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INTRODUCTION:

RECKONING AND RELEASE FROM THE PAST

1. Finding Oneself; or, Self-Recognition

Just a few days before | left Bahia at the end of 2010, | went to visit Guiomar and Lézaro at their
home in the rural community known as Pequi Community. | had gone to deliver several copies
of a film that we had recorded together with their children on their family’s small cacao farm,
what they and other families in the region refer to as their rocas. Guiomar and L&zaro were
among 15 other squatter families who, in April 1997, began to occupy and cultivate lands on a
nearby abandoned plantation called Nossa Senhora. The old plantation had been purchased in
1970 by an absentee landowner from Bahia’s capital, Salvador, who sought to take advantage of
federal loan money that had become available to plant natural rubber. Not long after, however,
these efforts and the plantation were abandoned. People in the region say that the owner had
accumulated a sizable gambling debt, gone bankrupt, and his agricultural enterprise was
eventually given over to the ever-encroaching forest. By the time Guiomar, Léazaro, and the
other families began to cultivate those lands for themselves, the plantation had been long-since
been abandoned and was completely covered in forest. Since 1997, these families have
dedicated themselves to the years-long process of transforming the forest into bountiful
agroforests of cacao and rubber trees and manifold other fruit and spice trees.

This was the first bit of land that any of these families had ever really been able to call
their own. At 60 and 65 years of age, respectively, both Guiomar and Lazaro, like many of their
companions, had expended their physical strength over the first decades of their lives while
working on the region’s expansive cacao and rubber plantations. Guiomar had grown up
landless while working for others, as her parents had never owned any land. Lazaro’s father, on

the other hand, had owned a small plot of land located further inland toward Bahia’s arid interior,



in what is called the sertdo. For reasons that were not entirely clear, when Lézaro was yet a
young man, his father sold the family’s farm and spent all of the money he had received for the
land in town. Dispossessed of their inheritance—however humble it may have been—and
without any place where they could plant for themselves, Lazaro and his siblings were then
forced to find work on other people’s land as day laborers, sharecroppers, and tenants. This was
where he and Guiomar eventually met, were married, and began a life together.

When | first met Guiomar and Lazaro in 2002, they and the other families in this
bourgeoning agricultural community of squatters were still in the midst of the arduous labor of
clearing small plots of forest; planting the land, first with manioc and bananas and later with
various other tree crops; cultivating the plots over several years; and waiting patiently for the
trees to finally bear fruit. By 2010, after long years of hardship, heavy work, and great patience,
these families finally had something to show for their many years of work. Their cacao trees,
which take up to three years before they begin to give fruit, were increasingly productive, and
they were finally able to tap the rubber trees that take anywhere from seven to 10 years before
they are ready to produce. They had been building and cultivating their rocas from the ground
up, over a period of some thirteen years. Finding land, and transforming it into something from
which they could create lives for themselves, was the culmination of a life-long quest for the
good.

Filming these families’ farms first became a part of my fieldwork in 2009, at the
suggestion of another farmer named Colodino. In the rural communities where electrical power
was available, as it was at Pequi Community, many families, even the humblest, had small
televisions. People were accustomed to watching various telenovelas and the nightly news after
long days of work, and just before they went to bed. Moreover, as store credit was more and
more available at appliance stores in town, many rural families also had increasing access to
DVD players. The local market for pirated DVDs in town was always quite active at that time.

The first film that | recorded with Colodino was initially a fumbling affair, at least on my
part. We did various tests with the video function on my digital camera, but it soon became clear

that it would not be sufficient to the task. Shortly after, I purchased a small handheld camera

LIt is possible his father had sold their farm because of debt, and a number of people who had also worked on the
region’s plantations suggested that their parents’ farms had been put up for auction owed to outstanding debts.
Foreclosures on small property owners with outstanding debts were fairly common in Bahia in the late 19" and early
20™ century (see Mahony 1996, especially chapters 10 and 11).



from the United States, and when it arrived, we began filming once again. | had never tried to
make a film before and, moreover, | had never used any video editing software. My first
attempts were done in good faith, at best. Colodino, on the other hand, was the director and he
had a concrete vision of how he would demonstrate his life story through a video narrative.
Familiar with television and movies, he had long imagined what it would be like to see himself
and his story on television! The film begins with a shot of him walking across the river and
entering his family’s land via a pathway that he often took through the forest in his earlier years,
while he was still working on the plantations. Little did he know, on those now distant days, that
he would eventually come to call this particular stretch of forest his own.

This opening scene demonstratively presents and recalls, by way of demonstration, the
course of his life, with the rest of the film tracing the gradual transformation of the forest into
something new, a source of abundance. But first, he must labor to show this transformation and,
to this end, we move to one of the first plots that he and his family had cleared in the forest. He
recounts that they had been working under the rain on one of the days when they were there
clearing the understory. The rain provided a cooling relief from the heavy toil involved in
clearing the forest and, perhaps, was also a mark of their perpetual exposure to the elements that
characterized their lives for so many long years. He goes on to recall a stew (moqueca) they had
made that afternoon from three tiny fish they had caught in the river and shared together. It was
a small, humble meal—very likely an inadequate meal—Dbut it brought satisfaction and renewed

their strength:

The first roga that | planted 12 years ago—well, we had practically nothing to live from.
I set up a fishing pole there on the river, and caught a cari, a traira and a little berézinho.

I made a fish stew up there in the middle of the elements, and I ate, and was satisfied.?

Turning from this story and to the present, he looks toward the rest of his family’s roca behind
him, which they had built over the 12 years that followed this first meal. His roga now includes

a series of small fish ponds that they had built by hand, and he points to the water behind him:

2 «A primeira roca que eu botei h4 doze anos atras—entao, nds praticamente no tinha como sobreviver. Eu botei
um anzol ali no rio, e peguei uma cari, uma traira, e um berézinho. Fiz uma moqueca ali no meio do tempo, e comi,
fiquei satisfeito.”



Today, I’m showing here—12 years later—that I’ve got fish weighing more than a kilo,
more than you can eat. But that was a critical moment that | went through. I lived
working for others. So, for me, I’m winning and I’m happy. And I’m building this with

just me and my family. Everything I’ve got here was made by my family.’

And so we continued down the path of his life narrative, which took us across the verdant
landscape, interviewing his family members, friends, and into the homes of friends and
neighbors. The final product, the film of Colodino’s farm, was an immediate hit and word
spread fairly quickly of the work that he had done with my assistance. Over the course of the
next year, | received many requests from other families to make films of their own farms, the
result of which was more than 21 hours of film made with more than a dozen families around the
region. Completing each project, | copied and delivered several DVD copies of each family’s
film. The copies quickly found their way into the hands of neighbors, family members living in
cities as far away as Salvador, Belo Horizonte, Brasilia, and Sdo Paulo, and even into the hands
of local politicians and neighboring plantation managers. Whether as arguments or aesthetic
performances, these films were above all reenactments of these people’s lives and testaments to
the achievements that each family had won—at great cost and with great struggle.

Lazaro and Guiomar were among those families that had asked me to make films. We
made a film of their farm on November 15, 2010, together with two of their sons. As with the
other films, the date the film was recorded and the names of the roca(s) appeared at the
beginning of the film, if they had a name at all. Apart from holding the camera, asking some
occasional questions, and performing the rudimentary editing that was required to piece the bits
together, my other artistic role was to add the date that we filmed and the name of the farm to the
DVD’s frame. Lazaro’s roga was named Sitio Santo Antdnio, presumably named for Saint
Anthony of Padua (alternatively “of Lisbon™). Guiomar’s rogca was named Sitio Santa Luzia,
presumably named for Saint Lucy of Syracuse.

Lazaro and | arrived quite early that first morning and we began filming before Guiomar
and two of their sons eventually joined us later that morning. Lazaro was nervous and nearly

unable to speak his own name when we began to record, as he struggled to introduce himself.

% “Hoje to amostrando—com doze anos—eu tenho peixe de mais de um kilo ai. N&o da vontade de comer. Mas foi
um ponto muito critico que eu passei. Vivia empregado. Entdo, pra mim to vencendo. E to alegre. E to
construindo isso s6 com minha familia. Tudo que eu tenho aqui é com a minha familia.”



We started and stopped the camera several times until he relaxed a bit more. In one of the first
takes, he had begun to say that he, his family, and his friends were able to begin their lives anew
on the farms they were building:

Here we are on the roca, and it was here that | started my life—*

Léazaro stopped for a moment. He could no longer muster a sound, and needed to collect himself,

before we began again. Eventually, we shot our first take:
[Lazaro]: Good morning, Jon.
[Jonathan]:  Good morning, Lazaro.
[L&zaro]: My name is L&zaro de Jesus Anuncia¢do. This—my farm here—this roga
here, it depends—it’s my family’s. This here, | began from zero—from

forest.

And today—thanks to God—it’s got crops. [Today,] | feel pride in my
life—in God, above all—I feel pri—°

Léazaro cannot finish uttering the word “pride,” and he stops speaking. His eyes water, but he

does not cry. Then he continues:

[Lazaro]: The love and friendship of my friends (amigos) and my friends (amigas),

and my children.

[Jonathan]:  And today do you feel happy?

* “[A gente ta aqui na roca,] e foi aqui que eu comecei minha vida.”

*«L: Bom dia, Jon.//J: Bom dia, L4zaro.//L: Meu nome é Lazaro Trinidade Anunciacdo. Essa—meu sitio aqui—
essa roca aqui, depende—¢é da minha familia. Isso aqui, eu peguei no zero—em mata. E hoje—gracas a Deus—ta
com a lavoura. Eu tenho orgulho na minha vida—em Deus, em tudo falando—eu tenho orgul—”



[Lazaro]: Today | feel happy.

All my life I was a citizen. But what | understand by citizen—[means]
having things. And being a good person but not having anything, to me
that’s not a citizen. But having things, that’s a citizen—it’s a citizen of

good—for the family, for friends, for everything, after all.®

Lazaro’s words merit some preliminary explanation, and here | will focus on the notion of
goodness and goods. In saying that he has become a “citizen of good,” or a cidadao de bem, he
can be understood both as a citizen of good conduct—*"being a good person,” as he suggests
earlier—but also a citizen of goods: material goods, things, property, and land, in his case.
Being a cidadado de bem is an idiom that is historically bound up with legal status distinctions
that are grounded in property ownership.” Lézaro is hardly suggesting that he had become a
baron, but by focusing on a fuller notion of citizenship, he is drawing attention to capacities and
resources through which one can be good.

He makes this clear at the end of his statement. By being a citizen of good(s), he can
externalize his good conduct in novel ways. This means that he can be good for, or direct good
action toward his family, his friends, and even strangers, for example, by providing for them. It
is not that he was wholly cut off from relationships with others before, but now he could be good
for and provide for them in ways that had been previously closed off or limited for him as a
result of his father’s earlier actions. | would like to suggest that this early experience of having
been cut off—and being delivered to decades of plantation work and hardship—is what gives
meaning to Lazaro’s expression. The for-anotherness of his relationships had been undermined
for much of his life, and, upon reflection, he was coming to see that his ability to act and be for

others was being transformed in profound ways.

6 «_: O amor e amizade dos meus amigos, e minhas amigas, e meus filho.//J: E hoje vocé sente feliz?//L: Hoje eu
sinto feliz. Toda vida eu fui cidaddo. Mas o cidaddo que eu entendo—tendo as coisas. E a pessoa ser direito e ndo
ter nada, pra mim néo é cidaddo. E tendo as coisas, ¢ cidaddo. E o cidaddo de bem—pra familia, pa amigo, pa tudo
enfim.”

" See Holston (2008:84-85) for a discussion of the status of being a “good man” (homem bom) in relation to the right
to vote in Brazil, where suffrage was historically restricted to men who were literate, property owners, white, and so
forth. The notion of the homem bom appears to parallel what Lazaro is calling a cidaddo de bem. By saying that he
has finally become a cidad&o de bem, as a result of having land, L&zaro is not claiming sudden membership in an
elite class; rather he is offering a critique of the fact that most citizens live in poverty, with few material goods, and
therefore their formal status as citizens is substantively undermined.



Several weeks later, | finally arrived to see Guiomar and Lazaro at their home, with
several copies of their DVD in hand. Like many of the families that | had made these films with,
they would send these extra copies to friends and family members in other parts of the state and
around the country. Many people kept at least one pristine copy with their personal
documents—birth certificates, voting cards, identification cards.

They invited me into their home so that we could watch the DVD on their television, and
after everyone had been served a small cup of coffee, we began. Guiomar and Lazaro were
eager to see it, and watching was exciting and full of commentary. Lé&zaro, at one point,

explained that “a roca is a mother.”®

To his mind—and for many other people—he stood in
relation to the roga as he would stand in a relation of care and maternal kinship. The roga cared
for him, literally, by providing for them in their increasingly old age.

Several minutes into the film—in only a few brief sentences—Lazaro glosses over his
relationship with his father, his early turn toward plantation life, the suffering that ensued, and

his long arduous search for land:

My father had land, sold it, and | departed for [work on] other’s plantations in my youth.
And then, | said to God, that one day | would get a bit of land for me to work—for me
and my children. Then | walked about almost the whole world.’

Watching this now—seeing himself on the television, seeing his story before him—Lazaro

places his face into his hands. His body begins to shake forcefully, and then he finally begins to

weep.'?

2. The Historical Arc and Beginning Again

8 “Uma roga é uma mae.”
° “Meu pai tinha terra, vendeu, eu parti pa fazenda dos outros na minha juventude. E ai, eu dizia a Deus que eu
ainda pegava uma terra pa mim trabalhar—pa mim e meus filho. A, rodei, praticamente quase 0 mundo todo.”
10
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“It is in the nature of beginning that something new is started which cannot be expected
from whatever may have happened before. This character of startling unexpectedness is

inherent in all beginnings and in all origins.” Hannah Arendt*!

Like so many others, Lazaro had lost the world he had known in his youth, as he was cast out
into a world of plantations and anonymous and isolated suffering. When Lé&zaro and Guiomar
had taken to the forest on the old abandoned plantation, together with friends and other families,
this was their attempt to break away from all that had happened before and an attempt at a new
beginning. As Lazaro had suggested through his own reflections, it was the moment when he
was able to truly begin to live and, in a strong sense, he was experiencing a sort of social rebirth.
Witnessing an image of himself on a small television, Lazaro was faced with an emerging form
of selfhood that was both unexpected and increasingly recognizable. Lazaro, his family, and his
friends had finally found ground upon which they could stand, ground upon which they could
have social standing. In a sense, they had gained (and were recreating) a world through which
they could recognize themselves in new ways.

This ethnography is a story of losing and gaining worlds. It is a story both about the
ancestors, people who are remembered and referred to as being posseiros, and about those people
who followed them and live today. Traces of the ancestors’ earlier lives may still be encountered
upon the landscape, and their names still live in the mouths of those who tell stories about them.
People do not tell stories about the ancestors’ world merely for the sake of recounting the past.
They do so for the sake of reckoning and wrestling with the past in their present, as they struggle
to move forward, and to open new pathways into the future. In this sense, this ethnography is an
account of people reckoning with who and what they have been, as they find themselves anew.
For Lazaro, rendering his own and his family’s story into the format of a short film was part of a
broader “dramatic transformation of human activity,” a lived drama that “concerns not so much
what has come into being as what is yet emerging” (Colapietro 2004:60-61). Rendering his life
into a story allowed Lézaro to fulfill what Michael Jackson calls the “narrative imperative,” a
view of “storytelling as a vital human strategy for sustaining a sense of agency in the face of
disempowering circumstances” (2002:14-15). As Jackson suggests: “To reconstitute events in a

story is no longer to live those events in passivity, but to actively rework them, both in dialogue

! Hannah Arendt (1998[1958]:176-177).



with others and within one’s own imagination” (2002:15). In other words, rendering his life into
a story for others enabled Léazaro to transform and release his own past.

This ethnography aims to understand the social and historical context of people like
Lazaro, who are participants in contemporary land rights movements that emerged in the
northern cacao lands of Bahia, Brazil in the 1990s. The specific region under consideration
encompasses the hills of the Dendé Coast, which are roughly situated between the towns of
Valenca and Camamu, approximately 100 kilometers south of the city of Salvador and 100
kilometers north of the city of Ilhéus.** The historical arc of this microregion, and of this
ethnography, can be divided into three broad periods, which I reconstruct primarily from oral
historical sources.

First, prior to the 1950s, the specific area in question could be characterized as what
Gonzalo A. Beltran (1979) called a “region of refuge”—or what James C. Scott (2009) would
later characterizes as a “hill” space. Members of the rural poor had taken to the hills in this
region to build a new social world apart from the region’s plantations. In a sense, they were
seeking freedom and new beginnings. These families are locally remembered and referred to as
posseiros, who will be discussed at length in the coming chapters. While the posseiros were a
diverse group of people, many of them would have been descendants of freed and former slaves.
As such, this period of the ethnography is broadly concerned with the first several decades of the
post-emancipation period in Brazil, and, in particular, the quest for land undertaken by freed
slaves and their descendants. As this ethnography is partly about the historical process of
“emancipation,” it is also about people’s historical struggle to achieve something that they might
deem worthy of the name of “freedom.” The problem of freedom has gained increased attention
from diverse anthropologists, sociologists, and historians (Bauman 1988; Laidlaw 2002, 2014;
Patterson 1991; Robbins 2007; Rose 1999; R.J. Scott 2005). While I cannot address the vexed
problem of “freedom” and “determinism” in social analysis (see Keane 2003), here I can offer
that the problem of “freedom,” in the present context, might be initially understood through the
idea of properly burying the ancestors, and of striving to find a way to live, and to live well, by

releasing the inherited burdens of the past. In this sense, the problem of freedom resonates with

12 See the map in Figure 3.



Hannah Arendt’s notion of “natality” (1998[1958]), as the kind of freedom that accompanies
new beginnings, such as the new beginning that the posseiros sought by taking to the hills.*®

The second historical period of this ethnography examines regional developments
between the 1950s and 1970s, when a series of national and regional political economic
transformations led to the rapid expansion of new rubber and cacao plantations into the hills
where the posseiros had been living. These families, some of whom may have been living there
for several decades, lost their land through a series of land grabs in an episode of what Karl Marx
(1976[1867]) would have called “primitive” or “original accumulation,” and what David Harvey
(2003) would later redescribe as “accumulation by dispossession.” To understand this second
period together with the first, I situate oral histories in a broader political economic framework.
Here | draw upon research by the historian Warren Dean (1987) on the expansion of plantation
rubber in Brazil, which helps account for land grabs and struggles over land that parallel those
that Foweraker (1974, 1981) has described for other regions of Brazil. | draw broadly upon the
work of others who have worked in Bahia’s cacao lands, most notably the historian Mary Ann
Mahony (1996, 1998, 2008) and the anthropologist Anthony Leeds (1957), as well as the
historian B.J. Barickman (1991, 1994, 1998) who has done extensive work on Bahia’s
Recdncavo region to the north.

The third historical period of this ethnography begins in the late 1980s and 1990s, when
these new plantations entered into a period of crisis. In this period, many plantation workers
were laid off, and a number of plantation lands were temporarily abandoned. In a significant
turn of fate, a new generation of ex-plantation workers and their families—Ilike Lazaro’s—began
to occupy and cultivate the land on a number of the region’s plantations. Taking up part of the
world for themselves, they were simultaneously staking claims for recognition in the social
world. This moment was a reversal of fate, not a fate that merely appeared from the heavens, but
a fate that they had to seize upon and make for themselves. The agrarian communities that
emerged in this period are varied in their institutional structure, and include decentralized

squatter groups, local legal associations seeking to purchase local plantation lands, and

3 Arendt’s concept of “freedom,” Passerin d'Entréves (1994:66) has suggested, is closely related to this notion of
rebirth and new beginnings:
“By freedom Arendt does not mean simply the ability to choose among a set of possible alternatives (the
freedom of choice so dear to the liberal tradition) or the faculty of liberum arbitrium which, according to
Christian doctrine, was given to us by God. Rather, by freedom Arendt means the capacity to begin, to start
something new, to do the unexpected, with which all human beings are endowed by virtue of being born.”
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communities associated with the “Landless Rural Workers’ Movement” (Movimento dos
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra), better known as the MST.

Among these innumerable movements and organizations, the MST stands out as one of
the most notable and influential organizations of its kind (see Wright and Wolford 2003; Welch
1999 for some relevant history). While the MST has attracted a great deal of attention from
activists and scholars around the world, especially given its sheer size and public campaigning,
other research has begun to document the broader diversity of rural movements in Brazil
(Fernandes et al. 2009; Feliciano 2006; Simmons et al. 2010; and Welch 2009), as well as the
complexity of people’s experiences within the MST (Caldeira 2008, 2009; Wolford 2010a). This
ethnography contributes to our understanding of land rights movements on both counts, by
drawing attention to a diverse range of land rights organizations and experiences, many of which
are understudied, and by exploring some of the internal complexities of people’s experiences
within the MST.

The MST has been the focus of a large number of studies on land reform in Brazil, and its
official vision has often framed the terms for debate and research alike. When rural people have
presented politics that run contrary to some aspects of the MST’s official positions, such
encounters are often framed and evaluated in terms that are available through the MST’s own
political vision. As will be seen below, people living in MST communities have sometimes
faced the reproduction of exploitative relationships in settlement institutions, notably through the
“collectivization” of land and labor, and the reproduction of status hierarchies in relation to some
members of the organization’s leadership. These observations corroborate some of Eliane
Brenneisen’s (2002) research in southern Brazil, and suggest that some aspects of the MST’s
institutional structure have allowed for the reproduction of what might be called “patron-client
analogues” internal to the region’s MST settlements. When settlers resist such collectivization, it
might be suggested that this is because people are “individualistic” in their orientation, or that
they have somehow failed to appreciate the MST’s social and political vision. My approach in
this ethnography is to build a robust account of the region’s land rights movements by attempting
to grasp local understandings of history, politics, and justice on their own terms. When the
MST’s leadership is challenged by community members, as will be seen at the end of this
ethnography, those challenges must be understood in terms of regional histories, experiences,

and notions of the good. Attention to the details of people’s experiences of hardship, in different
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historical periods, undercuts any attempt to cast these processes of social contestation in terms of
a bifurcated “collectivist” versus “individualist” framework. This ethnography shows that the
struggle to create a more just world is something that also occurs internal to liberatory social
movements such as the MST, where the struggle for emancipation can also occur internally.
These challenges, however, cannot be properly understood as “oppositional” to the MST.
Indeed, given the historical trajectory of which the MST is a part—aiming to create a more just
and participatory Brazil—these community members’ challenges will best be understood as an
unflinching embrace of the same historical spirit that gave rise to the MST and other social

movements like it.

2a. The Quest for Land

In the years leading up to emancipation in 1888, the Brazilian abolitionist and diplomat,
Joaquim Nabuco, famously argued that the emancipation of slaves should be coupled with the
democratization of Brazil’s land base. Specifically, he proposed a series of land taxes through
which Brazil’s latifundia could be dismantled and parceled out to freed slaves and other
members of the rural poor.** Indeed, as Mattos de Castro (1998:55) has noted, between 1818
and 1874, the percentage of “free and freed people” in Brazil had grown from 41 percent to 84
percent, and so when Nabuco emphasized the need to redistribute land to freed slaves, he was
also thinking of the rural free poor who were part of a growing rural underclass of plantation
workers, day laborers, and sharecroppers. Enacting such a policy would have amounted to a
radical form of affirmative action that would have coupled the work of abolition with the work of
bringing about substantive material equality. Nabuco seems to have viewed the problem of
poverty more generally, and the breaking up of the large latifundia, as a crucial step in the

process of emancipation. Nabuco had suggested:

Abolitionism means personal liberty, even better, the civil equality of all classes without
exception—as such it is a social reform; it means free work—as such it is an economic

reform; it means small property in the future—as such it is an agrarian reform; and as it is

14 See Rogers (2009:27).
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an explosion of human dignity, feeling for family, respect for the other, it is a moral
reform of the first order. [Nabuco 2010(1885):456, my translation]*®

Here, Nabuco connected notions of human dignity and respect with small property ownership
and free labor—not labor that is “free” to work for large plantations, but a vision of freedom that
attended to equal access to material resources. In an earlier electoral campaign in the city of
Recife, Nabuco had made an even more explicit connection between access to land, property,

and the work of emancipation:

Gentlemen, property does not merely mean rights, it also means obligations, and the state
of poverty among us, the indifference with which we all look toward the condition of the
people, does no honor to property, just as it does no honor to the powers of the State. For
my part, then, if I am elected, I will no longer separate these two questions—the
emancipation of the slaves and the democratization of the soil. (Long applause.) One is
the complement to the other. Ending slavery is not enough; it is necessary to destroy the

entire edifice of slavery. [Nabuco 2005(1884):58, my translation, emphasis in original]*°

In many respects, Nabuco’s remarks amounted to a rejection of the idea that what Isaiah Berlin
(1969) would later call “negative” and “positive” freedom could be treated separately or held in
isolation. Needless to say, however, Nabuco’s views were never taken very seriously, and the
grossly unequal distribution of land continued to be a source of enduring social inequality in
Brazil.

One crucial site, then, through which inequalities were reproduced across generations—
and the past continued its hold upon the present—was in the vastly unequal distribution of land,

which spanned the pre- and post-abolition periods. James Holston (1991, 2008) has explored the

> The original Portuguese text reads: “O abolicionismo significa a liberdade pessoal, ainda melhor, a igualdade
civil de todas as classes sem exce¢do—¢é assim uma reforma social; significa o trabalho livre, é assim uma reforma
econdmica; significa no futuro a pequena propriedade, é assim uma reforma agraria, e como é uma explosao da
dignidade humana, do sentimento de familia, do respeito ao proximo, é uma reforma moral de primeira ordem.”

16 part of this passage is also cited by James Holston (2008:116). The original Portuguese text reads: “Senhores, a
propriedade ndo tem somente direitos, tem também deveres, e 0 estado da pobreza entre nos, a indiferenga com que
todos olham para a condicéo do povo, ndo faz honra a propriedade, como ndo faz honra aos poderes do Estado. Eu,
pois, se for eleito, ndo separarei mais as duas questdes — a da emancipacéo dos escravos € a da democratizacdo do
solo. (Longos aplausos.) Uma é o complemento da outra. Acabar com a escravidao ndo nos basta; é preciso destruir
a obra da escraviddo.”
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role that the vastly unequal distribution of land has played in the undermining of social inclusion
and democratic citizenship in Brazil. Property ownership and literacy (among other criteria)
were, at different points in Brazilian history, requirements for suffrage, and, as such, the exercise
of full political citizenship was restricted to an elite and aristocratic class (see Holston 2008,
especially chapters 3 and 4). Indeed, as Stuart B. Schwartz (1975:154) has noted, social
“distinctions based on property and income rather than on estate, order, caste, or color” had
significantly contributed to the social exclusion of Brazil’s rural and urban poor in the early 19"
century. Victor Nunes Leal's (1977[1949]) landmark study of the Brazilian patron-client
relationship, commonly referred to as coronelismo, also drew renewed attention to the role that
unequal access to, and control over, land played in the reproduction of social inequality and
political misrepresentation well into the 20" century. Sharecroppers, day laborers, tenants, and
other members of the rural poor found themselves in a position of coercive dependency that
subjected them to the whims and caprice of their patrons (coronéis), whose social power was
rooted in disproportionate control over land and other resources crucial to making a living.
Whether codified in what Holston (1991) calls the “misrule of law” that establishes impossible
bureaucratic barriers to political participation, or inscribed in social practices and economic
realities, the maldistribution of land was a central site of struggle in the reproduction of social
hierarchies and inequalities.

This ethnography focuses, therefore, upon people’s efforts to find land, and a place in the
social world, by literally staking claims to small stretches of the world. This struggle to find a
place in the world included both descendants of freed slaves, and also members of the rural free
poor, for whom access to productive resources like land in the post-emancipation period was a
key problem (Scott 2001; Scott & Zeuske 2002). The search for land that was undertaken by
Lazaro and his companions in the 1990s can therefore be thought of as one moment of a broader,
multigenerational struggle to dismantle the vastly unequal world that people had inherited from
slavery, and from plantation life, more generally. Focusing on contemporary land rights
movements in their historical context, moreover, suggests that the process of “emancipation” can
be thought of as ongoing; emancipation was not only about “freedom” but also a quest for some
substantive form of material “equality.”

As such, this ethnography can be seen as crossing with the concerns of historians who
study post-emancipation societies (Mattos de Castro 1987, 1995, 1998; Scott 1998, 2005). For
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these scholars, freedom is also not merely freedom “from,” or only “negative” freedom in
Berlin’s (1969) sense—although this may be a moment of freedom, as people attempt to remove
themselves from problematic relationships (as in taking to the hills). Freedom was also the
capacity and ability to act, and so is a kind of “positive” freedom. As will become clear later in
the ethnography, action always depends upon an “other”—whether one’s own physical body,
trees, land, or social relationships. In other words, “freedom” is not the same as absolute
“independence,” but might be thought instead of as depending “well” upon an “other.” Freedom,
then, is not a one dimensional matter and might be thought of as a complex kind of good.

Indeed, as Rebecca J. Scott has noted, creating substantive forms of freedom after slavery meant
attending to the “multiple constraints on human freedom, some of which were lifted with legal
emancipation and some of which were not”; such a holistic approach toward “freedom,”
therefore, means exploring a whole host of problems faced by former slaves, ranging from
*“access to land, freedom from violence, political voice, respect for individual dignity, integrity of
their families, education for their children” (Scott 1998:20). This ethnography attends to various
dimensions of these problems and their interrelationships. The quest for land will also mean,
among other things, a struggle for political recognition from the state, which also means an
understanding of legal bureaucratic forms, literacy, and access to various kinds of legal

documents.

2b. Narrative, Justice, and “The Good™

The oral historical narratives used for reconstructing the different periods of this
ethnography are drawn from several people’s accounts of their childhood and young adult life in
the region, as well as generalized narratives about regional history. Generalized or “typified”
historical narratives might forgo particular details about specific people and events, instead
representing historical trends for the region in broader strokes, but they also point toward

potential sources of evidence for more specific historical claims.'” As such, the historical

7 Such evidence might include material remains that can be found about the landscape, or evidence from specific
people’s life stories and experiences. The interplay between typified narratives and specific life stories can be best
seen in Chapter 1. There, a man named Damido offers a highly typified account of the posseiros that had inhabited
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dimension of this ethnography can be thought of as a historical study of the region from the
perspective of those who live there today, people who are interested in providing accounts and
evidence for their own history. The ethnohistorical dimension of this ethnography has two broad
goals. The first interest is to build up a historical account of this part of the world, the details of
which are taken to have truth-value by those who recount them. At some points, | indicate
dimensions of narratives that may be unclear, doubtful, and perhaps even wrong, as my
interlocutors engage in moments of truth-evaluation between different narratives about similar
events,'® and between story-tellers and listeners who play complementary and sometimes
alternating roles. Rather than suggesting that these narratives offer a view-from-nowhere, this
dimension of story-telling suggests that these narratives can be understood as developing a
public and intersubjective orientation toward local histories.”® For the present ethnography,
moments of truth-evaluation are especially important when claims about truth come together
with claims about justice.

While | take it that these oral histories generally do tell us a good deal about what
“actually” happened and how things were, the second and primary interest in these narratives, as
social facts, pertains to their critical import and productive social power. The interest in oral
histories does not, therefore, merely aim at reconstructing a particular historical period. Rather,
these narratives about the region’s history are a critical and constitutive dimension of
contemporary social and political life in the region. Through these retrospective historical
narratives, people undertake an archaeology of the historical conditions of their own
contemporary lives. They do so not out of mere historical curiosity, but because their past is still
alive for them. By grasping the problems that the families faced in the world that preceded their
own, and especially the hardships that emerged as the posseiros were violently displaced, people
both seek to make sense of, and orient themselves in, the struggle for life that they are engaged in

today.

the region. Then, at the end of his narrative, he suggests that we go talk with a direct descendant of the posseiros, a
man named Seu Pedrinho, who had lived through specific moments of history that Dami&o recounts.

'8 This will be seen most clearly in the story about Jeremias at the outset of Chapter 4.

19 In this sense, the narratives can be thought of as being “objective” insofar as they foster an intersubjective
orientation toward the world. See Karl Popper (2002[1959]:22-26). While the terms “intersubjective” and “public”
do not appear in C. S. Peirce’s philosophy of science, he works in the spirit of both notions throughout his work
(e.g., 1998[1868], 1998[1877]). For Peirce, arriving at some notion of “truth” hinged upon the possibility of
mutually adopting and intersubjectively evaluating diverse perspectives about the world. Peirce’s notion of
“intersubjectivity” could be found in his notions of “dialogue” and “community.”
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This historical orientation connects to problems about “justice” and the social “good,”
which, I would like to suggest, are partly the objects of such historical reflection. In his
discussion of the nature of distributive justice, Charles Taylor (1986) suggests that different
notions of distributive justice hinge upon different notions of human dignity, which in turn hinge
upon wider notions of the human good. Differences in these latter notions about “dignity” and
“the good” amount to differences in notions of distributive justice. Taylor notes:

Differences about justice are related to differences about the nature of the good. . . . And
they are related in particular to a key issue, which is whether and in what way human
beings can realize the good alone, or to turn it around the other way, in what way they
must be part of society to be human in the full sense or to realize the human good.
[Taylor 1986:36]

Taylor then goes on to say that “if we have a conception of a certain structure that is essential for
human potentiality, or for the fullness of human potentiality, it defines for us the kinds of subject
to whom distributive justice is due” (Taylor 1986:40). In other words, matters of justice hinge
upon what counts as a person, and in the context of this ethnography, this is a historical problem
that people were struggling with as their humanity was denied. What is at stake in this
ethnography, then, is that as people attempt to reconcile with historical injustice, they also
attempt to develop alternative notions of what is good, what is just, “who” and “what” they are,
and what is owed to them in terms of justice—whether as a form of social recognition or in the
distribution of material goods and resources.

This ethnography, therefore, is mediated both by ethnohistorical reflection and by
emerging conceptions of the good and of personhood. The outlook of this work draws from a
wide range of literatures. First, I draw on work that develops Aristotle’s broad notion of “goods”
as a hierarchically integrated set of activities, relationships, and things (Aristotle 2000; cf. Kraut
1989; Maclintyre 1981; Nussbaum 1986; Sen 1999), and in particular Aristotle’s observation that
being able to carry out the activities attendant to a good life requires what he calls “external
goods” (2000:15; cf. Kraut 1989:253-260; MaclIntyre 1988:30-46). In the present ethnographic
context, the quest for “freedom” and “emancipation”—for the descendants of former slaves, and
rural families seeking to escape plantation life—is sundered without material resources (e.g.,

17



land, trees) that are attendant to socially meaningful activity. Anthropologists have drawn upon
and developed different dimensions of the “virtue ethics” tradition (cf. Foucault 1988[1984],
1990[1984]; Maclntyre 1981; Williams 1995) in fruitful and productive ways, for example, by
exploring practices of ethical self-formation: the cultivation of “virtuous” habits, dispositions,
and emotions, the education of one’s desires, and the exercise of critical reflection over conduct
(Hirschkind 2006; Mahmood 2005). While ethical self-formation is paramount to Aristotle’s
ethics, it cannot be abstracted from his holistic account of the interrelationships and interactions
among other kinds of goods—what he thought of as “external goods, goods of the soul, and
goods of the body” (2000:13). These various goods are not thrown together as a mere collection,
but are rather integrated and interactive in ways that gesture toward a broader ecology of ethical
life (Kraut 2007°; cf. Keane 2010; Laidlaw 2014, chapter 5). As | show, especially in Part Two
and in the conclusion to this ethnography, achieving what is “good” not only means fashioning
and refashioning the self; moreover, it means cultivating relationships with “others,” such as
trees and friends, and realizing the self through such relationships.

This ethnography is also informed by scholarship that explores the role of “recognition”
in the agonistic processes of ethical life and in claims for justice (Habermas 1973[1968]; Hegel
1977[1807]; Honneth 1995; R. Williams 1992, 1997), including the notion of the “causality of
fate” that Habermas developed from his reading of early Hegel (Habermas 1968; Hegel
1961[1798]). The problem of social recognition as a matter of justice, what is sometimes called
“recognitive justice,” emerged from the inability of early notions of “distributive justice (Rawls
1971; Dworkin 1981) to adequately account for injustices based on experiences of social stigma,
attributions of inferiority, cultural and social discrimination, historical domination and exclusion,
and so on. The appearance, for example, of the “New Social Movements” (Buechler 1999;
Edelman 2001; Pichardo 1997) and “multiculturalism” (Taylor 1994; Povinelli 2002) was partly
a reaction to the failure of traditional class-based politics to address social injustices of these
kinds. Still, struggles over the distribution of material resources have hardly disappeared, as
material inequalities have only become exacerbated in recent decades. This has raised questions
about the interrelationship between notions of recognitive and distributive justice, which, in

contemporary social conflicts, appear to be intricately intertwined (e.g., Kirsch 2006).

2 While Kraut does not use the term “ecology,” the range of examples that he draws upon—from flourishing
humans, animals, and plants—is suggestive of such language.

18



The relationship between recognitive and distributive justice, then, has become the
subject of long-standing debate (Fraser 1995; Fraser & Honneth 2003). Aristotle’s discussion of
distributive justice (1996, 2000) helps to specify its interrelationship with recognition, albeit
indirectly. In his view, distributive justice concerns the distribution of goods among equals, and, in
his historical context, among equals in a hierarchical and aristocratic society. The question of
justice, therefore, hinges on who “counts” or is recognized within the circle of equals (cf. Stuurman
2004), or, as Taylor noted, the subject to whom (distributive) justice is due. This ethnography
explores the contested boundaries of the circle itself, and the consequences that such contestation
has for problems of justice. In this ethnography, | see problems of distributive injustice and
material inequality as problems of failed social recognition that must be addressed through
processes of historical reckoning and reconciliation.

If, following Taylor, what counts as a “person” has implications for accounts of justice, this
ethnography is also about a broad reconfiguration of what has been called the “moral economy”
(Thompson 1971, see also Edelman 2005, 2012; Randall and Charlesworth 2000; Scott 1976;
Wolford 2005). While the food protests described by E.P. Thompson (1971) partly reinscribed
traditional social hierarchies by appealing to a language of paternalist obligation and authority,
the land rights movements that are the focus of this ethnography are challenge the sources of
social authority that underlie traditional forms of moral economy. While some approaches to
moral economy explore a stabilized “sense of right and entitlement” and a well-form “sense of
justified outrage and indignation” (Scott 2000:188, my emphasis), this ethnography can be
thought of as exploring reconfigurations in the sense of right and entitlement, as people make
sense of “who” they are, what they are owed, and the historical nature of contemporary injustice
and indignation. In other words, people in this context can be thought of as challenging the very
terms of a received moral economy, as they refashion the notion of “persons” who can be
participants into a “truly” moral economy that affords everyone their just due.

In a broad sense, then, this ethnography is about transforming accounts and categories of
“personhood” (Butler 2005; Mauss 1985), and shifting semiotic ideologies of what counts as
(and can be expected from) a “person.” The notion of a “semiotic ideology” (see Keane
2007:16-21) gestures toward the dynamic and causal interplay among different symbolic forms,
material things and practices; and social relations; all of which portend different kinds and
possibilities of agency, human or otherwise. As Keane succinctly puts it, semiotic ideologies
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“involve basic assumptions about what kinds of beings inhabit the world, what counts as a
possible agent, and thus what are the preconditions for and consequences of moral action”
(2008:20-21). Certain notions and expectations of “persons”—such as where they can appear or
move in space, the kinds of bodies they have, or the kinds of actions that can be anticipated from
them, as in speech, work, or claims to rights—can have profound effects upon the distribution of
material resources like land or the distribution of political representation. In many respects, then,
this ethnography explores people’s attempts to experiment with and intervene upon the “kinds”
of social beings they have taken themselves to be, as they explore new agentive possibilities—
capacities to speak, capacities to refuse, capacities to stake claims—that modify the conditions
and possibilities for moral action and ethical life. Demanding political recognition, or offering
signs and marks of a new kind of person, can have mutually transformative effects that, in turn,
can hold profound implications for the distribution of various resources, whether social or
material. Conversely and reciprocally, securing access to material goods like land and trees can,
in the long run, affect one’s understanding of “who” and “what” one is as a social being—as was
seen in the case of Lazaro. Broadly, then, this ethnography builds upon anthropological work
that explores the interrelationships and interplay between different forms of goods, both material
and social, and forms of social recognition (cf. Appadurai 1986; Keane 1997; Mauss
1990[1950]); Munn 1986). It attempts to explore the ways in which people’s relationships with
the land and other material goods (such as the trees they plant) provide grounds for building
affirmative forms of self-recognition (cf. Hallowell 1958; Ingold 2000; Leach 2003; Miller

2005), and enacting new relationships through which people build positive forms of community.

3. Organization of the Ethnography

This ethnography is organized into three broad parts. Part One explores regional history from
the perspective of the posseiros who had taken to the region’s hills in late 19" and early 20™
century, and then traces the loss of that world in a series of land grabs. Part Two explores
different dimensions of “the good,” ranging from idioms through which people evaluate and
understand social relationships, and the interrelationships between different kinds of material
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goods and social goods, such as having a “name” or being able to make claims to land. Part
Three of the ethnography resumes the historical narrative where Part One leaves off, and
describes the emergence of different land rights movements in the region as part of an effort to
escape plantation life and build new relationships. This part concludes by examining ongoing

struggles against the reproduction of social hierarchies and inequalities.

3a. Part One: The Posseiros’ World

This part of the ethnography draws on oral histories in order to build an ethnographically
driven account of the region’s history from the perspective of those who still inhabit it today.
Chapter 1 explores one oral history that presents one version of the region’s broader historical
arc. It begins with a description of the posseiros’ world, their forms of life. The narrative then
quickly moves to the loss and theft of that world, and culminates with the emergence of land
reform movements, in particular, the appearance of the MST as an important force for social
contestation. This chapter then describes the emergence of other land rights movement in the
region, and begins to set up the problem that will appear in Part Three, where we will see that the
forms of social inequality and hierarchy reappear in unexpected ways, and become the object of
ongoing social contestation. As will be seen, the point of contention among these different land
rights movements will center on the figure of the legal land “document” (documento) or title.

Chapter 2 describes the region in some of its physical and social characteristics, and
describes it as a historical “region of refuge” (Beltran 1979; see also Scott 2009) for escaped or
freed slaves, and other members of the rural poor, who had sought to make new worlds apart
from the region’s plantations. What David Harvey (1990:258) called the “friction of distance,”
and James C. Scott similarly called the “friction of terrain,” were central to these acts of escape
into the hills and forests. The forest and the hills appear, in this chapter, as an active power that
people appropriate into their effort to escape from exploitative relationships.

In Chapter 3, | attempt to reconstruct the posseiros’ world in more detail, drawing upon
descriptions of the forms of social coordination, trust, exchange, and property that were part of

their world, and which formed part of what might be called the posseiros’ “moral economy.”
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This chapter explores inchoate and emerging notions of “equality” and “satisfaction” that, at
least in retrospect, were taken to be important but lost dimensions of their world.

Chapters 4 and 5 describe the loss, and what many remember as being the theft, of the
posseiros’ world. Chapter 4 describes a series of political economic transformations that
occurred in the region, beginning with the construction of a new road through the hills, and
culminating in the rapid expansion of rubber (and later new cacao) plantations into the region.
This period of primitive accumulation involved a series of land grabs through which the
posseiros were dispossessed. Part of the justification for their removal, suggested by their
usurpers, was that few of the posseiros had land “documents” (documents) that legalized their
landholdings. This chapter both begins and concludes with narratives about two people who
were important historical actors in this process, and suggests that through their attempts to stake
an asymmetrical claim to the world, they had undermined the grounds for their own social being.
Chapter 5 attempts to capture different experiential dimensions of this process of theft by

exploring different people’s narratives regarding this process.

3b. Part Two: Social Goods

This part of the ethnography takes a broad approach toward understanding various
dimensions of the social good, which informs local notions of justice about the interrelationships
between forms of social recognition and various material goods. | would like to suggest that the
historical trajectory presented in part one raises questions about precisely the kind of subjects
and persons to whom justice is owed. As will be seen, this leads to an emphasis on having a
“name” and being able to stake claims to “property.”

Chapter 6 explores the relationships between different kinds of “goods” as a nested set of
relationships. The chapter begins by exploring the relationships among different kinds of social
goods—whether friends, family, or having a name—in maintaining social life. The chapter
examines the notion of “God” as the recognition that any human life must be lived, in part,
through relationships with something other than the “self.” The chapter continues by exploring
an emerging notion of “limits,” which both separate the self from the other, but, crucially, bring
them together by preventing both self and other from destroying one another. This chapter
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concludes by exploring one case in which the limitations between self and other were violated
and transgressed, and one person was reduced to a state of nothingness and “slavery.”

Chapter 7 begins by exploring the agonistic process of transforming the forest into a
livable world. The chapter continues by exploring the personal relationship to the body and the
experience of fatigue, in order to emphasize that the self is not reducible to a body, and that the
ability to transform the world requires control over a physical body, which is not a mere given
but something that must be cultivated and maintained. At this point, the chapter explores the
idiom of “eating” as expressing an ineliminable condition of struggle. The chapter continues by
exploring different instances of “eating” in a wide range of domains, in order to grasp various
forms of suffering that may be the source of injustice. The chapter concludes by exploring the
idea of greed and “miserliness” as a social stance that potentially destroys or consumes others at
the same time that it can be self-destructive.

Chapter 8 looks at further dimensions of the moral economy, exploring the notions of
genuine and instrumental generosity, and the idea of having a “name” as a good that offers
people access to various kinds of social relationships and exchange. The chapter explores the
way in which some names are “revealed,” and potentially undermined, through forms of conduct
that affect social relationships. Having a good or bad “name” or reputation brings one together
into relationships with others, or else cuts one off from sociality. Namehood connects to a notion
of “friendship,” which, like a name, is not a fixed relationship but something that changes and is
modified through conduct.

Chapter 9 looks at the property relationship, not just as a relationship to mere “things,”
but as a relationship to trees that are recognized in social terms. Cultivating trees is, first off,
understood as a means toward affirming ones standing in the world by establishing relationships
with the world itself. These relationships ground generous action and foster other kinds of social
relationships. People’s claims to property are not unilateral claims of “ownership” over some bit
of the world, but are rather claims to a relationship with some stretch of the world that can, in
turn, help mediate further relationships. The property relations, in this context, is neither
“individualist” nor “collectivist,” but rather relational. By understanding the ways in which
these property relationships are internally structured, we can make sense of what it means to

transgress property relations in this context. This, in turn, will help to make sense of people’s
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challenges to collectivist forms of property that appear in Part Three, which undermined people’s
abilities to cultivate relationships, both with their trees, and with other people.

3c. Part Three: Land Rights Movements

This part of the ethnography attempts to contextualize contemporary transformations in
the region that led to the emergence of a wide range of land rights and land reform movements in
the region. Chapter 10 describes the new plantations that had eventually emerged in the region
over the course of the 1960s and 1970s, exploring the ways in which they were established and
the working and living conditions that existed for women and men. The chapter looks at
different forms of autonomy and dependency that workers experienced through different work
regimes, and the sources of social recognition they experienced through their work. The chapter
concludes by briefly examining one way through which people could challenge the plantation’s
claims to land, notably, by planting on the land itself.

Chapter 11 explores the broader collapse in social categories, and can be read in contrast
to Chapter 3, where the posseiro past was remembered, in many cases, in idealized terms. This
chapter explores a broad collapse of social categories, relationships, and distinctions, whether in
terms of kinship, forms of exchange, or notions of respect. This collapse is taken by some
people as an ambivalent process, but one clear upshot of these transformations is that many
members of the rural underclass have found that traditional and problematic forms of social
authority have been eroded. This collapse has brought some people to discover their capacity to
use their voices and to demand social acknowledgement, which has further provoked further
collapse and reconfigurations in social relationships. These discoveries are both symptomatic
and programmatic of their increasing ability to stake claims for social standing and recognition in
the world.

Chapter 12 traces the first emergence of land rights movements in the region. The
chapter begins by tracing various contours of decline in the region’s plantations, and early
struggles in claims to land that began in the 1980s and continued into the 1990s. The narrative
traces one man’s initial attempt to claim an uncultivated stretch of forest as his own. He is

eventually joined by other plantation workers from the region, and together, they established one
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of the region’s first land rights movements and communities. At length, through these various
episodes, they discovered new capacities to act and to represent themselves in new ways. The
chapter concludes by tracing further developments in the struggle for land, leading up to the
moment just prior to the emergence of a number of other land rights organizations, including the
MST.

Chapter 13 explores the conflicted appearance of the MST in the region. The chapter
begins by exploring the reemergence of hierarchical relationships on a squatter settlement that
eventually became affiliated with the MST, and these settlers’ efforts to challenge that new
hierarchy. The chapter attempts to understand this episode by exploring different dimensions
and conditions that fostered the reappearance of new inequalities, whether hierarchical
relationships instituted through coercion and fear, or institutionalized forms of collective labor
and property that proved inadequate to people’s sense of property and distributive justice. The
figure of legal “documents,” and the lack of control over them, reappears here as a condition that
undermines people’s efforts to achieve the good. This chapter explores ongoing efforts by
settlers to transform the conditions of their lives, and transform the MST itself, as they engage in
collective actions that foster mutual regard for one another. These struggles are understood as
struggles over the nature of “community,” a community that neither privileges the individual nor
the collective, but rather people’s relationships with one another and with their world.

The Conclusion ends with a brief exploration of what it means to “cultivate hope.” It
begins by considering evidence that few of the settlers on the MST settlements had named or
baptized their farms, which is to suggest that their farms had not become full social “beings,” at
least not in the ways in which the “property” relation was explored in Chapter 9. Increasingly,
some people are naming their farms, and this suggests that their farms are becoming alive to
them, as an “other” that bears their hopes for creating a new world. Cultivating hope becomes,
in a sense, an act of cultivating or contributing to the life of the other, an “other” that is apart
from, but not wholly external to or separable from the self. Hope, in this context, is objectified
in people’s relationships with trees and other material aspects of the world, which, in turn, allow

people to cultivate fulfilling relationships with one another.
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PART ONE:

THE POSSEIROS’ WORLD

CHAPTER 1:

NARRATING A WORLD

1. Walking Through the Past

When walking through the landscape with friends whose eyes have been properly educated, they
may point out remnants of a lost world. A level stretch of ground carved into the hillside, an old
jack fruit tree in the forest, a patch of crotus plants spread out upon the ground. These are very
likely old house plots, old farm sites, places where old people lay. If you come upon a flat,
rectangular plot carved into the hillside, you have very likely found the site of an old house.
Looking closely, you may still find some remaining posts from the walls, perhaps shards of
broken dishes, or even—if the house stood somewhat more recently—some broken clay roofing
tiles. 1f you come upon such a house site, it is furthermore likely that you could find old fruit
trees nearby—perhaps a large jackfruit tree, a small stand of palm trees, a castanheira tree, or
maybe even some old cacao or clove trees. Conversely, if you came across a large jackfruit tree
in the forest, it was very likely that you could find a house site nearby. House sites and trees are
signs of one another. If you came across a small mass of crotus plants, furthermore, you might
find a series of rectangular depressions in the ground, each varying in length. These were the
graves of some of the last people who buried their dead near their homes, instead of at the
cemetery in town." These house sites, fruit trees, graves were all reciprocal signs of one another.

They pointed to an old world, an abandoned world that has mostly been lost.

! “Crotus” plants refer to the plant genus Croton, which encompasses a wide variety of flowering plants, often used
for ornamental purposes. In this region, some people recall that crotus plants were historically planted at grave sites
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This was the world of those who are referred to as the posseiros. The posseiros were
families who had taken to life as small farmers in the hills and forests around the region. These
families were squatters on these lands until they were driven out by expanding cacao and rubber
plantations in the mid-20" century. “Posseiro” is derived from the term posse, roughly translated
as “possession,” and so posseiros, in this context, are people who possess land by virtue of their
dwelling and living upon it This etymology is rarely, if ever, remarked upon, and it is the latter
use—of being capable of coming into possessing—that holds importance in the story that
follows. The world of the posseiros is lost, but memories of their world still find life in
narratives and tales about them. The story in this ethnography begins with the posseiros, and it is
a story that unfolds over several generations. It is not a story about “a” people but rather people,
many of whom were directly impacted by the vestiges of slavery—through bonds of blood and
kinship—and many others struggling with the vestiges of the vastly unequal world of which

slavery was a part.

2. A Narrative for Today, from the Future Past

We begin—as always—with someone telling us a story.®> On February 7, 2009, I was with
Damido and his neighbor, Murilo. We were sitting on the ground outside of Damido’s house,
underneath the shade of a nearby tree. It was a Saturday morning, everyone had the day off, and
the summer sun was heating up. Damido had begun to recount how the region was de
primeiro—back “in the beginning.” Dami&o was born in 1951 in a municipality to the west of
Ituberd. He migrated to the region with his family when he was eight years old, and lived
through significant parts of the narrative. He had learned other parts of the narrative from elders,

many of them old posseiros who, very likely, had shared their stories with him while sitting

belonging to the posseiros, those families who occupied the hills and forests of the region, described below. These
plants are very hardy and, reportedly, they are even resistant to the herbicides that are widely used on the region’s
plantations. Consequently, patches of crotus plants can both be found in areas where the forest regrew around old
grave sites; | have personally observed old grave sites—still surrounded by crotus plants— on plantation lands even
where chemical herbicides are frequently employed. The specific species of these plant, or range in local varieties,
is unclear.

2 For helpful comparative cases of posseiros living in other parts of Brazil, as well as useful conceptual and legal
clarifications about the history of Brazilian property law, see Benatti 2008; Dean 1976; Garcia 2008; Grynszpan
2009; Heredia 2008; Motta 1996.

® | take it that “narrativity” is an ontogenetic condition for all human beings.
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under the shade of trees. Through moments of togetherness such as these, different narratives
become bound together.

I had returned to Bahia only a few weeks prior, and after a couple years of absence, and
this was the beginning my doctoral fieldwork. As Damido begins his narrative, | ask if I could
record the conversation. Both he and Murilo agree, and so | grab my recorder. He invites us to

imagine it together with him as he begins:
|—I lived here.*

He points to a spot on the rust-colored ground beneath us, making a map of an actual stretch of

land.

I didn’t have a document for this land. I didn’t even have a personal identification card—
I didn’t even have my own document. | didn’t have an identification card, no selective
service card, no social security number. | was a—a ‘Joe Nobody’ (‘Zé Ninguém’), you

see? Because in the old days, that’s how things worked.’

That personal identity and possession of land or other property were not objectified in
bureaucratic forms of documentation is crucial in this narrative. Damido emphasizes these facts
because the lack of documents facilitated the theft of the posseiros’ lands.® At this point, the
wealthy Brazilian businessman Norberto Odebrecht enters the narrative and takes advantage of

the posseiros:

And so then along comes a business man like Odebrecht. He shows up here, discovers

this whole world of land—just like he actually did find.’

* “Eu—eu morava aqui.”

® “Eu ndo tinha documento dessa terra. Entdo num tinha registro—eu mermo nio tinha documento, eu néo tehno
carteira de identidade, ndo tehno reservista, ndo tem CPF. E um—*“Zé Ninguém.” Ta entendeno? Que de primeiro,
funcionava assim.”

® See Chapters 4 and 5.

" “\/eio um empresério que nem Odebrecht chega aqui, descobre esse mundo de terra—como ele descobriu esse
mundo de terra aqui.”
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Here a historical narrative merges with an assertion of historical fact and truth. Like many other
discoverers—whose “discoveries” were ironically anything but that—Odebrecht “discovered” a
wide stretch of unoccupied land that was already occupied by other people—people who had a
harder time being recognized in the historical record. In the late 1940s and 1950s, Odebrecht
(and others) began assimilating this world of forest and land, first exploiting it for timber, then
selling the timber-barren lands to various national and international corporations interested,
especially, in developing plantation rubber. These acts of appropriation were guided by various
activities that brought this apparently “vacant” land—what was called terra devoluta— into
deeper relation with the state government. Two activities basic to that process were “measuring”
the land and “clearing” the forest:

And he went out measuring. He put together some engineers, cutting pathways and

measuring, cutting pathways and measuring.?

The land was not unoccupied, but the posseiros’ occupation was unrecognizable to the state—or,
rather, simply ignored. And so began the loss of one world at the cost of another’s emergence—
a story that will be developed in the next chapter. For now, however, let us continue on with the

narrative. Dami&o draws me and Murilo further into the story:

And you’re there in the middle of all that. Me and you, we’re neighbors. You’re the
same thing (mesma coisa) as me. Jon’s the same thing—nhe’s here, a neighbor—Ilike this,
at a distance of 6 kilometers—or 3 or 4 kilometers—b5 kilometers between us. All of us
are neighbors. Let’s say:

“Here—from here to there is Jon’s [land]. Here to there is Murilo’s. And from here to

there is mine.”®

8 «“Af saiu midino. Mete os engenheiros, abrino rumo e midino, cortano rumo e midino.”

° “Ty ta aqui puru meio. Eu e tu é vizinho. Tu é a merma coisa de mim. Jon é a merma coisa. Ta qui vizinho,
assim, distancia de 6 km—=¢ 3, 4 km—5 km de um pa outo—vizinho pa outo. Vamo dizer://* Aqui—daqui pra ca é
de Jon. Daqui pra ca é de Murilo. E daqui pra ca era meu.’”
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Damiéo points to various positions on the imaginary stretch of rust-colored land, mapping out
the sites of our respective landholdings. Murilo and I are drawn further into the narrative as
participants. The narrative posits a basic kind of equality among the three of us and the
possibility of coordinated action that is presented in a structure of mutually attending to one

another, whether through reciprocal visits or in work parties:*°

Two posseiros. | would go to your house, you went to mine, and we held a work party.*
Our life in Dami&o’s narrative was humble, and it held to a basic pattern:

Just raising pigs—that’s the only thing people did: raise pigs, plant manioc, eat game.*?

