Conclusion

The paths and setbacks that each interviewee faces as an animal protector involve the emergence 

of sensitivity toward animal suffering and actions to alleviate it. That sensitivity may be seen by the 

interviewees as innate or acquired in childhood. It can also derive from living as an adult with pets or 

near abandoned animals. In all the cases, however, living with animals seems to be a fundamental event in 

building sensitivity towards their suffering. 

As a result, that sensitivity acts as a trigger for concrete actions to alleviate animal suffering as far as 

abandonment is concerned. While engagement in such actions requires a specific previous sensitivity and 

morality, that is, an injustice frame (Gamson 1992 apud Gohn 2002), it may also require entry into an animal 

protection network. Some protectors never act outside of their networks, working only as part of organized 

groups, like Cristiane, Amanda and Ângela.  These groups evoke agency frames (Gamson 1992 apud Gohn 

2002), whereas in self-recruitment cases agency exists previously. 

Some of the interviewees had already engaged in rescue actions before their self-recruitment into 

protection networks. The discovery or creation of such networks seem to be due to the popularization of the 

internet, which made it easier to connect with people with similar interests. The internet not only creates 

networks, it gives visibility to the problem, since it serves as a means to publicize animals for adoption or 

rescue: the ‘protection movement’ becomes visible and donations are collected by protectors in order to 

fund animal rescue.

A close relationship was also perceived between animal protection and Veterinary Medicine. The 

veterinarian is a central and invisible figure in animal protection, a person through whom all rescued 

animals pass, employing a fairly uniform handling procedure judging by the interviewees. According to 

their accounts, street animals are normally sick, so treatment is the first step in finding a human home. 

It is no wonder, then, that some of the interviewees became protectors because they were veterinarians, 

whereas others became veterinarians because of their activities as protectors. The protection analyzed here 

is inseparable from veterinarian practice.

Finally, I would like to draw attention to protection spaces. Some of the protectors manage colonies, like 

Berenice and Cecília. Others are volunteers in animal shelters or catteries, like Amanda, Bárbara and Cássia. 

Most of them rescue animals from the streets. The protector’s space of action is, to some extent, related 

to the kind of recruitment she has undergone. Shelters and catteries demand involvement in protection 

networks, whereas colonies and street rescue do not. In all cases, though, it is notable that networks 

comprise an important element in protection activity. 

Translated by Valéria Lima Almeida

Revised by David Rodgers
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Abstract

Taking as my starting point research on knowledge practices in science, this article focuses on analyzing 

the vicissitudes of animal experimentation and the relationship between researchers and their rodents. 

The material presented here is the result of an ethnographic study at postgraduate program in biomedical 

engineering, whose laboratory in question conducts a wide variety of research related to ultrasonic 

radiation for diagnostic or therapeutic purposes. Many of these research projects use of mice and rats 

in their experimental setups. Employing historical sources regarding the selection process for murine 

strains and also ethnographic data gathered during quotidian laboratory procedures, I seek to discuss a 

specific variation of the agency of laboratory animals by asking the following questions: what do these 

rodents provoke in science through causing unforeseen through their uniqueness as living beings? What 

perplexities and questions do the lives and management of these animals produce in relation to scientists 

and their research?

Keywords: laboratory ethnography; animal experimentation; rodents; science.

Produzindo quimeras:
linhagens de roedores, cientistas de laboratório 

e as vicissitudes da experimentação animal

Resumo

Tomando como meu ponto de partida uma pesquisa sobre práticas de conhecimento na ciência, este artigo 

foca-se na análise das vicissitudes da experimentação animal e na relação entre os pesquisadores e suas 

cobaias. O material apresentado aqui é fruto de um estudo etnográfico desenvolvido em um programa de 

pós-graduação em engenharia biomédica cujo laboratório em questão conduz uma ampla variedade de 

pesquisas relacionadas à radiação ultrassônica com objetivos diagnósticos ou terapêuticos. Vários desses 

projetos de pesquisa usam ratos e camundongos em suas montagens experimentais. Empregando fontes 

históricas relacionadas ao processo de seleção de linhagens murinas e também dados etnográficos do 

cotidiano laboratorial, pretendo discutir uma variação específica da agência dos animais de biotério a partir 

dos seguintes questionamentos: o que esses roedores provocam nas ciências por meio de acontecimentos 

imprevistos e de suas singularidades enquanto seres vivos? Que perplexidades e questionamentos a vida e o 

manejo dos bichos de biotério produzem em relação aos cientistas e suas respectivas pesquisas?

Palavras-chave: etnografia de laboratório; experimentação animal; roedores; ciência.
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Producing quimeras:
lineages of rodents, laboratory scientists and 

the vicissitudes of animal experimentation

Marcos Castro Carvalho

This article takes as its point of departure my doctoral research regarding knowledge practices in 

science laboratories (Carvalho, 2015). Its focus is an analysis of the vicissitudes of experimenting with 

animals, particularly the forms of quotidian relationships with and the handling of test subjects. The 

material that I present here originates in ethnographic research that I developed at a university center 

linked to a graduate program in biomedical engineering, which I call the “Laboratório de Ultrassom 

Biomédico” (Biomedical Ultrasound Laboratory) or, more simply, the LUB. The LUB undertakes a large and 

varied number of research projects related to the biomedical use of ultrasound in diagnosis or therapy. A 

portion of these experiments employ living animals.

A series of bodies are produced and utilized by these experiments with ultrasound radiation. The tissues 

(organic and synthetic) are prepared in such a way that they become analytically comparable to those of the 

human body subjected to therapeutic or diagnostic interventions. These bodies include those of the living 

laboratory test animals, in which cancer and other intestinal inflammations are provoked in order better 

to produce in vivo diagnostic images. They also include dead bodies, which provide fragmented parts of 

human and animal cadavers that are submitted to ultrasonic radiation in post mortem studies so that these 

waves might simultaneously manifest their therapeutic and destructive potential. There are also test bodies 

known as phantoms, which are produced with synthetic and organic materials mixed together in structures 

that can be seen or heated by ultrasonic energy “as if ” they were living bodies (in vitro studies). And finally, 

there are virtual bodies, programmed into computers, in which ultrasound is employed according to digital 

models in a manner that can “foresee” or complement their future applications with experimental bodies 

(in silico studies).

Therefore, animals and parts of animals circulate in many of the research projects conducted by the 

laboratory. These might be living experimental animals or simply their dissected body parts.  They might 

be pieces of pork and beef (such as bones, muscles and adipose tissue, livers, kidneys and etc.) acquired 

in butcher shops, or even commercially available materials developed from animal substances (such as 

the pigskin gelatin used in the manufacture of certain specimens). Given the vast variety of these bodies 

and the limits of the present article, our analysis here focuses solely on studies using strains of living 

rodents. In the case of the LUB, these were undertaken in the context of research involving high frequency 

ultrasound (or microultrasound), investigating the potential use of this energy in diagnosis. I thus do not 

intend to address at this time experiments based on industrial materials or fragments of dead animal tissue, 

regardless of their relevance to a number of experimental procedures currently in progress in the laboratory 

and present in some or many stages of the studies developed by the LUB (see Carvalho, 2015).

Animals have always been present, in one form or another, in scientific and technical studies. The 

historical stabilization and consolidation of so-called “vivisection” did not occur in a linear or inexorable 

manner, however. It began to take shape mainly in the 19th century with Claude Bernard and the increasing 

hegemony of experimental physiology. One can say that in the 20th century, test animals become imagined 
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almost inevitably as rodents, with rats and mice taking pride of place – to the point where “lab rat” has 

become a synonym for “test animal” in English. It is also in the 20th century that these rodents become 

massively produced and merchandized in a stable and patterned fashion, becoming privileged research 

instruments for a variety of experiments, particularly in the health and biological sciences. I have discussed 

elsewhere (Carvalho, 2015; Carvalho, 2016) the ways in which researchers engage with, relate to and show 

affection for laboratory animals used in in vivo experimentation, as well as some of the actions, reactions 

and resistance of these animals to experimental and technical procedures.  In this article, I wish to cast 

light on another aspect of laboratory animals’ agency by asking the following question: what do lab animals 

provoke in science by creating unforeseen situations and through their singularities as living creatures?