Small amounts of cash crop production—manioc flour (farinha), oranges, house crafts—were
sold for money that was used to purchase consumables that we couldn’t provide for ourselves:

I went to town to buy a change of clothes, buy ammunition for my shotgun to shoot at
animals—and that was it. | didn’t concern myself with radios or television. Not with
anything—not with documents—not with anything. So, I lived like an indian, like an

animal there in the woods.*®

Eventually, I ask him how people reckoned property relationships and how they
differentiated which stretches of land belonged to one person or another. Damido explained that
it was different features of the natural landscape, such as trees or mountains that were used to
indicate the general boundaries. Damido pointed his finger to demonstrate, and acted like he was

pointing out a boundary to another person:

1% The term adjunte (“work party™) that appears in the next sentence refers to a kind of work party hosted by families
with small landholdings, in which one family calls others to help with a significant work task. This usually involves
ample drinking, food, and celebration in the evening, and is distinct from an ademao, which refers to a smaller,
informal work group held between just a few individuals who periodically trade labor. See Chapter 3, Section 5.

1 “Dois posseiros. Eu ia, ia na tua casa, tu ia na minha e fazia um—fazia um adjunte.”

12436 criano porco—e o povo sé fazia isso—criar porco, plantar mandioca e comer caca.”

3 “Ey ia na cidade comprar um—uma roupinha, comprar munic&o pa espingarda pa atirar em bicho e—e s6. Num
importava com radio, nem televisdo, nem com nada—nem com documento—nem com nada. Entdo, vivia como
indio, um bicho I4 no mato.”
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“Here—there’s a big tree here. This here is mine. There—there on that hill is mine.”

We pointed like this, with our finger—Ilet’s say—*"“from here”—we pointed over there to
that tree there.'*

This was how the world was reckoned and divided, through joint attention guided, in part, by a
pointing finger and some declarations. Damido’s cell phone rings and the conversation stops for
a moment.

Damié&o speaks authoritatively on these matters, and he invites us to take up a first-person
perspective as he recounts these stories. This was the world that he saw slip away as he grew up
in the region, and the world as it had been conveyed to him by those posseiro elders with whom
he had become friends. By drawing Murilo and | into the story, he is presenting a historically
available perspective, and giving particularity and concreteness to what is a generalized story of

loss—and the ongoing struggle for renewal.
2a. The Loss of the Land

Loss began here:

Well, this is what happened: Odebrecht saw all this [land] here, and tore it all apart.”®
After Odebrecht had measured all of the land, kicked out the posseiros, opened up the forests and
harvested the valuable timber, he sold the land to national and international businesses aiming to
invest in plantation agriculture in the region. Odebrecht’s activity spanned from the late 1940s

and culminated in the 1970s, when this new plantation economy finally overtook the hills.®

Several significant moments marked this transformation, one of which was Firestone’s arrival in

14« Aqui—tem uma &rvore grande aqui. Aqui é meu. Daqui, daqui l4 naguela serra é meu!’//Pontava assim de
dedo—vamo dizer—*daqui’—pontava la pa quele pé de pau la.”

15 «Af é 0 seguinte: Odebrecht via esse negoco ai, picava a porra.”

16 See Chapters 4 and 5.
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the region, the first to plant rubber, and a land colonization settlement initiated by the Brazilian
federal government, today referred to as the Colonia, or the “Colony.” All of these processes,
through various actions and intermediaries, resulted in most of the posseiros being pushed out of
the hills.

Unlike the large plantations that resulted from this process—each measuring several
hundred, and some several thousand hectares in size—the Col6nia was part of an early effort in
Brazil to bring about democratic distribution of land through processes similar to homesteading.
The project was carried out by a federal organization called the “National Institute of
Immigration and Colonization” (INIC),'” which, after several iterations, would later be
transformed into the federal organization now known as the “National Institute of Colonization

and Agrarian Reform” (INCRA).*® Damido explained how the Colénia was organized:

INCRA measured 25 hectares of land for each family there at the Colénia. And today,
nobody can take it. There, [land passes] from son to grandson, from grandson to son.
(It’s like the way we live now—you understand?) INCRA measured the land there—
because the land belonged to the government—and then gave the lands there to the—to

the posseiros and others who didn’t have land at the time.*®

The Col6nia was the first land reform project in the region, and it is possible that some of the
former posseiros, who had lost their land to Odebrecht, had resettled there. When he says that
the Coldnia is “like the way we live now,” Damido is referring to a more recent settlement where
his family acquired a small bit of land, when his and a dozen other families—all former
plantation workers—began squatting and cultivating the lands of an old abandoned plantation
called Nossa Senhora. In this sense, at least in certain respects, Damido understands himself as a
sort of descendant of the Coldnia. Today, Damido explained, it was becoming easier for poor

rural families to acquire land:

7 Instituto Nacional de Imigragdo e Colonizag&o.

'8 Instituto Nacional de Colonizacéo e Reforma Agréria.

19«0 INCRA mediu 25 hectares de terra pa cada um povo da Coldnia ali. E hoje ali ninguém toma—é de fi pa neto,
de neto pa fi, ali. E como agente ta ai agora—ta entendeno? O INCRA mediu ali, que era terra do governo ai deu
aquelas terra ali pu, pu, os posseiro e quem néo tinha terra na época.”
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Today the system has changed. What is the system now? There—there, you see—there

at Nossa Senhora, it belonged to just one owner. Today, how many owners are there?”

Murilo answers:

[Murilo]: There’s a bunch!

[Damido]: That’s what the government wants. For example, | have a document that |
go to pay to INCRA—I pay INCRA. Colodino has one. | have a social
security number. | have an identity card and I’m recognized in Brazil—
because I’m a person. So, | pay my taxes. Today, the government knows

that I’m recognized—it knows that I am recognized.

So, today, when an “Odebrecht” wants to get his claws on someone’s
land—TIike our land there—he can’t do that anymore. Because | pay my
taxes every year. | have a document! 1 exist! And the people in the old

days, Murilo, they didn’t exist!?

The people that did not “exist,” in Dami&o’s narrative, were the posseiros. The posseiros in this
region were very likely—and predominantly—descendants of freed and escaped slaves, who had
likely intermarried with people of indigenous heritage, and probably also some migrants of
European (Portuguese, Dutch, Irish, Italian, German) heritage. Damiéo often identifies himself
as moreno (literally, “brown”), variously describing his father as both moreno and branco
(“white”), and he often noted that his mother was india (“indian”) with long, straight black hair.
As Damido had known many of the old posseiros in his youth, when he says that the posseiro did
not “exist,” he means to say that they did not exist for the state and the law. It was for this
reason that the posseiros lost their land to Odebrecht:

20 “Hoje mudou o sistema. Qual o sistema? Ali—ali —na Guadalupe era de um dono sé. Hoje tem quantos dono?”
2L «M: “Tem um bocado!’//D: ‘O governo quer isso. Por exemplo, eu tenho um documento que eu fui pagar o
INCRA—eu pago o INCRA. Colodino tem. Eu tenho CPF. Tenho identidade e sou reconhecido no Brasil que eu
sou gente. Entdo, pago meus imposto. Entdo, o governo sabe que eu sou reconhecido. Sabe que eu sou
reconhecido.//Entdo, quando um ‘Odebrecht’ hoje, quer meter as garra nim um terreno como 0 da gente ai, ele num
pode mais. Porque eu pago imposto todo ano. EU TENHO DOCUMENTO. EU IXISTO! E 0 povo de antigamente ndo
ixistia Murilo.””
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They didn’t exist—Ilike they were animals. If somebody traveled from the hills to go file
a complaint against Odebrecht in town—how could they file a complaint? If they didn’t

exist—they didn’t even have a document?*

Saying that they “didn’t even have a document,” Damido means that beyond legal land titles,
they also did not have personal documents, such as social security cards, identification cards, or
work cards. Without these basic legal documents, they were simply non-entities to the state

bureaucracy. Consequently, Odebrecht merely had to declare:
“No, this there—all that there is mine.”

Odebrecht got a lawyer in there who said: “All that there belongs to Odebrecht—

Odebrecht bought it—ALL OF IT!”

And then the old posseiro there—he suddenly finds himself living on Odebrecht’s land.
He hadn’t paid any taxes—the government didn’t even know him—it didn’t recognize
him. The court judges didn’t recognize these people, so they kicked them out.?®

Damido’s family had migrated to the region from westernmost fringes of the cacao lands, near
where cacao gave way to Bahia’s semi-arid sertdo region. Damido’s parents had lost their land
to a public auction (leilao) after a bank foreclosed upon them, and they became landless. He
grew up in town, where he likely became familiar with posseiro families that had lost their land
and moved into town. When he became old enough to begin work on the bourgeoning
plantations in the 1960s, there he met and became friends with other posseiro families that had
not yet left their land—and others who, by then, may have already turned to plantation work
themselves. The adult posseiros—the “old timers” (os velhos or os antigos)—he counted as

being among his elders, and the younger posseiro generations he counted as among his friends.

22 “N#o ixistia, como fosse um bicho. Quando chegava l4 o cara saia daqui da roca pa cidade, ia dar queixa de
Odebrecht. Como é que dar queixa? Que ele ndo ixistia, nem documento tinha?”

28 «“:NJ3o, isso, aquilo ali é meu.’//Odebrecht botava advogado: ‘Aquilo ali é de Odebrecht, Odebrecht comprou—
TUDOV'//E ele ta—ta dentro da &rea de Odebrecht. Ele ndo paga imposto—o governo nem conhecer ele ndo
conhece. A justica ndo conhece esse povo, ai expulsava.”
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Although the various families that came to the region had come at different times, and had
immensely varied stories and heritages, their narratives intersected and came to follow the same
pathways over the decades.

Damido recalled one posseiro family that he had come to know particularly well after
they had lost their land to Odebrecht. Seu Pedrinho, who was 21 years older than Dami&o, was
the son of an old posseiro named Seu Ermilino, and their family had lost their land to Odebrecht.
Turning away from the dirt map in front of us, and pointing toward the hills across the valley,

Damido explained:

Seu Pedrinho’s people there—Seu Pedrinho lost all of this here to Odebrecht—Seu
Pedrinho’s parents. They lost this here to Odebrecht—all of that there, all of that forest

there—see!

He pointed to the plantations and the hills surrounding us (as seen in Figure 1 below), and
explained:

Half of that—it belonged to Seu Pedrinho’s father. | knew him. Seu ERMILINO. | knew
him. I’d met him—he was very old, but | knew him. You see? All of this here belonged
to Seu Pedrinho’s father. All this here. But Seu Pedrinho’s father didn’t have a

document for this land—he didn’t have shit—and he lost it to Odebrecht.?®

24«0 lado de Seu Pedrinho mermo—Pedrinho perdeu isso aqui pa Odebrecht—Os pais de Pedrinho. Perdeu isso
aqui pa Odebrecht—aquilo tudo 14, aguela mata todinha 1&—26!”

2 «A metade era—era do pai de Seu Pedrinho. Eu conheci ele. Seu ERMILINO. Eu conheci, cheguei conhecer.
Bem vein, mas eu conheci. Ta entendeno? Isso aqui tudo era do pai de Seu Pedrinho, isso aqui. O pai de Seu
Pedrinho ndo tinha documento—n&o tinha porra de nada—perdeu pa Odebrecht.”
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Figure 1. The Hills

As a result of this set of historical experiences, Dami&o concluded, people had learned the lesson

and the same theft of land would never happen again:

But today, no. Things have changed. Now Odebrecht can’t take land from anybody—
because nobody’s stupid anymore. Now, everybody’s got a social security card—they

have and identification card and pay their taxes.?

This theme of possessing and controlling “documents” as a means of securing ownership and
self-ownership will recur throughout this ethnography. Murilo was 41 years old—18 years
younger than Damido—and had only migrated to Itubera some 11 years earlier from another
municipality in the west. Damido was recounting the entire historical narrative of the region to
us both. Murilo was surprised by some of the details, and had been under the impression that
before Odebrecht established his plantation in the region there was only forest. He asked:

[Murilo]: That [plantation] he bought there...it was just forest—?

%6 “Entdo, hoje nd0. Mudou o isquema. Hoje, Odebrecht ndo pode tomar a terra de ninguém, que ninguém é mais
besta. Hoje, todo mundo tem um CPF, tem uma identidade e paga os imposto.”
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[Damiéo]: No—there were some people living there, man! Here in Brazil, Murilo,
there were people living in every corner of the world! It was like this—
listen up. It started like this, Murilo.

Y ou—me—me—pardon me for saying this, but you—the truth is this:?’

Damido pauses here because Murilo is identified in the local community as being nego (“negro,”
short for the Portuguese term negro) and as being particularly preto (“black’) with strong
African ancestry. In many contexts, to refer to someone as nego or preto might be taken as
negative value judgment, but before entering into the next part of the narrative where he will

mention the African slave trade, Damido explicitly seeks to avoid any negative implication:

[Damiéo]: The Portuguese brought the negos from Africa to work here—say, for the

owners of the sugar mills, or coffee [plantation].?®
Murilo laughs and exclaims:
[Murilo]: To work handcuffed!
[Damiédo]: Right—they were taken to the place where they sell—where the negos
were sold, in the market at Sdo Joaquim. They were sold just like bunches

of maxixe,?* just like bunches of crabs.*

Damido realizes that in talking about Murilo’s African ancestors—especially given the way in

which racial questions have become politicized in Brazil—he might be introducing a rift in the

2T «M: “Aquela [fazenda] ali ele compou...s6 foi mata?’//D: ‘N&o—tinha algum morador ali rapaz! Tinha, todo
canto do mundo, aqui no Brasil Murilo. Era assim—escute s6. Comegou assim Murilo. Tu—eu—eu—desculpe eu
dizer isso, mas voce—a, a verdade é essa:””

28 «Os portugués trazia os nego da Africa pa trabalhar aqui—como pus dono de engenho de agucar, café.”
 Maxixe (Cucumis anguria) is a vegetable that is often sold in bunches, variously referred to in English, such as
“bur cucumber,” “gooseberry gourd,” “maroon cucumber,” “West Indian gourd,” among other terms.

%0 «M: “Trabalhar amarrado!’//D: ‘Era—vinha o lugar de vender 0s—os nego era na feira de S&o Joaquim. Vendia
igual a maxixe empencado, igual a caranguejo.””
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shared narrative he is attempting to build, and so he does further work to bridge any potential
rift:

[Damido]: I’m not trying to talk bad about you—
[Murilo]: No—I know! I get what you’re saying!
[Damido]: —nor about me either, because I’m—I—I’m the same thing as you.*

Murilo agrees, and then Dami&o advances the story:

[Damido]: Well—they were sold in bunches, just like a—a bunch of maxixe in the
marketplace. Then, you had to work for the rest of your life. Some guy
would go there and buy you—you’d work for the rest of your life there
as—as a slave. There all you had was some food—a little bit of clothing

to wear, and that was all, and—

[Murilo]: —just working—

[Damido]: —just working day in, day out. You had to work—if you were a well-

behaved negro, things might’ve been a bit better. But if you weren’t—
[Murilo]: —it was over—
[Damido]: —strapped to the tree trunk. You were beaten—Kkilled just like any

animal. That’s how it was. There were no documents—there weren’t any

documents for blacks.*

% «D: N4o é desfazendo de voce—’//M: ‘N&o, eu sei! Eu to entendeno!’//D: ‘—nem de mim, porque eu Sou—
eu—eu sou a mesma coisa de voce.’”

% «D: ‘Entdo—vendia empencado igual um, um, um maxixe na feira. Af, voce trabalhava pro resto da vida. Um
cara ia la e Ine comprava—voce trabalhava o resto da vida ali como—como escravo. Ali voce s6 tinha comida—
uma roupinha pa vestir e, e somente e—’//M: ‘S0 trabaiar.’//D: ‘—trabalhar de sol a sol. Tinha que trabalhar—ou
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The narrative is interrupted again at this point. A young man, who works at one of the
plantations just across the way, comes to ask Damiao if he has any pain medicine. The young
man had injured his finger while working. Damido instructs him to go inside his house, where
he could find some medicine in a drawer.

The direction that Damido was seeking to take the narrative, before he was interrupted,
was to explain that because of the suffering that the slaves had faced on the plantations, many of
them had escaped into the forests and the hills. After slavery was abolished, many of the freed
slaves had also made their way to the forests of the region that surrounded them. Therefore,
when Odebrecht had taken the land in this region, it was not “empty,” uninhabited forest. There
were people living there, many of whom were directly descended from escaped and freed slaves.
These families, including Seu Pedrinho’s, had lost these lands when Odebrecht took control of
the region and a new plantation economy expanded into the forest. Damido’s own family, and
other families from other parts of the region, had likewise lost their land by other means—
whether through outright foreclosures, expulsions, or other forms of dispossession—and these
families had migrated to Ituberd when plantations began expanding in the region in the 1950s. It
was through people’s encounters in town, and on and around the plantations, that their various
narratives came together into a joint narrative, which, at length, advanced into a new phase.

Damié&o concluded this part of the narrative in the following terms:

[Damido]: So that is the history, Murilo. Sometimes we think—we think it’s [not]
true—nbut this is the story. Whoever doesn’t have a document doesn’t

exist in the world!

[Murilo]: No, they really don’t exist.

se fosse um nego bom tinha mais regaliazinha, se ndo fosse—’//M: “Ja foi.’//D: ‘—entrava no tronco. Caia na
porrada—matava igual um bicho. Era assim. N&o tinha documento—num ixistia documento pa preto!””
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[Damiéo]: They’re an animal—an animal. If you don’t have a registration [card]—

you’re unrecognized, you see?*®

2b. Upheaval and the Reversal of Fate

Up to this point, Damido had sought to narrate the historical condition of the hills and the
plantations that surrounded us, as we three sat upon the ground, underneath a tree. Damido drew
on these various props as he narrated—the dirt map he scribbled on the ground, the plantation
groves beside us, and the distant hills where Seu Pedrinho’s parents had lived. In this way, he
brought the history that was all around us to life. The story drew us together, people from very
different backgrounds and with very different histories, developing a joint perspective on the
world through narrative and conversation.

Damiéo’s purpose, however, was not merely to narrate a dead past, but to draw on that
past to give all of us insight into the present and into the future, and to reveal how the heavy

burden of the past was being gradually released. Damido continued in his narrative:

Now, the tides have turned against the rich. The rich owe the government. Angelo
Calmon de S&—you saw how they took ten of his plantations. You know they took ten of

his plantations, right?**

Damido was talking about recent land reform initiatives—aiming to redistribute the land to the
rural poor—and the various land rights movements that had emerged in Brazil in the 1980s.
Angelo Calmon de S4, a former Brazilian banker and one of the richest people in the country,
owned a large number of plantations in the cacao lands, and these had been taken over by one of
Brazil’s most powerful and well-known social movements: the Landless Rural Workers’
Movement, or the MST.*

¥ «D: ‘Entdo a histéra é essa Murilo. As vez a gente pensa—pensa que é a verdade—a histéra é essa. Quem no
tem documento num ixiste no mundo!’//M: “E n#o ixiste mermo ndo.’//D: ‘E um bicho—é um animal. Néo tem
registro, € desconhecido, entendeu?’”

¥ «D: ‘Hoje, 0 hambu gemeu em cima do rico. O rico deve ao governo. Angelo Calmon de S&—como tomaram 10
fazenda dele. Ce sabe que tomaram 10 fazenda dele, né?’”

* Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra.
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Colloquially referred to as the Sem Terra (“Landless”),* the MST arrived in this part of
the cacao lands around 1997. Earlier in that decade, toward the beginning of the 1990s, a fungal
disease called ‘witches’ broom’ (Crinipellis perniciosa) was introduced from its Amazonian
home into the cacao lands that stretched all along the southern coast of Bahia, Brazil.*" This
region was once home to one of the most successful attempts in the Americas to cultivate cacao
on a large scale. When the disease entered the region, Bahia’s cacao latifundia faced an
agricultural epidemic that would eventually devastate the region’s cacao economy. Around the
same time, at the end of the 1980s, the Brazilian federal government ended price supports for
natural rubber, which had been introduced into this region of the cacao zone in the 1950s. This
confluence of events broke the back (albeit temporarily) of the latifundia in the cacao lands.
Many of the large plantations fell into rapid decline and bankruptcy, and this included several of
the plantations described in this ethnography. Many plantation workers were laid off and some
of the plantation lands began a return to fallow.

This collapse was followed by the proliferation of diverse land reform organizations
throughout the region. These organizations ranged from (1) squatter groups, formed by groups of
local workers who had become friends on the plantations, and who joined together and began to
occupy and cultivate abandoned plantation lands. Other groups included (2) independent legal
associations, also formed of former plantation workers, which sought to directly negotiate with
land owners to directly purchase plantation lands. Finally, (3) the MST was an important player
in the region, whose arrival was both symptomatic of this larger transformation, but also
exemplary of it in many ways.® The MST, Dami&o explained, had taken over 10 cacao

plantations in the wider cacao lands that were owned by Angelo Calmon de Sa:

The Sem Terra took ten of his plantations—he lost ten plantations to the Sem Terra

because he owed a lot [of unpaid taxes] to the government.*

* Throughout this ethnography, if I refer to the “Landless” with a capital “L,” | am referring to the MST. When |
refer to the “landless” population with a lower-case “l,” | am referring to people who do not own any land.

%" For an account of the highly charged political circumstances under which witches’ broom may have been
introduced into the cacao zone, see Caldas and Perz (2013).

% See Chapters 12 and 13 for extensive discussion of these land reform communities.

¥ «0 Sem-Terra tomou 10 fazenda dele—ele perdeu 10 fazenda pu Sem-Terra, porque divia muito o governo.”
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Damido gave other examples of local plantations that were taken over by the MST because of
unpaid taxes, as further indications that the tides were turning against the rich. Damido was
among the squatters who had taken over the plantation at Nossa Senhora, but he explained that
their broader political clout was limited. The MST, he explained, played an important role given
the immense pressure that the organization was able to exert on the government. Although the
MST was not the sole actor, its role in advancing the cause of land reform in Brazil was highly
significant. In the past, Damido explained, the government would have never taken property
from the rich. The emergence of the MST in Brazil, and their arrival in the region, helped to

change the situation:

But then the MST came into existence. This MST is a strong movement because the
people unite and go there—and fight tooth and nail and—they’re not afraid to die—like it
was a war. They invade—take over [the plantation] and there are gunfights. They might
encounter the Devil, but they’re there—Ilife or for death—Ilike it’s a war. Because when
they go to invade some land—when they go invade a plantation—it’s for life or death.
So, that’s what the MST is.*°

The MST was so audacious, he explained, that they had even invaded the plantation owned by
the former Brazilian president, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, who was in office from the mid
1990s through the early 2000s. Dami&o explained that—at least in earlier periods—the MST
operated in this militaristic fashion because its leaders view the federal government as
unresponsive and as never making good on its promises to bring about land reform. According
to Damido, to be heard at all, the MST had to be combative. Damido was reveling in the story,

and turned to Murilo to explain what the MST had done to the former president’s plantation:

[Damiéo]: So you see, the Sem Terra even invaded Fernando Henrique’s

plantation—didn’t you know that—?

%0 “Mas existiu esse. Esse 0 MST que é um movimento forte tem que 0 povo se une mermo e vai lé&—e com garra e
briga e se—ndao tem medo de morrer—como se fosse uma guerra. Invadiu—toma conta e tem tiroteio. Pode ter a
peste eles tdo 1&—vai pa vida ou morte—como fosse uma guerra. Que quando vai invadir uma terra—quando vai
invadir um, uma fazenda—#¢ pra vida ou morte. Entdo, é, 0 Movimento Sem Terra é assim.”
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[Murilo]: —where was this?

[Damiéo]: There over in So Paulo! Hot damn! They drank good whiskey! Wine!
All—all of Fernando Henrigue’s FANCY foods! They ate EVERYTHING!
OH! Oh boy!

Didn’t you know about that, Murilo? It was on television—those guys
messing around, drinking whiskey—drinking good wine—EXPENSIVE!
IMPORTED—eVerything. They didn’t keep his plantation, but they invaded

it—it was the government!

For you to understand, the Sem Terra are so tough that they invaded the

government’s plantation—and he was president at that time!

[Murilo]: The Sem Terra really are bold!*

Damido explained that part of the Sem Terra’s purpose was to create an image of strength:

[Damiédo]: Murilo, it’s so that they can reflect the image that they are strong, you

see?*?

Damiéo turns to another plantation worker named Jodo, who had just showed up to join the

ongoing conversation:

[Damido]: Jodo, do you remember—the time when the Sem Terra invaded Fernando

Henrique’s plantation?

1 «D: ‘Ce ver que até a fazenda de Fernando Henrique, o Sem-Terra invadiu, num sabe disso n&0?’//M: ‘Onde é
iss0?’//D: ‘L& pu lado de—de S&o Paulo! Oxe! Beberam whiskey bom! Vinho! E, &, é as comida boa de
Fernando Henriqgue—da mansdo de Fernando Henrique. TuDoO eles comeu! AH, mas minino!//Tu num sabia disso
ndo, Murilo? Passou na televisdo—ai os cara desceno enrolano, os cara bebeno whiskey, bebeno vinho bom—
CARO, IMPORTADO—tudo. Num ficaram na fazenda, mas invadiram a fazenda dele, do governo!//Pa voce ver que 0
Sem-Terra é tdo forte que invadiu a fazenda do governo e ele era presidente na época.’//D: ‘Sem Terra é 6zado
mermo!””

2 “D: *E pa poder sair a—o refleque, Murilo, que eles séo forte, entendeu?’”
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[Jodo]: | remember.

[Damido]: They drank—all of Fernando Henrique’s drinks—all the fine foods—
EVERYTHING!*®
Jodo laughs.
[Murilo]: But he was still president then?
[Damiédo]: He was president—ha! The Sem Terra are [not] a joke—you’re thinking

the Sem Terra are weak, huh?*

This imagery of rural workers seizing upon and consuming the wine and food that belonged to
the President of the Republic was riveting to people like Damido and Murilo. For Dami&o, the
MST was exemplary of the potential social power that could be exercised by the members
Brazil’s rural underclass.

Indeed, the MST is one of the largest and among the most historically important social
movements of its kind in Brazil, and it has played a vital role in forging political spaces in which
debate could occur about the legitimacy of land reform, land occupations, and other forms of
direct action within Brazil and beyond. However, as the MST is a large and complex social
movement, it is also a site of internal struggle and contestation; and despite attempts to present a
publicly coherent ideology, the MST cannot be understood as a singular or monolithic social
entity. Indeed, Damido is ambivalent about the MST, and he is not alone among members of the
region’s rural poor. Many people in the region who are actively involved in, or potential
beneficiaries to, land rights struggles are critical of inequalities and hierarchies that they have
seen reproduced on MST settlements in the region. They attribute the reproduction of these

conditions to the lack of access to legal “documents” (documentos) for their land—a central

2 «D: “Jodo, se lembra da—da vez que, que o Sem-Terra invadiu a fazenda de Fernando Henrique?’//B: ‘Eu me
lembro.’//D: ‘Beberam a—as bebida de—de Fernando Henrique, as comida boa—tudo!””

“«M: ‘Mas ele era presidente ainda?’//D: “Era presidente—ah! Sem-Terra ta é brincadeira—ta pensando que
Sem-Terra é, é fraco, é?°”
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figure that appears throughout Damido’s narrative above—and settlers’ dependence upon MST
leaders who mediate access to land and other government resources.” Because this ethnography
is partly about the struggle for freedom and emancipation—a struggle that occurs and recurs at
different historical moments and across a wide range of relationships—it should not be
surprising that struggles for emancipation occur within struggles for emancipation. | explore
struggles internal to the region’s MST settlements at length in Chapter 13, but in order
understand these struggles, we must first understand people’s historical experiences and
understandings of “the good.” This will be the task of Part One and Part Two of this

ethnography, respectively, before turning to ongoing land rights struggles in Part Three.

3. Narrative Directions

Five days after | recorded Damido’s narrative, Damido and | were sitting with Seu Pedrinho in
his living room on February 12, 2009. Seu Pedrinho was 79 years old by then, and still in good
health. After some initial introduction and about an hour of initial conversation, Damido
eventually left me with Seu Pedrinho so that he could attend to some business in town. 1
remained with Seu Pedrinho for over three hours talking, and recorded various stories that he
shared from his own and others’ lives. In many respects, the entire course of my ethnographic
research—and the purpose of this ethnography—represents an attempt to flesh out the brief 14-
minute interview that | had recorded with Damido and Murilo.

I had known Damido since 2002—only five years after he and his companions had began
to occupy the plantation at Nossa Senhora—and | had been broadly interested in different
agricultural and land use questions, as well as the land reform movements that had emerged only
a few years before | first visited the region. | had always heard stories about the posseiros. |
knew they had lost their land, but I did not know much about who they were. | knew disparate

other things about the region’s history, bits and pieces about the plantations and plantation life,

*® In the introduction, | referred to the configurations of such relationships as “patron-client analogues.” | develop
this further in Chapter 13.
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and the different land reform communities and organizations that emerged in the region in the
1990s.

Damido’s narrative presented a broad historical framework, drawing together multiple
generations of people from various regions and backgrounds, that helped me to make sense of
the important transformations that were occurring in the region, and it allowed me to see the real
historical depth of these transformations in a new way. The narrative hinted at many of the
themes that will be important throughout this ethnography—themes of subordination, hope,
documents, friendship, eating, transgression, renewal, and many others. Damido’s words had
seized my attention and they had taken me in, just as Damido, in his earlier years, had been
drawn into this narrative himself. Over the course of the next two years, following the various
threads of this narrative wherever and to whomever they would take me, | visited many other
people’s farms, homes, and living rooms throughout the countryside and in town. This
ethnography is a result of these efforts, and has grown out of Damido’s, Seu Pedrinho’s, and

many, many other people’s stories.
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CHAPTER 2:

FOREST & HILLS

1. The First Approach

Sao Jorge dos Ilheos: Jan. 15, 1860 . ..

When these hamlets disappeared from view, a long, green, uninhabited expanse of
boundless forest succeeded. As on the ocean the gleam of a distant sail awakes in the
mind of the sailor a longing desire to reach the spot where his unknown fellow-men are
living and moving; so is it also with the white columns of smoke rising high to heaven
from the green sea of forest, and telling the traveler how yonder, among the distant leafy
willows, some fellow-man is leading a self-sufficing existence, and, unknown, is fighting
the battle of life. The gaze of the passer-by lingers enquiringly on these signs of lonely
existence; and not without melancholy does wild imagination paint the life of those who,
far from the world, separated from all whom they love, thus seek an asylum in the

impenetrable forest, from motives indefinable.

Fazenda do Vittoria: Jan. 16, 1860 . ..

Here the mass of vegetation rises on all sides of the spectator in endless variety, and
meets high over his head in a thick shady roof, from which depend lianas and creepers of
every kind. The eye cannot discern whence each plant springs, or where it terminates.
Around the roots of the trees is an immense growth of these creepers; when the crowns
begin to spread, there is again a fresh world of these plants thickly intertwined; and the
brilliant sun can scarcely penetrate through the rich verdure of these vaulted roofs, and
only sheds a dim mysterious light into the halls below, in which the atmosphere is ever
cool.
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This chapter is concerned with the forests and the hills as figures in regional historiography and
as active powers in the social world. The first description is of the forested hills along the
Bahian coast as viewed from a ship travelling south from Salvador to Ilhéus. The second is of
the forest surrounding a cacao plantation not far inland from Ilhéus. Both are excerpted from
Ferdinand Maximilian Joseph’s Recollections of My Life (1868:297-298, 300, respectively). The
fantastic descriptions of Bahia that are recorded in the third volume of these Recollections detail
Maximilian’s romantic desire to directly encounter primeval “Virgin Forest” (Mato Virgem)
during his voyage to Brazil between 1859 and 1860. They were written several years before he
was declared Emperor of Mexico in 1864, and published less than one year after he was
subsequently executed by Mexican republican forces in 1867.

Shortly after arriving in Salvador on the Bay of All Saints," Maximilian’s expedition soon
followed the coast south on their way to the city of llhéus, what was then called Sdo Jorge dos
Ilheos, the center of cacao production along Bahia’s southern coast. The intervening region
between these two centers, separated by some 229 kilometers, is comprised of a series of costal
islands and mangrove estuaries. Set back from the coast, a broad stretch of hills rise abruptly
and extend westward toward the semi-arid scrublands, or sertdo. Small port towns, tiny fishing
villages, and former indigenous settlements (aldéias) that had been established by Jesuit
missionaries in earlier centuries, could all be found scattered about these islands and at the
entrance to the mounting hills. The first moment presented above describes this intervening
region, revealing signs of human life in the sea of forest that leads away from the coast. The
observer remains separated from this world through water and distance, distant from those whom
Maximilian imagined as lonely asylum seekers, far from the world, fighting the battle of life.

When they finally arrived in llhéus on January 15th, Maximilian’s expedition
immediately prepared to depart for the Virgin Forest by traveling upriver via canoe the very next
day. They set out for a plantation owned by a fellow-Austrian who had retired to the forests
surrounding llhéus to become a cocoa planter. The second moment, then, is Maximilian’s
description of the forest with the distance removed, as he encountered it directly and concretely.

Even with the distance removed, though, the forest remained an interminable and impenetrable

! Baia de Todos os Santos. Historically, the city of Salvador was simply referred to as Bahia, short for the name of
the bay. Today, the city of Salvador is the capital of the federal state of Bahia. My references to Bahia refer to the
contemporary federal state, and all references to Salvador refer to the contemporary city.
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mass of relationships. What from a distance appears as a simple, undifferentiated mass of green
becomes interminably differentiated and complex. The forest gives the observer pause, and it

holds the observer at a distance for at least one other reason: “...for through the forest one cannot
be said to go—one must jump, vault, and lose half one’s skin” (Maximilian 1868:338). The cost

of encounter with the forest is half one’s skin.

2. Into the Forested Hills

The present chapter describes the forested hills of the intervening region between Salvador and
llhéus. The part of the coast under consideration is today referred to as the Dendé Coast,? which
stretches between the historical port towns of VValenga and Camamu, and includes the towns of
Cairu, Igrapitna, Ituberd, Nilo Pecanha, and Taperoa. The ethnography is broadly concerned
with these coastal municipalities, and focuses in upon the region to the west of Camamu,
Igrapiuna, and Ituberd, where the hills and forests set back from these towns eventually reach
towns that are referred to as Gandu and Pirai do Norte. These town can be seen in the map of the
Dendé Coast region presented in Figure 2 below.

% Costa do Dendé. Dendé is a type of palm tree that is cultivated for palm-oil that is an important ingredient in
various Bahian cuisines, most notably the fish stew referred to as moqueca.
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Figure 2: Map of the Dendé Coast Region®

o Cacao Outliers
O Cacao Lands

® This maps found in Figures 2, 3, and 4 are all derived from a map of the cacao lands that can be found Leeds
(1957:37). Leeds had derived his own map from one that he acquired from the Cacao Institute of Bahia. | have
been unable to locate an original copy of the Cacao Institute’s map.
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The hills and forests described in this chapter supply a set of material relationships that
both constrained social life in important ways, and, as will be suggested, offered some
possibilities for asylum and escape from pathological social relationships. Together, these
forested hills provide part of the natural stage upon which the life of this ethnography is played
out, and understanding them will give an initial sense of themes of expenditure, exposure, and
fatigue involved in the encounter with the forest. These and other related themes, such as the
notion of a “limit” or boundary, will be explored in later chapters.* Chapter 3 attempts to
recover traces of the lives led by those “unknown” people who were “fighting the battle of life”
through seeking “asylum in the impenetrable forest.” There | attempt to understand the forms of
life that had taken root in the hills in the post-emancipation period among members of the rural
poor. The period with which these two chapters are primarily concerned begins after the
abolition of slavery in 1888 and takes us through the 1940s and 1950s. Chapter 3 breaks off at
the point when other social processes were set in motion that contributed to the dismantling of
this world. Chapter 2 and 3, therefore, explore how that world was put together; chapters 4 and 5

explore how that world was violently taken apart.

3. Hills & Forests Before and After Abolition

Before the final abolition of slavery in 1888, the “Law of Free Birth” (Lei do Ventre Livre) of
1871 had already established the freedom of infants born to people who were still legally bound
to the institution of slavery. One consequence of this was that legally free individuals continued
to be brought up in and shaped by a lifeworld in which slavery was the background condition of
sociality. When Brazil finally abolished slavery in 1888, many former slaves began to form
satellite communities on the outskirts of the plantations that had previously housed them as
slaves. These former and freed slaves, and other members of the free rural poor, were variously

referred to as agregados and moradores—or “residents” or “tenants at will” (Barickman

* For an exploration of the notion of “exposure” see Chapter 6, Section 4; for the notion of “limits” see Chapter 6,
Section 3; for the notion of “fatigue” see Chapter 7, Section 3.
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1991:331) who had ultimately returned to the plantation life, whether as wage laborer,
sharecroppers, or tenants that cultivated small plots of land referred to as rogas.

The figure of the “roga” is powerful in the region, and will be a crucial site of social life
throughout this ethnography. Rocas are plots of cultivated land, frequently cultivated in forest
clearings, and people who cultivated rogas historically were often referred to as rogeiros.
Historically, rogas were cultivated by slaves in their free time, both for subsistence provision and
possibly even the production of limited cash crops (Barickman 1994). Free landless people
searching for access to land may have likewise become tenants on these same plantations, and
were similarly dependent upon large landowners for access to land. Rogas cultivated by such
families were typically planted on marginal plantation lands, typically by clearing a new stretch
of forest. Both slave provision grounds and tenants’ rocas were often planted with manioc and
other subsistence crops like beans, corn, and bananas (Barickman 1991:373-375).

Referring to freed slaves and members of the rural poor as “tenants at will” highlights the
seemingly volitional characteristic of their community and work arrangements, but the reality
was that without securing access to basic productive resources like land, former slaves and other
members of the rural underclass remained in a situation of coercive dependency. These tenants
were beholden to large landowners, frequently referred to as coronéis, and were often recruited
into local political struggles by virtue of their dependence upon landlords. Barickman describes

the tenant’s condition thus:

Planters granted their “tenants at will” not only land, but also protection in the disputes
with neighbors and with the law. In return, moradores performed odd services for their
planter landlords: “going upon errands,...seeing that the woods are not destroyed by
persons who have not obtained permission to cut down timber, and other offices of the
same description.” They occasionally paid a “trifling rent” in cash or produce, and, at
election time, they would be on hand to support the planter’s candidate. When necessary,
a planter might also call on them to serve as thugs and henchmen in his own feuds with

fellow landowners. [Barickman 1991:375]

This system of political and economic dependency and patronage was characterized as
Coronelismo (Leal 1977[1949]). As some tenants were occasionally called to do violence on
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behalf of their landlord, it is plausible that they were likewise aware that the very same violence
could be turned against the tenants themselves if they transgressed the will of their landlords.
The tenant’s position in this social world was thus precarious. The same was true of their rogas
and plantings. As Barickman notes, tenants often “lacked notarized written leases to the land
they cultivated. Their tenure was, therefore, always insecure” (1991:331), and they might be
evicted with little notice. Eviction, or the threat thereof, was a motive for frequent movement:

[T]hrown off one estate, agregados and other “tenants at will,” often described by
contemporaries as restless nomads, moved on to another plantation or farm where, again
without paying rent, they would construct a new hut and open a new clearing for another
roca. [Barickman 1991:375]

For some freed slaves and other members of the rural poor, this nomadic condition seems to have
motivated some to depart for the more distant hills and forests where they might find land to
work for themselves and create new social relationships that did not reproduce the coercive
dependencies of slave society.

These migrations to the forested hills and other backland areas can be understood not
only as a search for land, but also as a part of people’s attempts to extricate themselves from
relationships that bore a coercive and problematically dependent character. In short, the quest
for land was an attempt to give formal, legal freedom the substantive content of social and
material equality. The withdrawal to the hills in search for land reflected an important insight of
the Brazilian abolitionist and statesman, Joaquim Nabuco, who linked the initial work of
emancipation to the work of democratizing Brazil’s land base.> What Nabuco realized was that
the maladies of slave society would persist after abolition unless radically affirmative actions
were taken to transform the underlying relationships that perpetuated various forms of social
inequality. What he advocated were land reform policies that would incorporate ex-slaves and
other members of the rural poor into the class of property-owning small farmers (Acerbi
2007:489). Specifically, he called for a series of land taxes that “would help break up the
massive holdings of the elite” (Rogers 2009:27), and promote the redistribution of land to poorer

members of the rural population. Nabuco saw the relationship between property-ownership and

® See the Introduction, Section 2a for a discussion of Nabuco’s views.
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free labor as an important corrective to the pathological social relationships that were the
enduring inheritance of slavery, which defaced both master and slave alike. Needless to say,
none of this ever happened. In the absence of any concerted governmental policies, many former
slaves simply took to the hills.

Entering the hills was an entry into what official maps of the region called terra devoluta,
or “unoccupied” or “vacant” frontier lands that were owned by the state. In the region of Bahia
under consideration, these lands were densely forested and inhabited by various insects, animals,
plants, and—at least through the late 19" and early 20" centuries—indigenous peoples that had
neither been domesticated by the Brazilian state nor by earlier Jesuit missionaries. Various
asylum seekers—fleeing slaves, squatter farmers, criminals, bandits and other misfits—were also
occasional inhabitants in the hills. The population with which this ethnography is primarily
concerned, then, includes both the descendants of slaves as well as other members of the rural
free poor who had migrated into this region in search of land and a place to work.

There is limited extant scholarship about this particular region. Just as the forested hills
hindered the reach of the landlords and the law, and made the hills a suitable place of refuge for
escaped slaves in earlier periods (and even bandits fleeing from the law today), the same material
relationships hindered the reach of historical and archival scrutiny by holding observers and
recorders at a distance. Consequently, most historical agrarian studies of Bahia have focused on
the Recdncavo region. The Recdncavo is comprised of the sugar and tobacco-producing region,
and is more than 10,000 square kilometers in size. Oriented around the capital city of Salvador,
the Reconcavo encompasses the entire landmass around the Bay of All Saints (Barickman 1998;
Hutchinson 1957), just north of the Bahia’s cacao growing region, as can be seen in the map of

the southern Bahian coast presented in Figure 3 below.
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Figure 3: Map of the Southern Bahian Coast

—

Other historical agrarian studies have focused their attention on the cacao-producing centers near
Ilhéus (Mahony 1996; Luce 2009; Leeds 1957; Wright 1976). As such, the hinterlands between
these productive centers represent, for the most part, a historical lacuna from which occasional
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signs of life would emerged during this time. The central cacao lands can be seen in the map
presented in Figure 4 below.

Figure 4: Map of the Central Cacao Lands
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Although these studies for the most part focus on the productive centers, they do provide
suggestive hints at the forms of life that had emerged in these hinterlands by examining their
relationship to the productive centers. Before turning to the oral-historical narratives and the
question of what life was like in the hinterlands to explore the forms of life that had emerged in
these hills several decades after emancipation, it will be helpful to examine some of the earlier
signs of life coming from the hills before abolition. Toward this end, in the next section |
examine some evidence about life at the margins of the plantation economies, which can be
gathered from historical literature that focuses mainly on the productive centers. This will help

to clarify the social import of the forest and the hills from a broader perspective.

3a. Manioc Farinha, Out of the Hills

Barickman’s (1998) study of the sugar and tobacco economy of the RecOncavo region,
surrounding the Bay of All Saints, examined the production of foodstuffs that were crucial to the
metabolism of the slave-driven sugar plantations. In this context, the planting and processing of
manioc® tubers into farinha or “manioc flour” (farinha de mandioca)—a coarse, calorie-rich but
nutritionally empty flour—was crucial fuel for the human component of the sugar production
complex.”

Most of the farinha that was sold to the sugar planters was produced on lands along the
southern portion of the Reconcavo. Barickman’s (1998) study also draws attention to farinha
that made its way to Salvador from smallholdings scattered among the coastal hills and forests
along the southern coast. This would have been the region that Maximilian described above in
the first excerpt from his Recollections. According to Barickman, this region provided a regular,
albeit limited source of farinha that reached Salvador through the small port towns of Valenca
and Camamu. These small ports were the outlets for farinha produced by free smallholders—
posseiros—who were living in the hills surrounding these and other towns in the region. Public
officials residing in the towns of Valenga and Camamu were the source of historical documents

about the productive activity emerging from this region.

® Manihot esculenta.
" See Barickman (1991, especially chapter 3) for an account of the slave diet on the sugar plantations; see also
Schwartz (1970:316).
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Manioc, also referred to as yuca or cassava in other parts of the world, is cultivated
through a swidden, or shifting, agricultural system that is land extensive rather than capital
intensive. This means that instead of investing in the construction and maintenance of farm plots
over the generations, cultivation relied on and took advantage of widely available and fertile
forest lands that could be converted into manioc rogas. These plots had limited temporal
horizons of only a few years, as manioc production quickly depleted soil fertility. Small plots—
perhaps no more than a half-hectare in size—could be opened in the forest with a relatively small
outlay of labor. The use of fire was a crucial labor-saving technique in this context.® After
twelve to eighteen months, large manioc tubers could be pulled from the ground and
subsequently processed into farinha. The planting process could be repeated perhaps one or two
more times before the plot was abandoned and cultivators moved on to new patches of forest to
clear and plant.’

Manioc provides incredibly high returns on labor and requires relatively little upkeep.™
Because of this high return, even if a manioc plot is never weeded and abandoned to fallow, a

person could always return to an abandoned field and still reap a sizable harvest. As such,

& Most studies of swidden and slash-and-burn agriculture emphasize the importance of burning for quickly releasing
nutrients into the soil. From the perspective of people actually working the land, however, their motivation for using
fire has more to do with clearing the land and making it workable, rather than attempting to increase fertility. This
will be seen more clearly in Chapter 7, Section 2.
® It was for this reason that those involved in the timber trade, as well as the sugar planters to the north who
depended on the forests for firewood to burn in their engenhos, or sugar mills, complained so vehemently about the
manioc planters: not only was manioc a crop that was cultivated by lowly members of the rural poor, but this land-
extensive crop could quickly deplete significant stretches of forest to produce what was, from their perspectives,
mere slave food. Barickman cites a complaint registered by one local official from IIhéus from as early as 1785:
“Francisco Nunes da Costa, crown judge for the comarca, complained that, in only six years’ time, they had
‘reduced precious forests as ancient as the world to ashes.” “No manner of accounting,” he added, could reckon
the damage the rogeiros had already done. The only solution was ‘to guard, defend, and demarcate’ the
remaining stands of hardwood timber and to force the ‘rustic and ambitious’ rogeiros to plant their cassava
elsewhere.” [Barickman 1991:289]
Barickman likewise cited complaints by sugar mill owners (senhores de engenhos) who were likewise opposed to
subsistence agriculture of the posseiros and rogeiros owed to their need for timber:
“[M]any planters displayed an open hostility towards subsistence agriculture. In their view, the cultivation of
cassava only sped up deforestation and thereby deprived their mills of the firewood needed in making sugar.
Shortages of firewood, which had caused problems as early as the 1600s, continued to worry senhores de
engenho [sugar mill owners] in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Planting cassava also meant diverting
resources—Iand and especially labor—from the more profitable production of sugarcane.” [Barickman
1991:159]
19 Robert McC. Netting (1993:135), for example, reports that mechanized corn production in the United States
results in a input-output ratio of 1 kcal input to 2.93 kcal output, whereas Tanzanian cassava grown through shifting
cultivation results in an input-output ratio of 1 kcal input to 22.93 kcal output. Research by Charles J. Stevens in the
Kingdom of Tonga suggests that smallholders there were able to achieve an astonishing input-output ratio of 1 kcal
input to 81.67 kcal output (personal communication, January 10, 2013).
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manioc cultivation is a perfect example of what James C. Scott calls “escape agriculture” (Scott
2009:190-207). Escape agriculture contrasts from other forms of agriculture that require
expensive infrastructural investments (e.g., the construction of irrigation canals, terraces or
hedgerows), which tend to tie people more securely to their landholdings. Manioc cultivation, in
this historical context, was an especially appropriate cultivation strategy as the circumstances of
land ownership and land tenure were relatively unstable.

The primary and perhaps only infrastructural investment required for farinha production
is the casa de farinha, or flour “house” or mill. Because manioc decomposes relatively quickly
once it is pulled from the ground, and consequently is not easily transportable over long
distances, converting it to flour is a crucial part of the process. Even today, this process takes
place in flour mills through a process that involves peeling off the skin, grinding the tubers into a
coarse paste, pressing out the excess water, and then drying and roasting the flour over a large
copper pan—several feed wide—that is heated by a low-temperature wood fire. Very few
producers of manioc actually own and operate their own flour mill. Instead, a relatively well-
established producer could set up a flour mill where neighboring producers could process their
manioc for a fee. Today, this fee is covered by a fixed percentage, perhaps 10% or 20% of the
final product.

The kind of agriculture that took place in these hills, therefore, was a land extensive
(rather than capital or labor intensive) form of cultivation that was easily adopted by squatters
who had few incentives, let alone the resources, to make long-term investments in their fields,
crops, or infrastructure. Fields could be abandoned on relatively short notice and would soon
return to secondary growth forest. This situation reflected the relative informality and insecurity
faced by squatters farming in the hills.

3b. Migration Into the Hills

These forests not only housed smallholders and squatter farmers producing farinha, but

also, over the course of the centuries, escaped slaves, bandits, and various indigenous
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populations that successfully resisted colonial incursions for several centuries.** Barickman
points to early reports of “marauding bands of runaway slaves who attacked isolated farmsteads
in the cassava growing township of Camamu...between 1825 and 1837 (1998:78). Further north
near the Reconcavo, Prince (1972:80) cites an 1825 request for militia support, from a regional
official in the town of Cachoeira, “to put down the continuous disorders, thefts, and
assassinations committed by outlaws, vagabonds, and fugitive slaves who live on the outskirts of
the villages.” These so-called outlaws, vagabonds, and marauding slaves had taken refuge in the
forest as a place of escape and asylum. The presence of groups of escaped slaves in the early
19" century was linked to a rise in slave rebellions in the region between 1807 and 1835. Reis
(1988) attributed these rebellions to sugar planters’ decisions to expand cash-crop production
onto lands that they had formerly reserved as provision grounds where slaves formerly planted
rocas of subsistence crops, such as manioc and beans. As Barickman notes elsewhere (1994),
these provision grounds were important not only to the slave’s subsistence and well-being, but,
in some cases, slaves may have been able to sell surplus from their gardens and accumulate
monetary resources that could be used, for example, to purchase one’s freedom (see also
Schwartz 1977:74). Having this productive resource taken away from them, therefore, was a
significant transgression against these slaves and one motivation for rebellion.

Schwartz (1970:319) points to the districts between Caird and Camamu as areas of
particularly high incidence for runaway slaves. Schwartz attributes this in part to the relatively
better working conditions for slaves in this region, since this coastal region focused on the less
humanly destructive production of manioc and farinha. The sugar mills to the north were said to
consume both the forests—to fuel the fires of the sugar mills (Barickman 1991:278)—and the
slaves who operated them as well. Slaves who worked on sugar plantations were reported to
have a lifespan of as little as low as six years: “In the interior...the slaves are badly fed, worse
clothed, and worked so hard that the average duration of their lives does not exceed six years.”
(Ewbank [1856:439] cited in Reis [1988:113])."2

While better working conditions may have been more conducive to slave resistance, so
too was the relatively weak military situation in these interior townships. Schwartz suggests that

the weak military situation may be partly attributed to frequent attacks by Aimoré Indians who

1 For a useful survey of the different periods of human occupation in the region, ranging from pre-colonial human
occupation through the end of the 19" century, see Flesher (2006:114-124).
12 For a more detailed discussion of life expectancy, see Schwartz (1985:369-370).
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inhabited the forests through the nineteenth century, and to the region’s sheer distance from
Salvador. Both of these factors made military support more difficult to organize (Schwartz
1970:320). Runaway slave settlements were often located close to towns and farms, as they
were dependent on what Schwartz called a “parasitic” economy “based on highway theft, cattle
rustling, raiding, and extortion” (1970:322). To be sure, if these groups were cultivating manioc
beyond subsistence use, they also depended on coastal towns to market their harvests.

Schwartz (1977) reported on one specific slave rebellion that occurred on a sugar
plantation just outside of the town of Ilhéus in 1789. In this case, nearly fifty of the plantation’s
three hundred slaves revolted, killing their overseer, and fled to the forest with important
machine parts and equipment that left the sugar mill at a standstill for nearly two years.
Eventually, the slaves were tricked out of hiding on the premise of peace negotiations and then
recaptured. At one point before their recapture, however, the slaves reportedly submitted a peace
treaty to their master through which they made a series of very specific demands.'* These
included, for example, details about how specific work-tasks should be performed, and a demand
for Fridays and Saturdays off as these were saint days. They also requested regular access to a
Salvador-bound boat on which “we can place our cargoes aboard and not pay freightage,” and
they demanded that new overseers had to be approved by the slaves themselves. The most
interesting and perhaps significant demand made in their peace treaty was found in the final line:

“We shall be able to play, relax and sing any time we wish without your hinderance nor

will permission be needed.” [Schwartz 1977:79]

The forest played an important and constitutive role for this rebellion and others like it, and,
Schwartz notes, in general the “geography and ecology of the Bahian littoral aided escape, and
the result was a large number of fugitives and mocambos” (1970:319).** At the end of this
chapter, 1 would like to suggest that people appropriated the causal powers of the forest to
constitute an inchoate form of negative freedom, and a position from which they would more
safely exercise their voices. Before attempting to clarify the role and meaning of the forest and

hills for these moments of rebellion, |1 would like to briefly examine some of the natural features

13 See Appendix 1 for a reproduction of this treaty, reproduced from Schwartz (1977).
¥ A mocambo is one term for a runaway slave settlement, which can also be referred to as a quilombo.
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of the hills and forest in this region that sustained their distance from the centers, especially with
respect to rain, mud, and an inability to build good roads.

4. Regional Geography & Ecology

The section of the chapter describes the combination of rainfall, topography, and mud that
constituted barriers to intensive colonization of the region prior to the 1930s, before the first road
was built through the region. After briefly reviewing some of the relevant geographical and
ecological conditions, and their consequences for transportation infrastructure in the wider cacao
lands up through the early 20" century, this section concludes with local historical narratives

with respect to transportation in the region under consideration.

4a. Forests, Hills, Rain

Bahia’s cacao lands generally coincide with, and are indeed founded upon, a coastal area
that enjoys relatively high rainfall in contrast to most of the state of Bahia. Rainfall enters the
cacao lands on easterly winds that travel west from the ocean and gradually move inland over the
hills.

Annual rainfall in the Dendé Coast region is about 2,000 millimeters at the coast and
about 1,700 millimeters some 20 kilometers inland, or between 67 and 79 inches of rain annually
(SEI 2003)." Other measures of regional precipitation put the annual average at about 2,051
millimeters, whereas according to Flesher (2006:86), the average annual rainfall from 1952
through 2002 fluctuated between a range of 1,313 and 2,666 millimeters. In terms of monthly
distribution, the wettest months are between February and July, while the driest period is

between August and January, as can be seen in Figure 5 below.

1> Compare this to the average of 33 inches that falls annually around Detroit.
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Figure 5: Average Monthly Rainfall, 1954-1997 (millimeters)*
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Daily temperatures on the coast range from a nighttime low of about 18°C (64.4°F) to a
daytime high of around 30°C (86°F), with variation depending on the season (Flesher 2006:86).
Higher up in the hills, the nighttime temperatures can drop even lower, in part owed to the
cooling effects of greater forest cover. This climate, the combination of heat and rainfall,
supports a rich tropical environment and lush forest that is part of what is called the Atlantic
Forest (Mata Atlantica), which historically stretched along most of Brazil’s eastern seaboard.'®

The lowest hills immediately off the coast range from about 150 to 200 meters in
elevation. Moving inland, they easily surpass 400 and 450 meters. The hills present any viewer
with an impressive landscape. As the hills become higher, rainclouds moving westward drop
more and more of their precipitation until they dissipate and the landscape becomes dry.
Eventually, just 100 kilometers to the west, the wet and densely forested landscape gives way to

the semi-arid scrubland environment, or sertdo region, for which Bahia is famous.

4b. Roads, Transportation, and Mud

16 See Dean (1995) for an important account of the environmental and social history of the Atlantic Forest.
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The region’s hills, combined with the high levels of precipitation and dense forest, made
it difficult for commercial interests to expand into this region prior to the 1930s and 1940s. In
1923, for example, a U.S. Department of Agriculture team had visited the region around Itubera
in search of sites for the expansion of rubber production.'” The USDA team, however, “ruled it
out for plantation development...because of its hilly terrain” (Dean 1987:121). The problem was
in large part one of transportation. The large number of waterfalls found at regular intervals
along the region’s rivers compounded these difficulties, making it impracticable to expand inland
by boat. Maximilian described these waterfalls as early as 1860, and pointed to the impediment

that they would pose for steam-power, colonization, and commercial agriculture:

At the first and inconsiderable cataract that we passed, it was not necessary for our
conductors to spring into the water to drag the canoe between the masses of granite; the
paddles were sufficient, and this first impediment in our road attracted our attention,
particularly for this reason that, although so skillfully guided, we bumped against some of
the rocks covered by the water. These rocky passages are great obstacles to all attempts at
colonisation on the Cachoeras [waterfalls], as they naturally render steam-power useless;
and without the intercourse which this facilitates, successful colonisation is not to be
thought of in our times. The slender canoes cannot bring the raw produce into the market
in large quantities, or quickly enough, and productive agriculture is not practicable here.
[Maximilian 1868:321]

One of the main rivers in ltubera region, the Rio Cachoeira Grande, is riddled by a series of
smaller and larger waterfalls and is relatively unnavigable. The terminus of the river is marked
by an impressive waterfall, called the Pancada Grande, which rises over 60 meters high.
Construction of good roads in the wetter areas near the coast was impracticable until as
late as the early 20" century. It was not the forest itself or the hills that prevented the
construction of good roads. For centuries, forests all over Brazil had been systematically felled
with steel broadaxes (Dean 1995), and the hills in other regions along the coast had not proven

insurmountable. The decisive factor, perhaps, was the rain and consequent mud.

17 See Chapter 4, Sections 5 and 7 for an account of the expansion of rubber in the region after the 1950s.
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Mud is not found in high quantities where forest groundcover remains intact. Whenever
land that has been stripped of vegetation encounters heavy rainfall, however, mud is abundant.
Under normal ecological circumstances, plants roots, decaying leaf and other plant litter would
absorb rainwater and quickly move it through the water cycle. But when there are no plants to
absorb the water—and as trucks, cars, other vehicles, and even human foot traffic prevent the
growth of feeder roots that absorb water—water accumulates as pools upon the clay-rich soils.
This circumstance creates mud. When roads are built through the forest, as few trees as
necessary would be removed in order to reduce labor costs. Consequently, such roads will be
lined on both sides by tall stands of trees that bloc the sunlight for most hours of the day, except
when the sun is directly overhead. This slows the drying process and compounds the problem.

As a consequence of all of this, relatively few roads were built in this region prior to
1930. Instead, sea transport was the main connection to the capital in Salvador. Historically, the
port towns of Valenca and Camamu were connected to Salvador via a north-south sea route,
while the towns to the interior such as Gandu were connected via the north-south land transect
that eventually became the BR-101. The BR-101 was the first major highway to be built in the
region in the 20" century, and spans most of Brazil’s eastern seaboard. The BR-101 does not
hug the coastline directly, but was built some 20 to 30 kilometers inland—uvery likely the result
of an engineering decision aimed at avoiding higher levels of rainfall just off the coast. It was
only in the 1990s that the state highway—the BA-001/650—that connects the coastal towns of
Valenga, Itubera, and Camamu—uwas finally asphalted.

Throughout most of the region’s history, therefore, the major transport routes were two
north-south transects, the first connecting Salvador and Ilhéus by sea, and the other an inland
route connecting the Recéncavo and Itabuna. These routes encompassed the cacao towns
between them. Between these two longitudinally parallel transport routes, there was dense
rainforest that stretched across the hills. These travel routes served as de facto boundaries for the
forested hills and hinterlands. Up until the early 20" century, the intervening forested region
stretched from somewhere between 60 to 90 kilometers along a north-south transect, and around
30 kilometers along an east-west transect. It was only around 1930 when the first road, called
the BA-250, was built along the east-west transect. Consequently, the forested hills were opened

up to more intense traffic that connected the coastal town of Itubera to the BR-101. The
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construction of the BA-250 was an important event that helped facilitate the theft of land that is

described in chapters 4 and 5.

4c. Mud, Mules, and Foot Travel

Prior to this time, and even after the road was built, most people traveled through the hills
by either mule or on foot. This meant that travel times were slow and costly. In the municipality
of Ituberd, between the 1940s and 1950s, for example, families living in the hills had to walk to
town to sell their goods, which may have been transported by mule or carried across one’s back.
In my interview with Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué, brothers who had grown up in the hills and
lived several kilometers back from the BA-250, explained how they used to travel through the
region in their youth. The oldest brother, named Alonso, explained how they used to travel into

town:8

For us to get to Ituberda—in those days it took three days for us to get to Ituberd. You left
here mid-day on Thursday and walked. You walked until it started getting dark Thursday
evening. When it got late, and we were about half way there, we stopped at the home of
a posseiro. We slept there, and the next morning we placed the cargo back on the animal.
When we arrived in Itubera, it was mid-day on Friday. You sold whatever goods you had
to sell. Sometimes when there was enough time to buy some goods, you bought them.
When there wasn’t time, you slept, and then early Saturday morning you bought your
fare, got back on the animal, and went home. Slept on the road again, and made it home

mid-day on Sunday.*

18 The story probably dates from the late 1940s and later, when Alonso would have been at least 10 years old, and
old enough to be working in this capacity.

19 «A: Pragente ir pra Itubera—que naquele tempo pra gente ir pra ltuberé era trés dias. Voce safa daqui quinta-
feira mei dia, ai andava. Andava até de tarde quinta-feira. Quando era de tarde chegava no mei da estrada
arranchava na casa de um posseiro. Ai durmia, quando era no outro dia botava a carga no animal de novo. Ai
quando chegava em ltubera era sexta-feira mei dia. Ai vendia aquelas cargas que tinha. De vez em quando, quando
dava pra comprar alguma coisa dava. Quando ndo dava, durmia, quando era no sabado de manha cedo comprava
aquelas coisa, muntava no animal de novo, vinha. Durmia na estrada de novo, pa chegar em casa no domingo de
mei dia pa tarde.”
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Alonso added further detail:
And it was all on foot! That is, today it’s by car. You leave at six in the morning and by
seven you’re already in ltuberd. But in those days, no, it took three days. We walked
through this [forest]—entered into the forest there at Sofrida Plantation. We’d leave
here, go into the forest at Sofrida Plantation...and we would come out at the Coldnia.
From the Col6nia...we went to Itubera.?’

I asked them if they made this trip barefoot, curious to know if they wore any special footwear:
[Jonathan]:  And you went barefoot?
[Alonso]: Barefoot, my son!
[Josué]: We went barefoot.

[Jonathan]:  Not mounted on the animal?

[Alonso]: No, no, no—the animal carried the load and we were behind, following

the animal, moving the animal along.?*

In the interview with Seu Pedrinho, he reported that if one of his family members needed to go to
the town of Valenca on some business, it would take four days by mule to arrive there from their
home in the hills.?? Likewise, he suggested that in order to travel between the towns of Gandu

and Ituberd, in order to deliver a cargo of cacao to the port, required five or six days of travel by

20 «E & de pé! Quer dizer, hoje é carro. Voce sai daqui seis horas, quando é sete horas ja ta em Itubera. E naquele
tempo era trés. A gente andava nessa—entrava nessa mata ai, entrava na Sofrida mesmo. Saia daqui, entrava na
mata Sofrida...apois, a gente saia na Colonia. Da Col6nia...ia pa ltubera.”

21 «Jonathan: E foi descalco?//Alonso: Discalco, meu filho!//Josué: Era discalco!// Jonathan: Mas montado na, no
animal?//Alonso: Nao, ndo, ndo. O animal com carga, e a gente atrds seguino o animal, tocano o animal pra frente.”
22 These observations likely date from between 1940 through 1950s, before his family lost their farm. The distance
to Valenca from the location where his family’s farm was probably located is just over 50 kilometers in a straight
line. By mule or footpath, the distance would have been significantly greater owed to various curves in the path.
For example, the absolute distance between Itubera and Gandu is about 36 kilometers. The distance along the
current road that passes between the two towns, however, is approximately 56 kilometers.
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mule. Seu Pedrinho explained that travelling to Salvador was a different kind of undertaking
altogether:

At that time, for a person to go to Salvador—Iet’s say a Dr. John Doe—they had to be a
very rich planter to go to Salvador. Understand? They would do a calculation, for

example:
“In three years—two years from now I’ll go to Salvador.”

Only those people that had more money. Today, that’s all changed—anybody can go to

Salvador. Leave in the morning, arrive in the afternoon.?®

So even for those whom Seu Pedrinho considered relatively well-off, those who were called
“doctors,” making a trip to Salvador was a significant and costly undertaking.

Around this same period in mid-20" century, the anthropologist Anthony Leeds (1957)
reported on travel conditions in municipalities such as Itabuna and Uruguca, which were located
in the heart of the cacao lands some 100 kilometers south of Itubera. Mule traffic was higher
there as the cacao economy was stronger, but even there cacao planters encountered difficulties
with transportation. Leeds described the situation:

Mule paths were ill-marked and ill-built, following the vertical contours of the hills rather
than the horizontal. Paths were ‘made’ mostly by walking over the same area long
enough to flatten everything to a width of several meters amidst the rogas (‘orchards’) or
the forests. The mules had time and again to tread in each others’ footsteps for sure
footing. This created alternate holes and ridges (trilhos). In wet weather, the mules sank
so deep into the mud holes that their bellies scraped the trilhos. Tropeiros [muleteers]
had to lift them out. It was in such spots that the cacao was ruined. As the holes dried

out, the mud turned sticky, holding back man and beast. The greatest dangers occurred

2% «“Uma pessoa daquela época pa ir ali em Salvador—chamava Dr. Fulano de Tal—precisa ser muito fazendeiro pra
ir ali em Salvador. Entendeu? Fazia calculo://“Dois, trés anos,” por exemplo, “daqui a dois anos vou em
Salvador.”//Aquelas pessoas que tinha melhores condi¢des. E mudou, agora mudou, qualquer pessoa ta ino ali em
Salvador. Vai de manhd, chega de tarde.”
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where mule paths had to cross streams and marshes. Mules “‘not rarely’ perished here
from fatigue, broken legs, or the weight of the load which made them sink. [Leeds
1957:106-107]

Travel times for the tropeiros—muleteers or mule-drivers—were probably slower than they
would have been for people on foot, since the muleteers would have been managing multiple
animals. Other costs associated with maintaining large mule troops were higher, as well.
Whereas for the posseiros families, any mule, donkey, or other animal transport might have be
considered a durable form property, and a stable element of the means of production, mules on
cacao plantations were more like consumable goods and probably lived shorter lives. Leeds
suggests that in this part of the cacao zone, the rate of mule loss was 5% of the total mule
population per year (Leeds 1957:107).%

In the interview with Seu Pedrinho, he shared two stories that illustrated the difficult
transport conditions for mules and donkeys in that period. The first story was about a fazendeiro,

or plantation owner, named Pantale&0.?® Seu Pedrinho told his story:

There was a man named Pantaledo...A fazendeiro named Pantaledo in Gandu...He had a
cachaca factory, to make cachaca.?

Pantaledo had purchased some large cement tubes with which he planned to build a large
smokestack for his cachaca factory. The tubes had shipped from Salvador and arrived at the
small port in Ituberd. Because of their size, they were not readily transportable by typical means,
and Pantaledo had to make special arrangements:

For him to take ten of those tubes [from Ituberd] to Gandu, he had to buy forty oxen.

The road was so GooD [i.e. bad] that the oxen ended up dying along the road, and they

never arrived.?’

2 See Leeds (1957:137-139) for further descriptions of mule transport in the central part of the cacao lands during
this period.

% This nickname is probably short for “Espanta-Le&o,” or “Scares-a-Lion.”

%6 “Que era um homem chamado Pantaledo...Era um fazendeiro, chamava Pantaledo...Ele tem uma fabrica de
cachaca, fazer cachaga.”
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Seu Pedrinho explained that, to this day, the tubes could still be found where they had been left
along the old mule path that, over the years, had become overgrown into forest that is now part
of one of the region’s plantations. Seu Pedrinho explained that if | was to enter that forest with

someone who knew the tubes’ whereabouts, | could still find them lying there:*®

You can ask any of the older people up there [and they will tell you where they

are]...There are people who can still prove this story.

So, that’s how [transport] was back then—everything very difficult, difficult, difficult.”®

Seu Pedrinho immediately transitioned into another story illustrating the same problem, but
highlighting some of the social networks of support that had grown up around the mule paths as
a result. The story was about an enterprising merchant from the westward town of Pirai do

Norte:

Once | met a merchant in Pirai do Norte—he was a gringo, named Zé Casali...Well, he
set up a large market, a very big building [in town]. It’s still there today.

Well then, he took a trip from Pirai do Norte with his fat wife—he was really fat, too. It

took them three months to get from Piraf and arrive here [in Itubera].*

Today, the trip only takes a couple hours by bus, and in that time, the journey should have only

taken a few days. Seu Pedrinho gradually begins to invoke the rain:

27 “Ele pa levar dez tubo daquele pra Gandu, comprou quarenta boi de canga.//A istrada era tio boa, que acabou boi
morreno pela istrada e tudo e ndo chegou la.”

28 Unfortunately, | was unable to make this trek during my dissertation fieldwork.

2% «pode perguntar alguém la de mais velho, que da, que diz, ¢ ali...Tem gente ainda eu acho que prova isso.//EntAo,
era assim, tudo difici, difici, difici.”

% «QOlha, eu arcancei um niguciante em Pirai do Norte—era um gringo, chamava Zé Casali...Ai ele botou um grande
comércio, um prédio muito grande. Até hoje ta la.//Ai, ele saiu de Pirai do Norte, a mulher fortona e ele bem forte
também. Levou trés més de Pirai pa chegar aqui.”
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In that time, plastic didn’t exist yet. It was leather tarps made from oxhide—you killed
an ox, skinned it, put the leather out to dry.*

He laughed at these recollections: “Oh boy, what times—what times!”**> And he continued:

That was what they used to cover the loads of cacao, so that it wouldn’t get wet. It was
made of leather. And it rained so much at that time, that [Z¢é Casali had to stop] there at
the Morro Plantation—him with one hundred and twenty donkeys, all loaded with cacao.

One hundred and twenty donkeys there at Morro Plantation alone.*®

At the time, he explained, the muleteers and other travelers sought these outposts and other
places to rest and pasture their animals during the long trip. Morro Plantation is the name of a
contemporary plantation that was established by Norberto Odebrecht in the early 1960s, after the
posseiros like Seu Pedrinho had lost their land. Before that time, Morro Plantation was the site

of one of these resting points as well as the site of Seu Pedrinho’s homeplace:
Some people there had old pastures where travelers could show up with their animals, put
them [to pasture], and leave the next day. Well, they stayed there for sixty days while it

rained, without even seeing the sun or the light of day.>*

Zé Casali’s party made periodic attempts to leave the outpost, but invariably they had to turn

back again because of incessant rain and the intractable grade of the hills:

By the time the muleteers would load up fifty or sixty donkeys, it was already midday

[and they’d made no progress]. So they turned back:

“No. Unload them, unload, unload them again.”

%1 «E naquela época num ixistia prastico. Era couro de boi—matava o boi, esfolava, botava o couro pa secar.”

%2 “Mas rapaz, que tempo—que tempo!”

% «E aquilo era que cobria as cargas de cacau—pa ndo molhar. Era couro. E chovia tanto naquela época que ali, ali
na Fazenda Morro, e ele veio com cento e vinte burro carregado de cacau. Cento e vinte burro, sé ali em Morro.”

¥ «Ali tem umas pessoa que tinha aqueles pastos, que agente chegava com animal e dava pa colocar ali pa sair no
outo dia, levou sessenta dia ali chuveno sem ver nem o sol, claridade do sol.”
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And the rain falling, falling.

There was a hill called the Big Stream Hill—very high up.

[The muleteers asked:] “How to get up the hill? How to get up the hill?”

They spent two months just underneath those ox leathers.*

I asked him to clarify how they survived in the hills for so long, and how they would eat. Seu

Pedrinho explained:

Oh, they brought lots of food! Oh, there was no lack of food! They carried lots of food
in these troops. There were even people there that didn’t work for them. When they
were camped there, you could go there and eat with them—ask for anything and they’d
give it, the muleteers would give it. They had some ten, twenty, thirty, fifty barrels of
dried cod that they carried. There were people to carry loads of meat on the
donkeys...One hundred and twenty loads—each load was sixty kilos. Everything on the
backs of donkeys. Food in that time—no, nobody made a fuss about [sharing].

So then, he spent three months there—two months there [at Morro Plantation], and three

months to arrive [in ltubera].*

In this view, surviving in the hills depended on relationships of mutual aid, sharing, and

generosity. This is quite different from the view articulated by Maximilian, who at different

% “Que quando os tropeiro carregava cingiienta, sessenta burro, ja era mei-dia. Ai ja voltava://“N&o. Descarrega,

descarrega, descarrega de novo.”//E a chuva tome, tome.//Tinha uma ladeira que chamava ladeira do riachdo, assim,
em pé muito comprida.//“Como é que subia. Como é que subia?”//Levou dois més sd ali debaixo dos couro do boi.”
% «Ah, comida eles tinha muita, ah, o que num faltava muito era comida. Eles tinha muita comida nessas tropa.
Tinha gente que até ndo trabalhava com eles. Quando eles tava acampado ali, vocé podia ir comer—pedir tudo ele
dava, os tropeiro dava. Era uns dez, vinte, trinta, cinquenta barrica de bacalhau que ele levavam. Tinha gente de
levar fardo de carne nos burro...Cento e vinte de fardo, fardo de sessenta quilos. Tudo nas costa de burro. A comida
naquela época ndo—ninguém fazia questdo ndo.//Apois, ele levou trés meses ali—dois més ai e trés més la pa
chegar aqui.”
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points envisioned lone individuals surviving in the forest, as will be discussed in the next section.
These relationships of mutual dependency and aid will be explored in further detail in the next
chapter.

The combination of the hills, rainfall, shade, and mud curtailed early efforts at intensive
colonization by making it difficult to create inroads into the forests and hills. Settlers who did
inhabit the forests were primarily involved in activities appropriate to a kind of agriculture that
had a limited time horizon and required minimal investment in infrastructure, as was the case
with manioc cultivation and the production of farinha. For those who were more directly
involved in the cash crop economy, like the merchant described above, the hills were merely a
place to be passed through, and sometimes at great expense.

Consequently, those areas that were opened up to relatively intense exploitation in the
region were closer to the coast and situated on natural outlets to sea travel. Major centers like
Salvador and Ilhéus were situated in geographical locations that offered ideal conditions for sea
transport, while smaller towns situated on the costal mangrove estuaries such as Cairt, Camamu,
and Valenca also enjoyed favorable geographical conditions that enabled them to emerge as
small ports towns. These small ports in the Dendé Coast provided an outlet for the small
amounts of manioc production that would be coming out of smallholdings in the forested hills to
the west of these towns. It is likely, therefore, that when Maximilian witnessed “white columns
of smoke rising high to heaven from the green sea of forest,” he was either witnessing smoke

rising from a posseiro’s farinha mill or else smoke from a newly opened swidden in the forest.

5. Social Meanings of the Forests & Hills

From a longer historical perspective than is available ethnographically, at least in this setting, we
have seen that these hills played a dynamic role in terms of their orientation toward the state’s
productive centers such as Salvador and Ilhéus. Insofar as people in these hills were orienting
themselves toward the centers, this region was a source of both timber and especially farinha.
These facts can tell us a bit about the forms of life that had taken hold in the hills. Given what
we know about farinha production, for example, we can infer certain things about patterns of
land use and land tenure security. The hills have also been drawn into many people’s projects of
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escape, whether those were escaped slaves, bandits, or members of the free or freed rural poor
looking for a place where they could make a living. In many cases, people went to the hills to
remove themselves from a degrading lifeworld in which they found themselves alienated—
whether through exploitative forms of wage labor, sharecropping, or slavery—from their work
and from a fair share in the social good.

If, from the perspective of escaped slaves, it is true that by venturing into the forest one
risks half one’s skin, then this physical risk was apparently tolerable for at least two reasons.
First, the forest does not discriminate among the master and the slave; it consumes the skin of all.
In this respect, the forest imposes an inchoate equality among all people through an
undiscriminating acknowledgement of the physical finitude and vulnerability of all human
beings. If, under the conditions of slavery, the master had already placed the slave’s life and
body on the chopping block, the move to the forest appears as an attempt—however imperfect
and often failed—to invite the master to risk injury of his or her own body. While the slave has
long been aware of her own physical finitude and limits under conditions of slavery, the move to
the forest is a moment in which the master is forced to recognize his or her own finitude and the
limitations of will. The slave says: “I will risk all and leave you for the forest. If you feel your
will to be so unlimited that you can subsume me and everything else into it, then come test your
infinitude against the forest. For you will find that the forest—for its part—does not draw
distinguish between you and me. Here, at the feet of the forest, we are equals.” If, as Hegel had
suggested in his mythological analysis of the master and the slave, the pathology of these kinds
of relationships is not only owed to the fact that the slave’s humanity goes unacknowledged, but
also that the master misrecognizes the kind of being that he or she is by sustaining an inflated
and aggrandized self-regard,®’ then the slave’s escape to the forest is part of the master’s public
humiliation, or the process of making the master humble. In other words, through this act of
escape, the slave makes a public example of the fact that the master does not command all, and
as a figure of public authority and power, the master becomes increasingly uninspiring.

Second, if the slave has already lost her life and body to bondage, the slave has nothing
left to lose and everything to gain by departing for the forest. Although the slave gains a limited
form of freedom, she exchanges a form of coercion and death that is based in human evil and

avarice for the amoral death of the sublime and impartial forest. Although the forest may equally

37 | owe this reading to J. M. Bernstein’s publicly available lectures on Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit.
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destroy slave and master alike, the slave appropriates the brute force of the forest into an
assertion of her dignity, while intoning the words: “No, no more.” In one sense, the hills and the
forests could be considered as analogous to a sign posted on a door declaring: “No!” or, more
precisely: “No entry!” This is not to reduce the significance of the hills and forest to just this
and only this type of negating relationship, but rather to indicate one specific way in which the
forest can be drawn into purposeful activity. In this case, that activity is one of escape and the
obstruction and severance of a pathological social relationship. When certain forms of symbolic
language fail, or are not heeded, other semiotic forms that have more forcefulness® may be
recruited into the symbolic form. This is why people facing an assailant may not only yell out,
“No!” but they may also push back at the assailant, thereby giving a more robust material body
to the negative assertion.*®> One may similarly recruit other kinds of entities—like a slamming
doors, or dense forests, or deep mud—into negative assertions like these.®® It is this potentially
negating property of the hills and of the forests that makes the region in question characterizable
as a “region of refuge” or a “hill” space, in the senses developed by Beltran (1979) and later by
James C. Scott (2009).

In other words, as the forest imposed a rudimentary form of respect between master and
slave by holding the master at a distance, the slave was able to wrest her personality from
complete effacement and subsumption into the master’s will.** This was the negative or
negating dimension of the escape to the forest, the winning of what might be thought of as a
brute instance of what Isaiah Berlin (1969) called “negative freedom,” albeit not a form of
negative freedom resulting from social conventions and institutions, but rather a form that is

forcibly won and wrested away. Indeed, the negative form of freedom won by the retreat to the

* To borrow a term from Charles Sanders Peirce, this forcefulness could be referred to as the phenomenological
category of “Secondness,” that undeniable aspect of “resistance” and the sense of “otherness” that emerges over the
course of one’s interactions and encounters with the world.

* Or, someone who is being assailed may call the sheriff. In this moment, the sheriff is directly incorporated into a
sign relationship as a representation (or, in more familiar terms, a representative) of a symbolic formation, in this
case, something that is called a law.

“0 |t is probably not a coincidence that when children run away from home, they often take to the woods.

* This could be fruitfully compared with David Harvey’s notion of the “friction of distance”: “Accessibility and
distanciation speak to the role of the “friction of distance’ in human affairs. Distance is both a barrier to and a
defense against human interaction. It imposes transaction costs upon any system of production and
reproduction...Distanciation is simply a measure of the degree to which the friction of space has been overcome to
accommodate social interaction.” (Harvey 1990:258-259). Harvey is drawing upon Giddens’s notion of “time-space
distanciation” (1986:258-259).

75



forest is constituted by the imposition of impediments and limitations.** As will be seen in the
following sections, it was through the communing and intermingling of the human and non-
human that human personality, wrested from bondage, was able to grow into something new as
people began to create a new lifeworld and, crucially, substantive forms of positive freedom.

For the landless rural people in Brazil’s post-abolition period between the late 1880s and
the end of the 1940s, the hills of this region were a place of asylum. For several decades after
the abolition of slavery, the forests in this region housed a world in the making, until it could no
longer remain outside the reach of capitalized plantation agriculture and was violently

dismantled. The next chapter attempts an initial reconstruction of this world.

*2 This may appear to be a strange invocation of the notion of negative liberty, since this idea is typically thought of
as the absence of constraints or impediments to action. While the move to the forest is decidedly an establishment
of a constraint and impediment upon the master and slave alike, it is simultaneously a lifting (even if temporary and
imperfect) of the constraints that the master imposed upon the slave’s capacities to act. The escape to the forest,
therefore, might be understood as a moment in the building of more robust and tractable forms of freedom. Axel
Honneth, before exploring the limitation and pathologies of a myopic focus upon negative freedom, attempts to
recover the “kernel of intuitive truth” and “enduring attractiveness” that has given the notion of negative freedom its
longevity, which he attributes to the idea that “the purpose of freedom is to secure a protected free-space for
egocentric action, unimpeded by the pressures of responsibility toward others” (Honneth 2014:22-23). Under
conditions of slavery, or in other contexts of massive social inequality and hierarchy, in which the “ego” is wholly
subsumed by and beholden to another, the appearance of strivings toward free-spaces, and the emergence of
inchoate notions of negative freedom, begins to make sense.
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CHAPTER 3:

A WORLD IN A SEA OF FOREST

1. Contours of the World

As Seu Pedrinho entered deeper into his narrative, his spouse Heloisa turned to a young woman
Silvia—a neighbor who had been participating in the conversation, but, like me, had mostly been

listening with great attention. Heloisa noted Silvia’s interest in the unfolding narrative:
Heloisa: You’ve liked listening to this conversation, too, haven’t you?

Silvia: Well, it’s the stuff Seu Pedrinho’s talking about—I’ve never heard him

talk about this before.
Heloisa: Well, that’s what I’m saying. This is Seu Pedrinho’s story (prosa).
Silvia: It’s just that he’s never talked about this with us before.*

Heloisa’s comments help to make clear that Seu Pedrinho’s prosa, which can also be translated
as “talk” or “conversation,” has a certain degree of stability and sedimentation as a narrative.
Heloisa had heard it many times before, while it was the first time for both Silvia and me.
Stories like Seu Pedrinho’s, when they are recounted, draw younger generations of people into
the narratives, inviting them to imagine the contours of this otherwise distant world that was
unfolding in Seu Pedrinho’s living room. The present chapter draws upon Seu Pedrinho’s and

others’ narratives about their early lives in the hills, or their movement to the hills as children or

1 “H: Gostou da prosa também, ndo €?//S: Nao, é a prosa de Seu Pedrinho—que eu nunca vi ele dizer isso.//H:
Entdo, é isso que to dizeno. E a prosa do Seu Pedrinho.//H: N&o, que ele nunca conversou isso com agente.”
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young adults, in order to reconstruct a view of the world that their families had created out of the
forests and hills that were described in the previous chapter.

Narration is a process of constructing and reconstruction of worlds for the work of the
imagination. In a similar manner, this chapter draws upon Seu Pedrinho’s and others’ narratives
in order to build a composite image of the world and social institutions that the posseiros had
created in the hills. Here I explore the different kinds of goods, material and social, out of which
and through which their relationships were built. One theme that strongly emerges in these
narratives is that social relationships in the hills were partly based on the normative ideals of
trust, respect, and reciprocity. As will be seen, to trust was to grant the fate of the self to the care
of others; while to respect was to uphold the dignity of another that was entrusted to the self.
These form of relationship can be seen as a generalized ethos of generosity, based on giving and
sharing; relationships of mutual aid, for example through work parties and labor exchanges; and
in other kinds of more organized exchange and transaction; and, finally, in property relations. To
violate that respect would be to consume and destroy the other—violating that dignity—and to
break the bond of trust that made freely given (but not necessarily “chosen”) social relationships
possible. These are in contrast to the forms of violation and loss that will be explored in Chapter

4, and especially in Chapter 5.

la. Kin & Neighbors

The posseiros’ homeplaces in the hills were spaced by several kilometers. Seu Pedrinho
reported that he could often walk for at least forty minutes before reaching his nearest neighbor,
and he recalled that there were about six farmsteads on the route between his family’s own
roca—situated on one corner of what is today called Morro Plantation—and Itubera some 25
kilometers away. Including the farmstead that belonged to Seu Pedrinho’s family which was
some 25 kilometers inland, we can estimate that, along this one pathway into town, these seven
families were separated by at least 3.57 kilometers. Since foot and mulepaths very likely
followed circuitous routes through the contours of the hills, the distances were probably greater

and travel times between home sites probably took a couple hours. The posseiros’ home sites
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would have been situated along various pathways, instead of a single pathway, although few
traces of these old pathways and their homes remain.

People like Damido, who had encountered posseiros families in their youth, or those who
had grown up in the region like Seu Pedrinho, still recall the names of some of their elders. A
collection of names from various interviews includes 20 men and 5 women. The men’s names

include:

André de Mata, Andrezinho, Barnabé, Camilo, Chuca, Corme, Eugénio, Francisco,
Marcelino da Assungdo, Gerino, Guilherme, Herminio, Leopordo, Manuel Braz, Manuel
Timote, Nestor, Paulino, Ricardo de dentro, Ricardo de fora, Tiodoro, and Valdemar.

The women’s names include:

Antdnia Peroba, Emilia, Inés, Maria Crente, and VVéa Aninha.

In the absence of more detailed information, it is hard to reconstruct the precise relationships
between these different names, if each name was associated with a distinct home site, how long
they had resided in these hills, and so on. Many home sites were probably connected by
consanguineal and affinal ties, while relationships among others were probably based upon

affinity. Seu Pedrinho recalled several of his family’s own neighbors:

No, no—they weren’t always relatives, no. They were more acquaintances (conhecido),
but they weren’t relatives.’

The term conhecido can be translated as “acquaintance” or “known,” but it might be more
accurately translated, through circumlocution, as “someone who is known to someone.” The
English translation “acquaintance” does not capture the social import of what it means to be
conhecido, whereas to be “known” does not capture the dimension of recognition,
acknowledgment, and familiarity. To clarify Seu Pedrinho’s suggestion that his neighbors were

“known,” I asked him if his family was friends with these neighbors:

Z “N#o, ndo, as vez ndo era parente nfo. E conhecido assim, mas néo era parente.”
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We became friends, and that was the same as being relatives—the same as being a
brother, the same as a child. There were households that loved us, and we loved them,

too. It was like everyone was a child [of the same family].®

In an interview with a woman named Felicia, the term conhecido makes a similar appearance and
is situated in a further order of relationships and goods. Reflecting on the posseiros, and making

reference to the poverty that she had witnessed at the time, Felicia suggests:

[People were] really poor. They had nothing to live from. But they had their own houses

to live in. And they knew one another, no?*

If, in Felicia’s view, the posseiros had “nothing to live from,” they did at least have two kinds of
goods: houses in which to live, and recognition from one another. In this view, the posseiros
were not wholly exposed to the forest and its material forces, as they had other goods that
protected and sheltered them: their houses and their relationships. These and other goods
mitigated the experience of material poverty, and their relationships afforded a measure of
spiritual (or social) wellbeing. In the following sections, | describe elements of these different
kinds of goods and show how they—and others—came together to create a social world that

offered what many recall as having been a positive measure of social meaning and fulfillment.

1b. Respectability, Age, and Gender

Given the list of names collected above,> we can see that the posseiros were remembered
as being both men and women. That their names are remembered is significant, and that
women’s names were also remembered says something significant about who the posseiros were,

even though their names are quantitatively fewer in that list. It suggests that women were

% “Pegou amizade, aquilo era mesmo que ser parente—é mesmo que ser irmao, é mesmo que ser filho. Tinha casa
que amava agente, agente amava também. Parece que era tudo filho.”

*“Pobre mesmo, que ndo tinham nada pra viver. Mas tinha casa pra morar. Se conheciam né?”

® This list of names was not collected systematically, but rather these names were freely recalled across various
interview situations.
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grouped as being among the class of posseiros, that they could make claims to home sites and
rocas, and that they could be recognized apart from men. The recall of women’s names, for
example, did not indicate “possession” by men, or social standing in terms of men’s names, as
might be the case if a woman’s name “Fulana” was defined in terms of her husband’s name
“Cicrano”: “Fulana de Cicrano,” or “Fulana the spouse of Cicrano.”

At the same time, social relationships were structured by idioms of respect and
respectability that constituted forms of social differentiation that, in turn, constituted particular
social spaces and forms of activity across age and gender lines, as in the division of labor.
Damiéo recalled the different spaces for men and women, and the “respect” that separated them

out:

It was a strong respect. For you to enter a place where there were only women, it was
very difficult. The married women were there separated, and for you to enter in their

midst, it was very difficult to go in there, especially if you were a single male.®

The respect that segregated the spaces between women and men, he explained, also obtained in

courtships between young women and men:

In the old days, for you to get close to a girl—AVE MARIAL...First you had to earn the
trust of her parents...just to get close enough to see if you could get a kiss. It was very
difficult back then. Both of you might be really excited, but there was no way, you were

supervised the whole time.”

This separation of gender into spaces was mirrored in the separation of adults and children. For
example, in the interview with Francinha and Mateus, and the brothers Alonso, Gilberto, and

Josué, they likewise suggested that children would not violate the space of adults. Mateus

® “Era um respeito brabo. Pa voce, pa voce entrar num lugar que s6 tinha mulé, era muito difice. As muleres
casadas taca la separada, e pra voce entrar ali naquele meio, era muito difice pa voce entrar, principalmente um cara
solteiro.”

" “De premero, pa voce chegar perto de uma moca, AVE MARIA!...Tinha que tomar premero confianca dos
pais...pa poder chegar perto pa ver se conseguia dar um beijo pelo menos. Era muito difice. Podia ta os dois
ansiosos, mas ndo tinha jeito, era vigiado direto.”
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recalled that in these interactions between adults and children, the relevant categories of different
kinds of persons were legible and unproblematized:

In the old days, children had their fathers, their mothers, their uncles, their aunts, and
well, in those days, they obeyed them all, those older people. In the old days all of the
children respected those older people.

What child would have shown up here—just like we’re here now—and some kid shows
up and walks between us here talking? Not one, not one would pass through. If they
wanted to go into the kitchen, they had to go around that way, see, to come in through
that way. But in the old days, with us here, they wouldn’t pass through.®

In the interview with Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué, Alonso similarly commented:

In my father’s time, if we were here talking—just like we are now—for a child to enter in

through this door and go out through the other, they couldn’t walk between.®
I jokingly asked if a child might go through the window instead, and Alonso explained:

If he was there, he had to jump through the window, and if not he always had to ask for

permission:
“My father, with permission I will pass through.”
Then it was okay, he could pass. But to do so of his own accord, without asking for

permission, no, he couldn’t pass...All the old man had to do was to give an angry look,

and we already knew we shouldn’t interrupt.’

8 “Os minino de premero tinha seus pai, suas mée, seus tio, suas tia, bem e tudo e finarmente, abedecia todos eles,
aqueles pessua mais véio, aqueles pessua mais véio, os minino de premero todos eles respethava.//Por que, quem era
um minino, pur mode chegar aqui, qui nem no6s tamos aqui e um minino da gum thempo chegar aqui ente nés e
passar aqui nds cunversano aqui? Ninhum, ninhum passava, se quisesse entrar na cuzinha tinha qui arrudiar pur la,
oie, pur mode entrar pur la. Mas aqui tinha, nés tamo aqui, de premero num passava.”

° “No tempo do meu pai, pa nds t palestrano aqui—que nem nés tamo aqui—pa entrar menino |4 dessa porta e sai
nessa outra, aqui ndo passava nao.”
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Gilberto explained that if any one of them was to walk through without asking for permission,
then their father would immediately grab them by the ear and take them away. Alonso explained
that their father used to carry around a switch or rod made from a plant, called imbira, that was
found in the forest, and that he would strike them with it whenever they got in trouble.

These separations according to gender and age were instances of a wider notion of
respect that, in many people’s retrospective accounts of the past, subsisted in peoples
relationships. This was a theme that was generalized across many typified accounts of the past.

Damido, for example, suggested that in the past:

There was more respect. People respected other people’s families. You didn’t hear
cursing, you didn’t see guys disrespecting others’ families—children, women, nothing.

AVE MARIA! There was an angry respect back then!

2. Making a Living, Agriculture and Subsistence

The posseiros’ household economy was a mixed strategy that combined horticulture, especially
manioc production as a primary cash crop, as well as animal husbandry, foraging, fishing, and
hunting. In this section, | explore recollections about the various ways that posseiro families
made a living. A common theme that emerges across many of these narratives is not one of
starvation and hunger, but rather memories of relative abundance and a common condition that
was shaped by an ethic of sharing and generosity, which will be explored further in Section 4

below.

2a. Subsistence and Cash Crops

10 «ge ele tivesse 14, tinha que pular a janela, ou se ndo em todos os casos que pedisse licenca://*Meu pai, licenca que
eu vou passar.’//Ai, tudo bem, passava. Mas por conta prépia dele mesmo, sem pedir licenca passar, ndo passava
ndo. Bastava o véiu olhar assim de trevessa, ja a turma sabia que nédo era pa romper ali.”
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In many ways, the posseiros’ agricultural holdings were not especially different from the
provision grounds that former slaves and other rural tenants were permitted to cultivate on
marginal plantation lands.** Their cultivated fields consisted primarily of manioc from which
they produced farinha. Some of this farinha would have been directed toward household
consumption, but the bulk would have been sold in local markets in Itubera and other nearby
towns.*? Other cash crops would have been either non-existent, or of vastly less importance.

In addition to planting manioc, a number of other crops were part of the household
subsistence strategy. Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué recalled that their family planted various
vegetables, greens, and herbs (tempeiros), including okra (quiabo), collard greens (couve),
cabbage (repolho), and small cherry tomatoes that often grew as volunteers, without having been
planted. Francinha remembered her family growing small amounts of sugarcane in moister low-
lying areas, but this would be for household consumption. She likewise recalled that various
fruit trees were cultivated, if not deliberately planted, and these might have included jack fruit
(Jaca), bread fruit (fruta pao), and papaya (mamao) trees that—like many other plants—often
grew from discarded or otherwise randomly dispersed seeds. Seu Pedrinho also recalled planting
bananas, which are a common cash crop today, but noted that there was never any significant

market for them. Consequently, bananas, like other fruits, simply went to waste:

We planted and planted and planted all of this, but we didn’t have a place to sell it, we

threw it out, and it just rotted.*®

He explained that this was the case with various other vegetables and fruits for which there were
no markets and household demand was limited. There was an overabundance of fruit despite the
minimal expenditure of labor involved in producing it. Damido, in a similarly Edenic reflection,
also recalled an overabundance of fruit in his childhood, and suggested that much of it simply

went to waste or was thrown aside:

If it was too sour, we’d just throw it to the side:

11 See Chapter 2, Section 3.
12 See Chapter 2, Section 3a for a description of manioc production.
3 “Tudo isso agente plantava e plantava e plantava, num tinha aonde vender, que jogava fora, apodrecia.”
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“] don’t want that, no.”

We’d pick a guava fruit, take a bite, and throw it to the side. An orange—you only
wanted oranges that were really sweet to eat, if it was too sour you didn’t want it. You
ate two, three oranges, and threw them away. Most went to waste. So, we didn’t give
much importance to what we had in the old days, we wasted everything. If there wasn’t
[someone] to eat [the fruit]—the animals also ate. Animals ate a lot. But [we didn’t]

give much importance to those things, no, because there wasn’t anybody to sell it to.*

According to Seu Pedrinho, many people also cultivated yams, sweet cassava, pumpkins,
sweet potatoes, corn and different kinds of beans such as fava, pigeon peas (feijdo andu), and
another referred to as mangal6. The common pinto bean (Phaseolus vulgaris), simply referred to
as feijao without any a qualifier, which today is a nearly universal staple in contemporary Bahian
cuisine, was not a universal or even common part of many local people’s diets. Caio, who had
migrated to the region from the west, suggested that this was the case toward the sertdo region:
“At that time beans didn’t exist, we didn’t even know what beans were because we didn’t plant
them.”® Elsewhere, Damido concurred: “People in the early days didn’t bother so much with

this business of beans,”*®

while rice, likewise, was unknown to people like Caio who noted:
“We didn’t know what it was.”™" The daily portion of beans and rice, accompanied by farinha
and perhaps a bit of pepper sauce (molho de pimenta), so ubiquitous in contemporary times, was
not yet a part of many people’s diets, and this can be seen in some people’s eating habits.*® This
dietary pattern may be traced to the eating habits of older generations. Antonia, for example,
explained that her daily fare was based on manioc flour, prepared into a farofa by frying it in

some kind of oil or other cooking fat, which she ate together with some banana:

14 «Se esse negdcio tava azedo jogava pra 1a:/*N&o quero mais ndo.’//Tirava uma graviola, chupava um pedacinho e
jogava pra la. Uma laranja, sé queria laranja que fosse bem doce pa chupar, azeda ndo queria. Chupava duas, trés
laranjas e jogava pra la. Perdia mais. Entdo, ndo tinha muita importancia no que tinha antigamente, esperdigava
tudo. N&o tinha quem comer—os animais também comiam. Bicho comia muito. Mas ndo tinha muito importancia
ndo pelas coisas ndo, que ndo tinha a quem vender.”

15 “Feij&o naquele tempo num ixistia, nds num conhecia quase o que era feijio porque num prantava.”

16«0 povo de premero ndo importava muito com esse negécio de feij&o...”

7 “N6s num conhecia.”

18 Barickman suggests that beans, rice, and corn enjoyed nothing more than a “secondary role in the common diet.”
These grains, he reports, represented only 12 percent of the total store in Salvador’s Public Granary between 1785-
1851, whereas farinha constituted 87.7 percent of the total stores (1991:121-122)
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I don’t—don’t eat rice, | don’t eat beans. | don’t eat pasta. | won’t eat it. Now, my food
is—my little bit of farofa.® Now, a lot of people only eat with banana, if there’s banana

da prata, | can eat, if not, | don’t eat. Because my nature doesn’t take to it.?

The cultivation of cacao—already an important crop in the early 20™ century among
smallholders and large planters in the central cacao lands surrounding the city of Ilhéus and
Itabuna to the south—was cultivated at very low-levels in the Dendé Coast region, and it was
likely absent among many, if not most, of the posseiros’ landholdings. Some people reported
small and even medium-scale plantings. A man named Jeremias, who was partly responsible for
helping to bring the region into the plantation economy in the later decades (as will be seen in
Chapter 4), reported encountering cacao groves of between 100 and 200 trees that posseiro
families planted in the valleys between the hills. Antonia estimated that her own family had
between 100 or 200 cacao trees. Seu Pedrinho, on the other hand, estimated that his family had
planted some four thousand cacao trees, the harvest from which they sold in the towns of Pirai do
Norte and Itubera. Seu Pedrinho’s was the largest cacao holding that was reported to me among
those who were considered posseiros, and he suggested that their cacao groves were relatively
large for that period: “Any person that had 3,000 cacao trees—they already went by the name of

fazendeiro,”*

or a plantation owner.

Regardless of the accuracy of Seu Pedrinho’s retrospective estimation, the size of the
plantings reported by Seu Pedrinho must be understood in relative and local terms. Leeds
(1957:228-253) provides helpful comparative evidence from the central cacao lands for the
1950s in his discussion of smallholding cacao establishments as contrasted to large cacao
plantations in that region. There Leeds distinguishes among smallholding establishments that he
calls rogeiros, squatters who planted rocas, and burareiros, who were the owners of small farms

called buraras. Leeds differentiates roceiros from burareiros insofar as the burareiro had some

19 Farofa is farinha fried in a small amount of butter or oil. Sometimes little bits of dried steak—jaba, more
commonly known as carne do sertdo—will be included to add additional substance and calories.

20 Ey num, num como arroz, eu num como fejéo, eu num como macarréo, como n&o. Agora, minha cumida &,
minha, minha, meu pouquinho de farofa. Agora, um tanto de gente qui s6 come cum banana, se tiver banana da
prata eu como, se num tiver eu num como. Que a natureza num pega.

1“0 macho que tinha trés mil pé de cacau, j4, ja tinha 0 nome de fazendeiro.”
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form of legal title to their land, whereas the rogeiro had no legal title, but might, in some cases,

possess a measurement of their land:

The roceiro, or holder of a roca, is a squatter who does not have legal title to the land, but
may, and often does, own a measurement of the land on which he squats. This
measurement is salable and affords him legal protection from trespass or unwarranted
attempts to seize his land. [Leeds 1997:228]%

Compared to the plantations that Leeds describes in the central cacao lands, the smallholding
cacao farmers that Leeds describes were quite small. Leeds suggests that smallholdings ran from
between 8 to 10 and 30 hectares in size (1957:229-230), and he describes two buraras having as
much as 22 hectares planted in cacao (Leeds 1957:164). From other figures Leeds provides
(1957:229-230), it can be roughly inferred that small cacao holdings (both buraras and rocas) in
the central cacao land ranged anywhere from 5 to 16 hectares in size, on average. By contrast,
Leeds (1957:164) reports much larger cacao plantations, the smallest of which had 33 and 35
hectares of cacao groves, and other cases that ranged from 150 hectares, to 400, 451 (395,000
trees), 700, 1,500, and 1,505 (1,505,000 trees) hectares of cultivated cacao holdings.

Assuming that Seu Pedrinho’s recollection is correct, and not an overestimation, and
accepting Leeds’s (1957:117) report that the conventional measure for the number of cacao trees
per hectare for that time period was about 1,000 trees per hectare, this means that Seu Pedrinho’s
family would have had about 4 hectares of land in cacao cultivation. As will be seen, Seu
Pedrinho later suggests his family possessed at least one form of legal documentation in the form
of a private deed (escritura, see Section 7d below). In the context of the broader cacao lands,

and in Leeds’s terms, Seu Pedrinho’s family would have been considered among the smallest of

22 These differences in legal status had bearing upon rates of taxation, which was very likely aimed at pressuring
rogeiros into measuring and acquiring title to their land through the local land offices:
A minor disadvantage of the rogeiros compared to the burareiros or fazendeiros is the differential tax rates for
untitled and titled lands. Those holding titles pay at the (1947) rate of 0.46% while the rogeiro pays 0.70%
unless he has a measurement, when he pays 0.56%. [Leeds 1957:244]
The term posseiro enters into Leeds’s research at only one point, to suggest that “[i]n local usage, the word posseiro
(‘holder’) is occasionally used to refer especially to the [burareiro]” (1957:228). In my own research, | have never
encountered the term “burareiro” in any natural discourse, and the term “posseiro” is used to lump together what
Leeds differentiates as “rocgeiros” and “burareiros.” Indeed, although the term “roca” is still widely employed when
referring to smallholdings, to refer to someone as a “rogeiro” would be a form of denigration.
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the “burareiros,” given that they controlled some form of legal document to their land.?®
Relative to his neighbors, many of whom had no cacao holdings, it is understandable that Seu
Pedrinho might claim that families with a few thousand cacao trees (and perhaps some form of
documentation for their land) would have been considered “fazendeiros.” This is a highly local
and relative distinction, and it is not clear that such distinctions amounted to wholesale
differences in “class” or rather (and more likely) differences of degree and condition within a
class.

Clove trees, a cash crop that would become widely cultivated in the region after the
1950s and 1960s, could occasionally be found near remains of old house sites built by earlier
generations, which had subsequently been abandoned and returned to forest. Seu Pedrinho was
only able to recall one family that had planted cloves on a scale of any significance, while
another man named Jorge recalled that his grandfather had planted clove trees around the border
of some of his cattle pastures. Jeremias reported encountering posseiros who owned one or two
cloves trees. Overall, cloves appeared to be an even less significant cash crop than cacao was for
posseiro families. The same appeared to be the case with coffee. Although the neighboring
municipality of Camamu had historically exported small quantities of coffee from its port, coffee

plantings do not figure centrally in local historical memory to the west of Itubera.

2b. Cash and the Marketplace

Those things that could not be cultivated on farmlands might be purchased in town after
selling a cargo of farinha or some other product of value. According to Seu Pedrinho, a typical
shopping list for someone going into town could include things like lead shot (chumbo),
gunpowder (pélvora), and salt—all three of which were important for hunting and preserving
meats—as well as other goods like kerosene, sugar, coffee, dried steak (locally know as jaba,
charque, or carne seca), and dried cod (bacalhau).?* If these products were not purchased in

town, they might be purchased in small country stores (vendas) that were owned by families that

2% This will be seen to be consequential for his family’s ability to resist the land grabs that occurred later, as will be
seen in Chapters 4 and 5.

# According to Barickman, farinha and dried steak were the primary elements in the slave diet, as was dried cod
(bacalhau) during Lent (Barickman 1991:128).
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were, in Damido’s words, a “little better off” (melhorzinho). Damido estimated that such stores
might have served an area of approximately 10 square kilometers, and sold basic commodities
that could also be found in town: kerosene, candles, salt, sugar, dried steak, dried cod, and
maybe ground coffee. To be sure, however, the prices in these small country stores were higher
than those in town because of transport costs and middlemen. Consequently, it seems likely that
country stores were most frequented by travelers and muleteers (tropeiros), rather than by
posseiros residing in the hills—unless they were in a pinch for a bit of kerosene or a handful of
salt.

Not all of these goods, however, were affordable to the posseiros—even if they would
have been considered cheap by past standards. Gilberto suggested that purchasing dried steak, or
jabd, was not within his family’s means. Instead, they purchased bundles of small dried fish,
called espetinho: “That was what we bought. No, my son, we weren’t able to buy dry steak.”*
Gilberto’s older brother, Alonso, suggested that for their family and many others like them,
buying food in town was something they did on a very limited basis:

Nobody at that time went shopping for groceries. It was fishing or setting up traps in the
forest. Setting up shotgun traps—because at that time, shotguns were legal. Everyone
made their traps, set up their shotguns, killed animals—put out mondéu traps—snares to
catch animals that we could eat. Fishing in the river—for fish to eat—because nobody

went grocery shopping.”®

2¢. Animal Husbandry

Other important sources of sustenance were procured by raising animals such as pigs and

chickens, both of which were important sources of protein. Pigs were important in many
households. Caio recalled: “My father tired of slaughtering so many thirty kilo pigs to put into

% “Era 0 que nds comprava. Ndo dava pa comprar jabéa néo, meu filho.”

% “Ninguém naquele tempo ndo fazia feira. Era pescar ou botar armadilha na mata. Botar espingarda—que naquele
tempo, espingarda era liberada. Todo mundo fazia suas armadilhas, botava suas espingardas, mata bicho—botava
mundé—Ilaco pa pegar bicho pa gente comer. Era pescar no rio—pa pescar pa comer—que ninguém fazia feira.”
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the house.”?" Alvina—who was born in 1914 in the region of Laje, and probably came to Ituberé
some time in the 1950s—noted that if pig meat was not sold, it was salted, dried, and stored for
future household use, and in many cases, pigs might be raised for collective work parties (see
below). Raising chickens was another important activity that did not require the same amount of

labor necessary to raise pigs. Seu Pedrinho reflected upon the abundance he recalled growing
up:

I came there [to Itubera] when I was little—one year old. But in those years, we never

experienced misery (miséria), no. We always had abundance to give to neighbors.?®

He recalled his family raising a lot of chickens in anticipation of new births. When a woman in
their family gave birth, neighbors would come to help out, and those chickens would be shared

with these visitors:

At that time, when a woman would give birth—when she got pregnant—she would raise
chickens so that when it was time to give birth, she could kill them [to share with others],
you see? There were some women at that time, when they gave birth—it was a very dark
time—that they only had four, maybe five chickens to kill.?*

Another woman named Anabel, who was born in 1959 and came to the region in 1962 where she
grew up, remembered that rural families raised large numbers of chickens in anticipation of
childbirth, as this source of food was viewed as an especially healthy and revitalizing food for
post-partum women.*® Not only was the meat cooked and eaten, but broth from stewed chicken
would be mixed with farinha in order to make a hearty porridge. Raising and sharing chickens
was a medium through relationships of mutual aid could emerge among neighbors. Seu

Pedrinho recalled:

™“Meu pai cansava de matar porco de trinta quilo pa jogar dento de casa pa comer.”

28 «\/im pra af pequeno—com ano. Mas através dessas coisa, a gente nunca passou miséria ndo. Sempre agente
tinha com bundancia pa dar aos vizinhos.”

2 “Nagquela época, as muler ganhava neném, saia gréavida ai ficava criano aquelas galinha pra quando ela ganhasse
neném matar, entendeu? E tinha muleres que quando ganhava nenem naquela época—era uma época tdo apagada—
que s6 tinha quatro, cinco galinha pa matar.”

% Similarly, Barickman (1991:128) reports that during the period of slavery, masters occasionally provided chickens
to sick slaves.

90



When my mother gave birth, there were days when we would kill six chickens per day.
Six chickens per day, to give to the neighbors—because the neighbors came to watch

over her, see? They came to visit, and we gave a lot of food.*

He recalled his parents saying:

“There are still chickens to kill, go ahead and kill them. Go ahead and kill them because

there are plenty of chickens.”

And he concluded:

All of my life, we raised chickens—chickens in great quantity, in great quantity. And we
lived from those things.*®

While agriculture and husbandry were integral part of making a living, we can begin to see the
ways in which both productive activities provided opportunities for enacting relationships of
sharing, generosity, and mutual aid. Before considering this in closer detail, however, we can
briefly explore other ways of making a living outside of the cash and cash crop economy.

2d. Foraging

Beyond subsistence agriculture and participation in the region’s money economy, a
significant part of people’s livelihoods could be procured from the regions various rivers,
streams, and forests. In addition to cultivating different plants, foraging for fruits and nuts, as
well as fishing, trapping, and hunting were all important parts of making a living. Although

fruits, nuts, and other edible plant matter could be collected from the forest, these sources may

%1 «“E 3 minha mae, ndo, quando a minha mae ganhava neném tinha dia da’gente matar seis galinha por dia. Seis
galinha por dia, pa dar a vizinhanga—que as vizinhanca vinha olhar ela, né? Vinha visitar, era muita comida que
agente dava.”

% «:Ajinda tem galinha pa matar, pode matar, pode matar que tem galinha.””

% “Af toda vida criou galinha em quantidade, em quantidade. E vivia dessas coisa.”
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have been relatively limited. Many Europeans who arrived in Brazil, perhaps arriving with
Biblical imagery in mind, “spoke dreamily about the easy living in a land with “forests
abounding in delicious fruits’” (Barickman 1991:127). One French traveler, Louis-Francois de
Tollenare, who had traveled through Brazil from 1816-1818 and had recorded some observations
about life in rural Bahia, remarked: “I was wrong in assigning importance to the fruits found in
the forest. They are less plentiful and less consumed than | had thought” (Tollenare 1971 cited
in Barickman 1991:127). While this may have been partly true, it is also very likely that
Tollenare—as a Frenchman with a culturally specific schema of what counted as “fruit”—
simply did not know how to identify edibles in the forest.

If the forest was a limited resource for subsistence, the rivers, streams, and coastal
estuaries were among the most plentiful sources of food. Several people that I interviewed
recalled an abundance of both fish and game. Caio recalled his youth, before he migrated to the
region from the west: “We collected lots of game and there was a river with fish—it also had a
lot of fish...We lived in a place that had lots of fish and forest game.”** Fishing was conducted
using lines, nets, fish traps such as the jequi (pictured in Figure 6 below), and in the coastal

estuaries where shellfish could be readily collected.®

Figure 6: Jequi Fish Trap

3 «“N¢s catava muita caca e tinha um rio de peixe, muito peixe também que tinha...Nds morava num lugar que tinha
muito peixe e caca do mato.”

% Barickman (1991:129) notes that shellfish provided a supplementary source of protein in the diet of rural Bahian
slaves.
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Antonia similarly recalled making her living from diverse food sources. | asked her if she fished
when she was younger, and she exclaimed: “WEeLL—WwWELL—WELL! We fished, we collected
shellfish—we did everything!”*

Hunting was another important source of people’s livelihood, and was an activity
especially carried out by men who learned how to hunt from other men as young boys (Flesher
2006:449).%3" Trapping, like foraging, is an activity that may have been carried on by both
women and men, and involved setting up various kinds of snares and other traps. These skills
were very likely of indigenous provenance, as Flesher suggests, “inherited from the Tupi peoples
who lacked domesticated animals other than the dog and relied on fish and game for their animal
protein” (2006:449). Sometimes traps were set using old makeshift shotguns that were set up
along animal trails, waiting to be triggered and discharged by the next animal to walk by.

People reported eating various types of animals such as pacas, armadillos (tatu), agouti
(cutia), wild pigs or peccaries (caititu), brocket deer (veado), and various types of monkeys.
Wild game appeared to be an open-access resource, and the division of meat did not seem to be
guided by any fixed obligation between, for example, hunters and the land owners where the
game was caught, but rather distributed among one’s kin and neighbors. Mateus explained what
might be done with the meat from a wild pig (catitu) if one was killed:

You gave [some meat] to who—to whoever needed it.
Because if someone killed [some animal], there were the neighbors [to consider]...If you
caught some game here, everyone ate—the neighbors here—everyone ate...There wasn’t

anybody that remained hungry.

Everybody gets hungry here—if somebody catches some game, nobody was left hungry.
Everybody ate.®

%“0ia, oia, oia! Pescava, mariscava—fazia tudo!”

%" For an important and comprehensive account of hunting practices in the Itubera region, see Flesher (2006:248-
268, 449-457).

% «Se dava a quem—a quem precisava.//Porque ali se um matasse, tinha uns vizinho...Se arranjasse um girozinho
aqui, todo mundo cumia—uvizinho aqui—todo mundo cumia...Num ficava ninguém na parte de ther cum fome.//Ta
tudo cum fome aqui—um arrumou um giro, ninguém ficava cum fome. Todo mundo cumia.”
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So instead of fixed relations of obligation, the division of meat or other foods appeared to be
guided by a generalized ethic of sharing that was grounded in the general recognition of physical

necessity that was shared by all through the cyclical experience of hunger.

3. Shelter, Exposure, and Repose

If survival and making a living in the hills was characterized by diverse strategies that involved
various engagements with, and transformations of, the non-human environment, as well as social
relationships of giving and sharing, then creating shelter apart from the forest was another means
of mitigating the various forms of exposure that emanated from it. Maximilian described the
residences he encountered as differentiated from the forest in a decidedly marked fashion, and he
begins to suggest that one reason for this was to create a haven from some of the region’s natural

hazards:

Hence the universal custom of leaving the houses unencircled by the slightest token of
vegetation: no beautiful trees to afford shade, no flowering shrubs, none of the countless
beautiful creepers twining round the supports of the verandahs, not the slightest possible
sign of a garden! And why should there be this want of taste? There are two reasons for
it. The danger of poisonous reptiles, which might conceal themselves in the shades; and
the constant life out-of-doors, amid the luxuriance of nature which overpowers the owner
by its profusion, and leaves him only the night-time in which to seek the shelter of his
home. [Maximilian 1868:327-328]

The following sections describe the forms of shelter, repose, and covering used by the posseiro

families, as part of the efforts to create a livable world amidst and out of the region’s forests.