Aiming to produce heuristic notes regarding such questions, I have divided the discussions in the 

present article into two different, but complementary, sections. In the first, I want briefly to address some 

historical ways in which certain strains of rodents were selected for scientific experimentation. Obviously, 

given the ethnographic character of my work, I have no intention of conducting a thorough historicizing 

of the several paths of experimentation with rats and mice, taking account of their disputes and complex 

intricacies. My selfish use of history as an ethnographic source is intended solely to problematize the 

essentialized construction of rodents as natural and intrinsic objects for scientific practices. My diachronic 

establishment of these animals as scientific and technological artifacts simply allows us to illuminate 

contemporary data, in which the process of “purification” (to use Latour’s terms: (1996) and (2000)) of 

rodents as a working tool necessarily implies dealing with a “hybridism” that precludes the existence of 

these living beings as mere objects, passive in the face of scientific procedures.

The article’s second topic presents a more ethnographic approach to in vivo studies. Through a 

description of the work on high-frequency diagnostic ultrasound, I relate the ultrasonic biomicroscopy 

technique performed on mice and rats. I talk about the experimental protocols in which pathological 

conditions are chemically produced in animals in order to investigate the potential of ultrasound 

technology in the early diagnosis of gastrointestinal tract disease. In this second section, I thus seek to 

reveal the problems created by the management of strains of rodents and the mishaps and experimental 

imponderables these cause. Among these are the daily difficulties and solutions for the stabilization of lab 

animals as useful tools for experimental setups and theories that guide them, as well as questions regarding 

the “purity” and “contamination” of the lab animals and the new questions made possible by unforeseen 

events.

Regarding lab animal strains and their singular characteristics

Given a special power to cross categorical, typological and moral borders, vampires are monsters that 

have haunted Europe for centuries. Ambiguous in a series of ways (their human-animal nature, their 

undead condition, among other potentially scary characteristics), these fictional creations generated 

both fear and desire in perturbing the European obsession with purity. Like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein 

(1994[1818]) and the various European vampires, the OncoMouse™ (the first patented animal in the world1) 

is considered by Donna Harraway (1999:79) to be a monstrous creature. Simultaneously a natural entity 

and a human creation, it is a zombie whose existence is simultaneously human and animal, life and 

merchandise. 

Such artefactual rodents cannot be understood as separate from human reality. They are creatures 

1   Created-born in the 1980s through a partnership between Harvard College and the DuPont, biotech company the OncoMouse™  was patented in 1988 as 
intellectual property because it carried in its DNA a human gene associated with breast cancer generation. Aside from it being the first patented animal, 
then, this mouse was also the first genetically modified mammal.
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of the laboratory, the cage, of scientists and their equipment. In a classic semiotic ecological study that 

is considered to be a seed of modern etiology, Jakob] von Uexküll (1983[1934]) developed the intriguing 

concept of the Umwelt. Simplifying things somewhat, we can say that Uexkül created this concept in 

order to account for the worlds developed by animals through their relationships and perceptions as they 

engaged in activities in environments that were always singular in terms of their characteristics. All of the 

world-environments described by the author, however, are more-or-less the natural environments of these 

animate beings. How then can we think of lives and the world of lab rats, in which cages and labs are the 

relevant environments which these animals share with their peers, with human beings and with (as we shall 

see below) a series of other agents, living or not?2

There is no space in this article to investigate in detail the lives and daily habits of these creatures in 

their “unknown worlds” (to use one of Uexküll’s favorite expressions). This, because what we are doing here 

is not research into human-animal relationships in all their complex possibilities. Neither are we creating 

an etiological study. During my research, I did not systematically visit vivariums and these are, obviously, 

the most important spaces in which these lab animals pass the greater part of their lives3. My contact with 

rats and mice during my field work occurred strictly during the course of experiments, or when I went to 

collect them from the vivariums, or bring them back in their cages after an experiment. My focus here is 

thus on the scientific and experimental uses of lab animals and the ways in which these relate to ultrasound 

technologies (even though I might occasionally refer to things that happened in the vivarium). 

Historically, rats and mice did not begin to be raised and selected in lineages with the advent of the 

use of experimental animals in science. Before this, rodents already were being raised by humans who 

were trainers and fans of these animals. The controlled reproduction of selected lineages of mice dates 

from the 17th century (at least) in Japan, gaining much popularity in the U.S. and England in the early 20th 

century with the establishment of pet fancier organizations. These “amateur” mice raisers were responsible 

(indirectly so, in most cases) for the creation of the basic conditions for scientific experimentation with 

animals (Rader 2004: 32-33). 

But rodents have not always been science’s main lab animal, although they are the principal animal 

used in research today. According to Karen Rader (2004:16), rodents today make up at least 70% of the 

animals currently being used in scientific experiments. One of the first scientists to use rodents was the 

U.S. American Clarence Cook Little. Little played a fundamental role in the consolidation of Jackson 

Laboratory in Maine during the first half of the 20th Century. Between 1989 and 2000, JAX Lab was 

responsible for supplying some 95% of the mice lineages used throughout the world (the lab had some 

2,400 strains of frozen embryos) 4. In the early 1900s, however, Little was a pioneer, working almost alone in 

using lab animals in scientific experiments on a large scale.

Little had been presented to the “model mouse” by William Castle (1867-1962),  one of his professors at 

Harvard who had already undertaken research with rats, flies, cats and guinea pigs at the beginning of the 

2   Giorgio Agamben (2012[2002]) calls attention to a small section of Uexküll’s book which might be overlooked in a quick read. In it, the etiologist talks 
about a tick that was kept alive for 18 years in a lab without being fed, in complete isolation from its environment. Uexküll reads this as a form of waiting 
that is comparable to a human dreaming. Agamben (idem: 68) thus asks what became of this tick who lived in suspended animation for so long and how 
is it possible for a living animal, which consists entirely in relation to its singular environment, to live so long isolated from this environment. Here, in 
the margins of Uexküll’s analysis, in his descriptions of animals removed from their original “worlds”, something approaching the reality of lab animals.

3   Some ethnographic descriptions of vivariums and their activities can be found in Marras (2009) and Souza (2013).

4   Many uncertainties exist regarding the approximate number of animals annually used in lab testing throughout the world. Although we know that this 
number is on the order of tens of millions, estimates vary widely. With the growth and spread of animal rights movements, it has become even more difficult 
to get precise numbers, as the exact numbers of animals used in any given experiment are being publicized less and less (Paixão and Schramm 2008).
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20th Century5. As Logan points out (2001), before rodents became stabilized as science’s model lab animals, 

a larger variety of species were serving in scientific experiments. The use of rats and mice raised by animal 

fanciers was a relevant part of this process, given that much of the research with these animals revolved 

around studies of genetic inheritance and mutation (Rader, op. cit. p.25-30). 

One of the first species of mice to be domesticated and selected by animal fanciers was Mus musculus, 

the so-called “common rat”. Given its long history of breeding by fanciers, it was also one of the first species 

to be incorporated by scientists into lab work. Mus musculus was one of the main species used by Little. It 

is still much used in the lab where I conducted my research, although different lineages of the species are 

used in today’s experiments.

Historical “insensitivity” to the use of the mouse as a research animal and to its possible suffering 

and death may well be linked to moral judgements about the rodent which portray it as sneaky and dirty. 

In its older habitats, these creatures haunted human spaces such as pantries and granaries. This age old 

association between rats/mice and humans has resulted in some symbolic baggage (at least in the West) that 

casts these creatures as tricky and vile scavengers, linked to the transmission of plague and other diseases. 

They are seen as true tricksters. 