3a. Houses, Walls, and Roofs
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Posseiro houses in the hills were typically built as mud huts (casas de taipa) or as grass
huts (casas de palha), both of which were built from materials that were readily available in the
natural environment. If the use of naturally available building materials was partly owed to
limited monetary resources, Seu Pedrinho also suggested that high transport costs limited the use
of manufactured building materials.

Grass hut houses were built from an underlying wooden frame that was covered using
different kinds of grass, staw, or palm fronds, which were used to cover and enclose walls and
roof alike.*® Mateus reported that in his youth, the walls of grass huts might be enclosed using
plants such as buri, jucara, and marimbu (roxo or branco varieties), and according to Alvina and
Sebastido, roofs were covered with plants such as indaia, ouricana, paido, patioba, and sapé
grass. Grass hut houses had a limited time horizon in terms of their durability, and they
frequently had to be repaired or rebuilt altogether. Caio report that after five or six years, grass
hut homes began to cave in, and he recalled that by the time he left home at the age of fourteen
years, his father had already built three houses at their home site. Sebastido similarly reflected

on all of the grass hut homes he had built over the course of his life:

I grew tired of making so many grass hut houses. When it started to rain—coming from
way up there on that mountain—[the water] would immediately start dripping inside the
house. 1’d to look for some banana leaves and put them on [the roof] to cover—to plug

those leaks so that we could stay in bed.*’

Leaking water during the rains was a theme—one of physical exposure—that recurred in several
narratives about grass hut houses. Alvina similarly recalled falling rain, and plugging leaks in
the roof with patioba fronds. Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué, likewise, recalled spending many

rainy nights standing in a corner, instead of lying down in bed, so as to avoid the dripping water.

% Grass hut houses seem to have fallen out of favor. | have never recorded an instance of any family living in the
countryside residing in a grass hut, hence the use of the past tense. The only place where one may still encounter
grass hut structures are on beaches where tourism is an established form of commerce, and the appearance of grass
huts affords tourists an air of “tropical” authenticity.

%0 «“Cansei de fazer casa de palha, quando a chuva—vinha laaaaaa naquela serra—ja tava pingano tudo dento de
casa, af eu tinha que cacgar umas palhas de banana e botar pelas pingueiras, pa cobrir—tapar aquelas pingueiras pa
poder deitar enrriba da tarimba.”
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Taipa, or mud hut houses, were similarly built from an underlying wooden frame—
perhaps hewn from the thin trunks of young trees—and walls made from a wattle-and-daub type
construction .*! In both cases, the roof was typically covered using different kinds of grasses,
palm fronds, broad leaves, or other suitable plant materials that are generically referred to as
palha (straw). As is still the case with transient structures built from few resources, it is likely
that the underlying wooden frames (posts, supports, beams) were made from whole, relatively
unworked trunks and branches of trees of appropriate sizes. Compared to grass huts, the
construction of a taipa house, especially the lattice framework over which clay would be packed,
required a greater investment of labor, and probably reflected a less transient, and more
financially stable, living situation than of those families that lived in grass hut houses.

3b. Beds and Rest

People commonly slept on camas de ripa (lath beds), which were made from laths—Ilong,
straight-grained strips of woods—that were laid across a rectangular wooden frame. The bed
was made by planting four stakes (estacas) in the ground over top of which a rectangular frame
was built, which supported the rest of the bed. Mateus explained that the laths were then laid
length-wise over top of the structure. He and Francinha explained that the laths were made from
flexible wood that would readily distribute and support the weight of a sleeping body without
splitting or cracking, and might be made from trees such as pati, the jucara palm, or other trees.

Sebastido explained that a bed similar to the lath bed was referred to as a pole bed, or a
tarimba or cama de vara. A pole bed was similar to a lath bed except that instead of the laths,
the bed was made using long, thin poles made from whole trunks of young tree saplings
collected from the forest. Given differences in the labor involved in procuring laths and poles, it
seems more likely that poorer families—perhaps the majority of the posseiro families—used
poles instead of laths, as the former were available freely in the forest and, unlike lath boards, did
not require extensive modification or processing.

Bedding material was made in layers. On top of the poles or laths, some suitable plant

material, such as from the jucara palm, would be placed over top of the bed to pad the surface.

*1 Or a woven lattice structure covered with clay. Taipa houses are still a common construction form.
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On top of this, any extra cloth or fabric that was on hand might be laid over top these plant
materials, presumably to reduce the itch. People referred to these as “grass mattress” (colchéo
de capim), since manufactured mattresses, according to Alonso, were largely unheard of:
“Nobody had even heard of them, we didn’t even know what a mattress was.”** Alvina
explained that, instead of grass mattresses, some families placed woven mats (esteiras) over top
of the laths or poles. These, Seu Pedrinho explained, were made from plants like piri or other
plant materials. Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué explained that if there was no bed upon which to
place the mats, then the mats were simply placed on the ground. This was very likely the
sleeping place for young children, especially young boys, who were given last priority for
bedding.

Blankets, finally, might be made from rough pieces of cloth. Francinha, and elsewhere
Antbnia, explained that when people slept they might cover themselves with cotton sheets made
from linhagem, a kind of rough sackcloth that was salvaged and repurposed from heavy cotton
bags that were originally used to store and transport foodstuffs. Antonia explained: “We

weren’t able to buy fabric to make sheets,”*

and instead they recycled cloth bags. Mateus
suggested that bed coverings of these kinds suffered from problems with pulgas, or lice. Alvina
recounted that they made pillows by stuffing little bag—probably made out of sackcloth—with
fibers of a flowering plant called marcela,* which is said to be sadia (“healthy”) and have
curative properties. According to others present during the conversation with Alvina, the
marcela plant helps to prevent headaches, sinusitis, and it is popularly believed to have calming
effects as well.

These living conditions likely represented those which prevailed for the most humble of
families. Francinha indicated that in the hills, however, there were some families that were

relatively better off and who occupied another type of house:

There were mattresses for those families that were better off—those who had—who
owned a house with a tile roof (casa de telha), or a farinha mill. Those people had

%2 «Colcho ninguém via falar, nem sabia o que era colchio.”
*% “Num tinha cum que comprar pano pa fazer lencol.”
* Achyrocline satureioides. Also popularly called macela and macela-galega.
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mattresses. But the fragile people (gente fraco)—the others—those other people, no—
they just had a little house to live in.*®

A casa de telha would have the same type of wall construction as the taipa house, but with a roof
covered by clay roofing tiles, or telhas. Owning a farinh mill simultaneously indicated, but also
bolstered, the capacity to accumulate the resources necessary to enjoy certain type of goods like
tile roofs and mattresses. These differences in housing types and household goods suggest
different dimensions upon which social differences were indicated, with the humblest families in

the social hierarchy described as being “small” (pequeno) or “weak people” (gente fraco).

3c. Clothing and Shoes

Several people suggested that many posseiros only had two changes of clothes.
According to Jorge, each person typically had one set of clothing for everyday life working on
the roca, and a clean change of nicer clothes that were “starched and stored away™*® for
occasions when people went into town or attended special social events such as weddings or
baptisms. Seu Pedrinho likewise suggested that some people had more than one set of work
clothes and dress clothes:

At that time, you had two sets of work clothes, and two [sets] to go out into town. Those

[with two sets] were already “people” (gente).*’

When Seu Pedrinho says that they were “people,” he means to say people of relative financial
means, suggesting further potential distinctions in terms of material and social status. Damido,
who was still present during this part of the conversation with Seu Pedrinho, suggested that only
the relatively well-off had more than one change of clothes:

% «|xistia colchdo p’as pessoa mais quilibradozinho—qui tinha—pissuia uma casa de téa, uma casa de farinha.
Aguele ainda pisstia um colchdo. Mas gente fraco—os outo—os outo ndo—[s0] tinha a casinha de viver.”

% «Dojs vestidinhos aquilo era guardadinho, engomadino.”

" “Gente” in this context might be translated as gentry or nobility, with the implication of differential “personhood”
or “humanity.” People who are gente are viewed as being of a higher status than members of the rural poor. Having
two sets of work clothes as well as two sets of town clothes was a mark of status and relative wealth.
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[Damido]: It was only the guy who were a little bit richer that had two [sets of

clothes], no?

[Seu Pedrinho]: Right—that’s right—
[Silvia]: Oh my Lord!
[Damido]: It was those who were a little richer that had [more than] two—the poor

didn’t have [more than] two—they only had one to go [into town] and

another to stay in town.*

Clothes were made of different kinds of fabric of different qualities. Mateus reported that over
the course of his life, he had owned several shirts made of plain white madras cloth (madrasto),*
Jorge remembered clothing from a fabric called amescla, while daily work clothes (and clothes
for children) might have been made from the same kind of sackcloth (linhagem) that was used to
make bed sheets. According to Mateus and Francinha, families would buy small quantities of
uncut cloth to make their clothing, and if they did not have money for these purchases, it was not

uncommon for “those poorer women,”*

according to Jorge, to trade a day of work in exchange
for a couple meters of madrastro or amescla cloth.

Footwear, if any was worn at all, took various forms and many people went barefoot.
Anabel remembered seeing some people who had made shoes from old tires,>* while Mateus
explained that some people wore a higher quality sandal called the tamanco malandrinha (or
simply “tamanco” or “malandrinha’), which was made from a wooden sole and leather straps
that were nailed to the sole using small brads. A pair of tamancos would have been part of one’s

change of nicer clothes, Mateus explained, and reserved for travel to town and special events:

8 «D: O cara mais riquinho, né, que tinha duas?’//SP: ‘E, era, quer dizer—’//S: ‘Deus é mais!’//D: ‘Era o
riquinho que tinha duas—o, 0 pobre néo tinha duas ndo—s6 tinha uma pa ir e outa pa ficar, né?’”

* Madras cloth, in northeastern Brazil also known as madapoldo. Madras cloth comes from the Indian city of
Chennai, formerly known as Madras, and was probably brought to Brazil through Portuguese trade.

%0 «Aquelas pobrezinha.”

*! personal communication, Feb 19, 2013.
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“important masses, and wedding masses, baptisms, and everything like that.”®? On the farm, on
the other hand, Francinha and Mateus explained that many people walked about and worked
barefoot—as the rubber boots that people wear today “didn’t exist” (num inxistia). Alonso
reported that they never wore tamancos in their youth: “All of us lived with our feet on the
ground. Walking everywhere. Sleeping on the ground.”®® Such footwear appeared to be
especially reserved for adults making trips to town and to attend special events. Among adults, it
was not clear if they were equally worn by male heads of households, or if adult women wore
them as well. Anabel recalled that not everyone who came to town to take care of business wore
shoes, and children who traveled into town often came barefoot.>

When traveling to town, Damiéo explained, people would wear their “ugly clothes”

during the voyage, as “the road was pure mud,”*

and then they would change clothes once they
got near town. He recalled that his own father would bring “his clean clothes and shoes hidden
away, because if not, they’d all get ruined on the road.”® Once in town, his father would find a
place to bathe and then change into his clean clothing.

In general, if footwear was not common for children and young adolescents, walking
around unclothed was not uncommon among younger children living in the countryside.
Sebastido and Augusto, for example, explained that boys of 10 and even 12 years of age, and
little girls of 7 or 8 years of age, would commonly walk about barefoot and naked (nu, despido).

Caio, likewise, recounted his youth in a nearby region before migrating to Ituberé in the 1960s:

Young men were naked—walked around naked. | remember...we would always go to my
uncles’ house—to deliver messages for my father, to go fetch whatever—naked and
barefoot...We were grown and naked. And it wasn’t just us alone, no, it was the whole

group.>

| asked him how old he was at the time:

52 “|a pa maior missa, e era missa de casamento, era batizado, era tudo.”

%% «A gente vivia tudo com 0s pés no chdo, andando pa todo canto, durmino pelo chio.”

> personal Communication, Feb 19, 2013.

% “Roupa feia...a estrada era lama pura.”

% “Ele trazia a—a—a roupa escondida e o sapato escondido, porque senfo estragava tudo na istrada.”

> “Ejcava home nu—andano nu. Olha, eu me lembro que...nés cansava de ir pa casa dos meus tio—ver que meu pai
dava um recado, va buscar qualquer coisa—nu, sem calca...Era granddo nu. E num era nds sozinho nao, era o grupo
todo.”
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Big, big!—around ten years, twelve years old—naked, barefoot...Without shoes, really
naked—uwithout underwear...at that time, nobody even spoke about underwear...We were
naked, we played, everybody—everybody naked...Shoeless, everybody with their feet on

the ground.®

If clothing children was not a priority, neither was acquiring clothes for them. Caio recounted a
time, after he was a bit older, when he had lost his only shirt and had to go shirtless for several

months:

I remember one time—I remember, I’m even embarrassed to tell this...There was one
time when | lost my only shirt. | spent more than five months without a shirt. | didn’t
even have a shirt. My brother had two, and every now and then I’d wear one of his, you
know? But I remained shirtless. Later on my father said—my father had gotten sick—

and my father said:

“Boys, you go on ahead there—you boys go there and collect some vines.”

So, we went to get some vines, climbed some trees, cut some vines. Then he made some
baskets [with the vines] and sold them, and then we went and bought a change of clothes

[for me].>®

Because clothing was in limited supply, it was, consequently, well taken care of. Seu Pedrinho

noted that if you owned “one pair of shoes,” after using them you always “cleaned them, put

%8 “Grande, grande!—de dez ano, doze ano—nu sem calca...Sem calga, nu mermo—sem cueca...naquele tempo
ninguém nem falava em cueca...era nu, nds brincava todo mundo, todo mundo nu...Era, descalco, todo mundo com
0s pé no chdo.”

% “Ey fiquei uma vez—eu me lembro, eu num tem vergonha de contar...Teve uma vez, que eu perdi a semente de
camisa. Eu levei mais de cinco més sem ter nenhuma camisa. Nem uma camisa num tinha. Meu irm&o tinha duas,
de vez em quando eu vestia a dele, né? Mas eu fiquei. Depois meu pai disse—meu pai doeceu—ai meu pai
disse://“Rapaz vocés ddo um jeito ai—vocés vao la tirar um cip6.”//Ai, nés foi tirou um cipd, subiu nos pau, cortou
o cipd. Ai ele fez uns pau de panicum e vendeu, foi, comprou um muda de roupa.”
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them away, and kept them for four, five, six, ten years.”® As a consequence of the relative
scarcity of clothes, patching was commonly practiced as a well-refined craft. Jorge noted: “For
those who knew how to patch clothes, the patching was done very well. You could go anywhere
[without feeling ashamed].”®* Some clothes were so heavily patched, Damido explained, that
“you didn’t know what the original color was!”®? Indeed, this became a marker of rural poverty.
Heloisa, commenting on the stereotyped imagery of patching used in the contemporary June

harvest festivals such as Sdo Jodo and S&o Pedro, suggested:

Here in Bahia during S&o Jodo, they play like this: they cut up and patch—even nice new
clothes—they’1l cut them up and sew on other pieces.®®

Whereas today, people cut up new clothes and sew on new patches to give them the appearance
of being old and worn, in the past people patched their clothing as a necessity and out of
frugality. Heloisa explained:

Those people in the old days who didn’t have clothes, or a bunch of clothes, well they

took and tore a piece from one [garment] and sewed it onto another.®*

Patching has become a form of nostalgic play on the past, somewhat to the disbelief of older
people who watch young people deliberately dismember new clothes in perfectly good condition
in order to make them appear old. Seu Pedrinho commented, somewhat incredulously and

critically:

% “Tinha um parzinho de sapato que ele guardava, lavava de novo, botava la, é 4, 5, 6,10 ano.” Today, in contrast,
he noted, “there are people who own 10, 12, 20 pairs of shoes.” [“E hoje tem gente que tem 10, 12, 20 par de
sapato.”]

81 «“De remendo, quem sabia remendar aquilo era um remendo bem feitinho, voce entrava em qualquer canto.”

62 “Daqui a pouco ndo sabia qual era a cor original.”

8% «Aqui na Bahia eles brinca S&o Jodo assim. Corta, remenda—com a mesma roupa boa assim—eles corta pedaco e
pde outo.”

% «Af aquele povo antigamente que ndo tinha roupa, um monte de roupa, ai pegava, ia rasgano, eles pegavam um
pedaco de outo e costurava.”
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Today, they do it to play around or just because they’re young, | don’t know. They cut
up their clothes to sew on other pieces of fabric...But in the early days, we did it out of

necessity because we didn’t have many clothes.®

4. Poverty, Abundance, and the Struggle for Life

If life was characterized by relative scarcity, this gave rise to an economy of generosity that was
based less on explicit accounting of debts, than the recognition that everyone shared the same
kinds of physical frailties and material needs. This motivated the need for a generalized ethos of

generosity. Just above, Mateus was cited as suggesting:

Everybody gets hungry here—if somebody catches some game, nobody was left hungry.

Everybody ate.

What he meant to say there is not that everybody was going hungry, starving, or suffering for an
absolute lack of food, but rather that the cyclical experience of hunger—the experience of a
rumbling stomach—was a universally shared experience. There was no person that was exempt
to feeling occasional hunger, and, therefore, everyone likewise shared in the need to eat.
Recognizing this common condition, which was reciprocal and universally shared, and observing
that this condition was more easily alleviated through common work and struggle, grounded
various practices of sharing, notions of reciprocal debt, and a notion of struggle.

4a. Sharing and Reciprocity

Under such circumstances where the money economy was still out of reach for many

people, the norms of a transactive economy based on sharing and generosity could have, at least

% “Hoje na brincadeira ou pela mocidade, eu num sei. Eles corta a roupa pa botar os pedaco de pano...Mas naquela
época, era por necessidade, porque num tinha roupa.”
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under certain circumstances, intervened in transactions that might normally be carried out
through monetary exchanges. In the context of a conversation with Sebastido about the
exchange of goods of greater value, for which there were objectified means of accounting for
transactions (see Section 6d below), Sebastido explained that goods of relatively insignificant
value could be readily shared among family members, friends, and neighbors. With items of

smaller value, he explained, people did not keep accounts of such exchanges:

Now small things, no. Small things—those who could pay for them, paid—those who
couldn’t pay, no big deal—it was just given. In the old days, anybody could take
something [of small value], and give it away.

“Take it friend, go on ahead.”
If I killed a pig, you took a quarter of it.
“Take it friend, go on ahead.”®

Sebastido paused in order to comment that today, by contrast, “we can’t even buy a cow’s foot,

67 What he meant was that while in the past, a

because you have to pay for everything [in cash].
cow’s foot (mocot6) might be acquired through free giving and sharing, today, even the most
insignificant items must be paid for in cash.® He continued with his example, suggesting that
things like farinha might have been freely given, as he articulated an ethos of generosity and

reciprocal sharing:

8 «Agora coisa pequena, ndo. Coisa pequena é—o que pagou, pagou—o que n&o pagou, vai pra la—ficava dado.
Antigamente qualquer um pegava qualquer coisa e dava.//*Toma camarada, vai embora.’//Matava um porco, pegava
um quarto. /*Toma camarada, vai embora.””

87 “E hoje que a gente ndo pode comprar um mocoté que tudo é pago.”

%8 Sebastido’s assertion does not entirely reflect other social facts that can readily be discerned today. To be sure,
the number of stores where you can acquire goods based on “personal” credit or instances of generous giving are
fewer and fewer, especially as accounting techniques become more and more stringent; but it is not uncommon to
see people in rural areas selling things “fiado,” or on personal credit. Indeed, one small store keeper noted that most
of his debts will never be paid.
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But in the old days, small things, we’d take them and just give them to one other. If |

made some farinha—10 or 12 litres:
“Take it buddy, go on ahead.”

And soon afterward, another person would make some and pass it along to us. And that

way we all could eat and drink.*®

So even in the context of an economy in which transactions were gradually becoming more
monetized, items of smaller value (and perhaps the most necessary to life) were exchanged
according to the norms of generosity and reciprocity instead of the precise accounting of the
money economy.’® This ethos of generosity took various forms, as will be seen in the forms of

mutual aid and joint work.

4b. Poverty and Plenty

Despite the material poverty that many people experienced—perhaps recognized mostly
in retrospect, and in the context of increasingly conspicuous forms of consumption—people who
had lived and cultivated the forests and hills did not seem to recall unmitigated physical
suffering. Francinha even recalled a relative plenty and abundance of food growing up in the

region:

Food was very plentiful. We came here [to town] and bought meat, dried cod, fish, and
then we’d go back to the roca. There, we’d go to the river with a fishing pole and catch a

lot of fish. If it rained, we’d put out a jequi [fish trap] and catch lots of shrimp and

8 «“Mas antigamente, coisa pequena, agente panhava e dava outro. Fazia uma farinha—10, 12 litros://*Toma fulano,
vai embora.’//Mas logo, outro fazia passava pa gente. E ai agente ta comeno e bebeno.”

"0 See Chapter 8, Section 6 on “names” for an account of the way in which the money economy may also be subject
to norms of generosity and the recognition of vulnerability.
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pitl™...We caught a lot, we lived on the banks of a river and caught a lot of pit(i and
trafra...acari. All of these fish.”

Francinha continued her reflections:

I was raised without my mother, and without my father, but with my aunt...Just my aunt
and my siblings, we were three siblings...It was one girl and one boy, and with me, three.
But we didn’t have a [bad] life—concerning food, we didn’t have a bad life, no. That is
very clear in my memory, we didn’t [go hungry], no. We’d set up snares, catch a forest
rat, catch a sarué. We’d set up an arapuca trap to catch birds. All of this was a way to

live, you see?”®

Similarly, in my interview with Alvina—while her grandson (or grandnephew) named José was

nearby—she reflected on her earlier years, living and working about the countryside:

[Alvina]: You didn’t see people suffering [from hunger], for lack of farinha, that

sort of thing—no, everybody—
[José]: —everything was plenty—
[Alvina]: —it was, it was—you had your—everybody had their [food]. Those that

lived on the roga [had food], but not those who lived near the center of

town.”

L Pitd are a species (Macrobrachium carcinus) of large freshwater shrimp.

2 «Agora, cumida era muito farturento. Porque vinha aqui comprava cumida, era carne, bacalhau, peixe, ia pa roca.
la no rio pegava muito peixe de anzol. Se dava uma chuva botava um negoco qui chama jiqui, pegava muntho
camardo e pitu...Apois é, pegava muito, a gente morava na béra do rio, pegava muito pitu e traira.”

" “Ey me criei sem mée, sem pai, cum a tia...S6 a tia e 0s meus irmaos, trés irmaos...Era uma mulé e um home,
comigo eram trés. Mas no6s ndo passava a vida—sobre a cumida, nds ndo passava a vida mal. N&o, isso ai eu tenho
muita lembranca, ndo passava, era. Botava um lago, pegava um rato, pegava um sarué, armava uma arapuca, pegava
um passarin. E tudo isso é modo de viver né?”

™«A: “N&o se encontava pessoa que Vivia se bateno, as vez pur farinha, aquele coisa, ndo, todo mundo—"’//J: ‘—
tudo era de sobra—’//A: ‘—era, era tinha sua—cada um tinha sua. E quem morava na roga, quem morava na beira
do cuméco, ndo—""
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Alvina was a migrant to the region and lived working about the countryside in search of work
and places to plant (as will be seen in Section 7b below). In her reflection, she points to an
important distinction between the conditions of life for the poor living in town, and those who
lived in the countryside. Having land, or somewhere to plant, was a means for creating relative
abundance that contrasted with the condition of those families who had migrated to town.
Securing land was part of Alvina’s quest, but even while she and her children lived and worked
on other’s lands, they still had enough. This was because wherever she worked, she was able to

plant in many of those places. Alvina explained:
We also lived on other people’s lands, but we didn’t lack [places to plant] rocas.”

So even under conditions of relative land tenure insecurity, land was plentiful enough such that
people like Alvina, who wished to plant and cultivate the land, would be able to make a life for
themselves.

These conditions and experiences were not universal in the cacao lands, and they very
likely worsened in towns to west where the climate was drier. Caio recalled greater difficulties
in his childhood before migrating to the Itubera region: “My father had to walk eight leagues
(Iéguas’®) to sell one load (carga’’) of farinha—just to bring home salt and sugar.” Growing up
in the hills near a town of Corte de Pedra, Caio recalled his father traveling from their home for

the marketplace in town:

That’s where he sold. He’d go out from the place...that was pure forest, go out at night
with two or three animals loaded up with farinha——just waiting for a jaguar to pounce!
That’s where he’d sell, but he hardly made enough to buy anything. Almost nothing—it

was too cheap!’®

75 “Ngs morava também nos terreno dos outos, mas nés néo faiava roca.”

"® Approximately 48 kilometers, or just shy of 30 miles. The “league” was never a standardized unit of measure in
the Portuguese-speaking world. In Bahia, the Iégua was reckoned as being a distance of six kilometers.

" One carga of any product amounted to 100 kilograms in weight.

"8 «“\/endia ali e sair nesses mundo...que era mata pura, e sair de noite vendo a hora da onca pegar—dois, trés animal
carregado de farinha. Vendia aquilo que ndo dava pra comprar nada. Quase nada, barato demais!”
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The value of farinha was so little that he recalled an occasion when he had gone into town and

saw people walking barefoot—*“with their feet all full of mud”"

—over the massive piles of
farinha that were being bought and sold in the open-air market. Surely, then, the proceeds from

selling several loads of farinha could purchase very little.

4c. The “Struggle” for Life

If some accounts of life in the hills suggested a greater degree of abundance, Jorge
offered a broader vision of life that included both well-being but also hardship. The problem of
hardship was both conditioned and mitigated by the necessity for work, or what many people

refer to as the luta, or “struggle.” In Jorge’s early years, he suggested:

Everything in life was all dark. We lived well, but we also went through hard times. We

lived more hungry than with our stomachs full. But for what? In order to have.®

Here Jorge is articulating an ethic of life—and ethic of making a life—thorough the interchange
of struggle, labor, and hardship. Jorge’s statement is less a complaint about the “darkness” of the
times, about experiencing hunger and hardship, and even less an articulation of “possessive
individualism” in the form of the desire “to have.”® Rather, he is pointing toward the
interrelationships between hunger and toil as necessary steps in securing the means necessary for
physical and social life. In order to “eat,” one might say, one must expend and through such
expenditure one is thereby exposed to the risk of being “eaten” and various other forms of
suffering.®? To be sure, people did experience hunger, difficulty, and suffering—and the
previous focus on abundance is not to be romanticized. But the point to Jorge’s statement is less
to highlight suffering itself, and more to point at something deeper about the interrelationship
between suffering and struggle; namely, that life is given positive meaning by passing through,

™ “Com os pé melado de lama.”

8 «E ym tudo na vida era tudo iscuro. A gente passava bem e passava mal também. Passava mais fome de que
barriga cheia. Pa que? Pa ter.”

8 This expression is owed to C.B. Macpherson (1969).

8 | explore this idiom of “eating” in Chapter 7, Section 4, where | describe the multiple entities and hazards that one
encounters when cultivating the forest, and then explore the idiom of “eating” in other spheres of social life.
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and overcoming, suffering. In other words, it is precisely these experiences and the overcoming
of them that constitutes the positive meaning of abundance.
Antonia, for example, recalled the “struggle” she faced after her husband died

prematurely, and she was left to care for their children:

After he died, | had to struggle for the kids—so that we didn’t—didn’t die starving, so

that we didn’t starve.®

We discussed the circumstances of her husband’s death, the subsequent hardship she faced
working for others, and her struggle to raise her children by herself. Later in the interview,
however, she describes the longing (saudade) that she felt for her “struggle”—that is, for her
work—which makes it clear that the notion of “struggle” cannot be understood in a strictly

negative sense:

I feel longing for my—for my struggle. By five in the morning, I’d already be awake

drinking my bit of coffee so that I could go out to work.*

Some 20 years younger than Antonia, Jorge recalled his parents’ struggle to raise him and his
siblings:

My old father burned his back, together with my old mother, beneath the hot January sun.
They worked...so that on Saturday they had [money] to buy bundles of dried fish.®

In order to make a living, to acquire the necessities of life, but also to make a life—that is, a
meaningful life—he, his family, and their contemporaries had to work, experience hunger, and
suffer (under the burning sun) in order to be able to eat. This, in Jorge’s view, seemed to
encompass the wider connotation of the verb “to struggle,” or lutar.

8 «Depois que ele morreu, eu tive que ficar luthano pur minino—pa num, num morrer & mingua, num ficar a
mingua.”

8 «Ey them sodade da minha—da minha lutha. Como—como—como dava cinco hora da manha eu j4 tava tomano
doi, doi dedin de café pa ir trabalha.”

8«0 véiu meu pai queimou, queimou as costa, mas a véa minha mée no sol no més de janeiro. Trabaiano ...pa
chegar o dia de sabo ter com que comprar um moiozinho ispeto.”
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Struggling also meant giving thanks for what they already had, as they struggled to
improve their condition. Jorge commented that young people today prefer finer cuts of meat,

instead of the fatty pieces of sinewy leftovers that he grew up eating:

In the early days, we were still thankful to God that we could buy those pieces of fat to
eat. Grill a little piece—to take a little piabinha fish—from a bundle of dried fish—place
it over the embers. Throw a handful of farinha in the porridge—into the hot water—
make a mixture of porridge with some fish...There was no doubt that I went out with a

stomach full of porridge, you see?®®

5. Making a Living Together

Making a living in the hills and the struggle for life often meant working together, as an instance
of sharing and reciprocal exchange. Labor arrangements varied depending on the work task to
be completed, the amount of time that would be involved, and the number of people that would
be required. Clearing a new roca in the forest, for example, might be an occasion to call upon
one’s relatives and neighbors. Larger or smaller groups of people meant different divisions of
labor and different forms of sociality, such as festivities and courtship, that might be attendant to

the work itself.

5a. Work Parties & Mutual Aid

8 “E de pemero, ainda dava, ainda dava gracas a Deus comprar aqueles pedacos de sebo pa comer 6. Assar um
pedacinho, assar um—pegar uma piabinha—de ispeto, de, de peixe—enfiar na brasa. Jogar aquele taieiro de farinha
dhento do pirdo—dhento da agua quente—fazer aquele tapegé triste de pirdo de farinha e segurar aquela pipira pa
ta...VVamo ver, que eu saia dali a barriga cheia de pirdo puro, ta veno?”

110



Work parties and labor exchanges were an especially important domain in which social
relationships grounded in this ethos of reciprocity played out. Historically, work groups and
work parties in the region were referred to by the terms ademao®” and adjunte.®

An ademdo, a term that is still in occasional use today, would consist of a small group of
two or three people dedicated to a limited work task that might rarely go beyond one or two
day’s work. This might include activities like harvesting manioc, putting roof tiles on a house,
or preparing farinha. In these cases, you could ask someone to “give you” an ademdo. Damiéo
gave me an example: “Can you give me an ademao to roast some farinha tomorrow?”®°

In Dami&o’s recollection, an ademao was done with people that “were closer” and

"% of good character and often selected from among one’s “better neighbors.”®* As

1292

“friendlier,
Damiao explained, “there are some neighbors that we don’t—we don’t even want them close.
On the other hand, “there are neighbors who are like family members, everything that we want,
they also want. If they need something, we can serve that need; if we need something, he can

serve our need as well. That’s how it is.”®® So an adem&o was based upon what Damigo called

%4 which could refer to any person related by blood or otherwise, with whom

*a good friendship,
one could engage in a reciprocal interchange of desires, needs, and their satisfaction. This
interchange proceeded by being able to jointly shift from one another’s perspective, and jointly
bring about different goals.

Unlike the term ademéo, the term adjunte appears to have fallen out of use and has
become replaced by the term mutirdo. Several people suggested that this latter term came into
usage more recently. One person named Colodino suggested that the term mutirdo is a “modern
word,” and estimated that it has been in use for around 20 or so years;”™ Damido suggested that
the word has been around for ten or fifteen years; and Gilberto suggested that the term “mutirdo

is from recent times.” *® Antonia, however, who grew up in the region and whose family lives in

8 Probably an abbreviation of ademéo, which is likely a compound term derived from the terms dé and mé&o, or
“give” and “hand,” respectively.

® From adjunto, or “adjunct” or “assistant.”

® “Ty pode me dar uma adem&o pa ajudar a torrar uma farinha amanha?*”

“Mais bem chegadas...mais amigo.”

“Melhor vizinho.”

“Tem uns vizinhos que a gente ndo, ndo quer nem ta perto.”

“Se precisa de uma coisa a gente serve, se a gente precisa ele serve também, é assim.”
“Uma boa amizade.”

% Fn4s8.

% «Mutirdo é no tempo de hoje.”

0
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an area that is now recognized as having been the lands that originated as part of a former
quilombo, or maroon community,®’ suggested that they used both the terms adjunte and mutiréo
interchangeably.*®

An adjunte is a much larger, more elaborate, and potentially prolonged work party that
could involve as many as 50 or 100 people. Work tasks often extended beyond one day, and
were followed by festivities that began with prayer, food, drink, music and dance. Dami&o
suggested that the duration and scale of the work, and the presence of food and festivities, are
what distinguished an adjunte from an adem&o.*® In order to hold an adjunte, the host family had
to plan ahead and spend several months to a year accumulating the resources necessary to hold
the adjunte, which mean food and a healthy reserve of cachaga, a strong spirit distilled from
sugarcane juice. Depending on the size of the adjunte, the hosting family would raise one or
more pigs, or even a whole cow, that would be slaughtered on the day of the work party.
Damido explained that a family might raise several pigs for several different adjuntes, raising
one pig for each major stage of the cultivation process: one pig for the derruba (felling) stage;

another pig for the goiva'®

(clearing) stage; and another for the plantio (planting) stage. Each of
these tasks, Damido explained, constituted distinct stages in the process of “putting in a roca”
(botando a roga), or preparing and planting the ground for a rocga.

On the day of an adjunte, work would begin early in the morning:

They’d start at five in the morning and by the time it was two-thirty or three, people

would start showing up [at the house] for lunch, to eat and rest a little bit. They’d drink a

" Commonly referred to as a “quilombo remanescente” (from “comunidade remanescente de quilombo”), or in other
words a community formed from the remnants of a quilombo, or a maroon community that would have been
established by escaped slaves.
% This is a curious terminological shift. As claims for social justice grew in Brazil during the dictatorship and
culminated in the 1980s with a new constitution and democratic reforms, it is not hard to imagine a proliferation of
political spaces in which the term mutirdo might have been employed in public discourse. It seems likely that the
term mutirdo may have been adopted, for example, in political discourses among the left as a home-grown Brazilian
ggrm that captured various socialist-inspired concerns with the “collectivism” and collective action.

Fn458.
199 From the verb goivar. This verb does not have an adequate English translation, and refers to the process of
collecting together the smaller debris that is left over after a bit of felled forest has been burned. This involves the
small to medium sized branches that are readily moveable, but never larger tree trunks. After this debris is gathered
into piles, they are then burned for a second time. Large tree trunks, otherwise left to eventually rot, will be used for
firewood and sometimes to fashion wooden planks and boards for construction purposes. This is an important part
of the clearing process that allows people to work and move freely in the fields. This will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter 7, Section 2.
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little cachaga, bathe, get dressed so that they could go into the night to dance a little, have

some fun.'%

If the work only lasted one day, the guests would return to their homes the next day. If work
continued onto the next day, then festivities would be held each night for every day of work that
was performed. In those cases when an adjunte lasted for more than one day and night, the
visiting families would find a place to bed overnight, perhaps under some extant structure like a

storehouse or in the farinha mill (if it was not in use), or perhaps under a makeshift shelter.

5b. Work, Gender, and Work Parties

While many agricultural tasks were carried out according to a gendered division of labor,
many women did the same agricultural work that men did, and some may have been exceptional
in this respect. Antbnia, for example, suggested that she was as good on the roga as any man,

and that she had a hunger for work on the roca:

The more | worked, the more | wanted to work. | wouldn’t have traded myself for any
man—with no man when it came to work—neither on the handle of a hoe, not with the

machete to clear a field, nor with an axe to fell the forest. 1 did it all.1%?
She reveled in how much she used to work:
AVE MARIA! Ave Maria, | worked! | worked hard enough to even make a crazy person

afraid, do you hear what I’m saying? | worked hard enough to even make a crazy man

feel fear! | wouldn’t have traded myself for any type of man.'%®

101 “pegava cinco horas da manha e quando era trés horas, duas e meia, 0 povo ia chegano pa almogar, comer, e
descansava um pouco. Bebia um pouco de cachaca e ai tomava banho, se arrumava e ai ia pela noite. Dangava um
pouco, se divertia.”

102 “Quanto eu mais eu tabaiava, mas vontade eu tinha. Eu ndo me trocava por home—tipo de home ninhum pa
tabaiar—nem no cabo da enxada, nem no cabo do facdo pa rocar a ro¢a, no machado pa dirrubar a roca. Tudo era
comigo.”

103 «Ave Maria! Ave Maria, eu tabaiava! Eu tabaiava pa meter medo a dodho, num ta veno eu dizer? Tabaiava pa
meter medo a dodho! Num me trocava por tipo de home ninhum.”
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In collective work tasks like an adjunte, however, the general dynamics of labor appear to have
been more clearly separated according to a gendered division of labor. Men focused on
agricultural tasks—clearing, planting, weeding, or whatever agricultural tasks the host family
assigned to the work party. Those who worked in the fields brought their own tools, notably
their own machete (facdo) and hoe (enxada), and perhaps an axe (machado) if trees were to be
felled. Women and children, including young boys who were too young to work on the roca,
helped preparing food, washing dishes, fetching water, and performing other tasks in preparation
for meals and the festivities that would begin in the afternoon and continue through the evening.
Women like Antdnia who were accustomed to—or even famous for—their work on the
roca would not participate in the agricultural work of an adjunte. Anténia was renowned for her
work on the roga, and she joyfully recalled a friend who used to refer to her, playfully, as a
“woman-man” (muié-home), something in which she took great pride. She suggested that her

non-participation in the work of an adjunte was not owed to a lack of desire to work:

It wasn’t that nobody would let you—it’s that | wouldn’t go doing that...If someone
asked me explicitly to go work, 1’d go work. But now, for me to go where there was a
bunch [of men]—to go work in an adjunte full of men—I wouldn’t be caught in the

middle of all that, no.***

Antbnia would have been afraid of gossip (fofoca) and shame, which shaped this division of
labor and gender into separate spheres of activity. This built on and reinforced the constitution
of social spaces built from separations based on gender and age, discussed above in Section 1b.
As Antonia herself suggested, this gendered division of labor in an adjunte was not
absolute. For some women, at least, transgressing these boundaries afforded opportunities to
earn acclaim and renown that Antonia seemed to have enjoyed. Alvina recounted a story about a
small adjunte that she had hosted herself, very likely after her first husband had died at a young
age, and she was left to raise their children alone. In Alvina’s case, she both helped to prepare

the food for the workers and would participate in the work itself:

104 “N&o é ninguém deixar—é que eu num ia fazer isso...Se a pessoa falasse pa eu ir trabaiar, eu ia trabaiar. Agora,
pa, pa’eu ir assim them um bucado de a—aquele adjunte de home pa, pa trabaiar, pa—eu ta no mei, ndo.”
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Well, I had put in a roga—a clearing—and | stayed at the house cooking. And the guys
went out, they showed up there, and went clearing [the forest]. Then, after | cooked the
food, I put it all in a sack and went out [to the clearing]—machete at my side. And when

| showed up there, | sang out—'"

She struggles to remember the words of a samba that she had sang when she arrived in the
clearing, but at 96 years old, her memory was failing her and she had forgotten the words. So
Alvina continues with her story, describing the moment when she arrived at the new roca
clearing. She began to work with such vigor that it appeared she would overtake the men’s

already advanced position in the clearing:

WELL THEN, then | put down [my load], and then raised up my machete. And then the
people—the guys—when they saw me, [they declared]:

“OXENTE [HOLY cOW], MAN! ARE WE GOING TO LET ALVINA PASS IN FRONT OF US!?”

And then we moved up the—HOT DAMN!'%

The process of clearing a new roga proceeds from the bottom of a hill, as each worker slowly
walk up the hillside and clears a pathway or line in the vegetation in front of them. Each person
works side by side, and therefore each clears their own line, in a way that could be conceived of
as a race to the top. Seeing Alvina working hard and courageously, the group of men found

renewed motivation—and a challenge—to work harder and faster:

All of a sudden, the line made it to the top [of the hill]. The line made it to the top [of the

hill], then went back down and to start on another—and | was out in front."”’

105 “Af eu botei uma roca—um rocado—e ai fiquei cuzinhano a cumida. Af os minino foram, chegaro 14, ficaro
rocano. E ai eu cuzinhei a cumida, botei no saco e viajei—com o facéo do lado. Ai quando cheguei I, ai gritei—"
106 «E af, arriei aqui e subi o fac4o. E af 0s pessud&—os minino—aquando viu://“OXENTE! VVAI DEIXAR DONA ALVINA
PASSAR DIANTE DE NOS!?”//E ai subiu—OXENTE!”

197 “De repente o eito chegou em cima. Botaram o eito em cima, vortaro e pegaro outo—e eu na maior.”
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Alvina finally breaks out of the narrative'® and, remembering a few words from the old samba,

she begins to sing:

“Hey Maria! | will...Maria!”%°
Having recovered the vividness of her memory, of what was a moment of great joy and
excitement, Alvina repeats the crucial moment of the story, recounting the moment when she
arrived at the roca and began working next to the men. This time, she recounts this episode in a

deep, powerful voice:

And then just as | put down the sack full of farinha, took out my machete, and then

RAISED UP MY MACHETE, THAT’S WHEN THEY SAW ME:

“OXENTE [HOLY cOw], MAN! WILL WE LET THE OLD DONA ALVINA PASS IN FRONT OF US?”

And they raised up their machetes, raised up their machetes—HOT DAMN!—then all the

sudden the line reached the top.*'

5c¢. Work, Play, and Purposiveness
Damié&o’s retrospective account describes the relationship between work and play:
You worked during the day and at night you danced a little, played, had fun, played—

played drums, tambourine. Frame drums, ukulele, those accordion players. And during
the day you worked.™*

1% This appears to be a moment of “breakthrough” into performance, in the sense described by Hymes (1981).
109 “E Maria! Eu vou...Maria!”

10 «E af foi s6 arriei a sacola com a farinha, panhei o facdo e ai SUSPENDEU O FACAO, QUE QUANDO ELES
VIRO://‘OXE! Vai deixar a véa, dona Alvina passar na frente?’//E ai subiro o facéo, subiro o facio—oxente—de
repente botaro o eito em cima.”
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Here, work and play were distinct spheres. This did not necessarily mean that work was pure
drudgery and that participants in the work party only performed the work begrudgingly.
Alvina’s recollection recalled the excitement and sense of playful competition that might be
involved in collective work. Indeed, Damido’s own account similarly suggested that work and
play, as distinct spheres of activity, were simply constituted by a clarity of purpose more than

anything else:

People didn’t drink much [while they were working] because they knew what they were
doing. Because they went there for just that, to work and at the end of the day, they could
drink a little cachaca. Those who wanted to drink cachaca, drank. There were also
people who didn’t drink. They only went there to help and to work, but they didn’t drink,
didn’t dance, didn’t do anything else. They only went to help, to work toward the day

when they would need [the others] to come work for him as well.*?

In Damido’s account, people “knew what they were doing.” This retrospective view suggests a
social world in which categories, relationships and obligations between people were well
defined, stable, and self-evident.*** One didn’t drink while working because the work would
suffer, and if the work suffered, or was not completed, then those who were supposed to be
helping out would simply be availing themselves of food and festivity without properly sweating
in exchange. In the end, respecting the boundaries of activities (and bringing them to

completion) ensured the viability of mutual aid relationships. If you helped another person with

111 «“Trabalhava durante o dia e de noite dancava um pouco, brincava, se divertia, tocava—batia tambor, tamborim.
E pandeiro, cavaquinho, aqueles tocador—sofona. E durante o dia trabalhava.”

112 N&o bebia muito porque tava sabeno o que tava fazeno. Que eles iam pra ali, pra aquilo mesmo pa trabalhar e no
final do expediente bebia um pouco de cachaca. Quem queria beber cachaga bebia. Tinha gente que também nao
bebia. S0 ia ali ajudar e trabalhar, ndo bebia, ndo dangava, nem fazia nada. la ajudar so, trabalhar pa quando for
num dia ele precisar e ir trabalhar pra ele também.

3 This kind of categorial stability or self-evidentiality is probably a common feature to many retrospective
historical accounts in various parts of the world. Social theorists like Pierre Bourdieu even appear to accept the idea
that “ancient societies” displayed this sort of categorial stability. This served as a model for what he called “doxa,”
which he describes in the following terms: “...when there is a quasi-perfect correspondence between the objective
order and the subjective principles of organization (as in ancient societies) the natural and social world appears as
self-evident” (Bourdieu 1977:164, my emphasis). These kinds of retrospective accounts probably have just as much
to do with historical realities as they pertain to present-day hopes or longings for some form of categorial renewal in
the face of ongoing acts of transgression, violence, and uncertainty.
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their work, you could securely anticipate another day when those others would help with your
own work, and by faithfully attending to that work, secure the enjoyment of the celebrations.
Adjuntes were not only productive arrangements, but they were a source of diversion,

entertainment, and even courtship that could sometimes result in marriages. Damido noted:

The person who was holding—nholding the festivities—they felt the greatest pleasure in
giving food to all those people. They felt the greatest pleasure giving food to each and

every one of those people. Drinking, welcoming those people with the greatest of care.*

Because adjuntes were an important and multifaceted source of sociality, an adjunte in
long preparation might become so anticipated that friends and relatives of the host might decide
to “steal” (roubar) the host’s roca, and thereby force the host family into holding the adjunte on
that very day that the roca was stolen. When word had spread that preparations for the adjunte
were nearly complete, then friends, neighbors, and relatives could conspire: “Let’s steal
compadre Fulano de Tal’s roca today!?”**> If everyone agreed to “steal” the farm, then a group
of people would show up at the farm in the middle of the night. As soon as the sun rose, the men
would go off to work on the farm, with prior knowledge of the work that the hosts were
planning. As the men went out to work, another group went directly to the host’s home where
they began playing and singing a “samba at their front door,” perhaps firing off a round or two
from a rifle to wake the family. The host of the adjunte immediately understood the meaning of
the commotion, and everyone scrambled to prepare food for the adjunte that would be held that

very day.

5d. Work and Character

Damido explained that a “disrespected” (desrespeitado) person—one who might disrespect

women or children—was not the sort of person whom you would call to an ademé&o. The

“correct word” (palavra certa) for such people, he explained, were words such as “vagabonds”

W «aquela pessoa que tava dano, fazeno a festa tinha o maior prazer de dar comida aquele povéo todo, tinha o
maior prazer de dar comida aquele povo todinho, é bebida, acolher aquelas pessoa com o0 maior carinho.”
115 «“\/amos roubar a roga de compadre Fulano de Tal hoje?”
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(vagabundos) and those people with whom “nobody wants half” (ninguém quer meia). To say
“nobody wants half,” which is a literal translation, means that nobody would want to share half
of anything with such people. In the local context of labor arrangements, “meia” also refers to
sharecropping or to other labor arrangements through which work and harvest are divided among
two or more parties that have agreed to a specific work arrangement—for example, when one is
in need of an extra hand at the farinha mill to process a manioc harvest into farinha.

The reason one might seek to avoid such sharing or working relationships with some
others is not because of hard-heartedness or stinginess, but rather because a person had somehow
lost their standing in the community through some problematic conduct.**® The problem with
“vagabundos,” Damido explained, is less their inability to work, but rather that if you ask for
their help, “you will end up owing something to a bad person...[and] one day he will ask for
something back.”'’ Damido explained: “You don’t want someone you can’t trust on your farm
or in your home.”**8

In the context of an adjunte, on the other hand, there is less control over who shows up,
and indeed “any type of person” can show up, including “bad” (ruim) people. Only good people
are given invitations, but there are always other people—both good and bad—who might tag
along after hearing about the festivities: *“‘Oh, there’s an adjunte at Fulano’s place, there’s going
to be a party tonight!””**® Perhaps because of the quantity of cachaca that was consumed during
the festivities, the evening celebrations sometimes led to fights. Therefore, according to Damiéo,
the best type of people to call to an adjunte are those who also have rogas, who like to work on

1120

the roca, and “who are interested in what they are doing,”™" as opposed to those “who aren’t

121 other than the work. Those

interested [in the work, and] only go interested in something else
who also have rocgas will be interested in reciprocity of exchange, and thus will be focused on the

work in a way someone who has no interest in reciprocity will not be.

116 See the discussion of “namehood” in Chapter 8, Sections 5 and 8 for a further discussion of this problem.
117 «\/océ vai ficar devendo uma coisa a uma pessoa ruim...Uma hora ele vai lhe cobrar aquilo.”

118 «“\/oce n&o vai querer uma pessoa que voce ndo confia dentro de uma roca sua ou dentro de uma casa sua.”
9 «Ah tem um adjunte na casa de fulano, vai ter festa de noite!”

120 “Qye tém interesse no que ta fazendo.”

121 “As pessoas que ndo tem interesse s6 vai interessado em alguma coisa.”
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There are at least two senses of “interest” here.*?? First, one “has interest” (tem interesse)
in the work activity itself, as there is a coincidence and mutual interchangeability of interests
between the person offering their labor to the work party and the interest of the owner of the rocga
in getting the work done. There is a coincidence and reciprocity of purpose. In the case of
someone who “is interested” (esta interessado), they hold an ulterior purpose for which the
present activity serves solely as a means—whether this be in stealing something from the host’s
home or farm, getting in fights, drinking too much cachaca, or just “messing around”
(esculhambando).*?®

Work relations, then, were one site where the problem of social standing emerged. One’s
social standing—whether as a person of worth or a “vagabond”—uwas grounded in relationships,
like these work relationships, through which people were able to demonstrate their ability to
mutually adopt, embrace, and fulfill the needs of one’s others, taking other’s needs as a shared
end, and not merely a mean toward fulfilling one’s own ends. These were sites through which
trust and respect emerged. In this context, social standing was mediated by ongoing forms of

social interaction, and less through extra-local relationships with state institution.

6. Social Existence, Legal Documents, and the State

Up to this point, the state had a relatively limited presence in the posseiros’ lives, at least in the
first half of the 20™ century. This situation appears to have been partly owed to the sheer friction
of distance, which simultaneously limited people’s ability to access the state and the state’s
ability to take hold of social life. Furthermore, the move to the hills, as was suggested in the
previous chapter, might have also been a deliberate effort to avoid any claims that the state might
make upon people. Social interaction, “contracts,” and promise making, instead of being backed
by the coercive power of the state, were reckoned intersubjectively and backed by different

122 In the absence of more detailed grammatical analysis, | will provisionally suggest that these two sense of
“interest” roughly correspond to the relevant auxiliary verbs, ter (to have) and estar (to be), that accompany an
interesse (interest).

123 This is not to deny, as has already been discussed above, that many people participating in an adjunte did not
look forward to the festivities that followed the completion of work.
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forms of vulnerability, such as the threat of having a tarnished “word” and becoming ostracized,
or even the possible threat of black magic.

6a. Birth Certificates & the State

For the posseiro families, personal identity and social standing was not reckoned through
the legal documents that are almost ubiquitous today, which include birth certificates (certiddes
de nascimento), social security cards (CPFs), identification cards or registers (registros de
identidade), work cards (carteiras de trabalho), voter cards (titulo de eleitor), among others. If
someone did have a birth certificate, these were often sought out years after they were born.
Consequently, if you ask someone how old they are, a common question in response would be to
ask if you wanted to know their age in “real” terms or if you were asking their age as it is
recorded “on the document” (no documento, i.e. the birth certificate). Gilberto, for example,
explained to me that: “My age today, | am—I’m 63 according to my document.”?* It is not
uncommon for there to be discrepancies of a couple years between a person’s actual and legal
age.

The inaccessibility of legal documents was partly owed to the sheer amount of time,
distance, and effort required to access the necessary bureaucratic institutions. An older man
named Sebastido explained that in his youth, it took at least one full day of travel to arrive at the
nearest cartorio (registry, or notary office) in the town of Taperod, where documents such as
birth certificates or land sale receipts could be made. Sebastido’s father would pack a sack of
farinha to eat while on the road, and, before leaving, his father would say to his wife: “Woman, |
don’t know when I will arrive.”*?® Sebastido explained that his father would leave town at five
in the morning, only to return in the afternoon the next day.**® This trek was mostly done on

foot. Occasionally, trucks and jeeps might pass through the road, but “it took a lot of work to get

124 «A minha idade hoje eu to—eu to com 63, no documento.”

125 «“‘Muler, ndo sei quando eu chego.””

126 This would be like driving from Ann Arbor to Washington D.C. to get a sales receipt notarized in the afternoon,
and then making the return trip the very next day.
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people to climb on top—they were afraid [of the cars].” Other people reported that one could

walk “four or five days” before reaching a location where a birth certificate could be made.*?’
The mere friction of distance required to arrive at the regional registry is to say nothing of

the “friction” of bureaucratic mechanisms themselves. Sebastido describes a typical attempt of

trying to prepare a document at the registry:

When you arrive there they say:

“Oh, you didn’t go to the forum!”

And when you go [to the forum, they say]:

“Oh boy—okay, the document is missing this and missing that, and you’ll need to get
another document,” and so on.

So the person is just dancing [about].*?

6b. Avoiding the State

While the friction of both distance and bureaucracy hindered access to legal documents
even if they were desired, in other historical periods documents such as birth certificates might
have been deliberately avoided. One man named Cezar explained that as a result of a war with
Paraguay,® his parents and others of their generation actively avoided acquiring birth
certificates for their children so as to avoid conscription. During that interview, | asked Cezar

his age, and he explained that the answer depended:

127

Fn324.
128 “Quando chega 14://*Ah, ndo foi no froris!’//Quando chega 14:/*Ah rapaz, t4 o documento fartou isso, fartou
aquilo ai, agora precisa fazer outro documento,” e coisa.//Ai a pessoa fica dangano.”
129 Cezar may be referring to the Paraguayan War, or the War of the Triple Alliance, which occurred between 1864
and 1870.
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I never had a birthday, no. Because of the document [birth certificate]. At that time, to
get a document—my document was never correct. | was born in September 1929. When
we went to Valenca to get our identification, and the man put down December 1929. In

other words, he added three or four months.**°

I asked him how old he was when he got his birth certificate:

When did | get my birth certificate? | don’t remember anymore. It was my father who
got it, maybe when I was one or two years old...At that time, it was hard [to get
documents] because of the war with Paraguay. [Parents] didn’t get documents for their
children, they just wrote it down in a book. When someone turned 15—16—17 years
old, [they] were called to war. That’s why they didn’t [birth certificates]...so that they
wouldn’t be called [to war]. There were many who went—who were called to war—and

they never came back. There were many who went, and didn’t return.®*

He explained that an uncle of his had been sent to fight in a war, and had never returned. In
some cases, then, explicitly avoiding legal documents might have been done with a view toward
avoiding military conscription. Many people born into this generation might not have acquired
documents such as birth certificates until they were adults, when many people were drawn into
formal wage labor on plantations that required legal identification in order to grant authorization

to work, as will be seen in Chapter 10, Section 2e.'

6¢. Documents and Social Existence

130 “Nunca fiz aniversario ndo, porque, por causa do documento. Naquela época, tirar documento—o documento
nunca ficou certo. Eu nasci em Setembro de 1929. Ai, a gente foi tirar a identidade em Valenca, 0, 0, 0 senhor
botou em Dezembro de 1929. Quer dizer que aumentou mais trés més, quatro més, né?”

B« certiddo quando, quando eu tava? Eu nem lembro mais. Foi meu pai que fez, parece que eu tava com 1 ano
até 2 ano de nascido...Naquele tempo era dificil por causa da guerra de Paraguai. Nao tirava os documento do filho,
s6 botava no livro. A pessoa tinha 15, 16, 17 ano, ia chamado pa guerra, né? Por isso que num botava...pra nao ir
chamado. Tem muita gente que foi—foi chamado pra—pa guerra e—e néo vortou mais. Teve muito que foi e ndo
vortou.”

32 En107.
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As Damiéo had suggested in the narrative in Chapter 1, Section 2a, it was precisely
because the posseiros did not have legal documents that they were viewed as living like
“indians” or “animals” in the woods. In that same interview, in Damido’s conversation with me

and Murilo, he had painted a contrast to the present period:

| pay my taxes every year. | HAVE A DOCUMENT. | EXIST! And the people in the old days,
Murilo, they didn’t exist!**®

The posseiros did not exist, in this view, not merely because they neither paid taxes, nor had any
(or few) documents, but also because they were not recognized from the standpoint of the state.
In local cosmology, then, to be an “animal” or an “indian” in the woods was at least partly
understood as existing outside the sphere of the state, or from that latter standpoint, to have no
existence at all.

In the interview with Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué, they offered an identical retrospective

account of their childhood:

[Gilberto]: ~ We weren’t raised much hunting with shotguns, but when it came to
setting up snares, hunting with dogs—[we did all of that] to make our
living, to [be able to] eat.

I asked them what they hunted, and the explained:

[Gilberto]:  Any animal!

[Alonso]: Even if a jaguar came, we’d catch it! We were indians—we were indians!

If it came nearby, we caught it.

[Josué]: Any animal that we came across when we went into the forest, whatever

animal—

133 “pPorque eu pago imposto todo ano. EU TENHO DOCUMENTO. EU Ix1sTO! E o0 povo de antigamente ndo ixistia
Murilo.”
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[Alonso]: We were indians.

[Josué]: A kind of indian, wasn’t it?

[Gilberto]: ~ We lived as a kind of indian here in the forest. Always walking with our
bare feet on the ground, we didn’t have that business of wearing anything
[on our feet]. | think the indians today are wearing [shoes] today,

no?...So, you see? We didn’t have none of that, no.

6d. Strands of Hair, Contract, & Trust

Although many of the posseiros did not have legal personal documents—as was also the
case with slaves, as Dami&o noted in his earlier narrative—or at least documents were hard to
come by, personality could be objectified and intersubjectively recognized in other ways. For
example, one of the most significant ways in which various forms of social coordination—as in
the exchange of work—were regulated was by means of an emergent relational property called
“trust,” or confianca. In the early years, respect and trust were interrelated, and this allowed for
the security of person and personal goods alike. Seu Pedrinho provided some interesting

reflections on the status of trust in this period:

Those people that | knew at that time—this is some sixty five years ago now—there was
a clove fazendeiro—the only person who had planted clove. He sold his cloves, put [the
money] in his bag, and would even announce:

“There’s money here [in this bag].”***

34«0 povo naquela época eu conheci—isso tem sessenta e cinco ano aqui dento—tinha um fazendeiro de cravo—é
s6 quem tinha o cravo. Ele vendia o cravo, botava na capanga, ainda dizia://*Aqui tem dinheiro.””
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Seu Pedrinho explained that after people sold their harvests and had some money, some people
might squander some of that money drinking cachaga or even visiting the brothels in town. For
some people, then, the return trip home might be undertaken while drunk. Sometimes, Seu

Pedrinho explained, one of these people might pass out along the road:

They’d fall down drunk along the road—sleep on the ground, on the road—and nobody

robbed him...Nobody touched his money.**®

In this reckoning of the past, people did not touch or take what was not theirs. Trust and respect
served the same end as the forest in negating certain kinds of transgressive relationships; but,
trust and respect, as immaterial dimensions of relationships, obviated the need for the material
forcefulness that the forest imposed through its brute form of inchoate respect—through the
prospect that one could lose “half one’s skin” in the forest. This allowed social life to grow in
novel ways that no longer required a forceful separation from the other.

One of the crucial mediums for effecting contracts or agreements based upon trust and
respect was through having a veridical (or truth-telling) word—of being able to “give one’s
word” and to have it trusted in relations of social distance, or involving transactions of greater
value. Those people whose “word” ceased to be recognized as truthful and trustworthy risked
being ostracized and cut off from social relationships. The potential for losing one’s “word”
meant risking various forms of social and physical vulnerability in the hills, and so the need to
maintain one’s word could be motivated by risks that did not require the “backing” or force of
the state. Beyond having a trustworthy word, another means of negotiating high-stakes
exchanges might involve the exchange of physical mediums through which persons could be

recognized and agreements could be enforced. Sebastido and Augusto explained:

In the old days—in my day, and [Augusto’s] day, and my father’s [day]—"*°

He pauses to make a brief parenthetical comment on the relationship he had with his deceased
father: “Mly father talked a lot with me. Today, he talks with God.”**" (By the time of this

135 «Cafa na istrada bébado, dormia no chéo, nas istradas, ninguém robava. Ninguem pegava o dinheiro dele.”
136 « Aptigamente no meu tempo, e dele aqui, e de meu pai—”
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writing, Sebastido has also passed, and he is very likely engaged in ongoing conversations both
with his father and with God.) Sebastido continues with his example:

Let’s say [my father] went and bought a bit of land...marked it like this.

“See, here to there, this from here to there is yours.”

And he sold it to that other person. That other person came [to get the land], and what

was the document? The document was like this, see!*®

Sebastido points to the beard whiskers on his face:

A strand of hair.

[The buyer] removed a whisker from his beard and gave it to [the seller as a promise of
future payment]. On the day that [the buyer] came to make the whole payment, [the
seller] brought the beard whisker along. The [seller] who took the whisker kept it in a
trunk so that it wouldn’t get lost. If he lost it, he wouldn’t receive the money for the land
or any other product that he sold. So [the seller] would go home and put it into a trunk
that same day. Thirty days passed, or two or three months, ninety days. Then, on the day
that the [buyer] came—he would make farinha and work hard to make the money [owed].
Then when [the buyer] gathered all of the money together, he returned [to the seller, and
asked]:

“Where is my beard whisker?”

When [the seller] presented the whisker [the buyer handed over the money]:

“Take it, here is all your money.”*

137 “Meu pai conversou muito, agora hoje converse com Deus.”
138 “Ele chegava comprava uma érea de terra...que marcava assim.//“Isso daqui pa |4, daqui pa 14 é seu.”//Af vendia
aquele outro. Aquele outro vinha e como era documento? Documento era aqui, 6!”
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As he narrated the story, Sebastido rubs his hands together—as though washing them—to
indicate that they were relieved from the debt. Relived of the debt, and successfully transacting,
both parties were given a demonstrative example of their mutual trustworthiness that would
bolster future exchanges and relationships. In order to clarify this kind of exchange, 1 ask about
the significance of the strand of hair:

[Jonathan]:  So, in this case, a strand of hair was a sort of promise (compromisso)?

[Sebastido]: It was a document.

[Augusto]: It was a promise. *°

So offering a beard whisker served as a sort of promissory note—trust in an objectified form—

one’s word in an objectified form:

Now, these were men of their word. With that strand of hair, they neither strayed here
nor there. They stayed on the right path. Because back in those days, there were men of
their word...Today—I don’t mean to speak poorly of everybody—but not everyone has a

word.
They come mark a property line here. But tomorrow it’s over there. Tomorrow it’s over
there. Then tomorrow over there. So they neither make boundaries, nor let others make

them.

In the old days, if you said it’s here, that’s where it really was.**

139 “Fio do cabelo.//Tirava o fio do cabelo da barba e dava aquele camarada. No dia que ele viesse pra fazer o
pagamento todo, ele levava o fio do cabelo. Ai quem pegava o fio do cabelo botava em casa guardava dentro da
mala pa ndo perder. Se ele perdesse, ele ndo ia receber o dinheiro da terra ou qualquer mercadoria que vendesse. Ai
chegava em casa botava dentro da mala no dia. Passava 30 dia, ou dois ou trés, ou 90 dias. No dia que ele vinha
la—ia fazer farinha e lutava por riba de tudo pa fazer aquele dinheiro. Que ele fizesse aquele dinheiro ele
vinha://*Cadé meu fio de cabelo?’//Quando ele dava o fio de cabelo://*Toma aqui seu dinheiro todo.””

140 «jonathan: Entdo, no caso, um fio de cabelo era um tipo compromisso?//Sebastido: Era um
documento.//Augusto: Era um compromisso.”
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So in this retrospective account, there was a sort of precision of contract and, in the example
given, both in making agreements, which entailed specific forms of action and boundaries of
action, or, in making property boundaries. This precision rested on people having, and keeping
their word, or what a man named Adonias will later described as people having “limits.”**
Someone who always held true to their word was considered to be trustworthy (de confianca).
To be trustworthy was a predicate that inhered in one’s name. To be untrustworthy was to be
considered “false” (falso), as will be discussed later as a dimension of “namehood.”**?

As Sebastido had pointed out, giving a strand of one’s hair was not done in cases of small
acts of giving, where mutual social recognition and an ethic of generosity kept social
relationships balanced. Instead, he pointed out, strands of hair were used for the exchange of
more valuable goods and larger amounts of money; transactions in which either social distance
was greater, or the potential for the loss of value was possibly more disastrous. The strand of
hair was a more elaborate form of trust in an objectified form, which helped mitigate the risks of
lies, falsehood, and bad faith.

While legal documents backed by the power of the state were not easily acquired, other
kinds of material objects like strands of hair served as ready medium for contracting and
promise-making. In this case, the strand of hair was a sort of analogue to a legal promissory note
that is used in short or long-term exchange contracts. In these cases, this veridicality of one’s
“word” was bolstered by an external force that was immanent in the strand of hair. Literally
offering a part of one’s physical body as a promissory note, or a sign promising future payment,
involved an important commitment. If the contract was not properly executed and payment was
not made, the owner of the bear hair might be exposed to the possibility of macumba, or black
magic, which works through the causal tie that holds between the dismembered body part and the
person from which it originated.*** Once the contract was concluded, the bear whisker was

returned to its owner and the risk removed.

11 «Af agora, os homens tinha palavra. Ai por aquele fio de cabelo, ele ndo entrava nem pé l4, nem pa ca. Ficava na
divisa certa. Que antigamente tinha homem de palavra...Hoje—n&o agravando todos—nao é todos que é de
palavra.//Vem marca uma divisa aqui. Amenhé té ali. Amenha taali. Amenha ta ali. Ai nem faz, nem deixa 0s
outros fazer.//Antigamente, se dissesse é aqui, é aqui mesmo.”

142 See Chapter 6, Section 3.

193 See Chapter 8, Section 4, 5, and 8.

441 owe my reading of this form of contract to always enlightening conversations with John Thiels.
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Now, [in those times] you had to respect the beard whisker. But today, nobody cares

about that anymore.
The reason for this is that the paper document surpassed the word and the strand of hair.

In the time of my father, there was only the “word” of the strand of hair. Afterward,
when we learned to raise ourselves as people, that was when they started moving onto
paper...Now things are coming out on paper, but in the old days it was the word...In the
old days, the man who spoke [his word], it was really spoke. The man in the old days

who gave his word, it really was given.**®

7. Landholdings, Boundaries & Objectification

Landholdings and property relations, as with other dimensions of social interaction, were
similarly mediated by intersubjective recognition, as well as specific interactions with the
environment. Laboring or working upon the land established a claim to land. While social
relations appear to have been dominated by men, women were also recognized as potential
claimants to property because women, like men, also worked. The presence of the state in these
relationships was similarly limited in the context of property relations. Instead of being
grounded in legal documents and land titles, property was grounded in the same kind of “trust”

that afforded people a good and trustworthy “word.”

7a. Land, Labor, and Mutual Attention

As Damido had reported in the previous chapter, landholdings were demarcated by

mutual agreement that build upon mutual attention that was guided by forms of indexical

1% “Na vez de meu pai, s existia mesmo as palavras do fio do cabelo. Adepois que agente pegou a se criar por
gente foi que pegaram passar papé...E que agora ta saindo o papé, mas antigamente era palavra...E antigamente o
homem que dissesse tava dito, tava dito mesmo. O homem antigamente que desse uma palavra tava dado mesmo.”
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(attention-drawing) pointing to various features of the natural landscape like large trees, rivers,
or hills. Specific kinds of trees like the castanheira or castanha do reino trees were planted as
boundary markers, and where these may have been encountered, one might anticipate the
boundary of another’s roca.**® In many respects, the boundaries of landholdings were
determined by the space of one’s activity, where one worked and planted.

»147 -

Augusto suggested that each posseiro would “cut out a clearing”™"" in the forest, and by

that transformative activity, declare it as their own space:

“I made [a clearing] inside the forest—from here to here is mine.”

Another [person says]: “From here to here is mine.” Another: “From here to here is

mine.” Another: “From here to here is mine.”

And it was all divided up.*®

The declaration of “mine”-ness had to be preceded by an actual transformation of the forest, and
the declaration was made to others, such that each person knew what belonged to each other
person. As such:

Each person governed a piece of wild forest—they governed an endless world of forest—

they governed there. Without having any documents at all.**°

Referring to “documents,” Augusto means legally recognizable land titles that many of the
posseiros did not possess. Instead, a similar kind of respect that was immanent in exchanges
based upon trust was immanent in the recognition of boundaries. In this way, despite having no

documents, the posseiros recognized one another’s presence:

146 This was reported to me by a man named Francisco, who was born in the region in 1931. Fn312.

147 «“Batia uma picada.”

148 «Fjz na mata adentro—daqui pa ca é meu.’//Outro: ‘Daqui p4 ca é meu.” Outro: ‘Daqui pa ca é meu.” Outro:
‘Daqui pa ca € meu.’//Ai ficava tudo dividido.”

149 «Cada um governava um pedaco de mata braba—governava um mundo sem fim de mata, governava. Sem ter
documento nenhum.”
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They respected one another. They didn’t try to invade the other’s yard.*

A man named Adonias, who had migrated to the region from the sertédo, explained how
landholdings were reckoned in that region during his youth. He explained that his parents owned
a small plot of land there, and | had asked how many hectares it was in size. Adonias replied by
implying that my question presupposed too much:

There at that time, up until the time of my parents, we didn’t have limits...You just
showed up here, put in a ro¢a, and from there you went expanding. Today here,
tomorrow there, and that’s where you died. When the father passed away—([when the
father] died, it was left for the children. When the children passed away, it was left for

the grandchildren—it was always like that. There, we didn’t have limits—">*

What Adonias meant here by “limits” were precise (state recognized) land measurements, though
which one might calculate (in rectilinear fashion) the precise dimensions and size of a
landholding. Land ownership was based upon the sites of dwelling, and the activity of “putting
in” (botando) rocas. | asked Adonias if there was any form of land divisions (divisas) with the
neighbors:

[Adonias]: No, no—there wasn’t any division [of the land], no.

[Jonathan]:  Oh really? But so how did that work, then?

[Adonias]: ~ Well, because there the land—it belonged to the government... There were
no owners there. The owner is when | showed up here and put in a roca.
You showed up [in the area] and perhaps—we’d put in another roca up
ahead. And so, from there to there, you governed that area. And from

there to here, | governed—I’d say:

130 «Af respeitava um o outro. N&o invadia o quintal do outro.”

151 «|_4 nessa época, até a época de meus pais, n6s no tinha limites...Era, chegava aqui botava uma roca aqui e ai ia
aumentando. Hoje aqui, amanha ali e ali morria. Morria pai—morria, ficava p’os fio. Os fio morria e ficava p’o0s
netos—e ai sempre naquele. La nods néo tinha limite.”
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“See, my boundary is there—there—there!”

There weren’t any limits. There weren’t any limits.*

At this point, | began to see that he understood ownership in terms of active occupation and use
of land—something like John Locke’s labor theory of property. In order to be sure, | attempted
to elicit the logic of land tenure by providing an antecedent, to which Adonias, almost as a reflex,

immediately states the consequent:
[Jonathan]:  So, whoever put in a roga—
[Adonias]:  —was the owner.™>
Seeing that | was attempting to understand the logic, Adonias clarifies the problem further:
Let’s say, for example, it’s that word “baldio.”*>*
The term baldio can be translated as “vacant.” In this context, it would refer to any land that has
been abandoned or left uncultivated, but it can also refer to any building that has fallen out of use
and into a state of disrepair:
“Vacant”—because vacant doesn’t have an owner. It’s mine, it’s your—it’s wherever
you showed up, sat down—you’re shacked up there. Because the land is vacant and

doesn’t have—doesn’t have—a limit.

| arrived—I start—start working here—from here you’d go ALL THE WAY [UP THERE]—'*°

152 «A: No, ndo—ndo tinha divisao, ndo.//J: E mesmo? Mas como é que funcionava isso?//A: Porque 14 é
terreno—é terreno do governo...Ai |4 ninguém tinha dono. O dono é que eu chegava e botava uma roga aqui. Voce
chegava e as vezes—se a galera botava outra roca la na frente. Entdo, dali pra I, o senhor governava. E dali pra, ca
eu governava até—disse://*O, minha divisa é la—la—Ia.’//Naquele—n#&o tinha limite. NAo tinha limite.””

153 «J: Ento, quem botava a roca—//A: —era 0 dono.”

154 «\samos dizer assim, é aquela palavra ‘baldio.””
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The intonation in his voice rises at the end of this statement, by which he means to indicate some
position at a distance. As the distance widens, so, too, does the physical space that he has
transformed by his work.**® The distance between here and there, in that case, is the space
occupied by his work, and consequently the physical space upon which he has a claim. This
claim extended as far as he was able to work, or until you reached another person’s landholding:

And sometimes you’d run into another neighbor. So, you there: “See, mine is out there,

over there and over there.” There was no limit.*®’

Adonias may appear to be contradicting himself. On the one hand, he is asserting that there were
no property boundaries—or what he is calling limites, or “limits"—by which he can be
understood to mean legal, state-recognized property boundaries. On the other hand, he is
suggesting rather precise criteria through which the boundaries of land claims could be
determined and coordinated among neighbors. In this context, the origination of property and
the extent of one’s claim is constituted by one’s labor activity, and specifically through all of the
various work tasks that are required to prepare and plant a roga. There are also elements of
merely dwelling, residing, sitting down,™® or being “shacked up” in a place, but sitting down or
shacking up in a place would only establish a claim to precisely those spaces over which one’s

shack extended.**®

155 «E “paldio’ porque baldio ndo tem dono. E meu, é seu—é aonde voce chegou, sentou—ali voce ta arranchado.

Porque o terreno é baldio e ndo tem—nao tem assim—Iimite.//Eu chegava—comega—comeca aqui, aqui voce ia

ATE—"

158 Notice, however, the shift in pronoun in the previous statement from and “I” to a “you,” as Adonias

schematically describes the unfolding work. While this may be a wholly accidental switch, it does have the

felicitous effect of showing that the work of creating a property claim is not an activity that is reserved for just one

person (“1”), but is an activity that is open to others (“you™).

57 «E 3s vezes ja encontrar o outro vizinho. Entéo, voce ai: ‘O, o meu é por 14, por 14, por l4.” N&o tinha limite.”

158 In a fascinating comment on the idiom of “sitting” across various cultural contexts, Michael Jackson notes that

the German words for “property” and “possession,” besitz, is derived from the German verb “to sit,” or sitzen:
“All over the world, people objectify their sense of being and belonging in images of place. Among the
Kuranko, for instance, neighbors are known as siginyorgonu, literally ‘people with whom one sits.” In German
the word for property, besitzen, is derived from the verb ‘to sit upon,” a possible allusion to the fact that human
beings are sitting animals whose specialized anatomy enables us to define territorial rights through squatting or
sitting. This is why we speak of the seat of power, and why in so many societies stools, chairs, and thrones are
made symbols of authority. Warlpiri people sometimes refer to themselves by saying ‘Walyangka karnalu
nyina,” which means, ‘We sit on the ground.” [Jackson 1995:19]

159 perhaps merely standing in place (say, standing in a park) represent a “basic” or “original” form of property, in

this context to be understood as an individual’s claim to occupy a particular space. If someone is physically
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A second and perhaps more important dimension of this form of property is an
intersubjective element that builds off of the use of attention-directing indexical markers of the
form: “l worked here. You worked there.” The success of these indexical markers presupposed
both the identifiability and recognition of another having labored in or occupied a particular
place, and this means being able to account for (i.e. tell a story about) a series of activities that
occurred over time in a particular place, whether that activity was the solitary or jointly
undertaken activity of putting in a roca. With the recognition of having labored somewhere
being granted, the rest of the work of reckoning boundaries was performed by pointing out the
marks of one’s transformative labor in an interactional situation. Adonias demonstrated what

this might look like:

The owner is when | showed up here and put in a roca. You showed up [in the area] and
perhaps—say we’d put in another roca up ahead. And so, from there to there, you
governed that area. And from there to here, | governed—I°d say:

“See, my boundary is there—there—there!”*®

The interaction in this imagined scenario is mediated by various (triadic) relations, that is,
relations involving at least three interacting things. First, there is the stretch of land where you
show up and begin working, and the stretch of land where | show up and begin working. These
stretches of land are constituted by precisely those spaces where you and | worked, respectively.
So the stretch of land that accrues to me and to you is mediated by our respective activity upon a
stretch of land. As neighbors, however, we also recognize that the other has worked in order to

occupying a space by standing there, and another person comes along and simply pushes them out of that space so
that they could stand there in their stead, this could be viewed as a transgression against the former person’s right to
occupy a particular stretch of ground by the very fact of being embodied. Different forms of social spatial
segregation would seem to require the historical elaboration of different social institutions. This idea could be
related to the old notions of “original” property in Grotius’ discussion of the “original suum,” which had a distinct
influence on Locke’s theory of possession. If, according to Grotius, the original suum included the physical body,
and if the body necessarily and only exists in space, then it might follow that the person necessarily has a right to the
space in which the body necessarily resides. See Olivecrona (1974) for a discussion of the idea of an “original
suum” and Grotius’s influence on Locke.

180« dono é que eu chegava e botava uma roca aqui. Voce chegava e as vezes—se a galera botava outra roca |4 na
frente. Entdo, dali pra 14, o senhor governava. E dali pra c4 eu governava até—disse://*O, minha divisa é l&—Ila—
la’”
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constitute that stretch of land, and so the relationship between a person, their activity, and a
stretch of land is further mediated by a neighbor recognizing that set of relationships.
Furthermore, Adonias’s account points to the possibility that we might work together in
establishing our respective landholdings. In his imagined account, when “you” show up with the
aim of cultivating the land, he does not say that you do the work in order to govern your piece of
land. Rather, the laboring subject is a form of a “we” (a galera) which could be translated as

“the group”:

Maybe you showed up [in the area]—Iet’s say we (a galera) put in another roga up

ahead.'®!

In other words, “we” help each other establish the respective spheres of our claims through the
exercise of a “we” that does not eliminate or conflate the “I”” and the “you.” By helping one
another, people clarify the relative spaces of “I”” and “you,” and by successfully performing a
“we,” people establish the possibility of a further “we” in future joint action.*®?

Adonias’s example, very similar to Damido’s account of posseiro property in Chapter 1,
Section 2, suggests some practical continuity in property relations across different regions of
Bahia. In these accounts, property was similarly intersubjective, reciprocal, and directly tied to
the recognition of persons and their activity. This is different from other notions of “absolute”
property in which, once a property claim in land has been established, the owner might never
again visit their property but still their claim remains absolute, valid, and intact.'®®* This appears
to eliminate both the active dimension, as well as the intersubjective dimension of property that

is implicit even in Locke’s account of the labor theory of property.*®

161 “\/oce chegava e as vezes—se a galera botava outra roga 1a na frente.”

1821 actual practice, maintaining these boundaries would require ongoing social interaction and sustained
familiarity, and it is easy to imagine this process becoming contentious and messy. In Chapter 5, | examine some
cases where these boundaries were violated, both among posseiros themselves and among land grabbers.

163 Robert Nozick (1974), for example, defends a notion of what might be called absolute property.

184 For Locke, the recognition of property is above all recognition of persons, and specifically the extension of
personhood in space, beyond the space that is occupied by the body. Locke is building here upon Grotius’s notion
of the “original suum,” or each person’s “original” spheres of property, which included life, limb, liberty, as well as
honor and reputation (see Olivecrona 1974).
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7b. Land, Gender, and Property

These abstract considerations about property, as the pertaining to the recognition of
“persons,” raises important questions about just what kinds of persons could stake claims to
property. We have already seen that the notion of property operative in this context appears to
be based upon claims that are closer to something like a Lockean labor theory of property, rather
than claims to land based upon precise rectilinear measurements. The locations through which
people’s productive activities and dwellings extended—or could be expected to extend in the
foreseeable future, as manioc cultivation was carried out through a swidden system of
agriculture'®—were subject to property claims. Such claims are glossed in terms of claims to a
roca, which is potentially separable from claims to the land, as was the case with slave provision
grounds in the period before abolition.

In the discussion of gender in the context of work parties, we have already seen that
women like Anténia and Alvina were not only active as laborers outside of domestic activities,
but they were also able to make claims to property in the form of rogas. This was seen, for
example, in Alvina’s discussion of herself as host to a work party on what she took to be her own
roca. This is important evidence that suggests a relative equality in men’s and women’s ability
to claim both the fruits of their labor as well as the spaces in which that labor occurred.

Another example from Alvina’s narrative both affirms the claim-making capacity that
women might exercise, but also suggests ways in which adult males might have attempted to

control women’s access to land.*®® After her first husband had died, and she migrated to the

165 See Chapter 2, Section 3a.
166 Mahony (1996:15) notes that from a legal standpoint, women and men alike were legally entitled to property
claims in terms of inheritance:
“In Brazil women inherited property equally with men, and they did not lose their property rights, at least
formally, at marriage, although while living their husbands could exercise conjugal authority over their
property. Still, married couples held property jointly and it was equally divided at the death of one of the
spouses.”
Mahony provides evidence that women in the central cacao zone, in the frontier west of IIhéus, could be party to
property claims in the 19" century. Citing a Portuguese immigrant who, in 1871, had claimed legal possession to a
stretch of land that encompassed the holdings of 19 squatter families, Mahony explained that in the court case that
ensued, seven of the 19 plaintiffs were women of humble origins: “Of the 19 farmers listed in the survey, 12 of
them were people whose last names were not listed, suggesting that they were extremely humble people, probably of
mixed race. Of those 12, 7 were women farming cacao” (1996:311). This suggests that women were not only
legally entitled to making property claims, but that such claims might have also been recognized in actual practice.
Attempts to control land, as will be seen in the present example, should not be thought of as exclusively aimed
at controlling women’s access to land, but also children’s (future) claims, and perhaps other men’s claims as well—
whether those men are kin or otherwise. See the first case presented in Chapter 5, Section 5 for another example.
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Ituberd region in search of a place to work and plant, Alvina eventually “married” (amasiar)
another man named Abel, whose family had land in the region.’®” Abel was chronically ill, and

Alvina and her children helped to care for him:
We watched over him because he had nobody to take care of him, so we cared for him.*®®

Over time, Abel developed a bond with one of Alvina’s sons, Artur. Consequently, Abel’s other
family members grew wary that Alvina, who must have proven to be a hard worker, might seek
to stake a claim of her own on the family’s lands.*®® One of Abel’s male relatives, in particular,
a man named lvo—the grandfather to the young man José, who was present for the
interview*"°—had grown suspicious that Alvina might seek to claim a piece of land through
working on it. Eventually, Ivo convinced Abel that Alvina was a usurper, and eventually Abel

sent her and her children away:

Well then, he left me because of the others, because of [José’s] grandfather. They said he
should take me away—he should leave me—to leave me, for otherwise | would take a

piece of the roca...And so [Abel] sent me away.*"

Time passed, and Abel grew sicker as his health deteriorated. Another man, one of Abel’s
neighbors, eventually advised him that he should ask Alvina to return. Alvina voiced the
conversation:

“Abel, you’d better fetch Dona Alvina, if not the vultures will eat you.”*"?

187 Here Alvina says: “amasiei” (from amasiar), which means that she simply moved in with her second husband,
rather than being legally married.

168 « A gente tomou conta dele que ele ndo tinha quem tomasse conta, nés tomemo.”

1%9 The fact that Alvina describes her relationship to Abel as “amasiado” rather than “casado” suggests one possible
motive for the suspicions expressed by Abel’s family: she was not fully part of the family, and her children were
not Abel’s own children. Furthermore, Alvina’s character as an especially hard-worker (who did not shun work on
the roga outside of the home) might have made her an especially threatening figure, insofar as she presented a
significant capacity to establish claims via her willingness to work and plant the land.

170 The relationship between Abel and José’s grandfather—whether they were brothers, cousins, or father and son—
is unclear in the narrative.

11 «Daf ele me deixou pu mode os outo, mode o avd desse. Ai disse pa me levar—pa me deixar—me deixar sendo
eu tomava um pedagco de roca...Ai, ele me dispachou.”

172 “Ej Abel, vai buscar dona Alvina, sendo os arubu te come.”
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Abel sent a message to Alvina, and her son Artur went to see him. After seeing Abel’s
condition, Artur went into town to buy him some food, and then returned to Abel’s home to
prepare the food for him to eat. Afterwards, Alvina’s son returned home late that night to speak

with his mother. She recalled their conversation:

[Alvina]: “Artur, you’re arriving home at this hour, my son. What was it that you
were doing?”
[Artur]: “Oh mother, I went by there and | saw Abel going hungry, mother. When

I had come from town, mother, | stopped by there—you see mother, |
brought him a little bit of food, mother. | brought a kilo—a half kilo of
meat for the old man, mother. Oh mother, you need to see the condition

that the old man is in.”*"®

Abel and his family had sent a message through Artur to ask Alvina to return. When Artur

delivered the message, Alvina recalled her initial angry response:

| say: “I’M NOT GOING TO GO THERE SO THAT WHEN | SHOW UP, ALL | CAN DO IS

JUST STARE AT THE GROUND AND NOT WORK.”

[Abel] had sent word: “You can work wherever you want.”

Well, my boy, when | showed up there, the house was already covered in weeds. | drew

out my machete, and | cleaned up the house in the middle of that roga.™

173 «Alvina: “Artur, uma hora dessa meu fio é que tu vem chegano. O que foi que tu fez?’//Artur: ‘O mamde, eu
passei por 14 vi seu Abel com fome mamae. Eu quando eu vim da rua mamae, eu cheguei 1&—6 mamae, eu truxe
um de comerzinho mamée. Truxe um quilo—meio quilo de carne mamée pu véiu. O mamée, s6 que a senhora vé de
que jetho ta o véiu.””

174 «Ey digo: ‘Eu ndo vou ndo pa quando chegar I4 ta olhano pa terra e ndo trabalhar.’//Af ele mandou dizer: ‘Que
eu trabalhasse adonde eu quisesse.’//Ai meu fio, quando eu cheguei ¢4 a casa tava ja dento do mato. Eu meti o facdo
e botei a casa no meio da roga.”
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While this case clearly demonstrates that women like Alvina were capable of staking property
claims through planting rogas, it also illustrates ways in which men like Ivo might have sought to
regulate women’s and others’ access to land. Alvina’s problems did not stop after she returned
to care for Abel. After Abel eventually passed away some time later, his male relative Ivo
eventually sought to sell the lands where she had already planted some of her rogas. | explore
this episode in the next Chapter 4, Section 7d, and later in Chapter 10, Section 4b, where I finally
explore the ways in which Alvina was able to ground her claims to her plants (and the land that

they stood upon) by appeal to new provisions in the law.

7c. Land, Trust as a “Document,” and the Appearance of the State

As has been seen, property claims in this context were regulated by a sense for the spaces
occupied by one’s others, the places where they dwelled and carried on their life-giving activity.
While markers on the landscape might have been part of reckoning property (such as rivers, hills,
or trees, which might have been planted or perhaps already been in place), property was not
objectified by rectilinear property boundaries or cadastral mapping, which may have
differentiated the posseiros in this region from smallholding cacao farmers that Anthony Leeds

described in the central cacao lands.!™

17> See the evidence presented by Leeds in Section 2a above, especially footnote 22. Leeds reported that
smallholding cacao farmers in the central cacao lands were distinguished by whether or not they had legal title to
their land. Those smallholders that had legal title to their land were referred to as burareiros, whereas those who did
not have title were referred to as rogeiros, and whether or not a small cacao farmer had title affected the rate at
which they were taxed. Although they did not have title to their land, some of the roceiros did have a “measurement
of the land” (Leeds 1957:228) upon which they squatted, and this served as a sort of guarantee (however tenuous)
against trespass. For the Dendé Coast region, | have not found any evidence from oral historical sources that any of
the posseiros controlled what might be called land “title” (titulo) and no reports of having any land “measurements,”
although some families such as Seu Pedrinho’s, as will be seen below, reported having a “deed” (escritura) to their
land. The legal status of those “deeds”—whether or not they were drawn up and exchanged informally, or officially
notarized—is unclear and calls for further research in local notary offices and archives.

If, as a quantitative matter, it might be the case that most of the posseiro families in the Dendé Coast region
neither had legal documents nor land measurements, as many people seem to recollect, this difference from the
central cacao lands might be partly owed to the fact that the violent consolidation of land that will be described in
Chapters 4 and 5 had already occurred in the central cacao lands several decades prior at the beginning of the 20"
century. By the time Anthony Leeds had done his field work, many of the small cacao farmers in that region would
have been acutely familiar with the various means of dispossession employed by land grabbers, and this, in turn,
might have motivated small cacao farmers to acquire whatever legal means were available to them (e.g. land titles
and measurements) to help protect their landholdings. The land grabs in the Dendé Coast, as will be seen in
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Trust and respect were essential elements to this sense of property. In an unrecorded
stretch of my conversation with Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué,'”® I was trying to clarify how
posseiro families reckoned landholdings, and | had asked them about the kinds of documents
(documentos) the posseiros may or may not have had: “What was the document at that time?”
Alonso responded with a single word: “Trust.”*"" In his assertion, trust was not merely viewed
as an equivalent or analogue to a “document,” but as a kind of document itself. Later in our
recorded conversation, | again asked the brothers to elaborate how each posseiro family knew

where their neighbor’s landholdings were located. Alonso and Gilberto replied together:

[Alonso]: They knew—the extremity—the extremity of the other. They knew where

their extremities were, right?'’®

[Gilberto]: Each one knew where [the division] was. From here to there, nobody
entered in the other’s [land]. Nobody entered onto the other’s [land].
They respected [one another]...Among the posseiros, everybody respected

one another.*”

By “extremities,” Alonso means the spatial extension of their rogas. | recalled the theme that
Alonso had introduced earlier—that the posseiro’s document was “trust” (confianga)—and they

elaborated:
[Alonso]: Right, exactly. It was trust. They trusted one another.*®
[Josué]: Right, trust.

[Gilberto]:  Trust—exactly—they trusted.'®*

subsequent chapters, occurred after the 1950s and intensified in the 1960s, and thus the importance of various legal

“documents” would have been violently impressed upon posseiros families in the region somewhat later.

178 | had forgotten to push the “record” button, although I had recorded the content of this conversation in my notes.
7743: O documento era o que na época?//A: Confianca.” Fn339.

178 “E sabia—o extremo—o extremo do outro. Sabia seus extremos onde era, né?”

179 «“Cada um sabia onde era. Dali pra 14 ninguém entrava no do outro. Ninguem entrava no do outro. Respeitava...A
parte de posseiro todos respeitava um ao outro.”

180 «g exato. Era confianga. Eles confiavam um no outro.”
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If, at least for some families, boundaries were vague and grounded in trust, and, in turn,
the respect that was necessary to upholding that trust meant not encroaching upon another’s land,
then Odebrecht’s appearance in Damido’s earlier narrative in Chapter 1 was a significant
moment. Through Odebrecht’s intervention, the state was able to forcibly introduce new ways of
reckoning property and new forms of “documentation.” In Damido’s narrative, Odebrecht and
his engineers had gone out measuring and “cutting pathways” (cortando rumos) in order to
render and objectify the forest according to rectilinear boundaries. Establishing boundaries in
this way portended a deepening relationship to the state that violated the intersubjective forms of
property that were grounded in activity, mutual trust, and respect. In other words, through
Odebrecht, the state suddenly appeared to the posseiros in a concrete, tangible, and transgressive
manner that left them with no retreat. This will be explored in greater depth in the following
Chapters 4 and 5.

7d. Land, Legal Documents, and the State

The extent to which posseiros in the Dendé Coast region controlled legal documents is
unclear, but most of the evidence suggests that few of the posseiro families in the hills had
legally recognized titles for the land they lived on. In the central cacao lands to the south, where
Leeds suggested that a number of the smallholding cacao farmers (burareiros and roceiros)
controlled some form of documentation for their landholdings, many of the families there did
not. Leeds noted:

[M]ost small establishment operators have no legal documents, other than the burareiros’
deeds and the rogeiros’ occasional measurement, which enable them to appear at law as
legal persons. Many are not even entered in the civil registry as being born, and are
legally nonexistent. Some are not entered in the tax lists. These persons are generally at
a legal disadvantage, especially when competing with a member of the employing class

over tenure of a piece of land. [Leeds 1957:290]

181 “E confianga.” “Confiar, exato, confiava.”
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There are several possible reasons for this lack of documentation, including high illiteracy
rates,’® impossible bureaucracies, and even likelihood that paper documents were probably
difficult to preserve, as they were (and continue to be) subject to humidity and weathering. More
importantly, some of the posseiro families may have well-founded reticence about engaging
with, and being engaged by, the state.’®® After all, unlike one’s neighbors, whose character and

word were subject to various forms of scrutiny and evaluation, the state’s “word” had very little
weight in actual practice. Indeed, as Barickman notes, legal land titles were often unreliable and

untrustworthy:

Bahians who held legal titles to land in the sparsely settled interior or along the southern
coast could expect little effective protection for their property rights from the Brazilian
State, which was particularly weak at the level of local government and all the more so in
frontier areas. Against usurpers and squatters, the State could rarely secure its own rights
to land that belonged to the public domain. [Barickman 1991:373]

Despite this, there is evidence that some of the posseiro families did exchange forms of paper
documentation that could serve to legitimize their claims in the legal sphere. For example, in
land transactions, some people reported that some posseiro families wrote up and exchanged
“receipts” (recibos), private “deeds” (escrituras), or contracts that could be registered with local
notary offices (cartorios) or land registries. Private deeds (escrituras) were not equivalent to
state-administered land titles (titulos) based on cadastral mapping, but they could be recognized
in a legal dispute.

Seu Pedrinho suggested that his own family’s holdings rested on an 80-year-old
escritura, or private deed, that his parents acquired when they purchased their land, probably

sometime around 1930, from an old man named Camilo. Seu Pedrinho explained:

182 James Holston (2008:101) reports high illiteracy rates in Brazil’s rural areas throughout much of the 20" century.
In 1950, for example, 66.9% of the rural population (above 15 years of age) was illiterate, whereas in 1991 rural
illiteracy rates remained as high as 40.5%.

183 See Section 6b above. The discussion of the early land commissioner in this region, presented in Chapter 4,
Section 6a, also suggests that many of the posseiro families were hesitant about acquiring measurements for their
lands.
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This little plantation that is called Morro Plantation today, at the time it belonged to an
old man, and the old man had an escritura [deed] that was many years old. That’s where

we lived. And the escritura had been around for many years.*®

Precisely what this escritura was is unclear—whether it was a hand-written receipt that a literate
person had helped make for the transaction, whether or not it was publically notarized, and so
on.*® Together with the fact that his family had this document, it is also significant that Seu
Pedrinho remembered that his family had owned upwards of 4,000 cacao trees, which was
probably an atypical holding for the region. As will be seen,'®® having control over this
document was consequential in his family’s struggle to hold onto their land in the face of the
coming land grab. In the end, Seu Pedrinho’s family did not succeed in holding onto their
land—and this corroborates Barickman’s claim seen above—but he and his family did put up a
greater fight, and this seems to be directly tied to their control over this particular document and

the way in which it enabled them to more forcefully press their claim.

7e. Families, Collective Property, and Documents

This preceding example suggests that families like Seu Pedrinho’s occupied and
cultivated land over which they shared a joint claim that was based on some sort of “originary”
document, and this document would have served for the family as a whole. In some cases, these
may have been extended families living on a broad stretch of land. In cases like these,
subsequent divisions or distributions of land could have been effected through precisely the
kinds of intersubjective and labor-based conventions described above. It does not appear,
however, that those posseiros who controlled documents for their land sought out separate land
documents as each subsequent generation repartitioned and distributed the land.*®" In this sense,
it might be said that posseiros that had documents for their lands held that land “collectively” and

184 «Essa tal fazendinha que é Fazenda Morro hoje, era de um velho e o velho tinha uma escritura muitos ano. E que
a gente ai morava. E a escritura muitos anos.”

185 See Chapter 4 for discussions of the public notaries in the region.

186 See Chapter 5, Section 3c.

187 This is not to say, however, that land could not be partitioned on the basis of intersubjective notions of property.
See footnote 167 above, where Mary Ann Mahony suggests that inheritance law meant that all family members, men
and women, were entitled to an equal share of inheritance in land.
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on a family basis. To say that it was held collectively, however, is not to say that family
members could not make individual claims grounded in those places where they worked to plant
rocas. These considerations help to make sense of seemingly contradictory statements when
people like Adonias, as seen above, claimed that there were no “limits” on landholdings, at the
same time that he suggested clear intersubjective conditions for determining boundaries. On
those terms, land claims were always (literally) in the making and to be determined by the course
of people’s activity upon the landscape. In this sense, “vagueness” was a constituent and
productive dimension of the posseiros’ logic of property, and claims were subject to
intersubjective denial or confirmation.*®

Exploring the documentary situation of posseiros’ land claims tested the limits of
memory. The following section of the interview with Francinha and Mateus illustrates this

dynamic:

[Jonathan]:  Did people have land documents at that time, or—?

[Mateus]: They always had them, because whoever possessed land, they paid their

[taxes]—

Francinha interjects, incredulous that he is suggesting that the posseiros paid taxes,*®® and

Mateus becomes confused:

[Francinha]: WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?

188 The term “vagueness” should not be read in a pejorative sense. Another way of thinking about this is simply to
say that no one person could make a claim to any part of the world in advance of what were taken to be the property
steps toward establishing a claim.

189 Today, most smallholders and property owners pay a nominal land tax that amounts to only a few dollars. When
smallholders pay a nominal land tax (they say, “pagar o INCRA”) this results in the production of a small receipt, or
proof of payment, that can be used for various bureaucratic purposes. Having a series of tax receipts over the course
of many years, effectively creating a paper-trail, can help a person, for example, secure retirement benefits from the
state. This is why paying the nominal land tax is so important in Mateus’s view.

Anyone can pay this land tax on any landholding; there is no land survey involved, no government agent
visits the property, etc. In short, the farm may not even exist. Once a land tax receipt is in hand, however, this
amounts to a tacit recognition, on the part of the state, that one’s land holding exists somewhere in the world, even if
itis a fiction. In terms of pragmatic analysis, one might say that the entailment of paying the land tax on a property
that has been given a nominal proper name and location is to create the presupposition that a property exists in the
world.
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[Mateus]: Huh?
[Francinha]: WHAT ARE YOU TALKING ABOUT?
[Mateus]: Paid the—
[Francinha]:  WHAT!?
[Mateus]: Paid land taxes—
Francinha interjects again and elaborates emphatically:

[Francinha]: AT THAT TIME, EVERYONE HAD A WHOLE WORLD ALL ABOUT THEM—A

WORLD OF LAND WITHOUT PAYING ANYTHING!*®°

What appears to have occurred in the conversation was that Mateus was conflating time periods
in his recollection, both pre- and post-land grab, after which small landholders began to more
actively seek documentation for their landholdings. At this point, Mateus assents, and agrees
with Francinha’s account of posseiro landholdings in their youth. Mateus elaborates:

God—God and everybody had land. Everybody governed a world. It was theirs, but
afterward things changed. Many people bought land. Those that did not have land

bought it from others.***

Here Mateus acknowledged the transition period more clearly, after which documented
transactions in land became more common. He explained that before the transition, people had

bartered (trocava) pieces of land, perhaps trading a mule for a tiny piece of land, after which

190 «3: E as pessoas tinha documento da, da terra naquela época, ou?//M: Tinha, porque toda vida quem pissufa
therreno, pagava o—//F: O QUE?//M: H&?//F. O QUE?/IM: Pagava o—//F: OXe!//M: Pagava imposto de terra—
/IF: NAQUELE THEMPO, TODO MUNDO TINHA O MUNDO TODO A REDOR, DE TERRA SEM PAGAR NADA.”

191 “Dheus—Dheus e 0 mundo tinha therreno. Um mundo guvernava o mundo. Era deles, mas depois mudou.
Munthos comprava. Quem num tinha comprava a posse na méo dos outo.”
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exchange, people might draw up a sales receipt (recibo) to finalize the transaction. He added a

caveat to his memory, however:

I witnessed those sorts of things. | witnessed these things when | was a little older, | saw
those things. But when | was little, you know, small people don’t remember much of
anything.'%

To summarize, the legal situation of most of the posseiros’ landholdings was, from the
perspective of the state, largely “irregular” with some exceptions. This “irregularity” was very
likely an artifact of the state’s relative unresponsiveness to the rural poor, and the posseiros’
historically justified mistrust of the state. Still, some families did have access to some forms of
paper documentation, and ongoing exchanges of landholdings seem to have resulted in the
creation of deeds and receipts. This relationship to paper documents deepened as bureaucratic
forms took increasing hold in the region.'® Just as importantly, however, families and neighbors
appear to have mediated their respective land claims intersubjectively, and these modes of
reckoning property relations, in the relative absence of legally documented land claims, were
perfectly “regular” as they were grounded in what were, for the posseiros, wholly intelligible

forms of social recognition.

8. The Condition of a Good Life

At this point, we have a cursory view of a world, some of its relationships, and constitutive
dimensions and elements. This world was created by and for the posseiros in order to meet the
historical need of securing places where they could create lives away from the plantations. Their
world was not by any means perfect, and it is perhaps easy to idealize, especially as the

retrospective accounts from which I have drawn, as Mateus suggested above, were recounted by

192 «Esses tipo de coisa eu arcango. Eu arcancei no thempo qui eu peguei ficar maiozinho, eu arcancei. Agora,
quando era piqueno, cé sabe, a pessoa piquena num lembra de nada.”
193 See Chapters 4, 5, and 10.
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people who were children and young adults in that period. Consequently, it seems likely that
their view of the world may have been partial and shielded from certain kinds of realities.

While women like Alvina were clearly able to make claims to rogas, her claims were
contested by affinal patriarchs, and children, in general, appear to have occupied marginal
positions in what appear to have been a patriarchal family structure. Nonetheless, for some of
these posseiro families, the world and relationships they had created offered some measure of
social meaning, recognition, and an approximation to wholeness—however tenuous and
fragile—in what was otherwise the massively unequal world that persisted after emancipation.
Material poverty was certainly an obstacle to achieving wholeness, but then the recognition of
poverty seems to occur in retrospect and perhaps in relation to contemporary standards of
material wellbeing. Despite this, as was seen above, several people recalled a certain degree of
abundance through their lives in the forested hills.

Those who were able to derive a living in the hills—whether by availing themselves of
natural wealth or by bringing small sections of the forest into cultivation, with all of the
challenges, hardship, and struggle that this entailed—were able to find a certain degree of

happiness. Material poverty did not necessarily amount to spiritual poverty or despair.

8a. Poverty, Independence, and Happiness

My conversation with Caio continued into the late afternoon. The sun quickly
disappeared and the house where he lived became dark. There was no electricity in the workers’
housing on the plantation where he worked, and so without losing a beat, Caio lit some candles
that dimly illuminated the room. Our conversation turned toward the experience of poverty
during his youth. As occurred in many of these conversations, his recollections displayed acute

contrasts:

Now, in that time—things were bad in that time. But people still lived laughing, singing,

going to festivals.'**

194 “Agora tempo era naguele—ruim era naguele tempo. Inda o povo inda vivia dano risada, cantano ia pa festa.”
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One of Caio’s neighbors, a young man named Silvano who was present for the conversation,
suggested that poor people enjoyed their lives more than the rich. Caio agreed:

They enjoyed [life] more than the rich...[People] always lived happily even though they
were poor. And nobody complained—saying that they didn’t have enough—nobody

complained.*®

Antdnia, similarly, suggested that in her youth people lived well, despite their poverty. She
joked, ironically, that there were no more poor people—people did not wish to appear poor. In
her youth, by contrast, she explained that people were truly poor and that they did not (and could
not) hide it. Still, they lived better:

We lived—we lived better than today. Because we lived more at peace...\We were—we
were poor—>but not in the graces of God...We didn’t have—we didn’t have—we didn’t

have anything—AVE MARIAl—BUT WE LIVED!'®®

Caio and Antonia seem to be suggesting that people were categorically happier in old times. |
posed this as a question to Caio, and he emphatically responded in the negative, but he
immediately qualified his response:

“Noooo! Some people at that time were happy because they were independent, on their
own lands, right? Each one had their land and they were able to—to say, “I am—I am
my own owner!” Except life was difficult, right? You had everything because you had
some land—a kind of good. Money, forget about it. Those who were rich, they were

really rich. Those who were poor, were poor, really poor!*®’

19 «Curtia mais de que o rico...Sempre vivia alegre que mermo pobre. Mas ninguém se conformava—dizer porque
num tinha—ninguém se conformava.”

In the context, the use of the verb conformar-se—to conform, obey, accommodate—means lamentar-se—
to complain or whine. It is not clear to me if this usage of conformar-se has become generalized to have this
meaning.

196 «\/jvia—vivia milhé do que hoje. E, que vivia mais sossegado...N6s era—era pobre—nao das gracas de
Deus...Num tinha—a gente num tinha—num tinha—AVE MARIAl—VIVIA!”

197 “Naaaao! Alguem naquele tempo era feliz porque eles era independente, das terra dele, né? Cada um tinha suas
terra, ai tinha como, aquele, dizer eu sou, sou dono de mim mesmo. Mas s6 que a vida era difici, né? Ce tinha tudo
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There are several notable threads in this statement. The notion of “independence” and the claim
of self-ownership (“I am my own owner!”) appear as a crucial dimension of these families’ quest
for happiness. Having land was a condition of that independence, which is to say that
“independence” depended upon access to productive resources. Indeed, this was part of the
motivation for departing to the hills in the first place, and material independence appeared as an
especially important dimension of creating happiness. But as Caio noted, having land did not
mean an ease of life or eliminate the experience of hardship and struggle.

Caio’s statement also highlights a social gulf between the rural poor and those who might
have been considered regional elites, and the subtle differences in material wellbeing among the
posseiros might have been cancelled in relation to these rich others. As a quantitative matter,
most of the posseiros were materially poor, and, as a matter of social interaction, those with
whom they might have interacted on a daily basis would have also been considered poor. The
rich, on the other hand, could have been considered to inhabit another world and may have been
counted as different in social kind. As a quantitative question, then, most of the posseiros were
equals in poverty, and as a matter of course, those who dwelled in the hills encountered a world
of equals. Indeed, several people expressed a sort of latent notion of a basic kind of equality,
both a relative equality of condition and an equality of status. This experience of relative
equality may have provided another ground for the experience of happiness. In these final two
sections, | will conclude by exploring the idioms of “struggle” and “equality” in relation to the

experiences of satisfaction and happiness.

8b. Suffering, Struggle, and Satisfaction

Hard labor was necessary to life, but hard labor was not in itself constitutive of

unhappiness. Antonia explained that hard work was necessary, and when meaningful forms of

work and living were available, they afforded satisfaction:

porque tinha um terreno, agora, um bem. Moeda, j& foi. Quem era rico era rico mermo; quem era pobre era pobre,
pobre mermo.”
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In some respects, we lived better because everything went further. Whatever we had to
eat—whatever we had to eat, it was satisfying. But today—today there’s a lot—Ilots of

things, but I don’t know, I don’t know.*#

What Antonia means at the end of her statement is that people no longer appeared satisfied with
what they had, and this could be seen in the notion of work. For Ant6nia, through her work, she
found the rewards of self-recognition and self-worth. Reflecting on her decaying body, Antdnia

recalled her work in her youth:

I was not afraid to work. | had joy in my life, and | knew who I was. | had a joy—I had

an enormous joy... AVE MARIA! | was only well when | was working.**

For Antonia, her labor was tied to the experience of joy and satisfaction. While her work never
brought about excess, it did provide enough, and a life with enough was better than one of
excess. The quality of having enough was what enabled people to find satisfaction, and desire
was something that could be fulfilled.

Mateus similarly found that he and his contemporaries had been satisfied in their youth,
and this was partially because of the inescapability of work:

We lived satisfied—we lived satisfied because—well, that’s all that we or anyone could
really do. Because for each person to live [and earn] their daily bread—wherever you
lived, you had to work—you had to work so that you could dress, eat—have something to
wear and something to eat. Well, it’s really just the same work as today, because today,
if someone doesn’t work, what does he live from? From nothing, right? Well, he’ll

suffer from hunger.?®

198 “Bom, num certo, num certo tipo de, de coisa, vivia era milhé. Porque tudo rendia. Qoquer coisa a gente, qui a
gente tinha pa cumer sartisfazia. E hoje, hoje, muntha, muntha coisa qui thenha. Mas sei l4, num sei.”

199 “Ey num tinha medo de trabaiar. Tinha prazer na minha vida, e eu sei quem eu era. Eu tinha um prazer—eu tinha
um prazer enorme...AVE MARIA! Eu sé tava bem gonde eu tava trabaiano.”

200 «\/jyia sartisfetho—vivia sartisfetho porque—entao, o qui eles tinha pa fazer e quorquer um era aquilo mermo.
Porgue o, 0 passadico pa pessoa viver—aonde morasse, tinha qui trabalhar—fazer o ribulico pur mode se vistir,
cumer—dar o qui vistir, dar o qui cumer. Bem, vem seno 0 mermo ribulico de hoje, porque, se a pessoa hoje em dia
num trabalhar ele convéve de que? De nada, né? Bom, ele vai passar ma de fome.”
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The interplay between the potential for suffering, the necessity of struggle, and the possibility of
satisfaction are all crucial across these passages seen in this and the previous section.

Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué similarly articulated a view of the interrelationship of
suffering, struggle, and their satisfaction and happiness. They suggested that life in their youth
was sofrido, or “suffered,” or constituted by suffering. Gilberto and Alonso elaborated on the

meaning of this suffering, which was connected to a notion of work:

We worked. Life was work.?

Alonso sought to clarify the meaning further:

Now, it was “suffered” because of the kind of work—of struggle—because we struggled
a lot. That was our suffering. But to claim that we lived sick, or that we were ordered

around—"“You have to do this!”

No, we worked for ourselves—to survive.?%?

Gilberto suggested that while they did not have people ordering them about, they were still, in a

sense, prisoners to their own work and necessity:

And we were prisoners [to that work], see? We were prisoners. Prisoners in our infancy.

The sun rose, and we worked. The sun rose, and again we worked.?*

They explained that if they were not working on a particular day of the week, for example on
Sunday, they would be out in the forest hunting or setting up traps. All of their effort was aimed
at “acquiring life” (adquirir a vida), so that they could eat. We talk more about what they
hunted, how they hunted, what things they bought and sold in town. They again compared their

201 «“Trabaiava, a vida era trabaia.”

202 « Agora, sofrido porque o tipo de trabalho—de luta—que a gente lutava muito. O sofrimento era esse. Mas a
gente dizer que a gente vivia duente, era cartigado—"“Tem que fazer isso!” Nao, a gente trabaiava por conta
propia—pa sobeviver.”

203 “E era prisioneiro, viu? A prisdo tinha a infancia. Era prisioneiro. Manheceu o dia trabalhava, manheceu o dia
trabalhava.”
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own lives to how they imagined “indians” (indios) must have lived in the past. | ask them if they
were happy, and Alonso replied succinctly: “We were.”?® Gilberto completed his thought: “We
felt that we were happy. Whatever we faced before us, that’s just what there was.”*® All three

brothers assented, and Alonso continued:

That [work] was all there was, that’s all there was. We worked to provide for

ourselves.?%
Gilberto elaborated:

The sun rose and we worked. The [work] was all we knew and the command that we
heeded, given by our fathers and mothers. We ate well whenever we could—we ate,

filled up our stomachs, and went back to the roga to work.”®’

They discussed how work techniques had changed over time; for example, they used to pull
weeds by hand instead of with a hoe or using herbicides. They surmised that if they knew then
what they know about working now, their efforts would have been met with better results and
they would have been better off today. Alonso concludes by juxtaposing their suffering and toil
with what they took to be their happiness:

Life here was suffering, it was suffering. We lived happy, you know? We lived happy,

but however tired, exploited—exploited from work.?®®

In saying that they were “exploited from work,” Alonso does not seem to be suggesting that they
were being taken advantage of, used, or mistreated, but rather that they experienced fatigue

through the exertion and expenditure of their energies. Talking about the fatigue and toil of their
work occasioned other moments in which they explained how they used to make farinha by hand

204
205
206
207

“Tava.”

“Se achava feliz. O que nés topava em frente, era aquilo.”

“Era aquilo mesmo, era aquilo. A gente fazia pa se manter.”

“Manhecer o dia e trabalhar. Era sé aquilo que nos sabia e nds escutava, dado por nossos pai e mae, a ordem era
essa. Comer bem quando tinha—comer, encher a barriga e ir pa roca trabalhar.”

208 «Era sofrida aqui, a vida aqui era sofrida. A gente vivia feliz né? mas vivia feliz, mas porém, cansado, explorado,
explorado de trabalho.”
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(no brago), whereas today much of the process if mechanized. Gilberto clarified the situation
further:

But there was no bad malice—nobody felt that way. Because life was work...People
didn’t have the malice that there is today... Thank God—this is a happy place. But
outside here, people only sleeping and thinking about killing others—killing others, no?
But here, those things didn’t exist—it was only work, my friend. Work. Today you get
home from the roca, and tomorrow [it was back to work]...Everyone took care of their

lives.2%®

The themes of physical necessity, work, and fatigue, filled by some measure of happiness,
recurred again and again, and these themes will be explored in subsequent chapters. For these
posseiros families, work and struggle were necessary parts of their effort to create good and
satisfying lives. Because that work was done with and for one another, and not under the yoke of
an overseer, the burdens of suffering and struggle that their lives entailed could be borne without

malice, resentment, or despair.

8c. Equality & Satisfaction

In the past, everyone’s poverty was clear, manifest for everyone to see, and seemingly

not associated with any sense of self-conscious shame:

And in the beginning, you came into my house, and if the wife was there with a torn

dress, you were there and witnessed everything—bedrooms, Kitchen, everything, pole

209 “NAo tinha mardade ruim—ninguem tinha. Porque a vida era trabalhar...O povo ndo tinha aquela mardade que
existe hoje...Gracas a Deus é um lugar feliz. Mas pra fora o pessoal s6 durmino e pensano s6 matar os outro—matar
0 outro, né isso? E aqui ndo existia essas coisa, que era so trabalhar meu amigo. Trabalhar. Hoje voce chegava da
roga, amanha ja...Cada qual cuidar da sua vida.”
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beds, sleeping mats made of banana leaves, whatever was there! In the early days, there

was poverty, my brother, in those days there were poor people.?*°

Antdnia expressed a similar sentiment:

What else could you do? If you knew that’s all there was? If you went over here, it was
[poverty]. If you went over there, it was [poverty]. You came over here, that’s really all

there was. Well, then? We had to raise ourselves in that custom.?**

Antdnia is not expressing a resignation to poverty when she asks: “What else could you do?”
Here she is merely suggesting that poverty was present wherever you went and, as such, there
was little basis for comparison. While there were certainly variations in the material conditions
among the posseiro families—some owning a farinha mill, some having more cacao trees, a
small country store, or more than one extra change of clothing—these variations did not
necessarily present a social gulf and difference among social kinds.

Seu Pedrinho, who was already a young man by the time the old world began to slip

away, reflected:
So you see, it was a life—it was a life, | will tell this to you—it was a satisfying life. It
was a weary life, you see? But satisfied...Because following the Bible, we must be
thankful to the Lord for that, no?**?

He continues, and gives an example to explain one element of its satisfaction:

What | mean is, at that time you showed up here in my house—say | was a half -

fazendeiro®*—you arrived here in my house, you slept there on the ground on a grass

210 «E de premero, voce passava na minha casa, se a mulé tivesse I com um vestido rasgado, voce de 14 tava veno
tudo, quarto, cuzinha, tudo, cama de ripa, a istéra de paia de banana, seja la de que troco for, pronto! A pobreza foi
de premero, meu irméo, gente pobre é de premero!”