Mice have become consolidated as the main reference for lab animals in the modern global science 

establishment, however. Beginning with the proposal of a cyborg anthropology (which provocatively seeks 

to reconfigure the borders between humans, organisms and machines through the study of interfaces – 

Haraway (1997:52), the eyes of the mouse may give us a unique ethnographic point of view. Thus, 

the relocated gaze forces me to pay attention to kinship. Who are my kin in this odd world of promising 

monsters, vampires, surrogates, living tools, and aliens? (…) What kind of crosses and offspring count as 

legitimate and illegitimate, to whom and at what cost? Who are my familiars, my siblings, and what kind of 

livable world are we trying to build? (idem) 

According to Haraway, the 18th and 19th centuries saw the scientific creation of kinship between 

things that were once understood to be pure and isolated. We see this in the case of Mendeleiev and his 

innovative periodic table and with Lineu and Darwin in their taxonomical delimitations and linkages of 

living species6.  Such classificatory relationships of kinship can be understood as techno-natural objects of 

understanding, directed towards semiotic and instrumental ends. In this sense, in a certain shifting of our 

scientific heritage, Haraway argues that the OncoMouse™ is, in fact, our brother. Or, more specifically, our 

sister (independent of the fact that the species contains males and females). This because, aside from being 

a laboratory instrument for the production of knowledge and other technical dispositifs, “her essence is to 

be a mammal, a bearer by definition of mammary glands, and a site for operation of a transplanted, human, 

tumor-producing gene – an oncogene – that reliably produces breast cancer” (Haraway, idem: 79).

Rader (2004:36) suggests that, differently from what might appear to be the case, the fact that mice and 

rats were raised by amateurs for centuries doesn’t somehow radically transform their marginal status or 

make them into domestic animals (although, in practice, they quite obviously are) or pets. To the contrary! 

5   At the turn of the century, Mendel’s laws also began to be applied to research with animals. But even before rodents became stabilized as the preferential 
lab animal, genetic studies with Drosophilas flies took place. Mendelianism’s entrance into animal studies was particularly productive in the case of the 
Drosophilas because of the ease and lack of expense in maintaining these insects, as well as their short and intense reproductive cycle, their short lifespans 
and the fact that they possess only four chromosomes. Mice are relatively more expensive and also vulnerable to various infections. Using the flies, then, let 
researchers follow a high rate of mutation and genetic variation over a short period of time (Rader, op. cit). For a historical analysis of the use of Drosophilas 
as an organic model for genetic studies, as well as their consolidation as a privileged species in laboratories, see Hodart (2008). See also Jacob (1998) for 
historical considerations regarding switches between flies and rats as genetic models.

6   In his preface to “What is an animal?” (1994), Ingold also points out the importance of the genealogical principle in modern biology from Darwin on. 
François Jacob (1997) holds that the biology of the 19th century inaugurated a double kinship between living beings: a kinship of construction, created by 
the presence of cells in the “architecture” of all living things; and a kinship of affiliation, created through the theory of evolution. Regarding this theme of 
rupture between natural history and biology as the science of life, see also Foucault (2000 [1966]).
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The fact that these species have a long history of selective reproduction allowed for them to become 

massively incorporated into research in a very short time through alliances between amateur breeders and 

university researchers. If up to the mid-1900s (with rare exceptions) mice simply wandered on their own 

accord around laboratories in search of food, in the 1960s, they became frontline soldiers in research into 

cancer and mammalian genetics. Some of the amateur breeders even gained a certain notoriety in scientific 

circles due to the knowledge that they acquired accompanying rodent lineages over the long term. It did 

not take long, however, for scientists to begin to develop their own systems for the mass production of 

lab animals via university vivariums. Science thus began to move away from the amateur breeders, who 

became seen as less scientific and as lacking adequate methods and academic rigor.

A series of arguments have long been employed by scientists in order to justify the use of rats and mice 

as models for experimental science. Among these, we find the following main arguments:

a. Mice are small and relatively domesticated animals, which means that they are easy to breed, feed 

and manage in the controlled environments of the vivariums;

b. They reproduce quite quickly (19-21 days for gestation) and with great frequency (many times a 

year);

c. They have large litters (10 to 24 babies, or even more); 

d. They have a relatively short lifespan (a year in the case of mice and maybe two for rats);

e. And, finally, they are mammals and 99% of their genes are similar to those of humans, with mice 

developing many of the same diseases that also affect us – in other words, they are close relatives of 

ours7. 

Even though all these explanations make sense, Rader (2004) relativizes the a posteriori pragmatic 

rationalization of rodents as ideal test animals. He believes that this is much more a result than a cause of 

the consensus of the biologists of the time. In other words, Rader thinks that the use of these animals ended 

up producing and determining their utility. This is in part because the homogenization of these animals 

did not necessarily accompany the development of mammalian genetic studies, which took several years to 

become consolidated. One must remember here that molecular biology was only created in the second half 

of the 20th century when the large-scale production of test animals was already well under way.

This sort of a posteriori rationalization is not so necessary today, however, given that the mouse is 

already widely excepted as the “typical” test animal. The researchers with whom I conducted field work, for 

example, almost inevitably chose these animals for their tests. After all, they are the most inexpensive and 

easy to obtain, given the hegemony of mouse-as-laboratory-animal model. There is now a vast literature 

that supports the reproducibility of experiments with mice – experiments that do not require great 

expenditures on expensive cancer reagents thanks to the mouse’s small size and the  fact that it is one of 

the few possible lab animals that can be handled with the image production technologies used in the LUB. 

However, as we shall see below, this still didn’t mean that there weren’t “mishaps” when employing rats and 

mice as test subjects, opening up for question just how stable they actually are in this role.

The fact is that the historical collaboration between scientists and mouse breeders/fanciers already 

situated mice as unique among other pets, particularly because people and institutions were already 

protesting against the scientific use of dogs and cats at the beginning of the 20th century.  Unlike rodents, 

both of these animals were already clearly morally evaluated as positive by society in general (Thomas, 

2010; Carvalho and Waizbort, 2012). One must also take into account that (unlike clinical studies involving 

7   In his study among cetologists, Calheiros (2009) points to a genetic proximity between humans and cetaceans that is created by a commensal 
consubstantiation: both species can be affected by the ingestion of the same pollutants. Rats and humans are generally linked by phylogenetic 
consubstantiality, which makes it possible for mouse/rat bodies to stand in for human counterparts in lab experiments.
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dogs) the first experiments with mice were genetics studies that did not involve invasive interventions such 

as cuts and surgery. In most cases, the studies were developed through observation, reproduction and the 

crossing of breeding lineages, which made it easier for the relatively few mice fanciers to accept the research, 

particularly given the fact that before the 1920s, the main political discussion among anti-vivisectionists 

orbited around the pain and suffering animals experienced in lab experiments. But this state of affairs would 

not remain unchanged. In a few decades, Little and his partners would be generating tumors in mice and 

engaging in much more radical procedures than simple observation and selective breeding. Little in fact 

believed he could transform rodents into “pure reagents”, creating almost genetic copies of mice through 

inbreeding (Rader, idem, 35-36).

In other words, mice were animals that were close enough to humans when it came to sharing substances 

and phylogenetic history, but sufficiently distant as to not generate higher ethical and moral questions8. And 

here we can see the ambivalent and productive role of analogy in science. As evidenced by Nancy Stepan 

(1994) in an article on nineteenth-century research that addressed race and gender, scientific metaphors 

do much more than just establish equivalencies between things. Metaphors that actually work generally 

have a reciprocal action, producing something that goes beyond the two isolated statements that interact 

in the metaphor. The public dissection of the bodies of dead criminals in the early days of experimental 

physiology and perception of rodents as parasites and dirty thieves may thus have played an important role 

in constituting the murine body as the perfect and legitimate analogy for the production of a replacement 

“scapegoat” and its sacrifice in favor of a supposed diminution of human suffering. As Haraway suggests, as 

“a tool-weapon for ‘stalking cancer’, the bioengineered mouse is simultaneously a metaphor, the technology, 

and the beast living its many-layered life the best it can” (1997: 83) 9.

In contrast to primatology (where there is room for the individual naming of animals which highlight 

the genealogical links between generations of monkeys and generations of primatologists (Sá, 2006)), the rats 

and mice used in lab experiments are generally not individually named, by individuals. And where the old 

hand drawn cards of amateur fanciers took into account aesthetic and behavioral criteria, the mouse names 

employed by contemporary science are based almost exclusively on genetic variations among the various 

strains. In order to differentiate between different groups of animals, scientists make small perforations in 

their ears and markings with a special pen. This was the case of the rodents I observed in the LUB.