211 «ja fazer o que? Se sabia que era aquilo mermo? Saltasse pr’aqui é aquilo. Saltasse pr’ali é aquilo. Saltasse pra
ca era aquilo mermo? E ai? A gente tinha qui se criar naquele custume.”

212 «Quer dizer, era uma vida, era uma vida, eu vou lhe dizer pra vocé, era uma vida sartisfeita. Era uma vida
cansada, entendeu? Mas sartisfeita...Segundo a Bibia é pra nés tudo dar graca ao Senhor por aquilo, né?”

213 What he means here is that they were neither very poor, and neither very rich.
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mat. Understand? On a mat. Except that you were satisfied. Do you know why?
Because in your home it was the same thing. Do you understand? In your home it was

the same thing.”**

He gives another example to illustrate his point, and begins by asking me if I know what
“espeto” is, or the bundles of dried fish—a food that is associated with humility (see above). |
initially misunderstood him, thinking he had said respeito (respect) instead of espeto. Heloisa
interjects: “He doesn’t know what espeto is.” She and Silvia explain what espeto is (dried fish);
they tell me where it comes from (coastal villages); where it’s sold (open-air market); how it’s
best prepared (roasted over a fire); what they’re good to eat with (bananas). As these

explanations are elaborated, Seu Pedrinho continues with his example:

[Seu Pedrinho]: If | gave you some of dried fish, you’d eat it just like I’d given you
the best food in the world. Because in your home—**°

[Heloisa]: It was the same thing.?'®

[Seu Pedrinho]: You also had the same. Have you understood well? Well, then we
were satisfied with everything, we gave thanks for everything.?*’

So it was for the quality of sameness, equality in material poverty, and the shared condition of

struggle that people were able to find satisfaction.

8d. Independence as Depending Rightly

214 «Quer dizer, naquela época vocé chegava aqui em minha casa, eu era meio, meio fazendeiro, vocé chegava aqui

na minha casa, ce ia dormir ai no chao com a esteira. Entendeu? Com a esteira. Mas s que vocé ficava sartisfeito.
Sabe por que? Porque na sua casa era a mesma coisa. Deu pa entender? Na sua casa era a mesma coisa.”

215 «ge ey lhe desse daquela comida, voce comia tdo igual que eu desse a melhor comida do mundo. Porque na sua
casa—"

26 «_Fra a mesma”

21T “Tambem usava a merma. Deu pa entender bem? Al, agente ficava sartisfeito por tudo, dava Graca por tudo, mas
hoje.”
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Across these various reflections, the notions of suffering, struggle, and satisfaction appear
as interconnected moments that were crucial to the process of making a good life. Making sense
of the interrelationships between these moments can help to make sense of what appears to have
been a people’s struggle to find substantive freedom and independence, as when Caio suggested
that the posseiros families, despite their poverty, were able to find happiness because they had
found independent and could declare “I am my own owner!” Property configuring the
relationship between these different moments of suffering, struggle, and satisfaction appears to
have been the key to independence, and thus a substantive form of happiness.

The unequal world that remained in the aftermath of slavery left these moments
distributed in an asymmetrical fashion. The formal, legal freedom that was granted to freed
slaves, and the freedom already enjoyed by the rural poor, was merely the “freedom” to continue
working for the former masters—the Lords (Senhores), Doctors (Doutores), plantation owners
(fazendeiros), and plantation managers (gerentes). Little in the post-emancipation they inherited
had changed to rectify the asymmetrical distribution of the moments that were part of life-
making. In this world, the masters and their descendants continued to experience the immediate
satisfaction of their needs, but with no suffering or struggle. The slaves and their descendants
continued to suffer from a relative lack of satisfaction of any of their needs, and the burden of all
struggle was placed upon them, but only for the sake of their new masters. In other words, the
distribution of suffering, struggle, and satisfaction continued to be asymmetrical and
pathological. The attempt to escape that world was an attempt to reconfigure this maldistribution
of suffering, struggle, and satisfaction, and becoming “independent”—separating oneself out
from those pathological relationships—was a crucial moment in the larger task of building new

forms of social meaning and goodness.**®

218 The joint articulation of the notions of suffering, struggle, and satisfaction can be connected in interesting ways to
G.W.F. Hegel’s (1977[1807]) account of the master and slave, or the lord and bondsman, in the Phenomenology of
Spirit, where the lord enjoyed the “pure enjoyment,” consumption, and satisfaction of consuming without the
experience of suffering or struggling, which was all consigned to the slave or the bondsman who experiences little
satisfaction. The relevant passage from the Phenomenology follows: “[T]he lord, who has interposed the bondsman
between it and himself, takes to himself only the dependent aspect of the thing and has the pure enjoyment of it. The
aspect of its independence he leaves to the bondsman, who works on it” (Hegel 1977 [1807]:116).

Subsequent readings and recent interpretations of this moment in the Phenomenology emphasize the imbalance
in the master’s debased form of consumption and the slave’s degrading form of laboring. Charles Taylor (1975)
writes: “The relation of the master to what surrounds him is that of a pure consumer; the hard task of transforming
things and preparing them for consumption is that of the slave. The master’s experience is of the lack of solid reality
(Unselbstandigkeit) of things; the slave is the one who experiences their independence and resistance as he works
them” (1975:154). More recently, Andrew Cole (2004) writes: “The lord enjoys the fruits of the bondsman’s
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In the world that the posseiro families had created in these hills, they had found resources
and spaces through which they could create and sustain new social relationships. In this chapter
we have seen some of those relationships as people made a living, exchanged, shared in work,
and coordinated access to land. These relationships hinged upon social relationships grounded in
trust, mutual recognition, and various forms of interdependence upon one another. The world
was not an Eden where fruit was freely plucked from the forest trees—although something like
this might be said of the rivers and estuaries—nbut life was rather sofrido, or “suffered,” and
depended on hard work, toil, and struggle. It was a world that was remembered, at least by
some, as one of material poverty. By suffering and struggling for themselves and for one
another, however, some people could recall this struggle fondly, undertaken with humility and
without malice. Through their joint struggles, some people recalled a life that permitted new

measures of wholeness, abundance, and satisfaction.

negation or labor through his extraction of this labor, his forcible dispossession and his powerful possession, by
which he installs himself between the bondsman’s labor and its yield...This is a social relationship: the one who
enjoys is not the one who works. The one who enjoys is the one who consumes with a labor of expenditure, of
negation of another sort” (2004:593-594). Finally, Paul Redding’s (2012) recent research on the role of “work™ in
the Phenomenology : “The master is a non-labouring consumer, whose desire is closer to that of the non-human
animal—one immediately expressed in the negation, that is the consumption, of the objects of the world. The slave,
of course, cannot act on his impulsive desires, as he has to negate or suppress his own natural desires and replace
them with the actions required to serve the master’s conceptually conveyed will” (Redding2012:55).

This asymmetry identified in Hegel’s account, according to Taylor’s reading, informed the early spirit of
Marx’s appropriation of Hegel: “And this brings us to the theme which is later one of the central ideas of Marxism.
The master we saw above has the advantage that his relation to things is that of simple enjoyment (GenuR); it is the
slave who experiences their resistance and independence. But with time, the advantages reverse. The master being
in face of a world which offers him no effective resistance tends to sink back into a stupor of self-coincidence. He
approaches the stagnant pole where I=1. He is simply a consumer. The slave however has to struggle with things to
transform them, and sooner or later he achieves a mastery over them. And in so doing he imprints his own ideas on
them. The man-made environment thus comes to reflect him, it is made up of his creations” (Taylor 1975:156).
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CHAPTER 4:

PoLITicAL ECONOMY OF LOSS

1. A First Approximation of Loss

“Odebrecht showed up here, and well...He was the Big Owner, he wanted everything.””*

This and the following chapter are about the theft of the hills; the collapse of the world that the
posseiros had made; and the expansion of a plantation economy. The account is divided into two
parts. The present chapter traces the local instantiations of broader political and economic
changes that occurred in the region. This began with transformations of transportation
infrastructure that facilitated new extractive activity, followed by the expulsion of the posseiros
and the accumulation of land, and finally the expansion of new rubber and cacao plantations in
the region. The evidence for this chapter draws together narratives from and about those people
who were involved in this process; evidence from policy papers and government documents that
were published in that period; and secondary research, notably work by Warren Dean (1987) that
helps trace the expansion of rubber plantations in Brazil, and allows me to trace the appearance
of rubber in municipalities surrounding Itubera and Camamu. The next chapter explores this
process as it was lived and encountered by the last posseiro families, through narratives that
recount various moments and dimensions of this dispossession.

The hills were initially split open through state-sponsored infrastructure building projects
that were carried out between the two World Wars. These included the expansion of a vast
network of new roads, as well as a number of new ports that were built throughout the cacao
zone, including several municipalities in the Dendé Coast. Shortly after the Second World War,

and with the completion of these infrastructure building projects, the posseiros faced two phases

! “Odebrecht chegava aqui e pronto...Ele que era o dondo, ele que queria tudo.”
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of agro-industrial expansion that would occur over the course of the next few decades.? The
aggregate process, which began in the mid-1930s and culminated in the 1970s, could be

"3 and what David

accurately described as what Karl Marx called “primitive accumulation,
Harvey perhaps more evocatively (and accurately) calls “accumulation by dispossession.” The
first phase, beginning at the end of the 1940s and into the 1950s, included an intensification of
timber extraction throughout the region, followed by the first state-sponsored land-colonization
project in the municipality, and the arrival of Firestone to establish the first large rubber
plantation in the region. This first phase was immediately followed by a subsequent phase of
agro-industrial expansion beginning sometime around 1960, which most notably occurred
through the vast expansion of rubber plantations deeper into the hills. Both of these phases of
expansion led to encounters with posseiros who were already living in the hills, and in almost all
cases resulted in their removal.

The epigraph for this chapter is a description of Norberto Odebrecht, the Brazilian
construction giant who arguably started his career in the Dendé Coast region, particularly
focused around the town of Ituberd, and played a crucial role in the overall transformations
described here. The epigraph to this chapter is a description of Odebrecht, which was offered by
a woman named Felicia who had migrated to Ituberd with her parents at the age of 11, sometime
around 1944. From her own vantage point, living in and around town as she grew up, Felicia
witnessed many of the processes described in this chapter and was well acquainted and in some
cases friends with some of the people who will appear in this chapter. In her words, Odebrecht
was the “Big Owner” who wanted it all, a person whose ambition crucially contributed to the
rupture of the posseiros’ world. In many ways, Odebrecht is remembered as something like a
“prime mover,” and will be remembered as an ambivalent persona in the region’s larger story.
He was not a member of region’s local elite families, or descended from the old coronéis, and in
many respects he was an estranged outsider who would ultimately surpass local elites in terms of
his influence and the generation of wealth. While he played a crucial role in the transformations
that would ensue, and despite his status as an outside, he was did not act alone in the processes of

transformation and he largely acted through a series of local intermediaries. These

2| divide this process into two broad phases, which partly attempt to track changes in how particular public
institutions—the land commissioner’s office, and the public notary—were occupied, as well as two distinct phases
in the expansion of rubber cultivation. See Sections 5 and 7 below.

® Or “original” accumulation, from urspriinglich. See part eight of Marx (1976).

* See Harvey (2003: 137-182).
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intermediaries, in turn, were often interested in taking their own share of the wealth that was
generated through this process. These relationships were not frictionless, however, as some
people worked at cross purposes and in conflict with Odebrecht in the competition that ensued
over the land, as will be seen in sections 7b below.

The expulsion of the posseiros was a legal process on the face of things, and hinged upon
a disjuncture between the legality of the posseiros’ land claims, from the perspective of the state,
and the legitimacy of their land claims from the perspective of their own understandings of
property. In other words, the expulsion of the posseiros hinged upon a disjuncture between
notions of the legal, on the one hand, and the right and the just, on the other hand. The
narratives in this chapter focus on those people who were involved in the execution of the law at
various institutional levels, including (1) a man named Jeremias, who was involved in procuring
lands and negotiating indemnifications for the posseiros’ possessions to which they might stake
legal claim, such as their crops and their houses, but which did not include the land; (2) the
public notaries, named Dr. Oseas and later Dona Marcia, who respectively gave or resisted
giving legal sanction to these transactions; and (3) the land commissioners (delegados de terra),
named Dr. Caetano and later Dr. Severino, who were publically appointed functionaries that
were responsible for regulating and legalizing landholdings on what were publicly owned state
lands (terras devolutas) that had never been officially and legally transferred into private hands.
As | show, the particular ways in which these institutional positions were occupied and executed
by officials mattered in how the law was executed, and thus the prospects for the posseiros, as

the execution of the law was not a straightforward or mechanical process.

2. Splitting Hills, Splitting Face

“He came and squatted nearby, and started to cut a cigarette...
I heard a voice say, ‘TAKE THAT.’

Then I saw the machete...”

® “Ele chegou e se acocou, e pegou a cortar o cigarro...Eu vi dizer: “ToMA 6.” Eu vi bem o facdo...”
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The story that | begin with is one version of this transformation, as it was recounted to me by an
elderly man named Jeremias. Jeremias played a direct role in procuring land for Odebrecht, and
was instrumental in removing the posseiro families that were living in the hills. He is infamous
in the region for the role that he played in this process. From the standpoint of people like
Odebrecht, his role was something to be celebrated as he had helped to “develop” the region. As
such, Jeremias has been memorialized by Odebrecht in the form of a public statue, located on a
municipal road that passes through a plantation that is still owned by Odebrecht, called Suor
Plantation. The statue, pictured below, portrays Jeremias on horseback, with a rifle strapped to

his back and a machete hanging from his hip, as can be seen in Figure 7.

Figure 7: Statue of Jeremias
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The plaque in front of the statue reads:

The man who didn’t talk, but made it happen...An exceptional guide, who offered data
and facts that facilitated actions and results that impacted the lives of those municipalities

that integrate the road of communication, technology, and citizenship.®

The statue also accurately reproduces a scar on Jeremias’s face—across his right cheek—that
resulted when he was attacked by one of the posseiros. The scar on his face, | would like to
suggest, can be understood as metonymic of the relationship between splitting open the hills and
the expelling of the posseiros, on the one hand, and the splitting of Jeremias’s face—both in a
literal and social sense—on the other hand. The loss of “face” could be described in the sense
developed Goffman (2005[1955]), or in terms of what | will later describe as the loss of control
over his “name” (see Chapter 8, Section 5). In other words, by splitting open the hills and
contributing to the dispossession of the posseiros, Jeremias can be said to have split open his
own face through a process of recursion. In other words, his action toward others was
reproduced in others’ actions toward his himself.’”

Jeremias’s memorialization by Odebrecht, however, points to some of the ambiguities of
face, an ambiguity that similarly points to the basic failures of recognition that pervade this
episode, as will be suggested below. Because this episode is about the contested nature of
transgression and the contest of face, Jeremias’s narrative ends in a moment when he offers
forgiveness to the man who had cut him, which simultaneously appears as a roundabout attempt

to ask forgiveness for himself—by claiming that he had done no wrong and had always

® «“O homem que néo falava, fazia acontecer...Guia diferenciado, ofereceu dados, e fatos que permitiam atos e

resultados impactantes nas vidas dos municipios que integram a estrada da comunicacédo, tecnologia e cidadania.”

" An alternative epigraph to this section—which raises fascinating questions about the problems of nonviolence,

violence, and retribution, which | cannot explore here—might have been drawn from the following passage of a

speech given by Martin Luther King, Jr. on August 16, 1967 at the Southern Christian Leadership Conference:
“And | say to you, | have also decided to stick to love. For | know that love is ultimately the only answer to
mankind's problems. And I'm going to talk about it everywhere | go. | know it isn't popular to talk about it in
some circles today. I'm not talking about emotional bosh when | talk about love, I'm talking about a strong,
demanding love. And | have seen too much hate. I've seen too much hate on the faces of sheriffs in the South.
I've seen hate on the faces of too many Klansmen and too many White Citizens Councilors in the South to want
to hate myself, because every time | see it, | know that it does something to their faces and their personalities
and | say to myself that hate is too great a burden to bear.” [King 1986:250, my emphasis]
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conducted himself rightly. That is, he seems to be claiming that he was merely acting in
accordance with the law and under the directive of another.?

2a. Opening the Forest

I had gone to meet Jeremias on a Sunday afternoon with Damido, who had known
Jeremias from the years when Damido was still a worker at Suor Plantation. Jeremias was from
the neighboring municipality of Camamu, and recounted that he came from a family of humble
origins. His family may have even had ties to the posseiros themselves, although this was not
clear. In going to interview Jeremias, | did not have to ask him many questions, as he already
knew the story that he would recount. Jeremias’s narrative begins at the point when he first
came into contact with Norberto Odebrecht, who had become interested in acquiring the public
lands—the hills and the forests—between the municipalities of Camamu and Itubera. Jeremias
describes his initial recruitment by Odebrecht, owed to his extensive knowledge of the hills and
the forests.” He recalls one of his first conversations with Odebrecht, who sought to discover the

extent of Jeremias’s knowledge of the region’s various rivers and streams:

[Odebrecht]: “Do you know the headwaters of the Juliana?”
[Jeremias]: I said, “l do.”

[Odebrecht]: “Do you know the headwaters of the Mina Nova?”
[Jeremias]: I said, “l do.”

[Odebrecht]: “Do you know the headwaters of the Lajedo?”
[Jeremias]: “l do.”

® There are parallels here to Hannah Arendt’s (1963) analysis of the “banality of evil.”
® Jeremias’s extensive knowledge of the hills and forests is what suggests that he may have had personal ties to the
posseiros.
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[Odebrecht]: “Do you know the headwaters of the Pimenta?”

[Jeremias]: “l do.”

[Odebrecht]: “Do you know the headwaters of the Terra Cortada?”
[Jeremias]: “l do.”

[Odebrecht]: “Well then, this valley is what we are interested in. You will

conquer and buy this entire valley until you reach the BR-101
»10

highway.

This is how Jeremias remembered his first conversation with Odebrecht—a conversation in
which Odebrecht had charged him with the task of traveling on horseback throughout the hills in
order to buy out any and all of the posseiros living there. The lands upon which these families
were squatting had finally come into the purview of capitalist expansion, and the posseiros who
lived there had to leave. In the interview, Jeremias recalled the forest as being uninhabited, and
when he did speak of the posseiros, he provided a less-than-flattering characterization of them

that implied a justification for their removal:

All of this here was forest. There wasn’t anyone here, there wasn’t anything. 1’ve been
here for 50—49 years I’ve been here. It was just pure forest—just like this forest you see
here—there wasn’t anything. Sometimes you’d encounter a straw hut on the margins of
the rivers that belonged to people who didn’t like to work very much. So, that’s why all
of these lands were left over here. They liked to fish and to hunt...but producing—
planting, that wasn’t really their thing."*

10 “\/oce conhece o nascente da Juliana?’//Eu disse: ‘Conheco.’//*Conhece o nascente do Mina Nova?’//Eu disse:
‘Conheco.’//*Conhece 0 nascente do Lajedo?’//*Conhego.’//*Conhece 0 nascente do
Pimenta?’//*Conheco.’//*Conhece 0 nascente do Terra Cortada?’//*Conheco.’//*Entéo, esse vale € que a gente tamo
interesaado. VVoce conquistar e comprar esse vale todo ai, até sair na BR-101.””

11 «Isso aqui tudo era mata, num tinha ninguém aqui ndo, ndo tinha nada, porque eu to aqui cinquenta e—quarenta e
nove anos eu thenho aqui. Aqui s6 era mata pura—como ta ai essa mata 1&—n#&o tinha nada. As vezes voce
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Jeremias’s job was to go from one posseiro homestead to the next, and negotiate the
indemnification for whatever immovable goods each family possessed, including their “little
straw hut[s] and their little manioc plants.”*? Technically, Jeremias was not buying any land
because, in many cases, the posseiros were not legally recognized owners of the land. Their
legal claims only extended to whatever immovable goods they possessed—their manioc fields,
small cacao groves, houses, and the like—in short, whatever improvements they made upon the
land, but which they could not take with them. He explained that, from a legal standpoint, the
land could not be bought or sold from the posseiros because they were squatters upon state-
owned lands that did not legally belong to them. What the posseiros were compensated for,
therefore, were those things they could not take with them once they were expelled.

After these negotiations were completed and the posseiros removed, the land was
measured: “We went about buying and measuring; buying and measuring; buying and
measuring.”™® At length, the region was drawn into a new mode of reckoning ownership and
landholdings that circumvented the intersubjective and labor-based forms of property that were
practiced by the posseiros. In the end, Jeremias reportedly bought the posseiros out of nearly
5,300 hectares of land for Odebrecht. Out of these lands, Odebrecht would eventually establish
the plantation called Suor Plantation in the early 1960s. In order to arrive at that point, much
ground had to be covered, so Jeremias advanced the narrative:

Well, what do we do next? Doctor Norberto had never been through here before. So he

said:

[Odebrecht]: “Look, clear some pathways [in the forest] so that I can walk

around Suor Plantation with you.”

encontrava uma casinha de palha—nas margens dos rios, das pessoas que tambem nédo gostavam muito de trabalhar.
Entdo, por isso que sobrou essas terras toda aqui. Eles gostavam mais de pescar e de cacar. Mas
produzir...plantacdo, isso ndo é muito com eles ndo.”

12« casinha de palha e pezinho de mandioca.”

B3« nés fomos comprano e midino; comprano e midino; comprano e midino.”
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Suor Plantation only existed on paper, in name, but there was nothing else here.**

Once the land base was secured, the next step in establishing the plantation was to open up

pathways where vehicles and people, unaccustomed to waking in the forest, could travel. This

led to the building of roads starting around 1965, when Suor Plantation came into legal being."
Soon after Jeremias began to build the roads through the forest, Odebrecht came to visit

the new plantation to inspect progress:

[Odebrecht]: “Who made this road?”

[Jeremias]: I said, “I was the one, Dr. Norberto.”

[Odebrecht]: “And you build roads, you know how to build roads?”
[Jeremias]: I say, “No, I’ve never built a road before.”
[Odebrecht]: “Well, but it was you who built it?”

[Jeremias]: I said, “It was.”

[Odebrecht]: “Then continue, continue making your roads.”*

Jeremias continued making roads:

14« ai agora o que faz?//Doutor Norberto nunca tinha vindo aqui. A, disse://*O, faga umas picadas pa que eu possa

andar com voce em torno da...Suor.’//Existia no papel, no nome, [mas ainda] ndo existia nada aqui.”

15 Jeremias recalled the road-building beginning “some 40, 42, 45 years ago.” (“Isso ta uns 40 anos, 42, 45 anos.”)
If this was 45 years prior to the date of the interview in 2010, then this suggests a date of about 1965. Other
materials corroborate this date for the founding of Suor Plantation, and hence help to place the interview in the
regional time-frame.

16 «:Quem fez essa estrada?’//Eu disse: ‘Quem fez foi eu doutor Norberto.’//‘E voce faz estrada, sabe fazer
estrada?’//Eu digo: ‘Ndo, eu nunca fiz estrada.’//*Oie, foi voce que fez?’//Eu disse: ‘Foi.’//*Continue, continue a
fazer suas estradas.””
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It was day and night, everything built by hand. | worked here with 60 or 70 men,
depending [on the work]...Some worked during the day, others worked at night.*’

Odebrecht periodically visited the plantation to see how the work was progressing. When he
visited, Jeremias recalled, sometimes Odebrecht brought bring food and drink to share with the
workers:

He’d come at that scheduled time. He enjoyed bringing a roasted chicken, some beans...a
little bit of Cinzano—a liter of Cinzano for more than 50 men. Well, he had—he divided
the chicken with the workers, they ate and workers became really excited [about his

presence]. And then we continued working.”*®

After the completion of the roads, they began clearing the forest so that they could begin to plant
rubber trees, pasture grass, and later cacao trees:

We began to fell blocs of forest—when we began to fell the blocks, it was just me
[administering] things. At the time there were some 200 or 300 men. We felled those
blocs, planted rubber, planted grass. Afterward, we had some plots of cacao—some
remaining cacao groves that had belonged to the posseiros | bought out. We decided to

start harvesting from those groves.'®

Partly through Jeremias’s efforts, the Suor plantation expanded and eventually became one of the
single largest single rubber and cacao plantations in the region.

7 «Af continuei a fazer a estrada, ai virava de dia e de noite, tudo na mao de homem. Eu trabalhava aqui com 60, 70
conforme...Porque, um trabalhava de dia outro trabalhava de noite.”

18 “porque ele vinha naquele prazo. Ele tinha o prazer de trazer uma galinha assada, um feijéo...um pouco de
Cinzano, um litro de Cinzano pra mais de 50 home. Ai ele tinha—dividia aquela galinha ali com o pessoal, comia e
ficava—ai 0 pessoal tambem ficava todo empolgado. E ai n6s continuamos.”

19 “Comegamos a derrubar bloco—quando comegamos a derrubar bloco, ai ainda era eu s6. Af tinha mais de 200 ou
300 home. Ai derrubamaos esses blocos, plantou seringueira, plantou capim. Depois, nés tinha algum pedacinho de
cacau—alguma grota de cacau que era do posseiro que eu comprava e ficava aquilo Ia. Passamos a querer aproveitar
aquelas grotas.”
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2b. The Structure of the Transactions

I asked Jeremias more about the details of his transactions with the posseiros families. 1
asked him, for example, if he ever encountered posseiros who had “documents” (documentos)
for the lands where they resided. He explained that he had never bothered asking because, to his
understanding, the land belonged to the state:

I didn’t seek that out because the land belonged to the State. We had requisitioned it
from the state as we’d made all the measurements and paid half the money to the state.
[The posseiros] didn’t have anything, and it wasn’t necessary to ask for a document. You
only saw to it that he received some money for this, this and that—[whatever immovable

goods they had]. But documents, they didn’t have any.?°

He explained that when he went to an area to buy out the posseiros, he would first buy
out one family that lived near others. From there, he suggested, it was easier to have contact
with other people who then understood that he was in the region looking for land. He explained
that in one location, he bought out a man whose family lived on lands situated near a field where
children frequently played. This was an ideal place for him to make contact with other families.

Jeremias explained:

Well, one person came to talk with me and so on, or they’d come to meet me, and then
I’d tell them what my purpose was—to buy that [land] there, to see if they wanted to sell.
I’d just ask:

[Jeremias]: “Do you want to sell? Do you want to sell? If you don’t want to

sell, then be in peace.”

Many didn’t sell right away. But then, they started to sell. When they saw that many

who sold [their land] did well for themselves, they came and sold to me.

0 «Ey também néo procurava isso, que a terra era do Estado. N6s requeria ao Estado que fazia a medicéo e pagava
a metade ao Estado. Ele ndo tinha nada e nem precisava procurar documento ndo. Voce s6 queria que ele recebesse
o dinheiro por conta disso, disso e disso. O documento eles ndo tinham.”
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Thank God, [Suor Plantation] here never stole anything from anybody.?
Jeremias elaborated upon and resisted this theme of theft:
The people say: “Oh, Norberto [stole the land]!”

No, not Norberto. Nobody can put Norberto’s name here, because he never took
anything from anybody. If anybody took anything, it was me, because Norberto wasn’t
here. | was the one who did it. Now, I give thanks to God that there is not one person

here who says:
“Look, Jeremias took a bit of my land.”
No, | bought it. If you wanted to sell to me for ten, | wasn’t going to pay twenty.?

After initial negotiations were done on-site, cash payment for the land would be made in
town at a local land registry (cartério), where a legal document was drawn up to finalize and
legalize the transaction. Jeremias recalled that he took many posseiros to the land registry

himself:

Upon arrived there, he’d declare what he was selling to me—but the land, he didn’t have
a say in because it didn’t belong to him. Just the crop | was compensating them for—
[their] straw houses. | compensated them for that sort of thing and that was all. That was

what they were paid for.?®

2L «Af um vinha conversar comigo e la vai, ou pa me conhecer, e ai eu ia conversano a minha finalidade qual era,
era comprar aquilo ali, se ele queria vender. Tambem pergunto://*Quer vender? Quer vender? Se ndo quer vender,
fique em paz.’//Munthos ndo vendeu na hora, mas depois, veio vender. Quando eles viram que munthos que
vendiam se davam bem, ai vinham e me vendiam.//Gragas a Deus aqui nunca ninguém agrediu nada de ninguém.”
22 «Q pessoal diz://*Ah, Norberto.’//N&o, Norberto ndo. Ninguem bota o nome de Norberto aqui que nunca tomou
nada de ninguém, porque, se tomasse quem tomava era eu, que Norberto ndo tava aqui. Quem fazia era eu. Agora,
eu gracas a Deus ndo tem um aqui que diga://“O, Jeremias tomou um parmo de terra minha.”//N&o, comprei. Se
voce quiser me vender por dez, eu ndo ia comprar por vinte.”

2% «“Chegar 14, ele dizia o que é que tava me vendeno—e a terra ele néo podia saber, porque no era dele. S6 o pé de
planta que eu tava indenizano—casa de palha. Isso ai eu indenizava e pronto. Era isso que ele recebia.”
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Jeremias reported that he often did this with groups of three, four, or five different posseiro
families at a time, so that he could finalize several of their transactions all at once. After the
transactions were documented, then the families received some payment.

After this was done, he explained that many of the posseiros who lost their land left for
other regions, while others may have gone to work on the newly emerging plantations
themselves. He suggested that they even permitted some of the former posseiros to stay in their

old homes and work for Suor Plantation:

Many stayed in the same place where they lived before. We bought [their possessions],
drew up the documents, and they [could stay]...We permitted them to stay there, but they

had to work for us.?*

A number of posseiro families, then, returned to plantation life, both as tenants and wage
laborers, without having to leave their homes. Allowing the posseiros to remain in their former
homes, from which they were now legally alienated, solved an early housing problem for the

plantation:

But since we still didn’t have lodging [for workers], they stayed in the area that was
bought [from them]. When we no longer needed them to live there—they had to move
from there when we went to plant some new crops or something similar—we dismantled

that straw house, and we built our own.?®

Other posseiros that did not remain, Jeremias explained, effectively disappeared because they did

not know what to do with their money:

Others never came back, but stayed there [in town]: gambling, drinking and women.

Sometimes when they finally returned [to the countryside], they no longer had any

24« _permanecia até no mesmo lugar onde foi deles. A gente comprava, tomava os documentos e eles...A gente
permitia que ele ficasse la. E ai ele precisava trabalhar com a gente.”

2% “Mas como a gente também néo tinha estalagem ainda, permanecia na area que foi comprada. Quando ndo
precisava mais que ele morasse ali—que ele tinha que sair dali, porque nos ia levar um plantio ou outra coisa
semelhante—a gente desmanchava aquela casa de palha, e fazia a nossa.”
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money. It all stayed in town. These [are the people who] went about talking [bad] about
Suor, went about talking [bad] about us:

“Oh, they took what was mine.”

[To which I say]: “No, not taken, I bought it for how much was agreed upon. Now,
you didn’t know how to use your money.” Well, I said, “Look at
Fulano, look at Beltrano in such and such place, look at the farms

they have now.”%

Some people, Jeremias explained, even asked him to help them purchase land in other places.
He gave the example of an old posseiro named lvan. He narrated what happened when he tried

to pay lvan for the land:

[Ivan]: “No sir, | won’t take this money.”
[Jeremias]: “But Mr. Ivan, you are selling to me.”
[Ivan]: “No, but | won’t take this money. With this money, you’re going

to buy another area for me.”

[Jeremias]: “But Mr. Ivan—me? Buy the place? | don’t know what your taste
is [in land].”
[Ivan]: “No, you know more than | do, Mr. Jeremias. | want you to buy a

place for me with this money.”?’

26 “Qutros ja ndo vinham mais, ficavam l4: baralho, bebida e mulé. As vezes quando chegava aqui ja ndo tinha mais
dinheiro, ja ficou tudo na rua. Esses, ai saia falano da Suor, saia falano da gente: ‘Ah, que tomaram o que é meu.’
N&o, tomou ndo, comprei por quanto foi combinado. Agora, voce ndo soube aproveitar seu dinheiro. Ai, eu dizia:
‘Olhe pa Fulano, olhe pa Beltrano que ta em tal lugar ou ta em tal lugar, as rogas que ele ja tem.””

27 *N#o senhor, eu néo recebo esse dinheiro.” ‘Mas seu Ivan, o senhor ta me vendeno.” ‘N&o, mas eu ndo recebo
esse dinheiro. O senhor com esse dinheiro vai me comprar um outro lugar pa mim.” ‘Mas seu lvan—eu? Comprar
o lugar? Eu ndo sei 0 gosto do senhor.” “‘N&o, 0 senhor conhece mais do que eu, seu Jeremias. Eu quero que o
senhor me compre um lugar pa mim com esse dinheiro.’
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When the transactions in this region were completed, and he was done helping Odebrecht open
Suor, Jeremias explained that he went to work for Odebrecht in another distant municipality—
inland to the west near the BR-101 highway—where he spent another five years undertaking the
same process: “l bought everything there, felled [the forests], made roads, planted pasture grass.
Then I returned to Suor, and here | am to this day.”?®

Jeremias’s narrative has a tight structure with a flat and simple progression. The forest
was empty. Wherever he encountered people inhabiting “little grass huts” scattered about the
forest, he found that their only interest was in fishing and hunting (despite coming upon the
occasional cacao grove). Like the American Indians in John Locke’s account of the origins of
property, the posseiros had no real interest in the land, and, more importantly, no real claim to it
since they did not appear to invest any labor in transforming it. Instead of planting and
transforming nature, the posseiros merely plucked its fruits. In view of the previous Chapter 3, it
is hard to maintain such a flat view of the posseiros’ lives in the hills.?

The structure of legal claims, responsibility, fairness, and agency are all very straight
forward in Jeremias’s accent. Through these turns of narrative, Jeremias sought to construct his
own activity in the region as having helped the posseiro families, whether by giving them jobs on
the new plantation, or by helping them find new places to live. This allows him to deny any
claim that there was treachery, theft, or coercion involved in any of these transactions. As would
be expected of any other celebratory frontier narrative, Jeremias’s story fails to capture the
experiences of loss faced by those families inhabiting the hills as new roads and plantations
expanded into the region. In Jeremias’s narrative, those posseiros who fared poorly after being
expelled from the land met this fate because of personal irresponsibility, as they had squandered
all of their money through drinking, gambling, and prostitution. To be sure, some people who

lost their land may have met with such a fate, but the claim of personal irresponsibility is not

28 «“Comprei l4 tudo também, dirrubei, fiz estrada, plantei capim, depois eu retornei pa GRISA novamente. E estou
aqui até hoje.”

% The appearance of being unused might also be an artifact of not understanding the land extensive, rather than
labor intensive, nature of manioc production. While the posseiros had not converted the entirety of the forest into
fields of manioc or other crops, they did make extensive use of the forest by rotating manioc fields throughout
different stretches of forest. This rotation would occur over a period of years and decades, and, over the course of
time, an old plot would eventually regenerate into secondary forest. Therefore, the need for fallows, and the
regrowth of the forests, might have contributed to a view that the posseiros had no use for the forest. This view
would be mistaken, and as a native to the region, Jeremias certainly should have understood this.
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proportionate to a full understanding and evaluation of the moral worth and fairness of these
transactions. Jeremias’s narrative fails at a number of levels that will become clearer throughout
this the next chapter.

Despite the tight and clean narrative structure, there is a moment in Jeremias’s narrative
that remains unexplained, and seemingly unintelligible, to the narrator himself. This moment
seems to be the end-point toward which the rest of his story was leading, and the reason why he
has probably told this story numerous times throughout his life. Jeremias has a large scar across

his face, and this scar almost seems to demand an explanation.

2c. Violence

Jeremias begins this phase of the story by suggesting that, although he is not wealthy, he

IS recognized in the community:

I don’t have wealth, but I have much recognition (conhecimento). Many people, big
people, come looking to talk with me, just like I’m here with you now. And thanks to
God, I live well.*

He explained that he has no enemies and that he lives in peace, At this point, he enters into the

culmination of his story:

I don’t have enemies here, | have been [here] this whole time and | don’t have enemies

here. Now, there was one thing that happened to me that was unjust.®!

He began to recount the story of one posseiro community where he had begun
negotiations with the local posseiros. He had set up camp nearby, and began to establish contact

and rapport with the families there. He described the community thus: “It was a very poor

% «“Nao tenho riqueza, mas tenho muito conhecimento, muita pessoa, como pessoas grandes me procuram pra
conversar, Como eu to aqui conversano com voce, e gragas a Deus eu vivo bem.”

%1 «E ey ndo tenho inimigo aqui, tenho esse periodo todo e n&o tenho inimigo aqui. Agora, teve uma coisa aqui que
se passou comigo que foi uma injustica.”
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place...all you really saw there was misery.”*? Jeremias would establish various kinds of
relationships with the local families, sometimes recruiting them to work with him, or perhaps
engage in other exchanges that involved money or other goods. He described a relationship he
developed with a man named Celso, whom he began to see somewhat regularly, and with whom

he had entered into a sort of quasi-patronage relationship:
He never worked with me because he had a tiny little roga, but I always gave things to the
kids—he had a bunch of kids, they all lived naked, with big stomachs—and | gave them
things.*

One day Celso showed up at his camp:
[Celso]: “Mr. Jeremias, | came to ask you, sir, buy a piece of meat for me.”
There was going to be a slaughter on Saturday. Well | said:

[Jeremias]: “Hold on there, meat for you? You don’t work for me.”

[Celso]: “No, I know that I don’t work with you, sir, but it’s that my

children are all going hungry.”
Well, that moved me. | went, got a piece of paper, made a note for the guy who worked
at the butchery telling him to tend to the man, to give three kilos of beef and two kilos of

pork.**

Celso left and went to pick up the promised meat:

%2 «E um lugar muito pobre...s6 via miséra mesmo.”

% «“Nunca trabalhou comigo porque tinha uma, uma bobagem de uma rocinha, mas eu sempre dava as coisas aos
meninos—que ele tinha um bocado de menino assim, vivia tudo nu, com a barriga grande—eu dava as coisas.”

3 «:gey Jeremias, eu vim aqui Ihe pedir ao senhor, compre uma carne de boi pa mim.” fa ter acougue no sabado. Af
eu digo: “Per’ai, carne pra voce? Voce nao trabalha comigo.” “N&o, eu sei que eu nao trabalho com o senhor, mas é
que meus filho ta tudo passano fome.” Ai me moveu. Eu cheguei, peguei um papel, fiz um bilhete para o cara do
acougue dizeno pa dispachar ele, trés quilos de carne de boi e dois quilos de carne de porco.”
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He went [to the butcher], and they attended him. He went home, ate his meat there with

his children.
Then on Sunday, | was going to leave for another area.*

Jeremias was sitting outside on a stool, talking business with three other people when Celso

arrived. Celso sat close by and began to occupy himself:
Well, he took out a machete—he took out his machete, took out a piece of tobacco—a
piece of rope tobacco—and started to cut the tobacco [to make a cigarette]. But he was

only pretending to cut the tobacco.*

Jeremias describes how the people talking with him were seated facing one another, and explains

that when Celso showed up, he sat off to the side out of Jeremias’s view:

He came and squatted nearby, and started to cut a cigarette. Well, I was talking with the

guy here in front of me, and then when | looked over this way here, | heard a voice say:
‘TAKE THAT.’

Then I saw the machete, it split my head into ribbons...When | saw it, it was the

machete—PAl
He imitates the sound of the blow.
It descended here.

He points to the scar that spans across his face.

% «Ele foi 14, o rapaz dispachou. Ele foi pa casa comeu sua carne Ia com seus filhos.//No domingo, eu ia mudar pa
outro trecho.”

% ««Af ele pegou o facdo, tirou o facio, pegou um pedaco de fumo, que é aqueles fumo de corda, pegou a cortar o
fumo, mas ele cortano o fumo de treitha.”
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There | was in the middle of the woods...[bad] roads, lots of brush...difficult to travel...l
couldn’t see anymore. | couldn’t see anymore, my whole face was covered in blood, and
there he was.

Someone said:
“Look!”

Celso was fleeing.
The insides [of my face] came out. There was a woman...she grabbed a towel with the
other people, they pushed the insides back in and tied it together with the towel. They
had already made a stretcher...Then they lifted the stretcher on their shoulders and we left

[for town].>’

They took him to Itubera and from there to the hospital in Valenca.

2d. The Unintelligible Encounter, Mercy, and Forgiveness
Jeremias recalled a quick recovery and return to his work, even as his wound was still
healing. Sometime later, Jeremias received a summons from the local police lieutenant, and

Jeremias went to attend the call:

[Jeremias]: “Well, I’ve come to attend to the summons.”

%" “Ele chegou e se acocou e pegou a cortar o cigarro. Af quando, esse aqui eu conversei com ele aqui ta aqui na
minha frente, quando olhei pr’o de c4, eu vi dizer://*ToMA 6.”//Eu vi bem o facdo, abriu minha cabeca em
banda...Quando viu foi o facdo—PA!//E desceu aqui.//Dento de uma brenha...estrada [ruim], muito mato...[dificil] de
passar...Eu ndo vi mais nada, ndo vi mais nada, o sangue cobriu o rosto todo e ele ai://*O!’//O fato saiu. Af tinha
uma senhora...[ela] pegou uma tualha mais o pessua, empurraram aquele fato pa dento e atracaram com a tualha. J&
fizeram um bangué...Ai botaram o bang(ié nas costas e viemos.”
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[Lieutenant]: “Right, | had them call you so that we could talk, because | want

you to explain this situation to me, how this happened to you.”

| say: “Look lieutenant, | don’t know how to explain—how this
38

happened.
I asked Jeremias if he knew what Celso’s motive was, why he had attacked him.

No, to this day nobody knows. Well—I don’t think he had a reason, | mean, why would

he come ask me for meat to eat with his children?*°
He continued:

Well, 1 said: “Look Lieutenant, | couldn’t tell you anything about this. All |
know is that | had an accident, but why? | don’t think I gave him

any reason [to attack me].”*

He explained to the lieutenant that he had given Celso food the day before, and that Celso
subsequently attacked him. While Jeremias was still at the jail, the Lieutenant took him to see
Celso who was still locked up. Jeremias found that Celso had been “very mistreated, with his
feet all inflamed, very yellow,”** having been beaten and suffering from hunger. The lieutenant

asked Celso:

[Lieutenant]: “What did [Jeremias] do—what led you to do this to Jeremias?”*?

% «J: “Pronto, vim aqui atender a intimag&o.’//L: ‘E, mandei Ihe chamar pa gente conversar que eu quero gue voce
explique essa situacio, como é que aconteceu isso com voce.’//Eu digo: ‘O tenente..., eu ndo sei como explic..., que
aconteceu isso...””

¥ «“Nao, até hoje ninguém sabe também. Af, eu acharia que ndo tinha motivo, quer dizer, porque ele veio me pedir
carne pra comer com os filhos?”

0 «Afeu disse: ‘O tenente..., eu ndo sei dizer nada sobre isso. Eu sei que fui acidentado, agora, por que? Eu acho
que ndo dei motivo.””

* “Muntho matatado com os pés inchados, muito amarelo.”

2«0 que fez, o que levou o senhor a fazer isso com Jeremias?”
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Celso replied, in Jeremias’s narrative, expressing the same incredulity that Jeremias had
expressed himself:

[Celso]: “Oh, I don’t know.”

That was all he said.

[Celso]: “And this man was very good to me, whatever | needed—nhe sent
things for my children, and this, and that. And I don’t know what

it was that made me do that.”*

The lieutenant asked Jeremias what they should do with the man:

[Lieutenant]: “Well, Mr. Jeremias, what do you think we should do with this
man?”
| say: “Let him go, let him go because he’s in this condition—all swollen

[and sick]—and I’m already in a better condition. But his children
are there in misery. So, I think you should let him go.”

Well, after about 15 days they let him go. | never saw him again.*

Jeremias’s narrative is instructive on several levels. In one sense, his narrative documents the
introduction of a range of new social forms and institutions into the hills. These included new
ways of objectifying space through measuring land; a deepening of the relationship between
persons and places through the mediation of paper legal documents; a new focus upon forms of
writing, especially the signature® of one’s name upon a receipt or deed; and the recognition of

% «“<Ah, eu ndo sei.’//Foi s6 o que ele disse.//‘E esse homem pa mim era muito bom no que eu precisava, ele
mandava coisas pa meus filhos e isso e aquilo e ndo sei o0 que foi que fez eu fazer isso ndo.””

# «E sey Jeremias, 0 que é que voce acha que vamos fazer com esse homem?’ Eu digo: ‘Sorta, sorta porque ele ta
nessas condic¢des ai, inchado e eu ja to bom, mas os filhos dele tdo Ia passano miséra. Entdo, eu acho que o senhor
deve sorta.” Ai passou mais uns 15 dias e sortaro ele. Tambem nunca mais vi.”

> Or in lieu of a signature, a thumbprint.
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these various relationships through the notary and other bureaucratic offices. These forms were
not wholly absent or unheard of in the wider cacao lands or in the Dendé Coast, as was seen in
various sections of the previous chapter, but Jeremias’s movement through the hills gave these
social forms greater acuteness and insistency, which was undeniable to the posseiro families
living there. Now posseiro families were faced with legal document that claimed the ground
from beneath them. The world Jeremias helped shepherd into the hills clashed in basic ways
with the world that the posseiros had created; their worlds seemed to speak past, or were
unrecognizable to, one another.

This disjuncture led to the moment of violence that, at least in Jeremias’s narrative, was
unintelligible both to himself and, curiously, to Celso as the perpetrator of the physical violence.
Jeremias’s narrative concludes with a moment where he shows mercy and compassion to Celso,
but it is easy to fathom that Jeremias’s “mercifulness” only showed his basic failure (or refusal)
to recognize that the “unintelligible” violence against him was motivated by a transgression that
was obvious to many others. A former plantation worker named Orlando, whom | had
interviewed sometime between 2003 and 2004,*® recounted a contrasting version of Jeremias’s

story:

[Celso] had many children and he said to him—to Jeremias—that he shouldn’t measure
his land there...because it didn’t belong to [Jeremias]. It was his to raise his children...

So, he said: “Don’t measure this, man, because this [land] is for raising my
children.”
[Jeremias] replied:  “No, I’m going to measure it.”

Well, [Jeremias] measured his little bit of land, [Celso’s] little area. He measured it and
then came the machete...[Celso] cut him in the face—Jeremias’s face.*’

% This was the first time | had encountered any story about Jeremias, but | did not fully appreciate its significance at
the time, as | was focused upon other research questions.

* “Ele tinha muito filho e ai disse a ele—a Jeremias—pra ndo medir o terreno que ali...Que ndo era dele. Ali era
dele pra ele criar os filhos...//Ai o rapazinho disse: ‘Nao meca rapaz, que aqui é pra eu criar meus filhos.’//Ele disse:
‘Ndo, vou medir.’//Ai mediu a pocinha dele, a &rea dele. Ai mediu e eles entraram em facdo...Ai cortou o cara—
Jeremias na cara.”
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For Orlando, Celso’s violence was an obvious form of retribution against Jeremias’s
transgression against him and his family. Several months after I interviewed Jeremias, |
interviewed Damido about Jeremias’s recounting of events, since Damido had accompanied me
to Jeremias’s home that afternoon. Dami&o dismissed Jeremias’s version of the story. He
explained that Jeremias and Odebrecht had taken advantage of the posseiros—people “who

148

didn’t even have birth certificates, let along identification cards”—and had swindled them out

of their lands. Damido recounted the story as he understood it:

[Damiéo]: Jeremias was cunning, and Odebrecht was even more cunning. They
entered into that area, measured everything, and left the posseiros
imprisoned.

[Jonathan]:  Within—within the measurement, you’re saying?

[Damido]: In the measurement. They locked everything down and then presented a
document [declaring] that the posseiros didn’t own anything there...Then
they started to expel them. Posseiros that were there for many years—for
10, 15, 20, 30, or even 50 years—they had no defense.

They’d go to a lawyer, but they lawyer would say:

“No, this belongs to Odebrecht.”*

Damido suggested that Jeremias would go out to the posseiro communities with cachaca to drink

with the posseiro families. When the adults were drunk, Jeremias convinced them to sign papers

“8 “Que néo tinha nem certiddo de nascimento, nem carteira de identidade.”

#«D: Jeremias sabido e Odebrecht na sabedoria maior ainda. Entrou l4 naquela area, mediu tudo, deixou 0s
posseiros presos.//J: Dentro, dentro da medicao que voce fala?//D: Da medi¢do. Prendeu tudo e apresentava um
documento que aquilo ali 0 posseiro nao tinha nada...Ai comecava a expulsar. O posseiro que tava ali hd muitos
anos—ha dez, quinze, vinte, trinta, até com cinquenta anos—nao tinha defesa nenhuma.//la pr’um advogado, o
advogado://*Né&o, isso aqui é de Odebrecht.””
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that nullified their rights to stay on the land, but eventually, Jeremias’s treachery resulted in

violent retaliation:
I know they finally got Jeremias with a machete—the guy said:

“I’m not selling to you and you won’t [take anything from me neither]. 1’m not selling,

and I don’t care if I’m ruined in the process, but you’re not going to take what’s mine!”

And he tried to kill Jeremias with his machete, but he only gave him a huge gash across
his facel...The truth is that he wanted to kill Jeremias...because he had already taken from
so many of the posseiros. But he was the only one who resisted, who did anything

against Jeremias, understand?>

In these latter narratives, the violence against Jeremias could be interpreted as what E. Valentine
Daniel understands as “a check on the narcissistic expansiveness of infantile impulses, impulses
that fail to recognize that the whole world is not one’s own and that all of being is not
encompassed within the boundaries of an ever-expanding identity” (Daniel 1996:68). Daniel
cites Piotr Hoffman (1989), who, in developing some Hegelian themes, explores some forms of
violence as potentially productive moments in the process of gaining social recognition.
Hoffman suggests: “Violence alone was able to (brutally) persuade the one that the whole world
was not its own private domain...[\V]iolence educates me to the inescapable reality of others; and
so | finally begin to view myself as being only one particular self among other selves” (Hoffman
1989:144). In this case, Jeremias would have been the object of violence for Odebrecht’s
attempt to claim the “whole world” as his own “private domain”—to be the “Big Owner,” as
Felicia had described him. Jeremias, however, bore all of the brunt of being “checked”—
violently drawn to the recognition of the other—while Odebrecht remained shielded from any of
the violence that might have forced his acknowledgment of those posseiro families whom he had

dispossessed. While Jeremias appears duplicitous in the claim that he did not understand the

%0 “Ey sei que meteram o facdo em Jeremias—o cara disse://*Eu néo vendo e também vocé n&o. Eu nem vendo, e eu
me lasco, agora vocé ndo fica com o que é meu!’//E picou o facdo pra matar Jeremias, mas deu um talhago na cara
dele da porra!...Ele queria matar Jeremias na verdade...porque ja tinha tomado muitas posses dos posseiros. E s6
tinha ele que resistiu, que fez alguma coisa com Jeremias, entendeu?”

182



motive for Celso’s violence (and even more duplicitous in claiming that Celso did not understand
his own action), Jeremias’s attempt to show mercy to Celso might also be interpreted as a
moment through which he recognized (albeit tacitly) that Celso’s actions were justified. His
attempt to show mercy toward Celso, and Jeremias’s emphasis that he was merely carrying out

the law and his mandate, could be read as an appeal for his own forgiveness.

3. The Political Economy of Loss

The events that Jeremias recounted above were directly related to a wider series of capitalist
transformations that converged on the region in the second half of the 20™ century. As suggested
above, Jeremias’s narrative would have section would have occurred sometime around 1965,
during the second period of expansion that will be described below in Section 7. Before
Jeremias and Odebrecht could arrive upon the scene, however, a number of significant
transformations occurred throughout the cacao lands. One of the most significant
transformations in the region was the establishment of a system of new roads throughout the
cacao lands, which would bring about a significant reduction in what David Harvey (1990:258)
calls the “friction of distance,” and an increase in what he describes elsewhere as social “time-
space compression” (Harvey 1989: 284-307). This basic infrastructural transformation would
make the posseiros residing in the hills of the Dendé Coast vulnerable to new incursions that
would proceed in various phases.

The rest of this chapter scales outward in time and space in order to build a broader
interpretive framework within which to situate Jeremias’s narrative. Section 4 describes the
early arrival of Odebrecht in the region in the late 1940s and early 1950s, including his efforts to
establish new kinds of infrastructure and extractive activities to the region. Section 5 describes
the first period of rubber expansion in the region over the course of the 1950s, while Section 6
describes some of the public officials who helped decide the fate of some posseiro families
during these initial periods of expansion. Section 7, finally, describes changes in those public
offices in the 1960s, which accompanied the second period of rubber expansion into the region in
the 1960s and 1970s.
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The present section describes the expansion of new road infrastructure through the cacao
region led by various cacao interests, most notably by the Cacao Institute of Bahia. This had
significant consequences for the Dendé Coast, especially the region between Itubera and Gandu
where many posseiro families lived. These roads permitted an intensification of timber
extraction in the region following the Second World War. Timber extraction was facilitated by
these new roads that provided large trucks access to the hills, and the construction of a new port
in ltubera in 1949 though which timber could be exported.®® This early extractive period would
eventually lead to the expansion of rubber (and cacao) plantations into the region. All of these
activities involved various interests that were anything but concerted, but which, as an aggregate,
collaborated to undermine the spatial underpinnings of the social world that had been created by

the posseiros.

3a. Inroads & the Cacao Institute of Bahia

The new road building projects were conducted under the auspices of the Cacao Institute
of Bahia,* which was established in 1931 through the Secretary of Agriculture® for the state of
Bahia, which was headed by a man named Ignacio Tosta Filho.>* Given the high level of debt
and insolvency among cacao planters in the cacao region, compounded by the financial crisis of
1929, the Institute was formed with the primary purpose of providing viable agricultural credit to
planters. Whereas many planters were only able to borrow at interest rates of between 12 to
34%, the Institute was initially able to offer interest rates of 8% followed by a rate of 6.2%
(Garcez & Freitas 1979:36-37). The Cacao Institute was not only involved in providing rural
credit (see Garcez & Freitas 1979:37). Up until 1946, it was the exclusive legal entity that could
legally purchased raw cacao until the market was finally opened to private buyers after 1946.
Toward this end, the Institute had constructed a series of warehouses and other infrastructure in
towns throughout the region, one of which was situated in the municipality of Ituberd. The

Institute also sought to advance earlier efforts to “rationalize” and industrialize cacao production

3 According Felicia, the port in ltubera and along numerous other parts of the Brazilian coast was the result of a
federal port-building project aimed at preparing Brazil for the war-effort.

%2 Instituto de Cacau da Bahia.

*% Secretaria da Agricultura.

> The Institute was legally established by Decreto Estadual No. 6.430 on June 8, 1931.
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in the wider cacao-producing region. It established an experimental research station in the town
of Uruguca® where it coordinated pest-control campaigns,®® cacao breeding programs, and
efforts to rehabilitate old plantations by replacing aging cacao trees with newly bred varieties of
cacao (Silva 1947). The Institute was also key to helping producers gain access to chemical
agricultural inputs—fertilizers, pesticides, fungicides—for which the new strains of cacao were
increasingly adapted.

Of all of its programs, however, the Institute’s road-building program was perhaps the
most significant and transformative. Over the course of the 1930s, the Institute built some 450
kilometers of new roads throughout the cacao zone (Garcez & Freitas 1979:37). The Cacao
Institute’s efforts occurred in the context of intense road-building programs throughout the state
of Bahia between the First and Second World Wars.>" This was partly enabled by new road-
building techniques, and the availability of new machines toward that end, such as tractors and
road graders (niveladores). In this period between 1917 and 1946, a series of four increasingly
powerful state institutions were created to implement the construction of new roads throughout
Bahia, and to improve and provide upkeep for existing ones.>® Early on in this period, major
arteries were constructed between Salvador and Feira de Santana, and between Ilhéus and
Itabuna; from these, smaller regional routes were established. By 1925, 100 kilometers of new
roads were in use in the state; by 1928, 270 kilometers of new roads; by 1935, there were 1,339
kilometers of new roads—309 kilometers of which had been built in partnership with the Cacao
Institute. By the end of 1945, 2,057 kilometers of good quality roads had been built in the state,
in addition to another 800 kilometers of lower category roads. During this period between 1917
and 1946, and of this total, the Cacao Institute alone was responsible for building 450 kilometers
of road, or nearly 21.9% of all new roads built in the state.

New transport and freight options became available as new roads opened. In 1933, the

9

South Bahian Travel Company,™ or SULBA, was established as a subsidiary of the Cacao

> The contemporary town of Uruguca was formerly referred to as Agua Preta, which was the earlier site of Anthony
Leeds’s dissertation field research, which he conducted between 1951 and 1952. In his dissertation, Leeds referred
to Agua Preta as “Cururd.”

% For example, Silva (1947) reports that between 1944 and 1946, the Institute exterminated 9,787,234 nests
belonging to an ant locally called the “formiga de enxerto.”

% The rest of this paragraph is based on Teixeira 1998:61-76, 90-105.

%8 Servico de Estradas de Rodagem (1917); Secéo de Estradas de Rodagem (1925); Diretoria de Estradas de
Rodagem (1928); and Departamento de Estradas de Rodagem da Bahia in 1946, following the creation of the
federal Departamento Nacional de Estradas de Rodagem in 1945.

% Companhia Viagao Sul Bahiano.
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Institute (Teixeira 1998:103). In 1934, SULBA established a bus route for passengers between
Ilhéus and Itabuna.®® According to Zorzo (2000:113), who cites figures available from 1936, this
bus line transported upwards of 200,000 passengers per year. Later, by July 15, 1945, another
company made a test-run of the first direct route between Ilhéus and Salvador, thereby linking
Bahia’s capital city to the regional center of the cacao lands.** A man named Bernardo, whose
family moved to Ituberd in the 1940s, recalled that this bus route travelled from llhéus, through
the towns of Itabuna, Itajuipe, Gongogi, Ubata, Ibirataia, Gandu, Santo Ant6nio de Jesus,
Governador Mangabeira, Cachoeira, Sao Felix, Santo Amaro, and finally to Salvador.®> This
route eventually passed through what would later become the municipality of Gandu, which was
still a district of, and economically dependent upon the municipality of Itubera for its access to
Salvador-bound sea transport.