Many varieties of rats and mice that have emerged in the course of this historical process of stabilization 

and rodents have gradually ceased to be objects of study in and of themselves and began to be used 

increasingly as laboratory equipment for various research projects. Among the mouse strains commonly 

found in Biomedical Ultrasound Laboratory are some descended from a common Mus musculus ancestor, 

such as BALB / c, SWR and 129 / SVJ. The Balb / c is a pretty old lineage, which arose directly from the 

relationship between scientists and enthusiasts at the beginning of the last century. Characterized by its 

albino and red-eyed members, the strain has undergone several selections throughout the first half of the 

twentieth century. Popular in science, BALB / c now has hundreds of sublineages. It was chosen by the 

laboratory’s researchers because of its tendency to develop gastrointestinal tumors. Descendants of the Swiss 

strain (which arrived in the US from Switzerland in the mid-1920s), SWR mice, by contrast, are considered to 

respond better to chemicals used in the laboratory in order to induce tumors and inflammations. Meanwhile, 

the 129 / SVJ lineage has a genotype prone to tumor formation because they are heterozygous for a recessive 

gene responsible for tumor suppression.

8   It’s worth remembering here the western ambivalence that Ingold claims exists (1995) between humanity as a species and humanity as a condition. If, as 
a species we are closer to rodents than to cats or dogs, from a moral point of view much closer to “our” cats and dogs.

9   “Many times it’s the idea of a new metaphor that guides the scientist” (Jacob, 1998). See Knorr-Cetina (1981: 49-67) about the unstable, interactional and 
transformative character of metaphors in laboratory practices. 
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Following the fate of their ancestors then, these three mouse strains proved viable as “oncomodelos”, 

either because of a “natural” propensity for developing tumors, or because of their sensitivity to certain 

cancer-inducing chemicals. With respect to rats, the species traditionally used as a test animal is Rattus 

norvegicus, commonly known as the brown rat. Its Wistar lineage was present at the LUB, and – given that 

this is albino like the Balb mouse – it was also known as the white lab rat. The albino Rattus norvegicus, like 

Mus musculus mice, were one of the first species widely used as the go-to animal for laboratory experiments 

(see Logan, 2001). About twenty-five centimeters long, with a tail nearly the length of the rest of its body, 

and weighing up to five hundred grams, rats are much larger than mice (which do not grow longer than ten 

centimeters or weigh more than thirty grams). In the wild, mice may even end up as meals for hungry rats. 

In vivariums, they are companions in neighboring cages, supposedly as “vulnerable” as their potential rat 

predators.

Producing oncorodents

As we have seen above, scientific experimentation with rodents has most recently focused on trying 

genetically and experimentally to control test animal lineages so that these animals can be useful analogies 

of the (un)healthy human body. However, the animals possess singular characteristics, no matter how 

much they have been genetically homogenized. This is in part because, importantly, they are not machines, 

but rather living creatures endowed with intentionality and interests. It is also due to the fact that they 

have diverse relationships with humans and other living beings during their lives – and this doesn’t even 

mention the technoscientific changes to which they are subjected! In the second part of this article, we 

will accompany the quest to make rodents animals that are minimally legitimate and interesting as test 

subjects and, at the same time, look at these animals’ resilience, recalcitrance, resistance and their ability to 

destabilize their role as test subjects within the scientific projects that have created them. 

I would like to begin with a story that illustrates the geographic, scientific and genealogical shifts that 

rodents can incite in a laboratory. It has to do with a long-standing academic discussion between myself 

and a postdoctoral researcher colleague at the LUB, carried out in the corridors and cafeterias of the Lab. 

Ana told me the story of a researcher with whom she had roomed during her doctorate in molecular 

biology. Proud and happy that her colleague would soon be defending her thesis, Ana was nevertheless 

worried because the research in question had been quite delicate, involving experimental difficulties. In 

spite of this, Ana told me her colleague’s story in a good-humored tone, as if it were inevitable, given the 

many similar and uncontrollable events that occur in the quotidian work of the laboratory.

According to Ana, her friend initially wanted to study stroke physiology utilizing a murine model. To 

do this, she had ordered an expensive Japanese strain of female rats. The lineage in question is well known 

for a genetically selected profile that display highs levels of stress and aggression, dying early from stroke 

and heart attack. Because they are very skittish, they generally don’t copulate and rebuff any male rat who 

approaches them for sex. Upon arrival in Brazil, however, the Japanese rats showed very different behavior 

from that expected by the scientists. Unlike their relatives back home in Japan, the rats which arrived in 

our country were quite calm and tranquil. Even too tranquil, said the researchers. Without any apparent 

stress, they began to copulate frequently with the Brazilian males and eat less compulsively, living in 

considerable harmony with the other animals. Concerned, the researchers sought solutions which would 

push their newly acquired and expensive test animals to develop the necessary conditions in order to suffer 

a stroke. They switched out their feed for a richer, more fatty variety, hoping that this would help spark 

a pathological incident. But, again contrary to expectations, the rats just grew fat and continued living 

quietly in their cages. Even swapping the cages for smaller spaces didn’t seem to disturb the animals’ 
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generally sanguine outlook. Amid much laughter, Ana and I anecdotally concluded: “The rats became 

tropicalized!”

Ana was worried about her colleague’s future, given that her thesis research was being undermined by 

her uncooperative lab rats. One of the possible ways she thought that the problem might be resolved was 

through creating artificial strokes in the animals through precise blows to certain regions of their heads. 

Ana allowed that this might be possible, but that it wasn’t a very desirable solution, given that artificially-

induced strokes wouldn’t provoke the same sorts of physiological alterations as natural strokes. This would 

compromise her colleague’s data, particularly with regards to its use in studying naturally occurring 

strokes in humans. She thought that it might be better for her friend to change her research focus entirely 

and look into why these changes had occurred in the rats in the first place. Was it the environment? But 

what, specifically, in the environment could’ve caused this situation? The climate? The food? The vivarium? 

The proximity of other animals? Was it perhaps some difference in the way in which the animals were 

treated? But what difference(s)? Was it something done by the vivarium’s technicians, the researchers, 

or both?10 Finally, the researcher apparently decided to abandon these questions entirely and ended up 

defending a research project that was based on in vitro methodologies. 

Regardless of what finally happened, the story raises relevant questions for any kind of science 

conducted with living beings as objects of study. Contrary to what a hasty analysis might lead one to 

believe, I do not think that such an event reduces the credibility of the trajectory and effort of selective 

breeding of natural strains, promoted over the years by scientists, which we’ve superficially discussed 

above. I’m also sure that the fact that Ana told me this story in a humorous tone, narrating unpredictable 

events and the imponderable facts of research, means that she’s skeptical about genetic engineering of 

research lineages. Destructive irony was not the main point of her narrative.

Rather, Ana’s story highlights quotidian dilemmas encountered in the use of living beings in lab 

experiments. Here, the “dissident” rats refused to annihilate themselves, as science had designed them to 

do. This, in turn, shifted the researcher’s focus to other topics of study, creating the questions that Ana and 

I would chat about in our discussions. Our laughter (using the terminology adopted by Stengers (2002:85)) 

wasn’t “at the expense of ” the researcher and her rats: it was “shared with” her in the face of a more general 

perplexity. It expressed a common uncertainty.

In an interesting article entitled Os dispositivos experimentais (Experimental Apparatuses), Vinciane 

Despret (2011) relates some cases which can be productively thought of together with the story of the 

Japanese rats. The author describes research undertaken with rats in the 1960s by Robert Rosenthal, a 

psychologist at a U.S. American university. Rosenthal presented two groups of animals to his students: one 

of them was made up of above- average animals from a lineage selected by a renowned researcher; the other 

was made up of mediocre animals. The students (also divided into two groups) were to subject both groups 

to labyrinth tests and thus verify the difference in performance between the two. 

As Rosenthal expected, the students’ results showed a large degree of difference between the 

performance of the two varieties of animals. Rosenthal then revealed to the students that both groups of 

rats were made up of common animals, bought at the local pet store. Rosenthal then triumphantly lectured 

his students about the power and influence of researchers’ subjective expectations could have on the results 

of their studies. He had shown that the students whose rats performed better had developed more intense 

affective relations with their lab animals. In order to underline his warnings about the dangers of this 

influence, Rosenthal finally asked his secretary (who was not informed about the rats’ supposed differences) 

to redo the tests. The result? Both groups of rats had the same average performance.