As a result of the Cacao Institute’s road-building efforts in the cacao zone, Filho
(1936:149) reported drastic reductions in transport costs per 60 kilogram bag of dried cacao. For
example, on the Itabuna-1lhéus route, transport costs dropped from 3$000 to 1$500 réis per bag
(a 50% reduction); costs on the Panelas-11héus route dropped from between 83000 and 12$000
reis to between 3$000 4$000 reis per bag (a 62-67% reduction); costs on the Pirangi-ltacaré
route dropped from 6$000-10$000 to 1$500-2$000 réis per bag (a 75-80% reduction). Before
newer roads were built or upgraded in other parts of the region, Teixeira (1998:95, 105) reported
anecdotal stories of car and truck caravans that required 20 hours to travel between Itabuna and
Ilhéus, and 9 hours to travel between Ilhéus and a small town called Macuco.®® The distance
from Ilhéus to these towns is only 32 and 53 kilometers, respectively, and today these trips might
only take 30 and 50 minutes.

Presumably, the transport cost reductions reported by Filho were derived from
comparisons between mule and truck transport. Schwarz (1947:30) provided some more specific
costs for mule transport: to move one 60 kilogram bag of cacao 2 kilometers, between the towns

of Séo Carlos and Pedrinas, cost Cr$2.00 (or Cr$1/kilometer); to transport a 60 kilogram bag 6

8 See http://www.ilheusamado.com.br/?page_id=1213 Last accessed April 25, 2014.

¢! See http://www.ilheusamado.com.br/?page_id=1213 Last accessed April 25, 2014.

62 Bernardo, personal communication, May 6, 2013. The federal highway BR-101, which was completed later in the
1960s and1970s, followed significant stretches of this older route between Ilhéus and Salvador. According to
Bernardo: “The traces of this road gave rise to the BR-101 [in Bahia], with some sections being modified.” [“O
Tracado dessa rodovia deu origem a BR-101 com alguns trechos modificados.”]

% These anecdotes were likely worst-case-scenarios, probably occurring after periods of heavy rainfall. Under
better conditions, travel times between these locations may have been faster.
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kilometers, between Ibirapitanga to “the river at Orico,” cost Cr$11.00 (or Cr$1.83/kilometer).
By mule-back, according to these figures, it appears that the greater the distance covered, the
higher the cost to transport each bag of cacao. By comparison, Schwarz (1947:35) cites various
freight costs to transport one 60 kilogram bag of cacao by truck on the new roads. The prices
Schwarz cites range mostly between Cr$0.10 and Cr$0.13 per kilometer. For example, from the
town of Ubata to Ilhéus the cost per bag is about 10.8 cents per kilometer (totaling Cr$13.00 to
cover 120 kilometers between the towns); from the town of Gandu to Itubera the cost is about
13.1 cents per kilometer (totaling Cr$8.00 to cover 61 kilometers between the towns). In these
cases, the greater the distance, the cheaper the cost. Following Schwarz’s figures, the cost
difference from mule-back to truck amounts to a 90-92% reduction in transport costs for cacao
producers.

Although significantly less dramatic, Schwarz also cites the reduction in freight costs
from train to truck transport. For example, the cost from Itabuna and Ilhéus dropped from 16.3
cents per kilometer by train to 10.6 cents per kilometer by truck—or a 34% reduction in
transportation costs (Schwarz 1947:35); between Itajuipe and Ilhéus, the cost reduction was far
less, dropping from 10.7 cents per kilometer by train to 10.4 cents per kilometer by truck—or a
mere 2.8% decrease in costs. While the introduction of roads did seem to represent a categorical
improvement over mule transport, the advantage over train transport appears to have varied in
significance. The advantage of the new roads for potential producers, however, was that it
opened up new frontiers of land that had previously been difficult to access, as a great deal of
lands were situated at a remove from navigable rivers and the few train lines that crossed the
region.

Between all of the figures and anecdotes cited by Filho, Schwarz, and Teixeira, it
becomes clear that transport costs dropped dramatically in this period. Even if these figures and
anecdotes could have been exaggerated, it seems clear that this vast reduction in transport costs
amounted to a dramatic reduction in the “friction of distance” that had previously afforded
posseiro families space to build lives away from the region’s plantations.

These compressions in travel costs occurred in a period when other production costs were
increasing. Between 1932 and 1940, general “living costs” in the cacao zone increased by at
least 54% (Garcez & Freitas 1979:38). Between 1937 and 1947, wages increased from a
reported Cr$2.50 or Cr$3.00 per day to Cr$10.00 or Cr$12.00 per day, or a wage increase of

187



300% (Schwarz 1947:26). And while vehicle transport became more widely available, the cost
to purchase a single mule for transportation purposes continued to increase from between Cr$350
and Cr$450 in 1937 to about Cr$2000 in 1947, or an increase of between 344-471% (Schwarz
1947:30). Considering the rise in living costs, wages, the cost of mule transport, and the price
for mules themselves, this overall reduction of transport costs becomes all the more dramatic.

Schwarz suggested the potential consequences of these basic changes in transportation
infrastructure:

The changes wrought by these roads within the short span of a decade are startling.
Freight rates, of course, dropped sharply. But advantages other than this began to show
up as the system grew. Roadside farms required less labor, fewer mules, and
correspondingly smaller pasture areas. More cocoa land was brought within the
economic marketing circle. Moreover, farm life was vastly enriched because of the
socializing influences that swept along the new highways. [Schwarz 1947:30-31, my
emphasis]

Schwarz’s own piece was part of a larger report prepared by the “Special Committee on Cacao,”
of the Inter-American Social and Economic Council (IASEC), which sought to promote cacao
production and capital investment throughout the cacao lands. The change in transport
infrastructure was one among several changes that, despite drops in cacao production before and
during the Second World War, reflected and supported a rapidly expanding cacao market in
Bahia. Schwarz’s writings evince an optimistic outlook for cacao production—an optimism that
would give rise to an ever increasing number of reports, committees, research programs,

educational scholarships in cacao agronomy, and analyses of cacao production around the world:

Currently the idea is rather prevalent that cocoa is a good crop with a good future.
Supports for this optimistic outlook—apart from the recent price rise—rest on the sharp
production decline in West Africa, the belief that consumption is certain to rise well
above pre-war levels, and the circumstance that there are no cheap substitutes for cocoa.
It is essentially due to these considerations that Bahia is now experiencing a revival of

interest in the crop and an urge to plant at a quickened tempo. The extent to which this
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will go and the rate at which expansion will take place is anyone’s guess. Some hold that
the crop will total 2,500,000 bags in seven or eight years. Others, more hopefully
inclined, regard as reasonable the attainment of production levels up to 3,000,000 bags
within a decade if an adequate supply of labor is available and wages are not boosted.
[Schwarz 1947:25]

The scientific “rationalization” of cacao production was another source of great hope. Another
contributor to the IASEC report suggested:

Cacao is in most countries entering a new epic. The days of forest culture must now be
replaced by scientific farming. As has been the history of most tree crops, the time has
come when seedling trees grown with a minimum-of attention must be replaced by
vegetative reproduced stock managed according to proven horticultural practices. [Alee
1947:7]

While rationalization may have been the goal, cacao production in this period would still proceed
by the traditional method: by expanding into new stretches of uncultivated land and forest.
Schwarz noted these opportunities for expansion:

Certainly there is enough good cocoa soil in the state to produce crops two or three times
the size of current harvests. Only in the Ilhéus-1tabuna zone is there but little room for
new plantings. The area originally demarcated for cocoa growing in that district
comprised 200,000 hectares of first class and 50,000 hectares of second class soil. Now
all but 20,000 hectares of the first class land is occupied, but as yet none of the second
class blocks have been taken up. However, what remains can be bought from the state at

10 to 20 cruzeiros per hectare, depending on the classification. [Schwarz 1947:26]

As an aggregate, the previous passages indicate a growing interest in expanding cacao
production in the region, which would occur over the next several decades.
The creation of the Cacao Institute, the IASEC report, all pointed toward efforts to

overcome stagnation in cacao production after a cacao boom that occurred in the first part of the
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20" century.®* In the decades preceding the Second World War, cacao production in Bahia
skyrocketed relative to other productive activities in the state, as seen in Figure 8.

Figure 8: Bahian Cacao Exports as Percentage of Total Bahian Exports: 1850-1930%°
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However, after the 1929 economic crisis and during the Second World War, the absolute amount

of cacao production stagnated and slightly declined, as seen in Figure 9.

Figure 9: Bahia Cacao Exports 1935-1945: 60 Kilogram Bags (millions)®
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% This early cacao boom, and the land grabs that it entailed, would have provided much of the source material for
Jorge Amado’s historical fiction, based upon his childhood in the region (see Amado 1933, 1945).

® This figure is adapted from Baud & Koonings (1999:297-298). Other exports against which these figures for
cacao measured would include products like tobacco and sugar.

% This figure is adapted from Schwarz (1947:39). Schwarz reports these figures in metric tons, which | converted
into 60 kilogram bags as a common metric for discussing regional cacao production.

190



By the time the IASEC held its meeting in 1947, they estimated that 2.8 to 3.0 million bags of
cacao could be reached if infrastructure continued to improve, and if production could be further

rationalized by rigorous production methods:

The estimated area now under cocoa could produce a harvest of 2,800,000 to 3,000,000
bags if it were subjected in its entirety to sound agricultural practice. Useless old trees

would have to be replaced by promising young stock. [Schwarz 1947:24]

The opening of new roads that accompanied a growing interest in expanding Bahian cacao
production meant the expansion onto new lands that had formerly been marginal or just too hard
to reach. The turn of this expansionist gaze would finally mean that the lands, such as those
occupied by the posseiros described in earlier chapters, would become the target for these plans

at expansion.

3b. The New Road & the Consequences for Itubera

Up until the 1940s, Itubera was a relatively small cacao producer among cacao-producing
municipalities in the broader cacao zone. However, throughout the 1940s, Ituberd was one of the
only places in the northern cacao lands where the Cacao Institute had a warehouse for receiving
and buying cacao. The reason for this was that from ltuberd, the Institute could send the cacao it
had purchased to Salvador by canoe and by steam boat. In 1944, the municipality of Itubera still
incorporated the territories of the present-day municipalities of Gandu, Pirai do Norte, Nova Ibig,
and Itamari. All of these districts, as well as other municipalities further to the interior such as
Jequié (158km) and Ipiau (114km) (Silva 2006:3), depended upon the port in Itubera to market
their cacao to Salvador. In this year, Itubera was the 7th largest producer of cacao among Bahian
municipalities, although it only accounted for 3.6% of the total production in the state, as can be

seen in Figure 10 below.
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Figure 10: Share of Bahian Cacao Production by Municipality (1944)%
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The outlying districts of Pirai do Norte, and especially Gandu, were the primary contributors to
Ituberd’s cacao production, far more so than the lands immediately surrounding Itubera.

Between 1943 and 1945, the district Gandu®® was by far the most significant producer of cacao
in the subregion, as can be seen by looking at production figures provided by Schwarz (1947:39),

represented in Figure 11 below.

% This figure is adapted from Schwarz (1947:23).
% At this time, Gandu also incorporated the present-day municipalities of Nova Ibi4 and Itamari.
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Figure 11: Cacao Production in Itubera by District 60 kilogram bags (1943-1945)%
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The towns of Itubera and Gandu were separated by the stretch of were those posseiros described
in Chapter 3 resided. The posseiros’ lands can be seen in the space between those marginal
cacao lands immediately surrounding Itubera, and the main cacao producing lands to the west of
Ituberd, which include the towns of Gandu and Pirai do Norte, as can be seen in Figure 2.

The Cacao Institute’s road-building initiatives that occurred throughout the cacao lands in
1930s opened up this specific stretch of land between Itubera and Gandu. The road that was
built between Itubera and Gandu was formally inaugurated in 1935, according to an old
photograph of the road’s inauguration, at which Ignécio Tosta Filho (then president of the Cacao
Institute) was present, as can be seen in Figures 12 and 13 below.” This road was called the
BA-250.

% See Schwarz (1947:39).
" Flesher (2006:128) reports that work on the road began in 1930, and was completed in 1934. See also Silva
(2006:5).
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Figure 12: Inauguration of the BA-250"

This new route significantly improved transportation from Gandu to ltubera, and by 1948, it may

have contributed to the initial expansion of those cacao plantings that can already be seen at the

™ The images in Figures 11 and 12 are reproduced here with the permission of Roberto Baiardi, the director and
owner of the Casa do Colecionador, Ituberd, Bahia. The original source and author of these images is unknown.
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margins of Ituberd. Prior to the completion of the BA-250, cacao was transported to Itubera by
mule-back, as described in Chapter 2, Section 4c. Felicia recalled that after the road was
completed, the Cacao Institute operated two trucks that brought cacao from Gandu to Itubera on
a daily basis.”® The road probably intersected at various points with the old mule paths that
formerly linked these towns. After the road was completed, the small town of Pirai do Norte,
which had historically served as a mid-way resting point where muleteers could stop to rest and
pasture their mules, continued to serve as a location where truck drivers could stop to rest and
refuel their trucks or other vehicles before continuing on their journey. The road can be seen

below in Figure 14.

Figure 14: Map of the Ituberd-Gandu Road (BA-250)
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The network of new roads provided cacao producers with new inland routes through
which they could market their harvests to Salvador through inland routes, bypassing the old sea
routes. At some point in the 1940s, the Cacao Institute opened a new warehouse in Gandu. This

deepened a process through which Gandu and other districts to the west of Itubera were able to

"2 Silva (2006:5) corroborates this point.
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establish increasing economic independence from Itubera. Instead of channeled their cacao
harvests to Salvador through Itubera’s sea route, producers could direct their harvests to Salvador
through Gandu by following another inland route, the BA-002,”® which had been recently
completed and connected Ilhéus to Salvador (Silva 2006:7). As a result of increasing economic
independence, Gandu was eventually able to achieve political emancipation from ltubera, and it
became a separate municipality in 1958. Over the next few decades, the other districts that were
formerly administrative districts of Itubera would also become independent municipalities.”

As has been seen, up through the 1930s and 1940s, the town of Itubera was connected to
commercial plantation activity only as an intermediary for receiving cacao and sending it to
Salvador by boat. Actual cacao production in the hills immediately surrounding Itubera was
limited, whereas the productive districts to the west only depended on Itubera to access the cacao
markets in Salvador. While the building of the BA-250 initially strengthened this connection to
Itubera by improving transportation through the intervening hills, the road-building activities in
the wider cacao region, and the establishment of another Cacao Institute warehouse in Gandu,
had overall negative consequences for Ituberd in the post-war period (see Flesher 2006:127-128;
Silva 2006:7). Silva cites passages from an interview with a long-time resident of ltuberd,

Roberto Baiardi, who describes some of the consequences for Itubera:

Ituberd was finished. From that moment on, nobody—not one cacao buyer from the
region, including my uncles, my relatives—would manually carry their cacao [to Ituberd]
so they could spend three days at sea, when instead they could send it [to Salvador] by
road in just a few hours. Well, it completely killed [the Itubera route]. ltubera...started to
enter into a period of decadence—really a terrible decadence. Commerce began to close,
the Italians left, including my father. [Silva 2006:7-8]"

" This route would later be transformed into the BR-101, which would be inaugurated in 1973 (see Flesher
2006:71).

™ Nova Ibia and Itamari became districts of Gandu, while Pirai do Norte remained a district of ltuberé until it
became a separate municipality in 1989. Itamari later became a municipality in 1962, and Nova Ibia eventually
became a municipality in 1989.

" The original text reads: “Acabou Itubera, daguela hora ali em diante ninguém mais, nenhum comprador de cacau
da regido, inclusive meus tios, meus parentes iriam mandar o cacau de braco pra levar trés dias no mar, podendo
despachar em horas pela estrada, matou completamente, entdo Ituberd . . . comecou a entrar num estado de
decadéncia na década de 40, de decadéncia, mas decadéncia terrivel mesmo, o comercio comecou a fechar, os
italianos foram embora, inclusive meu pai.”
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By the end of the 1940s, Itubera had lost the commercial basis for its existence, and it had
a new road that has split open the hills and drew commerce inland. By 1951, when the
anthropologist Anthony Leeds was conducting his dissertation research in the central cacao lands
to the south, this area immediately west of Itubera was still a “blank” space on the map of the
cacao lands seen in the map in Figure 2. Increasingly, this intervening region came into view as
one site for productive expansion, which had been identified in the IASEC report as among

Bahia’s “virgin” lands where new cacao could be produced:

At present virgin cocoa soil reserves within the area from Valenca to Sdo José do Mucuri
are estimated at about 30,000 hectares, or approximately 9 percent of the cultivated area.
Such reserves are more abundant at the extreme north and south fringes of the present
cocoa belt of Bahia. They are scattered spots of variable sizes but never long continuous
stretches. The fact that they have not so far been put to use is to be largely ascribed to the
prevailing lack of transportation and labour shortage. [Miranda 1957:81]

Before cacao took hold on the hills west of Itubera, especially in the 1960s and 1970s, the region

first became the focus of other kinds of commercial activity unrelated to cacao production.

4. Letters to the Editor & the Arrival of Norberto Odebrecht

“In the same way that he is deified, he is also hated.””"®

José Fortunato de Oliveira arrived in Itubera sometime around 1942 or 1943 to work as an
administrator at the regional branch of the Cacao Institute. Fortunato was originally from Ilhéus
where he worked as a journalist. He was a member of the communist party, familiar with

Bahia’s leftist intellectual circles, and had personal connections to people like Jorge Amado.”

"6 «“Na forma que ele passa a ser é endeusado, é odiado também.”

" One of Fortunato’s family members suggested that Amado always delivered copies of his books to Fortunato, and,
apparently, had offered a small homage to him in his book Jubiaba (1935), by briefly referring to a person name “Zé
Fortunato.”
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Born in 1912, Jorge Amado was from the town of Itabuna in the central cacao lands, and would
become one of Bahia’s most famous fiction writers. Amado was also a member of the
communist party and, growing up, he witnessed firsthand the violent social history through
which the central cacao lands were formed. Many of his fictional works (e.g., Amado 1933,
1945) drew upon and explored this history.” The political atmosphere for communists and
socialists during the Vargas dictatorship was unfriendly to say the least,”® and for that reason it
appears that Fortunato had run into political trouble in Ilhéus. Through personal political
connections from his early education at the gymnasium in Salvador, Fortunato was able to leave
Ilhéus after he was given a public appointment at the branch of the Cacao Institute located in
Itubera.

Meanwhile, in 1945, a young Norberto Odebrecht had founded a new construction firm
in Salvador, which was built from the ruins of his father’s engineering firm that had gone
bankrupt.?’ Odebrecht quickly made a name for himself in Salvador, “earning great prestige in
the community, and, in particular, among cacao planters, business people and politicians”
(Odebrecht Informa 1983:27).8* Through these personal and political networks, Odebrecht
secured an important building contract that was part of a larger effort, advanced by the state of
Bahia and Brazil’s federal government, to build a series of ports in the southern coast of Bahia.*
According to Bernardo, the port-building projects included the construction of four quays and
piers in the cacao lands, including one in Canavieiras around 1948, as well ports in the towns of
Taperod, Graciosa (near the town of Valenca), and Cajaiba (near the town of Camamu).®® Like
the road-building activity that had occurred in the same period, port-building gained significant
momentum from the early 1930s onward, when the first national department was established to
carry out these projects.®* According to Felicia, the Second World War seemed to have drawn

"8 In many ways, this and the following chapter could be thought of as a recapitulation of this history in the
northernmost stretches of the cacao lands, however several decades after the period about which Amado wrote.
" See Lins 2007.

8 See http://www.odebrechtonline.com.br/materias/00201-00300/262/ Last accessed April 13, 2014.

8 The original text reads: “...ganhando sélido prestigio junto & comunidade, e, em especial, aos cacauicultores,
empresarios e governantes.”

8 See Odebrecht Informa (1983:27).

8 See also: http://www.odebrechtonline.com.br/materias/00201-00300/262/

8 These specific port-building projects were directed by the National Department of Ports, Rivers and Canals
(Departamento Nacional de Portos, Rios e Canais, DNPRC), which was created in 1943. The DNPRC was
preceded by the first organization of its kind, the National Department of Ports and Navigation (Departamento
Nacional de Portos e Navagacdo, DNPN), which was created in 1934, and later underwent other institutional
transformations. See Pimentel (1999) and Filho (2007) for further discussion of port legislation in Brazil.
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attention to the need for greater transport efficiency between different parts of the state,
especially in the event of a national emergency, and this appears to have given further impetus to
these port-building projects.

Sometime around 1946 or 1947, Felicia and another man from Itubera named Julio,
similarly reported that Fortunato had written a series of three articles that were published in the
regional newspaper called the “Voice of Gandu Newspaper” (Jornal A Voz de Gandu). Each of
Fortunato’s articles presented a different request to the state government, including the
construction of a secondary school, an airstrip, and finally, a maritime port. At the same time
when Fortunato published his articles, Odebrecht was already in the process of building the port
in Graciosa near Valenca. Evidently, Odebrecht had read Fortunato’s article and saw further
opportunity. Julio recalled the story, as he had learned it: “Well, when [Odebrecht] read the
newspaper from Gandu, he sent a telegram to [Fortunato] asking him to publish [the articles] in
Salvador.”®®

Fortunato was friends with a state representative (deputado estadual) named Nelson
David Ribeiro, and had become a sort of “political consultant” (consultor politico) to him. Julio

recalled that Ribeiro frequently visited Fortunato:

He would come [to see Fortunato]...ask for opinions—Fortunato would give him his
opinions—they’d develop opinions—work on projects, and more projects—they did

everything because Fortunato knew how to write well—he had knowledge.®®

Although the connections in the oral histories are obscure, it appears that through both
Odebrecht’s and Ribeiro’s influence, Fortunato was successful in getting the port and other

projects approved:

Doctor Norberto took advantage of the situation and got the state representative, Dr.
Nelson David [Ribeiro], to approve the port-building project here—taking advantage of

the articles that [Fortunato] had written, and [the port] came.?’

8 “Entdo, ele lendo o jornal de Gandu, ele passou um telegrama pra [Fortunato] pedindo que publicasse aquilo em
Salvador.” Felicia suggested that Fortunato’s original article was republished in Rio de Janeiro in the Jornal do
Brasil, but I have not been able to recover any versions of the original articles.

8 “Ele vinha...conversar e pedia opini&o, [Fortunato] dava opinido—fazia opinido—fez projetos, fazia projetos—
fazia tudo, que Fortunato sabia escrever, era—tinha conhecimentos.”
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The funds for the port were eventually approved in the Diario Oficial of January 1947 at the cost
of Cr$1,000,000, and Odebrecht had won the building contract.

4a. Extracting Timber & New Industry

Odebrecht arrived in Ituberd sometime in 1948, and the port was completed and
inaugurated sometime in 1949. Evidently, Odebrecht had taken note of the region’s various
natural resources—particularly timber—which had gone relatively unexploited up until that time.

A publically available account of Odebrecht’s history describes his initial impression of Itubera:

An area rich in natural resources, including Pancada Grande Falls, a 63-meter-high
waterfall on the Serinhaém River, Itubera was surrounded by dense tropical rainforest. It
was an invitation to diversify the business by generating power and working with forest

products.®

An earlier journal published by Odebrecht’s parent company attempted to offer a more lyrical
account of Odebrecht’s first impression of the region: “Norberto Odebrecht confesses that he
became enchanted with the riches and the beauty of the region.”®

With the new infrastructure that was available to Odebrecht, including the new port he
had just built that was capable of receiving vessels that could transport 1,500 tons,®® and the new
BA-250 that had been built by the Cacao Institute some fourteen years prior, Odebrecht saw
opportunities for further expansion. Timber was the first product to draw Odebrecht’s attention.

Timber extraction was not new and had been a perennial extractive industry in the region,
albeit on a comparatively small scale. According to Flesher (2006: 70-71; 118-129), timber

extraction had been a constant but small-scale extractive activity in the region as early as the

87 “Doutor Norberto aproveitou e conseguiu que o duputado, doutor Nelson David, fizesse o projeto pra ter essa
ponte aqui, aproveitando os artigos que [Fortunato] tinha feito e veio.”

% See http://www.odebrechtonline.com.br/materias/00201-00300/262/ Last accessed April 13, 2014.

8 «Norberto Odebrecht confessa que ficou encantado com a riqueza e a beleza da regido.” (Odebrecht Informa
1983:27)

% http://www.odebrechtonline.com.br/materias/00201-00300/262/

200



17th century with Jesuit missionaries, and continued through the early twentieth century by a
local logger who was especially active in the area in the 1930s. Odebrecht’s arrival intensified

these extractive activities. Julio explained the circumstances of Odebrecht’s arrival:

When he arrived here, he had already seen that Itubera had greater potential. So he took
advantage of the great potential that was there, and since he was very smart—very
intelligent, very intelligent—he saw that things in the area, things in the region here was a
bit slow. So by means political connections, Doctor Norberto created SAICI here in
Ituberd...to exploit the timber that there was here. He exploited the timber from Itubera
all the way to the south of Bahia.*

Odebrecht established SAICI, or the Anonymous Industrial and Commercial Society of Itubera,”
in 1952, and through this small corporation, he began extracting timber more systematically and
on a much wider scale. According to Bernardo, Odebrecht had established some important
contacts during the post-war reconstruction efforts in Germany. Through these connections,
Odebrecht was reportedly able to import some 13 metric tons of high quality milling equipment
from Germany, and brought in a team of German technicians to help install and operate the mill
(also see Flesher 2006:130). The timber mill and factory included a saw mill, an autoclave for
treating the timber, and equipment for creating plywood and other wood laminates. Odebrecht
built these facilities right next to the new port so that he could easily transport semi-processed
wood products to Salvador. Bernardo also recounted that Odebrecht had received two boats,
trucks, and other machinery and implements (see Flesher 2006:130; Lima n.d.:50). Bernardo
recalled that the trucks that operated in the region included the DeSoto and Fargo lines made by
Chrysler, and vehicles from the Federal Motor Truck Company. Through political connections
with the state government, Odebrecht was able to have further improvements made to the already
existent road between Ituberéd and Gandu.

Once his timber business was established, Bernardo suggested that Odebrecht was able to

import high-quality timber from as far away as 250 kilometers, from municipalities such as

%1 “Ele chegando aqui, ele ja verificou que Itubera tinha um campo maior, af ele aproveitou esse campo maior
existente e como ele era muito sabido, muito inteligente, muito inteligente, ele viu que esse negdcio, essa regido aqui
tava, tava meia assim e doutor Norberto puxou na época, através da politica, pra ser feito aqui em Itubera a
SAICI...pra explorar as madeiras que tinham aqui. Que ele explorou madeira de Itubera até o sul da Bahia.”

% Sociedade Andnima Industrial e Comercial de Itubera.
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Pocdes, Vitoria da Conquista, Itambé, Itapetinga, Maiquinique, Macarani, Tarantin, Itacaré, and
Boa Nova. Flesher (2006:130-131) reports that at its height, SAICI employed nearly 1,000
people throughout the region, and that within seven years, the remaining old growth trees in the
region were gone. When transportation costs had become too steep to import high quality
timber, Odebrecht apparently shifted his focus to lower-quality timber to manufacture plywood,
and he focused his extractive efforts on the forests immediately surrounding the town of
ltuberd.®®

The mill and factory required a stable energy source, trucks needed diesel fuel, and
Odebrecht needed to improve his capacity to export the timber products. Consequently,
Odebrecht began to experiment with different forms of vertical and horizontal integration in the
region by building an industrial complex. In order to supply energy for the factories, he built a
hydroelectric power plant on the local waterfall, called Pancada Grande, which was called the
Hydroelectric System of Pancada Grande. The plant operated on a 24 hour basis and produced
11,000 kilowatt hours of energy, which was sufficient to operate all of the machines at SAICI
(Lima n.d.:51). Odebrecht also built an airstrip and contracted with a small air company from
Salvador, Air Transports of Salvador (TAS),* to make daily flights from Salvador to Itubera.
Odebrecht also expanded into transporting different fuels—gasoline, diesel, and kerosene—to
supply the new trucks and other vehicles that were operating in the region. Toward this end, he
had purchased an oil tanker that he operated through the newly built port. According to the
corporation’s own official retrospective account, Odebrecht’s goal was to create an integrated

agro-industrial complex:

Motivated by the region’s natural potential, he decided to implant an agroindustrial
complex there, for which he was able to attract heavy-weight economic groups like
Firestone and Matarazzo, each one with their own undertaking—the first focused on
planting rubber trees for the extraction of latex, and the second on the cultivation of
dendé palms for the production of palm oil. [Odebrecht Informa 1985:15]%

% See the official account at http://www.odebrechtonline.com.br/materias/00201-00300/262/

% Transportes Aéreos de Salvador.

% The original text reads: “Motivado pelo potencial natural da regio, ele decidiu ali implantar um complexo
agroindustrial, para o qual chegou a atrair grupos econdmicos do peso de uma Firestone e de um Matarazzo, cada
qual com seu préprio empreendimento - o primeiro voltado para o plantio de seringueiras para a extracdo do latex e
o0 segundo para o cultivo de dendezeiros com vistas a producdo de dleo de dendé.”
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Flesher (2006:131) similarly observes:

Odebrecht envisioned the timber harvest as only the first step in developing a plantation
agriculture economy in ltubera and he invited wealthy investors to buy properties along
[the] BA-250 between kilometer 15 and 29 and along a newly constructed road that led
14 kilometers south from kilometer 25 to the Cachoeira Grande River. Most of the
investors arrived between 1954-1964 buying 100s-1000s hectare properties (the largest
being the Fires tone plantation covering 9,000 ha) on which to plant cacao and rubber

groves.

Toward this end of establishing an industrial complex, Odebrecht attracted both governmental
entities, and private companies from Rio de Janeiro, S&do Paulo, Rio Grande do Sul, and from
abroad. The first entities he helped bring to the region included a federal land colonization
scheme, locally referred to as the Coldnia, or the “Colony,” which had settled Japanese
immigrants in the post-war period, as well as the companies Firestone, Matarazzo, and ESSO
Standard Oil.*®

Bernardo explained that Odebrecht had “arranged land for ESSO, arranged land for
Matarazzo, arranged land for Firestone, and with those lands there he went enriching himself.”%’
Both the Col6nia and Firestone were among the early pioneers of rubber production in the
region, and were part of the first period of expansion between 1950 and 1960. The Matarazzo
group had come to establish a palm oil plantation, but unlike Firestone, it quickly failed for
technical reasons.”® Matarazzo’s landholdings were eventually purchased by a rubber-planting
consortium called “Agro Industrial Ituberd,” which emerged during the second phase of

expansion discussed further below. These phases of expansion stimulated an influx of

% According to Bernardo, ESSO (ESSO Brasileira de Petréleo S.A.) opened a terminal in ltuberé in 1955. During
its time in ltuberd, he reported that ESSO owned three separate storage tanks for gasoline, diesel and kerosene. The
gasoline tank was reported to hold 2.5 million liters; the diesel 1.6 million liters; and the kerosene tank 780,000
liters. Bernardo suggested that ESSO remained in the area for nine years until the terminal closed in 1964, and the
company moved to storage and distribution facilities in lIhéus.

" «Arranjou terreno pra ESSO, arranjou terreno pra Matarazzo, arranjou terreno pra Firestone, e evidentemente com
aquelas terras devolutas dali ele foi se fazendo.”

% According to Felicia, the new palm oil (dendé) tree cultivars that the administrators planted ended up being
unproductive.
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immigration to the region from all around the country, and together they would significantly
transform the agrarian character of the region as a whole. Bernardo summarized the broad

transformation of this time period:

It was a great movement...He was able to bring in Japanese immigrants when the federal
government opened up the—when they opened up the colonial centers for them. That
was the time when there was the hydroelectric plant—everything was there. There was
the sawmill—the sawmill exported—it manufactured and exported all over. The port...of
Itubera was receiving ships, it already even received petrol tankers. It was [Odebrecht]
that brought ESSO there, he was the one who brought the airport, he was the one who
brought Firestone, and he who brought Matarazzo. He gave a darn big boost to the

region, understand?®

This progressive sequence of events is captured in various ways in local narratives. Felicia, for
example, explained: “The people say—he acquired—nhe set up the factory, he set up the saw
mill...and started to buy land up there to remove the timber. And then he sold off those lands to
Firestone.”® As will be seen in the next chapter, this progressive series of events is be similarly
captured in different posseiros’ narratives, where each stage of these (and subsequent)

transformations are encountered as a progressive series of transgressions.

5. The First Period of Rubber Cultivation: 1950s

Of all these early transformations, one of the most significant was the introduction of natural
rubber cultivation into the Dendé Coast. The arrival of rubber in the region resulted from a
broader national effort to establish Brazil as a self-sufficient natural rubber producer as demand

% “E era um movimento...Ele tambem conseguiu trazer os imigrantes japoneses que o governo federal abriu
ai...abriu os nucleos coloniais pra eles. Foi na época que tinha hidrelétrica, tinha tudo 14, tinha essa serraria, que a
serraria exportava—ele fabricava e exportava por ai...O porto...de Itubera ja recebia navio, ja recebia até petroleiro.
Foi ele quem levou pra I4 a ESSO, foi ele quem levou o aeroporto, foi ele que levou Firestone, foi ele quem levou a
Matarazzo. Deu um pulso da porra naquela regido, entendeu?”

100« povo fala—ele conseguiu—ele montou a fabrica, ele montou a serraria...e comecou a comprar terras ai dentro
pa tirar a madeira pra isso...e essa, essas terras ele passou pra essa a, a Fariston.”
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for rubber products quickly rose following the Second World War. The expansion of plantation
rubber into this part of the cacao lands had direct consequences for the posseiros. The lands they
lived upon had become the target for speculative accumulation, as they were bought out and
pushed off the land, which was then resold to large firms, like Firestone, that were seeking out

sites where they could invest in plantation rubber.

5a. The Background of Rubber Production in Brazil

If road-building, port-building, and timber extraction—uwith all of their attendant
activities—were among the early activities that transformed the region, they did not yet result in
the widespread investment of plantation capital in the Dendé Coast region. This process was
initiated with the arrival of Firestone in the region and the establishment of the Col6nia. Their
arrival must be understood as part of a larger state-driven investment scheme aimed at
augmenting Brazil’s rubber production capacities.'®* Efforts to rationalize the production of
rubber in the Americas began early in the 20" century, after the rubber tree (Hevea brasiliensis)
had already been established as a plantation crop in Southeast Asia at the end of the 19" century.
Previously, rubber was a traditional part of the extractive economy in various part of the Amazon
basin, where rubber tappers worked under a highly exploitative systems of debt-driven patronage
(see Dean 1987:39-41).

The economic viability of extraction from wild rubber was undermined by the
establishment of plantation-grown rubber in Southeast Asia in the late 19" century, in parts of
Ceylon, Malaya, Sumatra, Java, and Cochinchina. The first harvests of plantation rubber
stimulated a further boom in rubber planting, and global rubber supplies spiked. Whereas 1907,
a mere 1,000 tons of plantation rubber were sold on the world market, by 1913, production
reached 47,618 tons (Dean 1987:34-35). By this point, the productivity of plantation rubber had
already surpassed the natural ceiling for wild rubber extraction in Brazil, which peaked at around
40,000 tons per year (Dean 1987:22).292 The sudden influx of plantation-grown rubber brought

191 The general historical narrative about rubber cultivation in Brazil, especially in Section 5 and 7, draw extensively
upon Dean (1987).

192 The “natural ceiling” was the result of several factors, which included the physioloigcal limits of wild rubber
trees to produce latex in a given period, and the limited number of naturally occurring rubber trees in the forest.
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about an overall reduction in international prices with which extractive rubber could hardly
compete.

Despite this reduction in the cost of rubber, leaders in rubber-dependent industries like
Firestone and Goodyear sought to bring the price of rubber down further through efforts to
undermine the ability of the Southeast Asian rubber cartels to set prices. To do so, they sought to
establish rubber plantations in different parts of the Caribbean, Central, and South America.
However, planting efforts in the Americas were vexed by a series of seemingly intractable
problems—and in particular, a disease called the “South American Leaf Blight,” caused by the
fungus Microcyclus ulei.

Leaf Blight is endemic to the Americas and aggressively attacks rubber trees, especially
when they are planted in dense stands under monocrop conditions (Dean 1987:57-59).
Consequently, early attempts to plant rubber under plantation conditions failed throughout the
Americas. As Dean documents, early ventures to develop plantation rubber in the Americas,
including the famous case of Fordlandia in the Amazon, were crippled by Leaf Blight. In
Southeast Asia, however, where the rubber tree was an exotic species and could thrive in the
absence of natural pests such as Leaf Blight, rubber planters benefited from ideal conditions.

With the outbreak of the Second World War, renewed efforts were undertaken by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture to develop rubber production in Central and South America, as
Southeast Asian sources became increasingly precarious. After the war was over, these efforts
continued as demand for new rubber products rose. International consumption of rubber
skyrocketed, and the United States, in particular, was seeking out new sources of cheap rubber.
National demand for rubber products in Brazil was also growing, especially with the rapid
expansion of new roads in the interwar period and a quickly rising demand for tires. By 1946,
Brazil was already producing a half million tires between the companies of Firestone, Goodyear,
Pneus Brasil, and others (Dean 1987:108). Dean reports that in both 1949 and 1950, demand for
new tires alone grew by 16% each year (1987:115). Meanwhile, wild rubber production dropped
from 32,930 tons in 1947 to 18,619 tons by 1950. By 1951, Brazil imported the first shipment of
Malayan rubber (Dean 1987:115).

Drawing more trees into the extractive economy that might have been found further into the interior of the Amazon
would have proven problematic due to sheer distance and transportation. Wild rubber was not subject to breeding
programs, large scale planting or replanting, and there were few incentives to improve tapping technology that might
have been one source of improvement.
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5b. Early Rubber in Bahia

Attempts to plant rubber on a wide scale were not entirely foreign to Bahia. According to
different sources, rubber was first introduced into Bahia sometime between 1900 and 1910. A
report by the Executive Commission for the Process and Treatment of Cacao (CEPLAC), 1% a
federal organization that coordinates agricultural research and extension services for cacao
growers, cites one source (Goereder 1958) suggesting that the first rubber trees were
reintroduced to the South American continent from saplings brought from Southeast Asia in
1900 (CEPLAC 1976:13). The same report cites other sources (Superintendéncia da Borracha
1971), which cites state initiatives to plant rubber in Bahia as early as 1906. Dean (1987:48)**
similarly cites some limited plantings from young rubber trees brought from Southeast Asia
between 1909 and 1910, including 200 rubber trees brought from the Dutch East Indies, which
were planted at the state agricultural school in Sdo Bento das Lages. In 1910, another 4,100 trees
were imported from Ceylon by a German shipping agent, and these were planted between the
municipalities of Una and Canavieiras (Dean 1987:48).

The CEPLAC report cites several publications from the mid-1920s, all of which mention
the existence of small rubber plantings in the cacao lands that had been promoted by the state.
These authors included Bondar (1923), Ferrdo (1927), and Filho (1925), who would later head
the Cacao Institute. Filho, for example, referred to an area of 4,100 trees planted in the Serra da
Onga near Canavieiras (CEPLAC 1976:13). By this time, rubber was already being intercropped
in cacao groves as a shade tree, although this practice was still limited. In 1926, the state was
offering cheap land secessions and 10,000 rubber saplings to whomever wanted to cultivate
rubber (CEPLAC 1976:13). This appears to have been effected through a state law that was
meant to promote rubber production. The law, according to Dean (1987:71), guaranteed low
freightage, eliminated export taxes on rubber, and gave a 50% discount on state lands for those
proposing to cultivate the crop.'®® Dean suggested that nearly 100,000 trees were planted in this

period, and that many were already being intercropped with cacao. In Dean’s account, efforts to

103 Comissdo Executiva do Plano da Lavoura Cacaueira.
194 Dean, in turn, cites Bondar (1926), Carvalho (1981), and Ferrdo (1926).
105 Dean refers to the law as “No. 1876.”
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expand rubber cultivation in Bahia entered a brief hiatus until the Second World War. In 1942,
field technicians from the Rubber Development Corporation (RDC) traveled to Bahia in search
of new areas to plant rubber, where they encountered those trees that had been planted a couple
decades prior (Dean 1987:98).

5¢. The First Phase of Plantation Rubber in the Dendé Coast

This renewed interest in plantation rubber eventually reached the region around Itubera
and Camamu in the early 1950s, as a consequence of new federal legislation. In 1952, the
Brazilian federal government put forward new legislation with the aim of expanding rubber
cultivation in the country. A government Decree 30.694, which passed on March 31 of that year,
required any industries involved in the manufacture of rubber products—such as tires—to invest
20% of their profits in rubber plantings. A number of tire companies in Brazil, beginning with
Firestone, campaigned against the steep terms of this requirement. Firestone was eventually able
to negotiate a new deal with the government whereby they agreed to plant 1,200 hectares of
rubber trees in order to fulfill the requirement. The terms of this agreement were made law in
1954 through a new decree.'®® Other tire companies, including Goodyear, Pirelli, Dunlop and
General, followed Firestone’s precedent and eventually agreed to similar terms (see Dean
1987:120; CEPLAC 1976:13).

As a result of these developments, the region around Itubera and Camamu was being
examined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture as a site for rubber expansion, after the same
region had been rejected as a candidate several decades earlier. In 1953, Dean notes:

Firestone, influenced partly by Keith Truettner, one of the USDA field technicians
assigned to Bahia, decided to buy in that state a property 9,580 hectares in extent,
occupying parts of the municipalities of Camamu and Ituberd, where there were many

small properties already cultivating some rubber. That site, interestingly enough, had

196 The relevant decrees include Decree 30,694, passed on March 31, 1952, followed by Decree 35,371, passed on
April 12, 1954,
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been visited by the 1923 USDA survey team. They had ruled it out for plantation
development, however, because of its hilly terrain. [Dean 1987:121]

With the new roads, port, hydroelectric plant, and other infrastructure, as well as the presence of
ESSO by 1955, the hilly region around Camamu and ltubera had become an ideal site for new
investment. An editorial in the Akron Beacon Journal, published near Firestone’s corporate
headquarters in Akron, Ohio, suggested that the reason the region around ltubera and Camamu
“was chosen because of the availability of labor, plentiful rainfall, even climate, nearness to
ocean transport and hydroelectric power” (Editorial 1956), the latter of which Odebrecht had
helped bring to the region. The editorial continued:

The land was surveyed for Firestone in early 1954 and since the end of that year more
than 700 acres have been cleared and some planted with high-yielding rubber trees
brought to Brazil from the vast Firestone plantations in Liberia, West Africa...The
Firestone tract includes land that was a sugar plantation years ago. The plantation,
roughly rectangular, covers the floor of a long valley bordered by timbered hills.
[Editorial 1956]

According to this editorial, the plantation covered 12,500 acres, or 5,059 hectares, and had
planned to expand its rubber groves to 3,000 acres, or 1,200 hectares in size. According to a
later editorial in Firestone News, the company reported “a 22,000-acre rubber plantation near

Ituberd” (Firestone 1961:1), having nearly doubled to just over 8,900 hectares in size.

5d. The First Phase of Smallholding Rubber in the Dendé Coast

Up until this time, Felisberto Cardoso de Camargo had long been proposing colonization
projects to promote rubber production on a smallholding basis, as he was an especially
vociferous critic of the feudalistic and highly exploitative productive relationships under which

wild rubber tappers worked in the Amazon region.'®” Camargo had been largely ignored

197 See Dean (1987:99-103).
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throughout the 1940s. When it became clear that the extractive rubber industry would be unable
to meet (let alone keep up with) increases in national demand, and especially after Brazil was
forced to begin importing rubber in 1951, smallholding models such as those promoted by
Camargo were finally given more serious attention.'® Among these early efforts to promote
smallholding rubber production were efforts through the National Institute of Immigration and
Colonization (INIC), which would eventually be transformed into the National Institute of
Colonization and Land Reform (INCRA).'® While most of INIC’s colonies had been
established in the Amazon region, one of the new colonies was established in ltubera.

The Col6nia was established sometime around 1953 on approximately 4,000 hectares of
lands that were legally owned by the state (Flesher 2006:132). According to Julio, officials from
INIC had been convinced by Odebrecht, together with the influence from the state representative
Nelson David Ribeiro, to open one of these land colonization projects in Itubera. This was partly
effected through the donation of lands from both the municipal government and from
Odebrecht’s SAICI organization:

[T]he town government (prefeitura) and SAICI donated a large tract of land for this
purpose in 1953...INICI allotted 7-40 ha parcels to each family, initially settling 10
Japanese families and an equal number of nordestinos, and at the same time formalizing

the land claims of the posseiros already living there. [Flesher 2006:132]*"

Flesher suggests, likewise, that this redistribution of lands by attracting colonization schemes

was a way for Odebrecht to improve access to timber in the region:

Farmers received their land forested and sold the timber rights to SAICI who built roads
to extract the timber and employed three logging crews to clear the land. The settlers

then cut and burned what was left and planted clove, black pepper, rubber, oil palm,

198 See Dean (1987:115-127).

199 |nstituto Nacional de Imigracéo e Colonizagéo (INIC); Instituto Nacional de Colonizac&o e Reforma Agréria
(INCRA).

19 ima (n.d.:47) suggested that the Colénia was originally 2,000 hectares in size, and that plots were 7 to 22
hectares in size. Jalio recalled the plots ranging from 5 to 40 hectares in size. The reason for the range in plot size
is unclearly, although it may have depended on the size of each family that was being settled.
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tomatoes, pineapples, and cooking spices. By 1965 most of the forest in the Colonia
south of the BA-250 was gone. [Flesher 2006:134]

As the Coldnia was settled, trucks traveling from the interior of Bahia, and from the northern
states of Brazil of Paraiba, Pernambuco, and Ceara, brought large numbers of migrants to
Ituberd. Through funds provided by INIC, the local administration at the Colénia would provide
fertilizer, fungicides, insecticides, and food to the settlers for the first six years. After this period
the lots would be “emancipated” and placed under the ownership of the settlers, who would then
have 20 years to repay the government for their lots.

Julio, who eventually began working at INIC, suggested that many of the first people
who arrived were “lazy people who didn’t want anything.”**! Most of the first families that
arrived left after the first rainy season: “The colonists arrived there, they had never seen rain
before—it rained for 30 days and they couldn’t take it.”*** The government also brought in
Japanese immigrants: “The Japanese that arrived here in this same time, but the mentality was
different. They had come to work.”™® He explained that the Japanese settlers were “really were
agriculturalists by tradition. In a short time after they arrived—after three, four months—they
were already earning money with agriculture.”*** They focused on selling garden produce, such
as tomatoes and lettuce, but initially encountered different local culinary habits:

The people of Itubera didn’t know how to eat tomatoes, they didn’t know how to make

salads...And it was the greatest difficulty for the Japanese to do commerce here, because

the people didn’t know what these things were!**®

Eventually, he suggested, these novelties caught on, in part through envious imitation:

But since we are a somewhat envious people [someone might observe]:

1L «Af trouxeram muita gente, preguicosos que nao queriam nada.”

112 «“Mas os colonos chegavam ai, nunca tinha visto chuva, chovia 30 dias af eles ndo aguentava.”

113 «Os japoneses que chegaram aqui nessa mesma época, mas a mentalidade é diferente. Eles j& vieram pra
trabalhar.”

114 «0s japoneses s&o agricultores por tradicdo mesmo. Com pouco tempo que eles chegou aqui eles—trés, quatro
meses—e eles ja estavam ganhando dinheiro com agricultura.”

15«0 pessoal de Itubera ndo sabia comer tomates, ndo sabia fazer saladas, ndo conhecia salada...E foi a maior
dificuldade para os japoneses fazer comércio aqui, porque o pessoal nao sabia o que era isso!”
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“The Doctor ate it, the Father ate it. Well, then, I will eat it.”*®

In addition to these new food stuffs that the Japanese migrants introduced to the region, one of
the head administrators at the Coldnia, an agronomist named Anténio Lemos Maia, also
promoted rubber planting among smallholders at the Colonia, in addition to other cash crops
such as guarana and black pepper.'*” These eventually caught on in the region, albeit to a lesser
degree than either rubber or cacao.

Arguably, the Colonia was a model after which, or against which, future land
colonization and land reform projects in the region would be modeled—both in positive and
negative respects. On the whole, the Coldnia appears to have been poorly administered and it
ran into complex financial and administrative difficulties before the colonists were emancipated.
As such, it could also be said to provide a model of public malfeasance and corruption. Julio
recalled that the Col6nia’s administration initiated a cooperative through which all produce was
to be channeled. The cooperative would market the settlers’ harvests, from the proceeds, the
administration “discounted 12% from the sale and charged another 12%—some 6% or 12%—for
transportation costs.”™® For reasons that are not entirely clear, Jalio explained that
administrators eventually ordered the Japanese settlers to halt any increases in their productivity:

The Japanese had production, the others didn’t, but the Japanese produced. So they
obligated the Japanese to turn over their production to the association—whatever they

produced, they delivered to the cooperative.'*®

Despite these administrative complexities, the smallholdings at the Col6nia were eventually
emancipated and the families that were settled there eventually gained legal tenure and control
over their land. Together, the new Firestone plantation and the Col6nia offered model of
landholding that differed quite radically from that of the posseiros, and the combined transfer of

116 “Mas como nds somos um povo meio invejosos: ‘O doutor comeu, o padre comeu? Ah, entdo vou comer.””

17 According to Dean (1987:118): “Smallholding colonists were taking up Hevea, with the encouragement of two
other state officials, Oswaldo Bastos de Menezes and Anténio Lemos Maia, who had set up a nursery at Itubera.”
118 “Descontava 12% da venda e cobrava mais 12%—ou 6% ou 12% do transporte.”

119 «0s japoneses tinham producéo, os outros ndo tinham, os japoneses produziam... Obrigou os japoneses a dar pra
a associacdo...o que produzirem, entregavam na cooperativa.”
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land involved a total of some 13,580 hectares of land, or a total of 135 square kilometers of
land.®® To be sure, these transfers of land affected a number of posseiro families whose fates
were uncertain and largely unremarked upon in official accounts of these transformations, with
exception of the Coldnia, where it appears that at least some of the posseiro families were
resettled and remade into legal “smallholders.”

The fate of the posseiro families, however, appears to have depended in part upon those
people that were held specific public offices at different points over the course of these
transactions. The way in which these individuals executed the law will appear to have been

consequential.

6. The Structure of Land Transactions in the First Period

Although the precise relationships and the structure of the transactions are somewhat obscure

and would require further research,*?

oral histories about Odebrecht’s involvement in the region
place him at the center of a series of these land transactions. In order to gain access to this land,
however, Odebrecht required the collaboration of at least two public officials: (1) the land
commissioner (delegado de terra), the first named Dr. Caetano, later followed by a man named
Dr. Severino; and (2) the public notary (tabelido), the first named Dr. Oseas, later followed by a

woman named Dona Marcia.

6a. Measuring Land & The First Land Commissioner

The regional land commissioner (delegado de terra) would have been involved in all of

these transactions. The land commissioner was a public functionary who would have been

involved in transferring and legalizing claims to public lands (terras devolutas) into private

120 This figure is based on Dean’s figure of 9,580 hectares for the Firestone plantation, and Flesher’s figure of 4,000
hectares for the Col6nia.

121 The opacity of the land transactions may have been a deliberate dimension to some of these transactions, as will
be suggested below.
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hands, including surveying and measuring the boundaries between landholdings that would be
used to draw up land titles and other forms of legal documentation. If there were land disputes,
the land commissioner would have served as a mediator.'?

During the 1930s and 1940s, the land commissioner in the Itubera and Camamu region
was a man named Dr. Caetano, according to a man named Francisco who had become close with
Dr. Caetano when he was growing up. Dr. Caetano arrived in the region sometime around 1929
or 1930, and served as a land commissioner in what was referred to as the 7th District, which,
Francisco explained, extended all the way to the town of Belmonte, more than 200 kilometers to
the south. Dr. Caetano often acted as an intermediary in local land disputes, and frequently acted
in favor of the posseiros. According to Francisco, Dr. Caetano was reportedly responsible for

helping many posseiros legalize their lands:

A large number of them were legalized because he forced [them to]—he did [his work]
for free [and let the posseiros] pay later. When he died in 1965, a large part of the

posseiros still never paid him, because he never sought it out.*®

Francisco described Dr. Caetano in the following manner:

He was always a very humble person, he was in favor of the small [posseiros]. He had—
he had some compadres who were fazendeiros, and many of them wanted to take land
from the small [posseiros] and would come [to him] to legalize [their false claims], but he

was against that.***

Francisco explained that Dr. Caetano did not allow any of his family members or children to

purchase public lands, so as to avoid any perception that he or his family members were

122 The land commissioners were empowered by new land laws that were passed in Bahia in the 1890s. Wright
(1976:68-77) describes various details of a land law passed in 1891, while Mahony (:441-443) describes various
details of the 1897 land law.

123 “E yma grande parte era legalizado porque ele forcava—fazia de graca pra pagarem depois. Quando ele morreu
nos anos de [19]65, ainda ficou a maior parte de posseiros sem pagar, porque ele ndo cobrava.”

124 «Ele sempre foi uma pessoa muito humilde, ele era favor dos pequenos. Ele tinha—ele tinha—ja fazendeiros
chamados, que eram compadres dele, e varios deles queriam tomar a terra do pequeno e vinham pra legalizar e ele
era contra.”
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accumulating land through any abuse of his public office. Francisco recalled Dr. Caetano saying

to his children:

“With me as land commissioner, you’ll never have land in the region, because | won’t

permit it...Anybody that ever accuses me of being a thief, I’Il kill them.”*?*

Even if Dr. Caetano only pretended that he would be willing to take such extreme measure to
avoid accusations of land grabbing and abuse of office, Francisco’s remarks suggest abuse of
office among other land commissioners in the office must have been relatively widespread.
Francisco explained that Dr. Caetano frequently advised poor rural families if he had
caught wind of someone’s plans to usurp posseiros’ land. Francisco recalled him saying:

“Look, Fulano wants to take your land, go find a lawyer.”*%

Francisco recalled one such case that actually involved one of Dr. Caetano’s compadres, one of
the godparents to his own children. With the help of the local prosecutor, Dr. Caetano helped the
possiero family win the case. Francisco recalled the case, when a widowed posseiro woman

showed up at Dr. Caetano’s house one day, looking for his help:

One day a widow showed up with two of her children sitting in the baskets—those

baskets they use to carry manioc, you know?*?’

The baskets he was referring to would have been large wicker baskets called panacuns, woven
from natural materials such as vines or other plant material, which would have been attached to

either side of a mule or donkey she must have ridden into town. The woman said:

[Woman]: “Dr. Caetano, the Coronel Zé wants to take my land...”

125 “Ey como Delegado de Terras, voces ndo terdo terra na regido, que eu ndo quero...Quem me chamar de ladro, eu
mato.”

126 “Qlha, Fulano quer tomar sua terra, procure um adevogado.”

127 «Ele estava aqui que...morava aqui nessa rua mermo, e chegou uma vitva com dois filhos nos panacuns, era
aqueles panacuns de carregar mandioca né?”

215



[Dr. Caetano] said:  “Coronel Zé wants to take your land? Ma’am, do you or your

husband know where the boundary is [for your land]?’
[Woman]: “Oh, I know where it is.”
»128

[Dr. Caetano] said: ~ “Go on home, and tomorrow I’ll be there.

The next day he got together some mules for the trip, collected up his surveying instruments

(aparelhos), and went to visit the Coronel Zé’s plantation that bordered the woman’s roca:

When he arrived there, he asked for the overseer of the plantation, the administrator.

[Dr. Caetano] said:  “Sir, do you know where Coronel Zé’s boundary is?”

[The administrator] said: “Yes sir, | know where it is.”

[Dr. Caetano]: “Well sir, will you show it to me?”

When he showed him, [Dr. Caetano said]:  *“So it’s through here?”

[Administrator]: “That’s right.”

[Dr. Caetano] made the measurement for the widow, he legalized it, and gave the land to

the widow...Afterward, the Coronel became angry with [Dr. Caetano], as the Coronel

wanted to encroach upon the widow’s land, but [Dr. Caetano] wouldn’t permit it.*?®

128 «\\/: “Doutor Caetano, o Coronel Zé quer tomar minha terra.’//Ele disse: ‘Coronel Zé quer tomar sua terra? A
senhora sabe onde é o rumo, o seu marido?’//W: ‘Ah eu sei onde é e tal.’//Ele disse: ‘Va embora que amanha eu
estou la.””

129 “Quando chegou l4 procurou o feitor da fazenda, o administrador. E disse: ‘O senhor sabe onde é o rumo do
Coronel Z&?’//Ele disse: “Sei sim senhor.’//*Ent&o, 0 senhor vai me mostrar.’//Quando mostrou: ‘E por
aqui?’//‘E.’//[Dr. Caetano] fez a medicdo da vilva, ele legalizou e deu a terra & vitva...O coronel ficou até zangado
com ele, o coronel queria entrar na terra da vilva e ele nao deixou.”
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Beyond helping the posseiros legalize their land holdings, Dr. Caetano also advised the posseiros
to cultivate permanent crops apart from manioc, which would help them to secure their

landholdings:

“Look...If you don’t plant anything else [other than manioc], plant some piacava
palms...Because it’s native to the region, you should plant piacava palms. When you put

in @ manioc roga, plant a piacava tree.”**

As described in the previous chapter, manioc was cultivated in the region through a form of
swidden cultivation. The posseiros would clear and plant manioc in one section of the forest.
After they harvested a couple manioc crops from that plot, and the soil became less fertile, they
would move on to a new plot of forest where they would begin the cycle over again. This system
of agriculture appeared impermanent and constantly on the move, and from the perspective of
Dr. Caetano, who was interested in helping the posseiros legalize their land claims, this system
of agriculture might have contributed to destabilizing the posseiro’s land claims. Dr. Caetano’s
goal was to promote what he took to be a more permanent form of cultivation. Francisco

remembered him saying:

“When you put a roca here, and then go put in another elsewhere, plant them in sequence
right next to one another, so that you go forming a little plantation (fazendinha). Always

planting—and if you don’t plant anything else, plant piagava.”**

In this manner, by planting piagava palms after they harvested their manioc, the posseiros’ land
claims would remain visible to outsiders and potential usurpers.