10   Souza (2013), for example, talks about the curious presence of photos showing mouse babies sleeping piled on top of each other that were pinned to the 
bulletin board of the vivarium where she undertook his fieldwork. According to Souza, these photos were probably posted by the vivarium’s technicians.
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Rosenthal’s experiment had as its ultimate objective the elimination of the evil influences of 

researchers’ subjectivity from scientific procedures (and, incidentally, called into question the division 

between scientists and laymen by opposing his students’ research to that of his secretary). Despret, 

however, would create another interesting interpretation of Rosenthal’s results, looking positively upon 

the affect that was implied in the experiment and creating two alternative conclusions. First of all, Despret 

pointed out that the secretary also acted in accordance with Rosenthal’s expectations: informed that the 

rats were more or less homogeneous and nothing special, she treated them as such and got average results 

across the board. By acting “as if ” the rats were of one or another quality, both students and secretary ended 

up recreating given expectations about how these animals would act. In other words, relationship regimes, 

in this case, seem to have created existence regimes. Secondly, Despret pointed out that Rosenthal didn’t 

take into consideration the students’ expectations, which may have led them to be fooled out of a greater 

desire to please their professor by providing the results they assumed he wanted.

We have thus arrived at something close to that which Isabelle Stengers (2002: 177) understands as the 

working conditions of scientists who deal with living creatures that are capable of “interesting themselves” 

in the questions being formulated by the researcher, or who are capable of interpreting the experimental 

apparatus in their own manner. The object of study’s interest might be formulated in this manner: 

“What does he want from me?” And this is not only applicable to scientific practices related to animal 

experimentation, but also to any knowledge produced through the study of beings that are endowed with 

intentionality and interests (anthropology, for example). As Despret points out, these sciences deal with 

“living creatures that never stop interpreting the propositions that are placed before them (2011: 51). 

It may thus be interesting to consider some of the proposals of the author Elizabeth Costello, a character 

in J.M Coetzee’s “A Vida dos Animais” (“The Lives of Animals”, 2009). Costello raises the crucial – what we 

could perhaps call a Stengerian – possibility that a test animal might interest itself in a very distinct and 

different manner from the questions that scientists are using it to investigate. It may, in fact, formulate 

other questions that are possibly more relevant and central to it in the situation in which scientists place it. 

11   What is particularly interesting about the story of the “tropicalized”  Japanese rats, however, is that the 

“enigmatic” influence that the rats exercised did not take place in a more behavior-oriented experiment (in 

which one would presume that the animals might have more opportunities to express interest and affect): 

it happened in an experiment that was much more “instrumentalist” in nature. Here, the rats were not so 

much active in their interests, but simply not “performing” as expected as organic models in the course of 

research designed to develop new medical technologies for use with humans12. 

Although the LUB has existed since the 1980s, it was only in 2006 that some of the lab’s researchers 

began to utilize animals systematically in their experiments. Even so, work with lab animals is not 

generalized among the institution’s scientists today. Only one of the professors (Pedro) undertakes in vivo 

experiments together with the students that he mentors. Another two professors have mentored and still 

mentor students who conduct research through vivisection, although these professors do not directly 

11   In the same book, Costello tells the story of Sultan, a monkey who was the subject of several psychological experiments undertaken at the beginning of the 
20th century by the Prussian Academy of Sciences. According to Costello, “each time, Sultan was pushed to have a less interesting thought. From the purity 
of speculation – why does man behave like this? – he was ruthlessly pushed to a lower, more practical, and instrumental level – how can I use this to get that? 
– and was thus forced to accept himself, primordially, as an organism with an appetite to be satisfied. (…) In his deepest self, Sultan was not interested in the 
problem of the banana. It was the mind of the researcher, obsessively turned to the problem, that forced Sultan to concentrate on the banana. The question 
that really occupies the rat and the cat and any other laboratory or zoo animal is this: “Where is my home and how can I get there?” (Coetzee 2009: 36-37).

12   There are controversies between biologists and other experimental scientists working with the murine model around the discussion of inborn and/
or learned behaviors concerning different generations and strains of animals. Apart from the opposition between mechanistic biology (which usually 
sees behavior as a “genetically programmed” phenomenon) and some Lamarckian theories (which consider that behavior can also generate an inherited 
inheritance), there are still those who advocate the hypothesis of causation “Formative causation,” in which a kind of “morphic resonance” could act by 
shuffling the boundaries between the inborn and the acquired. For an interesting discussion of a serie of experiments with rats to revise such opposition 
between inheritance and behavior, see: http://www.sheldrake.org/about-rupert-sheldrake/blog/rat-learning-and-morphic-resonance. I thank Peter Fry for 
the reference to this discussion. 
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participate in the process. As for the students, one can say that only a relatively small segment of them 

deals directly with living animals in the course of their research. 

In 2005, Pedro returned from a post-doctorate in Canada, bringing with him a new line of research 

based on biomicroscopic ultrasound (BMU). This is a technology that uses high frequency ultrasonic 

radiation to produce medical images of intracorporal cavities and also of the body’s surface. The name, 

“biomicroscopic ultrasound”, came about as a result of the “microscopic” resolution of the images of 

live tissues obtained through this imaging technique. The fine resolution of these images is very close 

to that produced by optical microscopes. When BMU is applied to small animals such as rodents, the 

high frequency radiation is even more essential to maintaining the resolution’s realism than it is when 

ultrasound is applied to humans. 

Later, BMU, or micro-ultrasound, began to be instrumentalized in in vivo longitudinal studies while 

utilizing two varieties of rodent test subjects: mice, initially, then rats. Pedro thought that one way to 

foment dialogue and work in partnership with doctors and health researchers would be to undertake pre-

clinical studies with living models in areas that would interest medical practitioners. It was then that Pedro 

was invited to become a professor in a graduate program in experimental surgery and began to invest in 

the new possibilities that were opening up in lab animal-based research. Pedro’s trajectory is interesting 

in that it contrasts strongly with the beginnings of the use of animals as experimental subjects in the lab. 

Clarence Little, who was mentioned above as a U.S. American forerunner in animal experimentation, had to 

work hard to convince the medical profession of the value of the use of test animals. He associated rodent 

studies with public health problems such as cancer and thus succeeded in overcoming the skepticism of 

medical doctors who did not see the use of animal testing adding anything of relevance to their profession, 

unlike clinical tests with human beings (cf.Rader 2004). Pedro’s trajectory took an opposite tack: he felt the 

need to conduct tests with lab animals precisely in order to gain more allies in the field of medicine. This 

was due to the fact that animal experimentation is well consolidated as a practice today and is seen as one of 

the principal markers of legitimacy for new health techniques and technologies. Pedro, who is an engineer, 

claims that the health researchers and professionals were not much interested in virtual models, test bodies 

and in vitro methodologies, given that these do not involve living organisms and thus could not be rapidly 

incorporated into clinical practices. 

Although the members of the LUB use other materials and parts of animal bodies in their research, I 

would like to concentrate now on their use of living animals in laboratory tests. In the Lab, test animals 

are used to study lesions created in their muscle and bone tissue and to ultrasonically identify induced 

muscular hypertrophy. There are also used to help improve diagnostic images of certain pathological 

conditions. I will only analyze this second method of animal use here, due to space considerations and also 

because these were the sorts of experiments that I was most often able to personally follow myself.

Researchers do not have much time to handle the lab animals personally given that the studies are being 

conducted in an engineering institute that does not have a vivarium. This means that they do not have 

the capability to look after the beasts properly, feeding, cleaning and caring for them, as well as providing 

them with adequate light, temperature and air circulation. At most, the animals might stay overnight in 

the Lab if the experiments cannot be concluded in one day. This is not considered to be an ideal situation, 

given that the lab animal’s food may attract the wild animals that are present on campus, including the lab 

mice and rats’ “sewer cousins”. Aside from putting the Lab’s integrity and the safety of the scientists at risk, 

such an “invasion” might end up contaminating the test animals and, through them, the entire vivarium. 

Test animals are thus generally transported to the institute in their cages by car and are taken back to their 

vivariums on the same day. 
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The test animals come from different institutes and live in different vivariums. They are selected 

according to the various relationships and alliances that the LUB’s researchers establish with other research 

centers. One batch of mice from the 129/Svj lineage (which have a genotype that facilitates the formation of 

tumors) was even imported from the United States via a donation by a professor linked to a cancer research 

center at the University of California. But experiments are also undertaken with mice bred from this lineage 

here in Brazil. Other mice are obtained through the university’s vivariums and research labs or are bought 

from other universities which produce test animals in large scale for their own use and for sale to other 

institutes. 

The researchers produce cancer in the intestinal tissues of the mice through a single injection of 

carcinogenic acid via a vein in the animal’s tail. In the past, it was more common to observe the growth 

of spontaneous tumors, or to transplant tumors from other rodent lineages (cf. Rader, 2004). Transplants 

are still carried out today. It’s more common, however, to induce lesions and tumors chemically and this 

is standard practice at the LUB. After administering the injection, the scientists wait a few weeks for the 

tumor to begin to develop. During this period, the animal may be subjected to occasional check-ups. 

Originally, the carcinogenic injection was applied to the animal’s abdominal region, but experiments 

showed that injection through the tail was preferable. When they began using mice, the Lab’s researchers 

had difficulty finding the small tail vein and maintaining it intact while injecting it with the carcinogenic 

substance. This is a complicated task which might result in losing the animal through hemorrhage. More: 

each ampule costs around a thousand dollars and has a life expectancy of only two hours upon opening. 

When rats are used, the goal is not to produce tumors but simply an abdominal inflammation. A 3% 

solution of trinitrobenzenesulfonic acid is added to the rat’s water for a week. 

Once the tumors or inflammations are produced, the animal’s weight is monitored and it is regularly 

checked for intestinal bleeding and feces consistency. As the injected/ingested substances irritate the 

animal’s rectal and colonic mucus in a restricted fashion, they are seen to be a decent simulacrum for 

clinical conditions such as colitis and Crohn’s Disease13. Both ailments can facilitate the development of 

colonic-rectal cancer.

According to the research undertaken at the LUB, BMU technology has the potential to decrease the 

need for biopsies, given that the images obtained through micro-ultrasound are increasingly as detailed as 

the results traditionally obtained through laborious histological work with dead tissue14. Other motives are 

also present in the justifications for the use of animal subjects in pre-clinical imaging, such as the limited 

number of people available for clinical studies and the greater ethical complications that arise with human 

testing.

Rodrigo, one of the LUB’s researchers who, at the time, was working towards his masters in 

experimental surgery, likes to say that it’s not a question of reproducing Crohn’s Disease in rats. Rather, 

Rodrigo says, the Lab seeks to produce inflammations in rats that copy the effects of this disease to a certain 

degree. In other words, what we see in this case is an analogy to Crohn’s Disease in humans that is made 

possible through the production of inflammations in rats. This analogy, of course, is based upon a prior 

analogy that compares murine bodies with human bodies. There was a certain need for rapidity in these 

experiments, given that the rodents tended to become better over time, which could impede the production 

13   Pathologies that are understood to be chronic and which effect the human digestive system. Although ulcerative colitis is an inflammation that is 
understood to be somewhat more mild than Crohn’s Disease, both ailments possess the characteristics of auto-immune pathologies. This makes more 
definitive and completely effective treatment quite difficult. A history of the study of Crohn’s disease, complete with an account of the test animal models 
created through chemically induced intestinal inflammations can be found in Gonçalves et al (2008).

14   According to what one of the researchers told me, the fact that high frequency ultrasound images are giving results that are ever more favorably 
comparable with those achieved by traditional histology may also mean that fewer animals will be sacrificed. Being able to accompany the development of 
pathological disease over tie via ultrasound will mean that it will no longer be necessary to sacrifice different animals in order to obtain histological cuts 
for each step of the experiment.
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of images of the lesions and ulcers in their intestines, making comparison with human pathologies difficult 

or impossible. 

After the animal has been anesthetized, a tiny probe is inserted in its anus, which has been previously 

lubricated with an anesthetic gel. The probe is connected to a catheter and it contains a miniaturized 

ultrasonic transducer in the form of an ultrafine metal wire. This operates at a frequency of 40MHz and 

it can turn up to 360 degrees in order to produce endoluminescent images. In truth, this is a very specific 

variety of endoscope: a flexible pediatric bronchialfibroscope, imported from Japan. Here we can see 

creative and controlled “improvisation” in the resolution of technical-scientific problems, with an air-

mailed endoscope, originally designed for use in pediatric clinics, can be transformed into colonoscope for 

scientific use with laboratory animals – in this case, mice. This is a performative use that connects humans 

and lab animals through technological tools which can be transmuted from one use to another. In other 

words, the possibility of making analogies between murine and human bodies means that the singular 

characteristics of mouse bodies must be taken into consideration, producing interesting and controlled 

adaptations of technologies originally developed for humans.

Iara Souza (2013) recalls the arrival of an echo-cardiogram made specifically for mice in the laboratory 

where she worked. The advantage of this new equipment was that it had been developed with the particular 

characteristics of the mouse heart in mind, given that this is much smaller than that of rats or humans, 

beating much more rapidly as well. The new equipment thus enabled a better view of these rodents’ hearts, 

improving it to the degree where they could be seen almost as well as human hearts. According to Souza 

(idem: 262), “by taking into consideration the differences of the mouse’s body, it became possible, through 

the apparatus, to see it as if it were human”.

In both these cases, then (echocardiography and BMU), we see an oscillation between humans and 

mice through procedures that are undertaken “as if ” the body of the one could be seen as the body of the 

other, either through tools specifically designed for this purpose or through adaptations of human tools to 

murine bodies.  

As intestines are full of air, gasses often offer up resistance to the propagation of ultrasound. The probe 

was initially inserted through the animal’s lubricated anus, but it was discovered that the lubricating gel 

also generated a large quantity of air bubbles.  The researchers thus opted to inject water into the mice’s 

intestines via the probe and this turned out to be a more effective technique. It was, however, difficult to 

judge the proper amount of water needed to create a good image without also killing the mice and this 

complicated the first attempts to make the experimental model work. But water wasn’t injected solely in 

order to improve the contact between the transducer and the intestinal walls, eliminating air in the organ: 

it also eliminated any feces which might also block easy viewing of the region. Before being subjected to 

experimentation, the lab animals were generally given an intestinal cleaning via the injection of a warm and 

oily liquid through the anus. Even so, feces would still occasionally show up during the imaging process, 

compromising the quality of the intestinal images. Hemorrhages – either created by the test animal’s 

ailment or through mishaps in inserting the probe – also occasionally impeded the experiments.

Other elements beside blood and feces can unexpectedly show up during the course of intestinal 

imaging with BMU. One day, it was accidentally discovered, via colonoscope imaging during an 

experiment, that the test animals were infected with worms. The vivarium was advised and the test animals 

were immediately quarantined. Vivariums generally take many precautions so that their animals do not 

become ill. Sickness can change an animal’s clinical characteristics, altering data and ruining experiments. 

As the rodents share cages and food and often come in contact with one another’s’ urine and feces and end 

up contaminating each other.
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In producing oncorodents, it quickly becomes evident that not all of the test subjects develop the kind 

of ailments that are desired. This is a variation in the experiment that is expected to occur to at least some 

degree. See, for example Souza’s comments (2013) on this sort of problem in the research she investigated. 

In the case under study here, however, many of the rodents ended up not developing inflammations when 

they were administered toxic substances and this ended up threatening the research project’s results. A 

short while after they discovered the worm infection among the lab animals, the researchers noted that 

the mice from the strain they were working with seemed to be particularly resistant to the carcinogenic 

acid that was being administered to them. One of the hypotheses that was raised to explain this was that, 

aside from individual resistances, the mice may have developed their resistance due to contamination with 

worms or bacteria. After researching the topic, it was discovered that articles had already been published by 

other research centers that had encountered similar problems and had come up with the same hypothesis: 

that some parasites create a certain “preventive/prophylactic” effect.

What is curious about this episode is that the animals’ contamination and its possible association with 

a decrease in the rate of intestinal inflammations led to the researchers thinking about worm infections 

as a possible inhibitor of intestinal pathologies15. This only occurred due to the accidental contamination 

of the highly controlled and purified vivarium environment, as Marras (2009) and Souza (2013) have 

discussed, and due to the fact that these particular scientists just happened to be working with intestinal 

imagery. This incident also demonstrates the difficulties inherent in controlling lab animal lineages that 

end up hosting other beings even when they are genetically modified to resist contamination by pathogens 

(Birke, 2003:209). Other non-human animals are thus making their presence felt in the experiment and 

demonstrating (via the lab animals and endoscopic technology) a certain implacable recalcitrance: worms.

In a mysterious book entitled “Le parasite”, Michel Serres (1982[1980]) dealt with the diverse meanings 

and implications of the idea of parasitism. Looking at the multiple relationships forged between parasite 

and host, Serres expands the concept of parasitism beyond its strictly biological frontiers (which associates 

parasitism exclusively with invertebrate beings). According to the author, the science of parasitology 

carries with it a history of anthropomorphizing both the host and its (not always welcome) guest. We can 

think beyond this, however, says Serres. In French, parasite means both a parasitical being and a rupture 

created by static in a message in a communication system. Parasite can thus be thought of as something 

that provokes interruptions, interference, or noise. This is something quite similar to what the nematodes 

did in the rodent bodies, making them resistant to inflammation, interfering with ultrasonic radiation 

and – consequently – disrupting the diagnostic images the researchers sought to produce. The protection 

given to the rodents’ intestines came in exchange for intra-organic food and shelter. In other words, the 

parasitical self-protection implied maintaining the guest alive and resistant.

But Serres (idem) also thinks of the parasitical dynamic via the image of a parasitical cascade. This 

cascade is understood as a sequential chain wherein all beings are parasites and hosts in some since16. 

As Gabriel Tarde reminds us: “… parasites also have parasites, and so on. Even though they might be 

infinitesimally small!” (Tarde, 2007:55). We can think of this circuit in the study at hand in the following 

15   Helminth eggs have already been used to alleviate the symptoms of ulcerative colitis. These are ingested and they later proliferate in the large intestine. 
See: http://www.isaude.net/pt-BR/noticia/13085/ciencia-e-tecnologia/avaliada-eficacia-da-terapia-com-vermes-para-cura-da-colite-ulcerativa. Studies are also 
being undertaken regarding the efficacy of infection by the Schistosoma mansoni flatworms. These show that the worms increase rat resistance to asthma and 
allergies through the parasites’ liberation of certain substances in the host organism. See: http://noticias.terra.com.br/ciencia/interna/0,,OI655158-EI298,00.
html. Also see: http://noticias.terra.com.br/ciencia/noticias/0,,OI769027-EI298,00-Verme+pode+curar+doencas+inflamatorias+diz+estudo.html. Like worms, 
bacteria can also act as prophylactic agents in the intestine. As Haraway points out (2004,2008), certain types of bacteria have co-evolved with us, being 
responsible for making our intestines what they are today. This is why it is a current medical practice to transplant feces from a healthy individual into people 
with serious intestinal inflammations caused by harmful bacteria. New varieties of bacteria contained in the foreign feces help rebalance the intestinal flora 
and work more quickly and effectively than antibiotics.

16   “We parasite each other and live amidst parasites. Which is more or less a way of saying that they constitute our environment. We live in that black box 
called the collective; we live by it, on it and in it (…) There is no system without parasites” (Serres, 1982: 10-12).
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way: worms are parasites of wild rats who in turn are parasites of the lab, where they seek food and shelter. 

We are parasites of the rats and mice when we turn them into lab animals in our search for ways to end 

our suffering. Finally, our technical-scientific system exists parasitically on the knowledge we produce... 

and this isn’t even mentioning the worms and bacteria that might be living as parasites in our bodies as we 

scrutinize and visualize the bodies of other beings. And it is here that we encounter the idea of companion 

species or co-evolution (Haraway 2004). In the words of Donna Haraway (2008) parodying Latour’s 

aphorism: “We were never human”. But, obviously, in this symbiopolitical movement (Helmreich 2009), not 

all parasites are equivalent and not all are worth what the cost.

Final considerations

In the LUB’s more recent experiments involving ultrasound, microballs with antibiotics and 

luminescent agents17  have been inserted in the rodents’ rectums. As the balls tend to shift towards the 

area where the tumor is growing, it will be possible to use high frequency ultrasound to map the vascular 

endothelial growth factor (VEGF). The VEGF indicates the vascularization region where the cancerous 

cells are growing, which permits a more precise prognostic regarding the progression of the disease. The 

Canadian scientist who pioneered the use of BMU talked about how bacteria is the probable future for high 

frequency ultrasound research. He made his comments during a special seminar on the occasion of his visit 

to the LUB. This researcher displayed photos of cyanobacteria, emphasizing their natural bioluminescence. 

He then asked why can’t we think about modifying our own defensive cells so that these can produce their 

own bioluminescence and thus aid imaging technologies? New symbiopolitical possibilities are thus 

appearing on humanity’s horizon, this time interrelating bioluminescent bacteria, humans, mice, and 

visualizing technologies. 

We thus see micro-organisms’ ambiguities in research. On the one hand, they can be seen as elements 

that disrupt scientific practices as funguses, bacteria, protozoans and etc. that attack artificial test bodies 

and animal parts that are not used in time or which have not been subjected to processes which slow down 

metabolic activities18. They are also seen as parasites that multiply within the bodies of test animals. Yet, 

on the other hand, they can be seen as experimental allies. The cyanobacteria mentioned above are one 

example of this, as are the funguses or substances produced by bacteria that are used in many experiments. 

There are also the beetle larvae that are used in certain stages of experiments, given that mice and rat bones 

must often be sent to laboratories in the biology institute and must thus be previously cleansed of all their 

flesh. In these cases, the bodies are tossed into larva vivariums and, after a few days, bones are retrieved, the 

flesh having been speedily and efficiently devoured by the larvas.

For these reasons and many more, it seems to me that we must take into consideration the inter- and 

transspecies relationships which we find among lab animals and their scientists. This implies that we must 

take a long look at how experimental science is actually undertaken and also how the lives of these various 

beings are constituted. The lab animal cannot be understood as a univocal and definitive phenomenon. At 

the same time, it’s not possible for us to visualize a homogenous unity that totalizes all the experiments 

undertaken with animals in scientific laboratories. 

17   The biomarkers are generally substances or drugs that permit us to accompany the occurrence of organic phenomena. In the case of the research 
undertaken at the LUB, they allow us to accompany the development of cancer cells. 

18   The intestinal tube (removed from sacrificed animals) is full of micro-organisms and when it is exposed to the other microbeings present in the air, it 
quickly becomes an open-air “banquette” for the decomposing creatures that are found outside of our bodies. Armed with an electron microscope, we can 
accompany the galloping structural changes that take place in this tissue when it is exposed to the atmosphere. These changes ruin any attempt to study 
intestines “as they are” in the body when they are removed from it. Such dead fragments can never exist as they would when they bare part of a living body.
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It is thus more than necessary that we think about what lab animals provoke in science through these 

unpredicted happenings and their singularities as living beings. We also must think on the perplexities 

and questions that life in vivariums and the ways in which this is managed produce among scientists and 

their various research projects. Being ethnographically in tune with both axes of the test animal/science 

relationship – that which emphasizes the effects of scientific practices in the lives of lab animals and that 

which emphasizes the effects that the lives of lab animals produce in the science which scrutinizes their 

bodies – is thus a fundamental part of generating greater comprehension of the complex and multifaceted 

animal presence in science and of experiments with and of rodents.

Translated by Thaddeus Gregory Blanchette

Received: January, 3, 2016, Approved, June 16, 2016
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7 Weathering 
a graphic essay
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University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen, United Kingdom.
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Abstract

This graphic essay is part of an ongoing collaborative effort that combines ethnographic research on the 

relationships between falconers, birds of prey and their environments with research on drawing as an 

anthropological method and “style”. Through a combination of text and drawings, the essay shows the 

affective materiality of the world through a focus on the aerial perception of birds of prey as they move with 

the currents of the wind. The term ‘weathering’, developed in previous work by one of the authors, is here 

presented as the transformational activity of the weather that is fundamental for the way in which falconers 

and birds of prey perceive and experience the environments in which they engage. Here landforms and the 

aerial spaces above are not perceived as separate spheres but rather as mutually constituting each other 

through the ever-present and ongoing effects of the weather. 

Keywords: Weathering; Birds; Falconry; Human-animal Relationships; Drawing; Graphic Anthropology.

Weathering 
um ensaio gráfico

Resumo 

Este ensaio gráfico corresponde a um esforço colaborativo em desenvolvimento que combina a pesquisa 

etnográfica sobre a relação entre falcoeiros, aves de rapina e seus ambientes com a pesquisa sobre desenho 

como método e “estilo” antropológico. Reunindo texto e desenhos, o ensaio mostra a materialidade afetiva 

do mundo com foco na perspectiva aérea das aves de rapina enquanto elas se movem junto com as correntes 

de vento. O termo ‘weathering’, desenvolvido previamente em outro trabalho por uma das autoras, é 

apresentado aqui como a atividade transformacional do tempo atmosférico que é fundamental para a 

forma com que falcoeiros e aves de rapina percebem e experienciam os ambientes em que se engajam. 

Aqui as formas terrestres e os espaços aéreos não são percebidos como esferas separadas e, sim, como se 

constituindo, mutuamente, uma a outra por meio dos efeitos sempre presentes e contínuos do tempo.

Palavras chave: Weathering; Pássaros; Falcoaria; Relações humano-animais; Desenho;  

Weathering.
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Weathering 
a graphic essay

Aina Azevedo
Sara Asu Schroer

In a city like Aberdeen, far up North on the east cost of Scotland, a visitor soon gets used to silence, 

occasionally interrupted by the sound of forceful, hauling wind. In this apparent monotony, an intriguing 

presence may become the source of attention, movement and liveliness; Seagulls sitting on top of grey 

sandstone chimneys “conversing” with each other or flying down-wind in skilfully executed manoeuvres 

to snatch a sandwich from an unknowing pedestrian. Always present both visually and acoustically these 

birds certainly dominate the ‘granite city’ where they live and propagate abundantly — even if most 

Aberdonians may not be proud of their ambassador. For a visitor, the strong presence of seagulls can be 

impressive and has the power to change the way one perceives these feathered beings as well as the city in 

which they dwell. 

Ironically, it was the remarkable presence of these rather “common” — and sometimes feared — 

creatures that awakened Aina Azevedo’s interest into the lives of birds, rather then the colourful abundant 

diversity of birds in Brazil (her home country) or the plethora of wild birds in the mountains and along the 

cost of Scotland. Coming to Aberdeen in February 2015 for a one-year post-doctoral research fellowship at 

the Department of Anthropology her first impressions of the city were described in a couple of drawings 

where seagulls appeared as the main characters.

Fortunately — some will say —, the graphic essay we are presenting in this volume is not about 

seagulls. It is the result of an ongoing collaboration between Aina1 and Sara Asu Schroer, also postdoctoral 

research fellow in Aberdeen. It all began through a writing group in which Sara shared the draft for an 

article that has been part of her PhD thesis on falconry — a hunting practice in which humans and birds 

of prey learn to hunt in cooperation. The draft entitled deals with a poetic narrative of how falconers learn 

to perceive their environments through the birds of prey they are training and hunting with. Sara here 

develops the term “weathering” to refer to the ways the weather — understood as an ongoing activity 

— influences the movements of human and nonhuman animals as well as the ways they perceive and 

experience the world. The land and the airy spaces above are here not to be understood as two separate 

spheres divided by an interface but rather as caught up in a continuous process of transformation in which 

1   Aina Azevedo is indebted to CAPES (Coordination for the Improvement of Higher Education, Brazil) for the scholarship received during her post-doctoral 
research that was fundamental to the realisation of this graphic essay. 
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the lay of the land and the currents of the air are co-constituted. Here air and weather both phenomena that 

have not been part of much theoretical scrutiny in anthropology so far, take on material, affective qualities 

that, for living creatures, can be supportive at times and dangerous and forceful at others2. 

Utterly absorbed by the draft, Aina started drawing on the borders of each sheet during her reading. 

These sketches resulted in a preliminary ensemble of drawings attached to her office wall during half a 

year. Finally, we decided to spend a weekend together to focus on a collaborative work of text and drawings, 

realising that the process was much more complicated than we imagined. Our challenge was to create 

something different then “just” a text with drawings as illustrations. What we are aiming to achieve is 

rather a combination of drawings with text, in which both are complementing each other, giving space to 

drawing and writing as means of exploration. To come closer to this idea, we found ourselves dealing with 

a mix of script and storyboard that gave shape to the process of drawing and re-drawing the graphic essay 

as it is presented here. We experienced this collaboration as a very fruitful one, through which we learned 

from each other and through the experimentation with the media of texts and drawing; Not to mention the 

steep learning curve Aina was going through, when it comes to birds of prey and the manifold air currents, 

lifts, thermals and wind-directions through which they move. 

This essay builds upon both our academic interests into human-animal relationships on the one hand 

and drawing as a method and “style” in anthropology on the other. Sara is based in Aberdeen since her 

PhD and has being doing research with falconers and birds since 2008. Her thesis “On the Wing: Exploring 

Human-Bird Relationships in Falconry Practice” (Schroer 2015) traces the complex relationships involved in 

taming, training and hunting in cooperation in which falconers, birds and dogs are involved. Focussing on 

processes of emergence in both becoming falconers and becoming falconry birds, Sara develops the notion 

of “beings-in- the-making” in order to emphasise that humans and birds grow in relation to each other 

through the co-responsive engagement in which they are involved. Currently, Sara’s research is based in 

Arctic Domus, an ERC funded interdisciplinary research project based at the Department of Anthropology, 

University of Aberdeen. Here she is interested in how the concept of domestication might be rethought 

through finding a more nuanced language to talk about the dynamism of human-animal relationships away 

from notions of absolute human domination or stark categories of the “wild” and the “tame”. In her current 

research she is building upon her PhD research whilst also looking at the practices involved in captive 

breeding of birds of prey, with a particular focus on human-bird communication, co- learning and the built 

environment. 

Aina, in turn, has been a visiting research fellow at the Department of Anthropology, University of 

Aberdeen, in another large ERC interdisciplinary project, Knowing From the Inside, led by Professor Tim 

Ingold. During this time her main goal has been to develop an approach on drawing in anthropology. 

Here she focuses on drawing as a possible methodology of research and an anthropological “style”. This 

interest in drawing began during her PhD fieldwork, carried out in South Africa, where she realised that 

some observations and experiences were best expressed by means of drawings (Azevedo 2013 and 2014). Her 

theoretical approach is inspired by the “graphic anthropology” developed by Ingold (2011a, 2011b and 2013) 

and based on drawing as a coetaneous and engaged way to observe and describe, giving a particular status 

to the knowledge acquired through this practice. Ingold’s approach does not end here, but starts, given 

rise to a research agenda where “to know” and “to learn” became activities of practical engagement with 

materials, techniques and so on. Aina is also inspired by the growing literature addressing different aspects 

2   A notable exception is Ingold’s work, where he has argued that we need to pay attention to the co- constitutive dimension of the earth-sky-world and 
the weather as medium of perception (2005, 2007, 2010). Furthermore, geographers such as McCormack (2010) and Olwig (2011) also note the importance of 
understanding of the “aerial”and “atmospheric” qualities of the world. These authors share a criticism of current approaches to humans’ perception and 
experience of landscape and the environment in which the dimension of the air and weather are often forgotten (see also Irigaray 1999). 
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of drawing and anthropology, such as the work of Newman (1998) and Ramos (2010, 2015) exploring drawing 

as a way to present the anthropological research3. 

The graphic essay presented in this volume, presents an innovative and collaborative effort, to 

further develop drawing as analytical style in anthropology. This collaborative work experiments with the 

challenges and potentials of a “graphic anthropology”, which aim it is to find ways of expression that move 

beyond purely text based forms of knowledge production.
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