Dr. Caetano’s activity in the region seemed to mitigate some of the land disputes. People
who arrived in the region to purchase state land could do so legally, but if there were any
posseiros squatting on those land there, Dr. Caetano intervened to mitigate any potential

conflicts. In order to minimize the potential for conflicting claims, Dr. Caetano frequently

130 «Qlha...que vocés ndo plantem nada, plantem piacava...Que é coisa nativa da regido, vocés plantam piacava.
Botou uma roga de mandioca, plante uma piagava.”

131 ««Quando vocés botarem aqui, e vai botar outra, bote em sequencia, pegada aquela, pra ir formando uma
fazendazinha né. Plantando sempre—nada que vocés plantem, plantem a piagava.””

217



admonished the posseiro families he knew to legalize their landholdings. It appears, however,
that a number of the posseiros refused to legalize their holdings, despite Caetano’s frequent
recommendations. Francisco recalled the frequent conversations between Dr. Caetano and a

number of different posseiros:

[Dr. Caetano]: “Hey man, you should legalize [your land].”
[Posseiro]: “No, Doctor.”
[Dr. Caetano]: “You should legalize.”

In Francisco’s recollection, Dr. Caetano was not always able to convince posseiro families to
legalize their landholdings, and many posseiros remained without title. This circumstance
appears to have changed when Odebrecht arrived in the region and began requisitioning large

amounts of land. Francisco recalled:

When Dr. Norberto came, well, that’s when the posseiros came [to see Dr. Caetano].

But by that time, however, there was little more that Dr. Caetano could do:

[Dr. Caetano]: “Well, I can’t do anything anymore because Norberto [Odebrecht]

requested [these lands] from the state.” **?

6b. Front Persons and the Public Notary

With the exception of some notes in Mahony (1996) and Wright (1976), there is little
published material about the land commissioners (delegados de terra) in Bahia. One recently

published thesis (Pinto 2004) that collects together oral histories from the municipality of

132« rapaz se legalize.’//*Nao Doutor.’//*Se legalize.””//Quando veio doutor Norberto entdo, ai 0s posseiros
vinham.//” Ai eu ndo mais posso fazer nada, que Norberto requereu ao Estado.’”
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Camaca, located in the southern part of the cacao zone, provides a few details about the land
commissioners that were active in this that part of the cacao zone between the 1910s and 1920s
(Pinto 2004). The land commissioners in that municipality were two men by the names of Dr.
Jodo Marques and Dr. Boaventura Ribeiro. The latter lived between 1882 and 1974, had
graduated with a degree in civil engineering, and eventually began working as land
commissioner (Pinto 2004:115). Oral histories from that region describe how Dr. Boaventura

Ribeiro viewed the politics of his work as land commissioner:

Philosophically, he did not permit large areas, he didn’t permit latifindios...As land
commissioner, he gave out 30 or 40 hectares, and whoever wanted more afterward, [he
would only be permitted it] after they had utilized the area that was already given...In this
way he prevented the action of caxixeiros™> and others greedy for land, as well as future
conflicts over land like those recounted in literature from other municipalities of the
region. [Pinto 2004:81]**

The kind of literature to which Pinto is referring would be the historical fictional by famous
regional authors such as Jorge Amado, briefly discussed above, whose historical fiction
recounted violent tales of land theft in cacao lands in the early 20" century. If there were any
political and philosophical similarities between Dr. Boaventura Ribeiro and Dr. Caetano, as the
previous section seems to suggest, then it seems unlikely that Dr. Caetano would have permitted
such large aggregations of state lands by single individuals like Odebrecht, unless larger
landholdings were aggregated through private transactions. Such transactions would have
required the collaboration of the public notary.

Julio, for example, explained Odebrecht’s involvement in the opening of the Colonia,
suggesting that Odebrecht had made a “donation” for the Colonia. He was explicit that this

donation was to be understood “in quotation marks,” implying that he received some sort of

133 Caxixeiro appears to be a regional term for grileiro, or land grabber.

134 «Ele filosoficamente ndo admitia grandes &reas, ndo permitia latifandio...Ele como Delegado de Terra dava 30 a
40 hectarese quem quisesse depois mais, isto &, depois que tivesse explorado a area dada...Com isso prevenia agao
dos caxixeiros e gananciosos de terras, bem como futuros conflitos de lutas pela terra tdo literariamente narrada em
outros municipios da Regido” (Pinto 2004:81). The pagination refers to the PDF document at
http://www.pousadarainhadosul.com.br/pdf/monografia.pdf and
http://www.yumpu.com/pt/document/view/12995735/historias-contadas-sobre-camaca-filha-prodiga-de-canavieiras,
both last accessed on June 13, 2013.
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payment for the land.**> He explained, furthermore, that another large tract of land had similarly
been “donated” to the Colonia by the local notary, Dr. Oseas:

Dr. Oseas was the other party to deliver [land to the government], but he claimed that the
land was his—because actually the lands were state lands, belonging to the state—but he
claimed:

“No, I’m the owner.”*%

These “donations,” in Julio’s account, were conspicuous acts that pointed toward some form of
collaboration between Odebrecht and the notary.

The precise details of which are somewhat unclear, and one possible reason for this
opacity, Julio explained, is that Odebrecht made these transactions by means of “front persons,”
regionally referred to as a testas-de-ferro, which literally translates as a “foreheads-of-iron.”
Other local terms for such front persons include the terms “orange” (laranja), “shield” (escudo),
or “procurers” (procurador). Employing “front persons” was a form of legal subversion that was

not unique to Bahia’s cacao lands,*’

as Foweraker (1981) has described the widespread use of
“false petitions” for land in other agrarian frontiers throughout Brazil.**® In the case of these

transactions of land, the front person assumes responsibility for transaction in the interest of

135 “Faz uma ‘doagdo’ de um terreno...entre aspas.”
136 “Outra parte foi Dr. Oseas que entregou [as terras ao governo] dizendo também que era dele—que a terra era
devoluta do Estado—mas dizia: ‘Né&o, sou dono.””
137 Wright (1976) reports: “When established planters wished to extend their original holdings to encompass land
ideally suited to cacao, they found their political influence useful in bending land laws, appointing officials to run
land offices, and corrupting or terrifying recalcitrant officials” (Wright 1976:24). These legally recognized means
for recognizing land title were “subject to some obvious methods of subversion and a number of less obvious
methods which ingenuity did not fail to devise” (Wright 1976:70). The use of false testimony was one common
means of subversion:
The traditional use and occupation requirement was easily falsified by collusion of a planter with three friends
or business associates. What was worse was the notion that the witnesses should be men of good reputation,
i.e., men of wealth and social position. The probity of the witnesses was to be decided by the land office
official, almost always a friend and ally of the large planters and exporters. [Wright 1976:70]
138 Foweraker reported upon the practice in the southern state of Parana during the 1950s, where the governor of the
state had abused its administrative power in order to engage in land speculation:
He titled on top of estates which already had title; he titled to buy political support and pay political debts. He
would survey and title land to applicants who in reality did not exist, and then these phantoms gave power of
attorney to economic interest groups allied to the state administration. If any other title-holder complained, then
police and local authorities would be expected to uphold the new title. These “false petitions’ (procuracdes
falsas) were just one of the mechanisms which complicated and confused the legal situation — reaping multiple
and violent repercussions in the region. [Foweraker 1981:91]
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another person that sponsors the transaction, but whose identity remains obscure. After front
persons completed finalized their transactions with the state and the land title issued, then they
could have transferred land title to the sponsor through a private transaction, which would have
been legally recognized by the public notary. If, in the present case, Odebrecht was attempting
to transact large quantities of land, but the land commissioner was either philosophically
opposed, or legally unable to permit him to amass large amounts of state lands,** then
Odebrecht could have proceeded by sponsoring front persons to buy up the land for him. The
interest of the front person in all of this would be to gain the patronage of the sponsor, perhaps
through employment, political favor, financial gain, and so on.

In Jalio’s account, this was the procedure through which Odebrecht acquired what began
as public lands, and subsequently resold them to Firestone and the Colonia:

Well, he put some front persons in there, and then went to measure the lands.**°

According to Julio, Odebrecht did this in collaboration with Dr. Oseas, the local notary
(tabelido) who owned and operated the municipal real estate registry. Dr. Oseas would have
been crucial to recognizing receipts for each of these private transactions between the front
persons and Odebrecht. It may not have been a matter of mere chance, as Julio explained, that
Dr. Oseas had made his own “donation” of land to the Coldnia, as the notary’s collaboration in
the process may have been secured through the guarantee of his own financial gain.

A man from Itubera named Gilvan, who works as a real estate broker in the region,

suggested that Odebrecht “earned his fortune in Itubera™*

through these land transactions, and
emphasized the importance of acquiring receipts for any of the posseiro’s improvements before

seeking title for the land from the state. In Gilvan’s account, instead of Jeremias being the agent

139 Wright’s generalized account of the land commissioners (or “land officers”) suggests that commissioners like Dr.

Caetano who sought to support posseiro families, or those described by Pinto (2004) who were against the

aggregation of large latifundia, would have been extremely rare:
“Even where the land officers were not so closely related to the powerful planters and politicians and financiers
of the area, as politically appointed officials they could hardly fail to aim to please the men of importance in
their districts. . . . The honesty, competence, and objectivity of the surveyor was another weak point in the law.
Bribery of surveyors is legendary in the cacao zone, and there is every indication that there is truth in the
legend, though it is by the nature of the documents and their administration impossible to prove.” [Wright
1976:71]

140 «Entao, ele botou uns testa-de-ferro por ai, foram pra, pra, pra medir terras.”

11« conseguiu a fortuna dele praticamente em ltubera.”
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of the transactions, Odebrecht’s name was substituted for Jeremias’s, as Odebrecht was
identified as the true sponsor for these transactions:

142

He showed up there at [Firestone] ™ and bought 10 hectares from one posseiro:

[Odebrecht]: “How much?”
[Posseiro]: “R$10,000.”
[Odebrecht]: “Okay, take the money.”

He signed a receipt and went on his way. Then he went to another posseiro:

[Odebrecht]: “You’ve got 20 hectares, how much do you want.”
[Posseiro]: “R$30,000.”
[Odebrecht]: “Here, take R$25,000.”

And signed the receipt.**

He concluded that Odebrecht “bought a great deal of lands by means of these receipts. Then he
went to the state government...and measured all of these lands...He ended up with a figure of
some 10,000 hectares of land there.”*** While Odebrecht had paid the posseiros a “pittance”
(mixaria) for their improvements, and acquired the land from the state for cheap, he resold the

land for a much higher price to companies like Firestone: “Well, then the Americans

192 That is, he showed up at those locations that would later be resold to Firestone.

143 «Ele chegou ali na [Firestone] comprava desse posseiro 10 hectares://‘Quanto é?°//‘R$
10.000.’//“Tome.’//Assinava o recibo e ia embora. Al ia pra outro posseiro. //*Voce tem 20 hectares, quanto vocé
quer?’//*R$ 30.000.’//Tome R$25.000.’//Assinava o recibo.”

144« comprou um montdo de terras através do recibo, ele foi ao governo...mediu todas essas terras...Chegou a cifra
de mais ou menos 10.000 hectares ali.”
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came...They bought it all for a lot of money.”** It was in this way, Gilvan explained, that
“Norberto Odebrecht yanked a fortune from the region.”**® Unlike many other accounts of
Odebrecht’s newfound wealth, his “yanking” a fortune from the region was not something that
Gilvan viewed with disdain. As Gilvan himself was in the business of making money from real
estate transactions, he viewed Odebrecht’s success as exemplary of entrepreneurial cunning. For
this reason, Gilvan (like Jeremias) emphasized the legality of the transactions: “He didn’t ‘take.’
He didn’t take, but bought for cheap...‘Take’—he didn’t ‘take’ [from the posseiros]”.**’

The creation of receipts figured centrally in both Gilvan’s and Jeremias’s accounts of
Odebrecht’s fortune. As was noted above, these receipts would have been drawn up to cover
whatever indemnifications the posseiro families were offered for those goods (e.g., houses,
crops) that they could not take with them, but not the land itself. Crucially, however, these
receipts would have definitively dispossessed the posseiros of any subsequent claim to remain on
the land. Dr. Oseas would have been instrumental in validating these receipts, and if he was
even remotely cognizant of these receipts’ significance, he would have known that they were
being used to dispossess families that might not have had clear knowledge about their legal
rights, and who may have felt coerced into selling whatever goods they had for cheap.

There are precedents in the cacao lands for the role of public notaries in these kinds of
transactions and dispossession. Leeds, for example, cites one case wherein a public notary in the

central cacao lands had threatened a family to sign a transfer deed:

In talking with working class persons on the fazendas away from Curur( and other towns,
many incidents are revealed in which burareiros or roceiros have been coerced or cheated
through abuse of the law. Thus a district notary was party to a land-grab when he
threatened to have a widow beaten if she did not sign a transfer of deed for a fraction of
the real value. Later she was forced to sign her name again and forge that of her long-
dead husband because the land-grab could not have been effected without the signature of
her husband or her co-heirs, her children, who would not have countenanced the swindle.
[Leeds 1957:289-290]

15 «Af veio Americanos de I4...Comprou tudo por um dinheiro bom.”
146 «“Norberto Odebrecht arrancou uma fortuna daqui da regido.”
47 “Ele n&o ‘tomou,” ele ndo tomou, ele comprou barato...‘Tomar’—ele n&o ‘tomou.
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Not all of these transactions, however, hinged upon a willingness to make violent threats, but
instead upon some official’s willingness to simply execute the law in a shrewd and callous
manner. As has been seen in the previous two sections, however, the way in which these public
offices were inhabited by Dr. Caetano as land commissioner, and Dr. Oseas as public notary,
appears to have made some difference (if not the sole difference) for the posseiros’ chances at
holding onto their land during these early periods of expansion. As plantation rubber and cacao
continued to expand into the hills, these offices were eventually transferred to others who would
exercise their mandates in ways that differed from their predecessors, and this would affect

subsequent phases in the accumulation of land and the expulsion of the posseiros.

7. The Second Period of Rubber Cultivation: 1960s-1970s

The expansion of rubber into the region, and the dispossession of the posseiros from their lands,
proceeded in full force into the 1960s and through the 1970s, as new financial incentives were
made available to firms and private individuals seeking to invest in plantation rubber. These
changes were also accompanied by changes in the public offices of land commissioner and
public notary, which were eventually occupied by people who had very different attitudes and
orientations toward the posseiros. Dr. Caetano was replaced by a new land commissioner named
Dr. Severino, while Dr. Oseas was be replaced by a new public notary named Dona Marcia.
Unlike the previous land commissioner, Dr. Severino exercised his office with great disregard
for posseiro families. Unlike the previous public notary, Dona Marcia sought to use her office to
defend posseiro families from dispossession whenever possible. Before describing the rapid
expansion of rubber into the region through the 1960s and 1970s, the following sections describe
further conflicts in the exercise of public office and further conflicts in the usurpation of land.
This will show that the process of dispossession did not proceed from an inexorable and
impersonal process of capitalist expansion, but depended upon the ways in which public office

was exercised and the law was executed.
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7a. The New Land Commissioner

According to Francisco, the previous land commissioner, Dr. Caetano, was pressured into
retirement in 1960 after 48 years of public service. He eventually passed away by 1965. After
Dr. Caetano was retired, Julio explained, Dr. Severino eventually received an official
appointment to take up the position as land commissioner for the region. According to Felicia,
Dr. Severino was an architect from the municipality of Rui Barbosa, who had arrived in the
region several years prior to work opening the lands at the Coldnia and Firestone. Some of this
work included doing land measurements, and building row-houses during the opening of the
Colonia. He worked together with another person who was referred to as Dr. Igor.

Like Odebrecht, Dr. Severino is reputed as having taken a great deal of land from
posseiros. If Dr. Caetano’s presence in the region appears to have placed at least some
constraints on local land-grabbing activity, these circumstances changed when Dr. Caetano was
no longer in the picture. Like Odebrecht before him, Dr. Severino had started to aggregate lands
for himself and for others who were close to him, and he did so through abuse of his public
office. Jalio explained that Dr. Severino had also employed front persons to aggregate public
lands: “He started to measure—well, he started to measure [lands], put them in the names of
front person, and then sold [those lands]...to big businesses.”**® Dr. Severino did not do this

alone:

There was a Dr. Igor here who took out land, there was Dr. Nestor, there was [Dr.
Severino] himself. There were many others who showed up here and stayed, who were
friends—managers of the Bank of Brazil...That whole group who arrived there and

requested [state lands].**

Dr. Severino had married Dr. Nestor’s sister, and therefore sought to benefit his brother-in-law’s
family. Julio worked as a low-level administrator at the Col6nia, and he explained that on

several occasions, Dr. Severino would use him as a front person:

198 «“Ele comecou a medir e ai comegou a medir e botar em nome de testa-de-ferro e vender...a empresas grandes.”
%9 “Tinha um doutor lgor af que tirou terra, tinha doutor Nestor, tinha [doutor Severino] mesmo. Tinha muitos
outros que chegou por aqui que ficava la que era amigo, gente—gerente de banco do Brasil...Essa turma toda que
chegava la e fazia.”
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He put me in [as a front person] many times.*

Julio recalled that on one occasion, Dr. Severino measured lands for Dr. Nestor, the head
administrator of the Col6nia through INIC. Dr. Nestor was not legally entitled to own public
lands, given the conflict of interest with his public office, and so Dr. Severino called upon Jualio

on one occasion:

[Dr. Severino]: “Hey Julio, you’re position is here, you’ll procure the land for Dr.
Nestor over there.”

[Jalio]: “Okay, whatever you say.”

...Well, they passed the procurement of land onto me, and I thought that was just a

normal thing. Since they were state lands, | didn’t think too much of it.***

I asked Julio if he ever kept any land that was put in his name. Julio replied:
No—me keep the land? No, the land belonged to Dr. Severino.'

Julio meant to say that those particular lands belonged to Dr. Nestor, but in the same manner that
people like Gilvan substituted Odebrecht’s name, as sponsor, for those who others who were
involved in the land grabs, Dr. Severino was likewise seen as a mere mediator. Felicia knew
Julio well, and elsewhere she recalled this occasion when Jalio had been solicited to procure
lands for Dr. Nestor through Dr. Severino’s office. Like Jalio, she similarly substituted Dr.
Severino’s name, who merely measured the land, for Dr. Nestor’s name, who had sponsored the
measurement of lands that would be transferred to his name. At the end of the transaction,

Felicia explained, Jalio finally “passed the land along to Severino, because they belonged to

130 “Ele me botou [como testa-de ferro] varias vezes.”

Bl «pr.s: «O Jalio, vocé fica aqui, vocé é, &, é procurador de doutor Nestor nessa parte.’//J: ‘Pode ser, ndo tem
importancia.’//Entdo me passou a, a procuragdo pra mim, eu achei isso normal. Que era terra devoluta, eu ndo via
nada demais.”

152 “Nao, a terra, eu vou ficar?...N&o, a terra é de doutor Severino.”
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him.”**® This is a common substitution error in these narratives. While these errors may be
thought of as a mere hazard of narrating events that occurred several decades prior, they
reproduce, more importantly, the non-accidental opacity that is built into these transactions,
which obscure the different relationships between front persons, mediators, and sponsors.

Indeed, many of the specific relationships and names in such narratives are forgotten over
time, names like “Odebrecht” and “Severino” serve as meaningful shorthand to gloss the
complex and obscure structures of relationships. The cast of characters involved in these land
grabs was broad and varied, and many names of those who were involved have been forgotten
over time. Since people like Dr. Severino, and especially Odebrecht, were at the center of these
transactions and transformations, their names came to bear increasing responsibility in local
narratives.

I asked Felicia if she thought that Dr. Severino—or Odebrecht, or any others involved in

these land grabs—felt any pity for the posseiros that they were taking land from:

[Jonathan]:  And do you think he felt any pity for the posseiros they took from?

She laughs as she responds:

[Felicia]: What pity, young man? What pity? Only chickens feel pity (pena).

These people don’t concern themselves with such things.***

Felicia’s comment is a play on words. The term “pity” in Portuguese, pena, also translates as
“feather.” By stating that only chickens feel pena, she is implying that people like Dr. Severino,
Odebrecht, and those others who were involved in taking land from the posseiro families were
less capable of sympathetic engagement and social feeling than that of which a chicken is

capable. She continued:

153 «passou as terra pa, por Severino que era dele.”
154 «J: E vocé acha que ele sentiu pena da dos posseiros que eles tiravam?//F: Que pena menino? Que pena? Quem
sente pena € galinha. Esse povo ndo se preocupa com isso nao.”
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I didn’t know up to what point he—if he regretted any of that or not. Now, that these
people don’t care much about such things, no, they don’t care. They took [the land] and

when it was done, they were gone.'*®

Although these land grabs may have been legal, at least in some technical legal respect,
many people’s retrospective accounts of these transactions saw them as acts of theft that violated

the posseiros’ understandings of property,**®

which can be seen clearly in the fact that many of
the posseiros tried to resist these incursions.*>” Furthermore, as the case of Dr. Caetano showed,
there were some public office holders who similarly opposed these land grabs as a matter of
justice, and were in favor of the posseiros. Felicia similarly explained that one of the previous
mayors of Itubera, named Humberto, had taken a group of posseiro families directly to the
capital city Salvador, where he helped them register their lands. These families live in a rural

community that today is called Agua das Almas. Felicia recalled Humberto’s intervention:

One time Humberto went—many years later—he took a group from Agua das Almas,
because everybody wanted to take the lands from them at Agua das Almas—they all
nearly died [from the shock]. Well, Humberto went with all of them—~he took a
truckload of people, a car full of people—he took them to the Secretary [of Agriculture]
there in Salvador. He took them to Salvador to receive the title for the land...And they
received it, because although the lands were state lands, they had lived there for many

years and so the government gave them title.**®

To be sure, Humberto garnered a great deal of political capital by helping the community, and he

would eventually serve several terms as mayor of the municipality, but the example illustrates

155 “Ey n&o conheci até o ponto dele—se ele se arrependeu ou ndo. Agora, que esse povo néo liga pra isso ndo, ndo
liga. Tirou e pronto e se foi.”

158 This was described in the previous Chapter 3, Section 7.

57 This will be seen in the Chapter 5.

158 “Humberto uma vez foi—isso ja mais tarde—levou uma turma da Agua das Almas que tava todo mundo
querendo tomar as terras da Agua das Almas deles. Todos eles so faltaram morrer. Ai, Humberto foi com todos
eles—levou um, um caminh&o cheio de gente, um carro cheio de gente, levou pra Secretaria la em Salvador. Ele
levou em Salvador pa poder receber o titulo de terra...Eles receberam, porque as terras eram devolutas, eles ja
moravam ali muitos anos e ai 0 governo deu titulo de terra pra eles.”

228



1, whether

the multiple conflicts that occurred in the accumulation of different kinds of capita
political, financial, or productive capital in the form of land. One person’s attempt to gain
economic capital, whether through extracting timber or speculating on land, was an opportunity

for another to win political capital by opposing the former’s efforts.

7b. Conflicts in the Accumulation of Capital

The accumulation of land by dispossession that occurred in the region, across the early
and late periods, was not a process that was seamlessly coordinated by Odebrecht and other
parties to the land grabs. If two general parties to the struggle over land were in obvious
conflict—namely, the posseiros and usurpers like Odebrecht and Dr. Severino—the usurpers
themselves appear to have acted in conflict with one another in the struggle to accumulate as
much land as possible. If the posseiro families were subject to various forms of treachery and
deceit, similar forms of deceit were employed among and against the usurpers themselves.

Perhaps as a further attempt to build his claim for innocence, and to demonstrate that he
had merely acted faithfully both in executing the law and the mandate that he had been given by
Odebrecht, Jeremias recounted an occasion when he had been approached by Dr. Severino, who
sought to recruit Jeremias to procure lands for him instead of for Odebrecht. Jeremias recalled

that afternoon near a posseiro community where he had been procuring land:

It was late one afternoon, when | saw two animals coming down the road that goes to

Camamu...two people mounted, and one on foot.

Well, they arrived to greet me and said: “Jeremias!”

159 The precise date of Humberto’s intervention in this community is unknown, but this would be significant for
understanding the kind of political capital he might have hoped for. Holston (2008) points out that since a large
proportion of the rural population was illiterate, and literacy was a requirement for the right to vote, large portions of
Brazil’s rural population would have been disenfranchised and thus relatively insignificant in national politics:
“Although this rural isolation contributed to the persistence of local oligarchic rule (coronelismo) in the countryside,
it also led to its increasing insignificance in broader state and national politics” (2008:107). Although Holston
suggests that there were some ways to circumvent the literacy requirement, the requirement was only fully revoked
in 1985 (2008:329). Bearing this in mind, this raises an empirical question of what kind of immediate political gain
Humberto could have hoped for by coming to the community’s aid, if this event had occurred prior to 1985 and he
could not expect a great deal of votes from the community.
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I knew who it was, it was Doctor Severino.*®

As it was late in the afternoon with the evening quickly approaching, Dr. Severino asked if his

party would be able to join Jeremias’s camp for the night:

[Dr. Severino]: “Jeremias, can you give me shelter here tonight?”

| say: “| sure can, there’s no problem.”**

Jeremias explained that Dr. Severino had invented some excuse for being there in the hills, but
Jeremias knew that he had come looking for him. They went to a nearby waterfall to talk and

bathe before the sun set. Dr. Severino had brought a bottle of cachaca to share with Jeremias,
and Jeremias said to himself:

“You’re saying that you want one thing, but I see that it’s something else.”*®?

They arrived at the waterfall, talked, drank, and later returned to Jeremias’s camp where his wife
had prepared dinner for them. After dinner, Dr. Severino and his party called Jeremias to talk
with them in private outside the house:

[Dr. Severino]: “Jeremias, look, | came here...”

First he opened up a suitcase—one of those cases—he opened it up, just like you see in

the soap operas—you know, full of money. Then he said:

[Dr. Severino]: “Look, | came to deliver this case to you.”

180 “De tardezinha, quando eu vi desceu dois animais, na estrada que fa de Camamu...duas pessoas montadas e um de
pé...Ai chegou disse: “Jeremias”...Eu conhecia quem era, Doutor Severino.”

161 «Af ele disse: “Jeremias, voce me d& um arrancho aqui?’//Eu digo: ‘Dou, pois ndo.””

162 «c\/océs estdo quereno uma coisa, mas eu to entendeno que é outra.””
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[Jeremias]: “Deliver to me?”

[Dr. Severino]: “Yes, now look...I know that Norberto is interested in buying all of
this land here, and | know that you’re the one who is doing all the

buying.

Then he handed me a bunch...of documents for people whose names he wanted to use to

buy up the land.'®

The documents that Dr. Severino handed to Jeremias were those of people who were to serve as
front persons, through which he planned to buy up land. Instead of buying out the posseiros for
Odebrecht, Dr. Severino was asking Jeremias to buy them out for his own party instead.

Jeremias thought for a moment:

| said: “Very well, Doctor. Now, sir—Dr. Severino, let me ask you: look

at my face and tell me if I have the face of a crook.

If I’m here working here for Dr. Norberto, and you come offering
me money so that I’ll betray Dr. Norberto? | don’t do that kind of
thing, no, Doctor.

You can leave with your money, | don’t want it.”**

This brief episode simultaneously illustrates Jeremias’s attempt to regain control over his name
and reputation by demonstrating his faithfulness to Odebrecht, just as he attempted to

demonstrate Odebrecht’s positive character in contrast to what he took as Dr. Severino’s real

163 “Dr.S: “Jeremias, oie, eu vim aqui...”//Primeiro abriu uma maleta—dessas maletas—abriu assim, como voce vé
na novela—oie, cheia de dinheiro. Af disse://Dr. S: ‘O, isso aqui eu trouxe pa lhe entregar.’//J: ‘Me
entregar?’//Dr.S: ‘Sim, oie...Eu sei que Norberto tem interesse de comprar isso tudo aqui e sei que é voce que ta
comprando.’//Ai me deu um bocado...de documento da pessoa que tinha que comprar no nome daquelas pessoas.”
164 «Ey digo: ‘Muito bem, Doutor. Agora, 0 senhor—Dr. Severino, eu pergunto ao senhor: olha pra minha cara pra
ver se eu tenho cara de bandido.//Se eu to trabalhano aqui pa doutor Norberto, o senhor vem me oferecer dinheiro,
pa eu trair Dr. Norberto? Eu néo faco esse tipo de negécio ndo, doutor.//Pode ir embora com seu dinheiro, ndo
quero ndo.””
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treachery. At a broader structural level, while this episode demonstrates that the means of the
dispossession were largely identical—pressuring posseiro families into signing receipts, and
employing front persons to aggregate large landholdings—the march of greed through the hills
was not something that can be adequately understood as a singular process that proceeded
according to a unified set of interests. If the contrast between Dr. Caetano and Dr. Severino, and
the way in which they occupied and exercised their public office as land commissioner, similarly
demonstrated that the role of “the state” was not monolithic in the process of dispossession. The
new public notary, as will be seen, similarly suggested that “character” and a sense for “justice”

mattered in what was manifestly not a mechanical execution of the law.

7c. The New Public Notary

Dona Marcia worked at the local land registry, and had eventually replaced Dr. Oseas as
public notary. The way in which she would exercise her office as public notary was very
different from the manner in which it had been exercised by Dr. Oseas. This may have been
owed to personal familiarity with dispossession. Felicia explained that Dona Marcia was
younger, she and her sister had suffered at the hands of some of their own relatives, who had
taken their family’s lands owed to some exploitative debts that their mother had incurred.
Consequently, Felicia recalled that by the time she became notary, Dona Marcia was consistently

opposed to the land grabs that were occurring in the region:

Whenever she talked about this—she became so full of anger, and she fought with
everybody because of these things. She had a great affinity for the poor, the humble
people. She was very, very close to this. Because she was—when her father died, she
was still young, from Igrapiina—her father had left a plantation for her and her sister,

and her own relatives stole it from her.
The two girls worked like slaves...Harvesting cacao, preparing and drying the cacao to

sell. She used to make sweets to sell. She did all of this on the plantation that her father
had left.
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Except that their mother was accustomed to making purchases from [a store owned by] a
friend—a relative of theirs—and he basically robbed her. He left her with nothing,

without a penny. He stole all that she had. It was some of her own relatives.'®

Unclear on the manner in which they had been robbed, | asked Felicia to clarify the process:

They robbed her like this: if she bought something [in their store], he raised the price.
Her mother could no longer work but—those who worked were her and her sister, they
were two young sisters working like crazy. And he—when they looked for him—he had
already taken everything. They were in debt to him and—and what was left of her
plantation—they had taken it. She never set foot there again...She never took—she said
she never looked at that place again, from the anger that she felt. So she left it and it was
done...And they were even her relatives! She felt dreadful about these relatives. She

never even spoke of them. Afterward, the sisters experienced poverty.*®

Stories such as this—members of one’s kin group dispossessing other members—were not an
uncommon occurrence in the region, as will be seen in the next chapter.

In another conversation, Anabel explained that it was not uncommon for store owners to
raise the prices on goods (superfaturar) to such a level as to incur unpayable debts, after which
the store owner could make a claim on the debtor’s property. These debts amounted to a
problematic form of bondage, and an unwillingness to show regard for the other or their

circumstances—a stance toward debt that is at odds with other possible relationships between

165 «E|a falava isso—ficava louca de raiva, brigava com todo mundo por causa dessas coisa. Ela gostava muito das
pessoa pobre, das pessoa humilde. Ela era muito, muito chegada a isso. Porque ela foi, ela recebeu quando o pai
morreu, ela tava pequena, era de Igrapiiina—deixou uma fazenda pra ela mais a irm4, e os parentes dela mesmo
roubaram ela.//As duas trabalhavam feito escravas...Cortava cacau, ela quebrava cacau, ela secava cacau pra vender.
Ela fazia doce pra vender. Tudo isso na fazenda que o pai deixou.//Mas a mde comprava na méo de la de um amigo
desse—aparentado—e ele roubou ela. Deixou ela sem nada, sem eira nem beira. Roubou tudo que tinha. Uns
parente ainda dela mesmo.”

166 “Roubaram assim: se ela comprava uma coisa ele aumentava. A mée dela néo trabalhava mais—quem trabalhava
era ela mais [a irmd], eram duas irmas jovens e trabalhano feito umas louca. E ele—quando, quando procurou ele—
ja tinham tomado tudo. Ficou deveno tanto—e ficou, o resto que ficou da fazenda dela—eles tomaram. Ela nunca
mais pisou 0s pés...Ela nunca tomou, disse que nem olhava mais pro lugar, de raiva que ficou. Abandonou e
pronto...Ainda eram parentes dela. Ela tinha horror desses parentes. Nem falava. Elas passaram pri—privacoes.”

233



debtor and debtee, as will be explored in later chapters.’®” In Felicia’s view, these experiences
with debt and dispossession played an important role in forming Dona Marcia’s character.
Through this theft of land, Dona Marcia and her sister had lived through a period of
poverty, and Felicia explained: “She had pity for [those who lived in] poverty...She was very
religious, the two [sisters].”*®® | asked if it was because of the privation that she and her sister

had experienced in their youth that Dona Mércia had such strong social sympathy:

No, she already had a good nature, she was humble in that way...And she had also
suffered a lot, and so she understood how someone suffers—poor, working, honest,
wanting to live honestly—nbut living in this, living in this world where people steal like
that. So, she felt a lot of sympathy for people.

She worked. When Saturday came, there were so many poor people in the streets,
seeking alms. She and her sister would purchase their fare [in the market], something
very simple. And then she would buy other little things to distribute to—to those people
she liked, those old women who’d come to her door. She would already be waiting for
them—on Saturdays, she waited—a little bit for each one, there were a bunch of them

that Dona Mércia helped in that way.

It wasn’t—she couldn’t offer in great excess (grandeza), but she always gave a bit of
meat, always gave some dried fish, and always some manioc flour, beans, always—Dona
Marcia always did this herself. Both her and her sister. She was a really good person.
Both of them are really wonderful people. Today there aren’t any more people of that

kind, no. That’s a thing of the past.'®°

187 For debt in the plantation context, see Chapter 10, Section 3d; for debt in the moral economy of what will be
explored as “namehood,” see Chapter 8, Section 8.

168 “E|a tinha pena da pobreza...Ela era muito religiosa, as duas.”

169 “Nao. Ela j4 tinha natureza boa assim de humilde, né?...E também sofreu muito e af entendeu como a pessoa
sofre depois—pobre, trabalhano, honesta, quereno ser honesta—e vive nessa, nessa coisa que alguém roubano desse
jeito. Entdo, ela tinha muita pena das pessoa.//Ela trabalhava. Quando chegava dia de Sdbado, que tinha tanta gente
pobre, esmoler. Ela fazia a feira dela mais [a irma]—muito simples—e ai comprava aquelas coisinhas pra distribuir
com—com as pessoa de que ela gostava, aquelas velhas que vinha na porta. Ela ja tava esperano—dia de Sabado
ela esperava—um pouco pa cada uma, tinha um bocado delas que dona Mércia ajudava assim.//Nd&o era, dava
grandeza ndo, mas sempre dava uma carne, sempre dava um espeto, sempre dava uma farinha, feijao, sempre—
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Before this time when Dona Mércia and her sister had found themselves in this position where
they were able to offer charity to others, Felicia explained that shortly after the two sisters were
dispossessed, Dona Marcia was eventually able to find a position as a school teacher on a nearby
island of Timbuca. Since she was able to read and write, and as Dr. Oseas had known their
father and felt pity for the sisters, Dr. Oseas eventually called Dona Mércia to work with him at
the notary office in Ituberd. Although the time frame is not clear, Dona Marcia would eventually
assume Dr. Oseas’s position as public notary and become head of the notary office. Although
her position did not afford her the same power as Dr. Severino, as land commissioner, this was
the point at which Dona Mércia was able to have at least some influence over the ongoing land

grabs.

7d. Charity & the Exercise of Office

By this point, the offices of public notary and land commissioner were occupied by
people who had exercised their roles in ways that differed greatly from their predecessors.
Whereas Dr. Caetano offered his services freely to posseiro families—allowing many of them to
postpone payment for his services, knowing full well that many would never be able to pay him
back—Dr. Severino worked in a much shrewder manner. Dona Marcia had replaced Dr. Oseas
as public notary, and, as will be seen, brought a very different stance, both in the execution of her
role as notary, and in her attitude toward posseiro families. Dona Marcia and Dr. Severino knew
each other, and were even friendly with one another for some time. Dona Mércia, however,
vehemently disapproved of Dr. Severino’s dubious activities and transactions with the land, and
eventually they had a falling out.

Felicia recounted a version of a story in which Dona Marcia tried to defend a woman
against Dr. Severino and one of his clients, who were trying to expel the woman from land that

they were attempting to acquire. This woman turned out to be Alvina, who was already seen in

sempre dona Mércia fez isso por ela mesmo. Ela mais [a irmd]. Era uma pessoa muito boa. Todas as duas sdo
pessoas maravilhosas. Que hoje ndo existe mais gente desse tipo ndo. Aquilo foi passado.”
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the previous chapter,*”® in a struggle with one of the male patriarchs of the posseiro family into
which she had remarried with the man named Abel. There, it should be recalled, one of Abel’s
male relatives named Ivo tried to refuse Alvina any place where she could plant for herself, and
so she left with her children. Eventually, Abel overrode his Ivo’s wishes, asking her to return to
him, and telling her that she could plant wherever she wished. After Abel passed away,
however, Ivo sought to expel Alvina by simply selling the family’s lands to a man named
Veridiano, including those areas where she had been planting her own rogas. This was where
Dr. Severino entered into the picture, helping to facilitate the transaction as land commissioner.
The transaction appears to have occurred sometime between 1975 and 1977.

Felicia recalled Dona Mércia’s injunction that Dr. Severino (and Veridiano) leave

Alvina’s lands out of the transaction:

[Dona Mércia]: “Listen, Dr. Severino, don’t let—don’t let them steal Alvina’s
lands—no. Because there are people up there, they’re taking the

lands and selling them to Dr. Norberto.”*"

Felicia explained:

They had taken Alvina’s land, they had come into conflict there and they took it. They
measured the whole area, and she lost her land. That was why Marcia had such great
anger. She’d become very angry with Severino—they had a falling out—because she had

implored him:
[Dona Mércia]: “Don’t include Alvina’s lands [in these measurements], because
she is a poor woman, a poor black woman, hard-working, and she

lives from this—from these lands, from planting the land.”

But he didn’t—he didn’t listen, and she became so angry with him...and it was over.*"

170 See Chapter 3, Section 7b.
11 «Oje doutor Severino, num deixe, num deixe que, roubarem as, as terras de Alvina ndo. Que tdo um pessoal, ali
dento tdo tomano terras e vendeno pa doutor Norberto.”
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Later on in the interview, Felicia once again recalled Dona Mércia’s reproach:

[Dona Mércia]: “Look Severino, they’re taking—they doing these things, they’re
taking the posseiros off their lands there, from these state
lands...Don’t forget that there are lots of poor people who’ve
always lived there in those hills—all of them with their little farm.
Don’t mess with these people, no. This area, leave it for these

people, don’t mess with them. They’re poor and they need it.”

He [replied]: “Okay Marcia, don’t you worry about that.”

Well, then Dona Marcia—one day Alvina showed up weeping, telling Dona Marcia that
[Dr. Severino] had included her roca, her little farm [in the measurements]—I don’t think
it was even two hectares—one hectare, a half hectare—well, it had gotten all mixed up
[in the measurement] and she lost her land. It was included in a large area—I don’t know

who it was sold to, or who had asked [Severino] to do this.'"

Felicia generalizes the story beyond Alvina’s case:

And well, [Dona Marcia]—she got really angry about this. [Dr. Severino] did the same
thing to Alvina that he’d done to many other people living there. They were
posseiros...Whenever somebody wanted some land, they took [Dr. Severino] to measure

some area—and he frequently included [the posseiros’ lands in the measurement]. He

172 “Na [terra] de Alvina eles tomaram, brigaram la e tomaram, botano a midicao toda, e ela perdeu a terra dela. Por
isso dona Marcia tinha uma raiva danada, ficou zangada com Severino, ficou de mal, que ela pediu://“N&o inclua
essas terra de Alvina, que é uma senhora pobre, uma negra pobre, trabalhadeira, que vive disso, dessa terra, de
plantar a terra.”//Mas ele ndo, ndo atendeu ndo, ai, ele ficou de mal com ele.”

173 ««& Severino, tdo tirano, tio fazeno esse assim, &, tao tirando os posseiro dessas terra dai, dessas terra
devoluta...Presta aten¢do que tem muita gente pobre que sempre viveu ali nesses canto—todo mundo tem seu
sitiozinho, num bole com esse povo ndo. Essa &rea deixa pra esse povo, num bula, sdo gente pobre que precisa.’//Ele
[respondeu]://“Ta Maércia, ndo se preocupe com isso.”//Ai, quando dona Marcia, quando Alvina chegou ai chorano,
dizeno a dona Marcia que ele tinha incluido a roca dela, o sitiozinho dela de—acho que néo chegava nem a dois
hectares—um hectare, meio hectare—e ai, misturou tudo e perdeu. Foi incluido numa éarea grande. Eu num sei a
quem foi vendido, nem a quem pediu pra fazer isso.”
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did this both for smaller [measurements], just as he included [posseiro lands in larger

measurements] that were sold to companies that requested it.*™

Alvina’s story does not end here, however. In Chapter 10, Section 4b, | briefly explore Alvina’s
own version of the story, which shows that she had been able to resist Dr. Severino’s and
Veridiano’s incursion, in part by an appeal to a provision in the 1964 Land Statute (Estatuto da
Terra). By 1977, it appears that some of the provisions in the statute were being enforced in the
region, and, at least in this case, to the benefit of people like Alvina. With the support of Dona
Marcia as notary, and a young lawyer from the region, Alvina succeeded in preventing her
plants—and the ground that they stood upon—from being incorporated in the land measurements

that Dr. Severino had made for his client.

7e. The Surge of Plantation Rubber in the Dendé Coast

After Firestone the Col6nia was established in the region, which were in the hills much
closer to town, Odebrecht continued purchasing more lands further inland during a subsequent
period of expansion. Like the lands that were aggregated to form the Col6nia and Firestone,
many of these were lands that belonged to the state, and many of them included lands upon
which posseiro families had been residing. This would have been the period when Jeremias was
active helping Odebrecht buy up lands for himself. Odebrecht bought out all of the posseiros
who had not legalized their landholdings, and subsequently sold these lands to outside investors
from around Brazil and abroad, who were interested in planting more rubber. Alonso, who was
still living in the hills at this time, and would have been about 20 years old at the time, described

the situation in the following manner:

When Dr. Norberto realized that—this forest, these woods—that it was public state lands,

he came in with an engineer...and came down—measuring toward the river below...He

174 «Entao, ela, ela se zangou por isso. Como ele fez com Alvina, fez com vérias pessoas que tava dentro. Era
posseiro, e [Severino] botou—quando na hora que fulano quer, levou pa medir ai nessa area daqui—ai ele incluiu.
Tanto ele incluia numa, numa parte menor, como incluia pa ser vendido por algumas firma que pedia.”
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enclosed this area—he enclosed Ituberd into SAICI...I know that he divided up the whole
forest into lots, and sold those lots off...to the plantation owners."

Here Alonso is describing a stretch of land that would have stretch over some twenty kilometers.
These were lands that went beyond those that he had measured for himself at Suor Plantation
with Jeremias’s assistance. By saying that he closed Itubera into SAICI, Alonso seems to mean
that Odebrecht first established a claim to the region’s timber, which he intended to process at
the SAICI timber mill. Afterward, once the timber had been extracted, he resold those very same

lands to people seeking to invest in the region in rubber plantations. Julio elaborated:

He was able to get this whole region—which was state land—and through the land
commissioner here, he measured an entire ocean of land, and started to sell it and to
transfer title. He used the land for his sawmill first, as his objective was to supply his
sawmill—wood for the sawmill—and then he sold to businesses looking to plant

rubber.1

These new waves of investors that he sold lots to were taking advantage of new financial
incentives from the state government to promote rubber planting. In this period, according to
Dean (1987:140), the Bahian Governor Juracy Magalhaes established an organization the Rubber
Expansion Service in 1960, which made a series of loan monies available to private producers
through the National Development Bank. Both Firestone in the Dendé Coast, and the Institute
for Agricultural Research and Experimentation in the municipality of Una to the south, were
actively distributing seeds and seedlings to new planters who were cultivating rubber on both
large and small scales. Dean notes that, through these efforts, some 8.1 million new rubber trees
were planted in southern coastal Bahia by 1964, of which 5.1 million were in the municipalities
of Camamu, Ituberd, and Una alone. This extensive effort to promote new rubber plantings
suffered a series of setbacks, notably owed to an overreliance on certain tree varieties that ended

175 «Quando doutor Norberto sentiu que—essa mata, essa mataria—era comum, era do Estado, ele entrou com o

inginhero...e desceu pur—pur o rio abaixo midino...Fechou ltubera na SAICI...Eu sei qui ele lutiou a mata toda e
vendeu os lotes aos...fazendero.”

176 «Ele conseguiu pegar essa regifo toda—que eram terras devolutas—e através do delegado de terras aqui, mediu
uma imensidao de terras ai e comecou a vender pra fazer transferéncia. Ele utilizava terra pra serraria dele, que o
objetivo dele era a serraria...a madeira pra serraria e as terras ele vendia, fazia negdcio com as empresas pra plantar
seringueira.”
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up being susceptible to new Leaf Blight, which needed to be re-grafted with new varieties or else
uprooted and replanted with new varieties. Still, by 1967, approximately 11.7 million new trees
had been planted in the state of Bahia (Dean 1987:141).

In 1966, the Superintendency of Rubber (SUDHEVEA)'"" was created at the federal
level, which launched several rubber planting initiatives under the Natural Rubber Production
Incentive Program (PROBOR).'"® The formation of the 1973 oil cartel only gave renewed
incentive to the effort to establish rubber independence, and new lines of credit were being
channeled into rubber production (Dean 1987:144). By this time, the first PROBOR initiative
had already been launched in 1972. According to Dean, this program sought to establish 18,000
hectares of new rubber through loans with 7% interest rates—low considering rapidly rising
inflation rates at the time. Repayment of these loans would be waived until planters could begin
tapping their trees. If projected yields were not achieved, then the loans would not have to be
repaid. In 1977, the next credit line called PROBOR 2 was established. This program sought to
expand 120,000 hectares of new rubber groves in a 5 year period, while providing funds to
recuperate 10,000 hectares of extant rubber groves and 10,000 hectares of wild groves. Interest
rates for these new loans remained at 7% for any planting over 100 hectares. A total of $202
million (USD) was directed toward this end. Finally, in 1982 the next credit line called
PROBOR 3 was launched, with the aim of planting an additional 250,000 hectares of new rubber
groves (Dean 1987:145). Together, these planting programs were aimed at making Brazil
independence from rubber imports, and eventually providing a rubber surplus that would allow it
to begin exports.

The actual planting rates were more modest than what was proposed. Dean reports that
of the 18,000 hectares proposed under the original PROBOR, 13,538 hectares were actually
planted. By 1984, PROBOR 2 had planted 83,333 hectares of the proposed 120,000 ha, and
PROBOR 3 had planted a mere 20,882 hectares of the proposed 250,000 projected hectares
(1987:146). Insum, 117,753 hectares had been planted of the total 388,000 hectares that were
envisioned, or about 30% of the proposed total. Of those areas that had actually been planted, it
seems likely that many of these new groves were eventually abandoned, and an even smaller

percentage of these new groves actually came into production. Dean (1987:146) reports that 12

77 Superintendéncia da Borracha.
178 programa de Incentivo & Producéo de Borracha Natural.
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years after the first PROBOR, only 1,850 hectares of new rubber groves had actually come into
production.

In southern Bahia’s cacao lands, the amount of land that had been planted in new rubber
was steadily growing. Dean (1987:156) reports that in 1973, there were 15,200 hectares planted
in the cacao zone, and by 1981 there were 26,500 hectares planted in Bahia. Between the
municipalities of Camamu and Ituberd, production continued to expand. In Ituberd, a local firm
called Agro Industrial was established in 1972. By the early 1980s, Firestone was undergoing
internal restructuring, and sold its rubber plantations to the Michelin Tire in 1983, which had
only recently established its presence in Brazil (Dean 1987:156). In 1975, with a total of 19,390
hectares of rubber planted in the cacao zone, the municipalities of Camamu and in Ituberé had
the second and third largest areas planted in rubber, with 5,517 hectares and 2,219 hectares,
respectively. Other municipalities within or to the west of the Dendé Coast—such as Nilo
Pecanha and Valenga, or Gandu and Wenceslau Guimardes—only had planted areas ranging
from 10 to 40 hectares in size (Menezes et al. 1975:19). Odebrecht’s, Severino’s, and various
others’ efforts to open up the hills and forests of the Dendé Coast directly contributed to the
region’s appearance as a site for both the extraction of capital (through timber) and intensive

investment of new capital in rubber plantations. The federal report by CEPLAC concluded:

Rubber cultivation is most commonly found in a range averaging 25 km wide by 30 long,
which has the following references as natural limits: the stretch of state road between
Camamu and Itubera (aprox. 25 km), and the first 30 km of road that connects Itubera
and Gandu. [CEPLAC 1976:99]*"°

The locations described here encompass precisely the hills and forests that had been home to the
posseiros in this region. The lands where they resided had quickly become enveloped into a

major new corridor of rubber production in the state of Bahia.

179 «A seringueira é mais encontrada numa faixa média de 25 km de largura por 30 de comprimento, a qual tem
como principais limites naturais as seguintes referéncias: o trecho da rodovia estadual entre Camamu e ltubera
(aprox. 25 km), e os primeiros 30 km da rodovia que liga Itubera a Gandu.”

241



CHAPTER 5:

LOSING THE WORLD

1. Transgression & Ethical Life

“The Bible says that it’s no use to gain the whole world and lose your salvation.”

This chapter explores the processes described in the preceding chapter, as they were experienced
as living and transformative social facts that have been captured in local narratives. Taken
together, these narratives comprise a significant story about land theft and loss that occurred in
the region between the 1950s and 1970s. In this chapter, stories about the posseiros and their
world, which were explored at length in Chapter 3, and included tales about work parties, the
ethics of sharing and generosity, and norms of trust and intersubjective recognition, will be
countered by stories about greed, avarice, coercion, and various forms of transgression. The acts
of transgression that occurred against the posseiros can be understood as occasioning historical
reflection on different dimensions of posseiro life that, in retrospect, are accorded their full value
and social significance.? Narratives about these acts of transgression inform contemporary social
life and land politics that will be discussed in later chapters.

The epigraph to this chapter is a statement that Seu Pedrinho had made over the course of
our interview and expresses an ethical insight that is common in the region, which suggests that
those who attempt to be “all”’—to be everything there is, and all that matters—often end up being

“nothing” in the end. The logic of this notion will be interpreted in terms similar to what

! «A Biblia diz que ndo adianta ganhar o mundo todo e perder sua salva¢&o.”

2 Draw upon Hegel’s (1977[1807]) Phenomenology of Spirit, Axel Honneth suggests that moments of transgression
and conflict have a constitutive role to play in developing notions of ethical life and, presumably, notions of
goodness. Honneth writes: “There is good reason to believe that Hegel granted criminal acts a constructive role in
the formative process of ethical life because they were able to unleash the conflicts that, for the first time, would
make subjects aware of underlying relations of recognition. If this were the case, however, then the moment of
‘struggle’ within the movement of recognition would be granted not only a negative, transitional function but also a
positive (that is, consciousness-forming) function” (Honneth 1995:26).
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Habermas (1968), drawing upon Hegel (1961[1798]), called the “causality of fate” as a notion of
retributive justice. | explore this in more detail below, first in Sections 5, 6, and 7 of this chapter,
and later in Chapter 7. While this chapter is about the kinds of loss faced by posseiro families, it
is also about the problem of aggrandizement—or trying to be “all”’—and the consequences of
such a social orientation, as will be seen.

The historical narratives presented here help to elucidate the phenomenological and lived
dimensions of what might otherwise be described as an abstract and impersonal political
economic transformation. The narratives show that particular and local details matter when
attempting to understand generalized social transformations. As was seen in the previous
chapter, for example, questions about people’s actions and character—such as the character and
actions of the different land commissioners or public notaries—were relevant to understanding
particular historical processes and outcomes. To understand and reconstruct historical processes,
then, the ways in which institutions were structured turns out to be no more important than
understanding how people inhabited those institutions, and wielded the social power that such
institutions afforded them. Finally, detailed narratives about posseiros’ experiences with
dispossession provide a useful scaffolding for piecing together what often times appear as
disparate historical details, enabling us to place them in a more specific temporal and historical

framework.

2. An Encounter in the Forest

Alonso, Gilberto, and Josué were among the last generation of posseiros living in the hills before
the plantations arrived. They recalled their early encounter with Jeremias’s workers as they were
clearing the forest near their family’s farm, but in retrospect, they situated that encounter with

their father’s earlier efforts to sell the farm and effectively dispossess all of his children. Several
years before their actual encounter with Jeremias’s work crews, they learned that their father had

already sought to sell the family’s roca to Jeremias. The social theme that appears here is that of
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the miserly father, who is acting against members of his own family.® Their father’s actions, in

this case, threatened to leave the boys without anywhere to live, and so they acted against him:

We found out immediately that he had sold [the farm]. We found out and stopped it. We
went and talked with the judge in Camamu and we impeded it, right? But you know eggs
don’t fight with rocks.*

They explained that they had gained support from a local politician, who was able to help them
impede the sale, very likely in return for political loyalty.”> The story would not end there,
however. The brothers reported that after some six years had gone by, their father again
attempted to sell the family’s farm to Jeremias without their knowledge, and this time he finally

succeeded:

Well, some six years passed without [our father] being able to sell [the farm]. But later,
when he made a deal with Norberto there, they sorted things out, and when we found
out—dad had already sold [the farm], [and the workers] were already coming, cutting

[through the forest] toward this area where 1 live.®

As Jeremias had reported, they employed large numbers of men in transforming the forest into

plantation groves and roads. The brothers witnessed this, from the other side:

We were home and heard axes, machetes [at work]. They were clearing [the understory]
and felling [the big trees] all at once, right? Clearing and felling.’

® This theme was already seen in Lazaro’s case, found in the Introduction, and also Alvina’s case in Chapter 3,
Section 7b. It will be developed further in Chapter 7, Sections 5 and 7, and Chapter 9, Section 2a.

* “Logo nds soube que ele tinha vendido. Ai ns soube e impombemo. Nés foi e conversemo com a juiza em
Camamu e impombemo, né? Mas sabe que ovo ndo briga com pedra.”

> The politician’s name was Marcionilio Cursino Barbosa, who would serve as the mayor of Itubera between 1968
and 1971. As seems to have been the case with the former mayor Humberto, who was mentioned in Section 7a of
the previous chapter, it seems possible that by helping the three brothers, Barbosa was either enacting or perhaps
seeking to establish some kind of patronage relationship.

& «“Af passou uns seis ano e sem poder vender...Mas depois que ele entrou com doutor Norberto ai, ai ajeitaram I4,
quando nos viu ja—ele ja tinha vendido, ja vinha cortando, ja pa sair nesta area onde eu moro.”

"“Nos tava em casa escutando machado, facdo. Eles tavam rocando e derrubando logo de uma vez s6, né? Rocando
e derrubando.”
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For a smallholding posseiro, clearing space for a new roga in the forest would have been a task
for several days’ work. This would have first involved clearing the understory of vines, smaller
trees and shrubs, and then felling the larger trees. Depending on the size of the new roca, these
tasks would have been done on separate days, or even over the course of multiple days, unless
the family had summoned a larger work party (an adjunte or mutiréo, described in the previous
chapter). For these brothers, then, witnessing a large group of strangers coming through the

forest with such speed—nboth clearing and felling at once—would have been a sight to behold:
We heard it from here. Clearing, felling, trees falling. We took off in that direction, and
already—AVE MARIA! They weren’t about to stop clearing, they were coming straight
away.?

The narrative continues:

They came clearing, felling. They were already here in our area. When we heard it—we

were at home at that moment—all we saw was them cutting and felling—trees falling!®
He imitates the sounds of the trees falling.

We heard all that hooting and hollering [of men working]. We ran over there, they were

already coming, working toward where the air strip is today—they were already coming

up, coming there, working away. That was when we showed up and impeded them and

we said to stop. Then they pushed back, they didn’t want to stop. That was when we

confronted them.

“Pass or don’t pass.” “Pass or don’t pass.”

And then, they left.*

8 “Nos aqui sintimo. Rogano, derrubano, pau caino. Nés batemo pra 14, j&—Ave! Eles ndo iam barrar aquele roco,
eles vianham direto.”

® “Eles vinham rocano e derrubano, chegando, j& tava dento dessa area da gente ai. Quando nés sintimo—nos tava
dento de casa—nds ta veno cortano, s6 derrubar—pau cai!”
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At one point during this first encounter, Gilberto recalled that one of the workers had gotten
angry and accosted him, threatening to cut or to kill him: “He came at me all crazy with a
machete in his hand.”*! Alonso continued the story recounting the next day, when the workers

had returned once more, and again he and his brothers impeded their advance:

Then when it was the next day, that same hour, we heard the same thing. They were
back.

[We said]: “No, nobody enters here.” “Don’t enter.” “Don’t enter.”

Well after three days, they finally stopped. Then we went to the...the [plantation]
manager sent for us and we went there [to talk]. [We] negotiated.™

The brothers finally negotiated boundaries with the plantation, and they were eventually able to
get a topographer, whom they referred to as an “engineer” (engenheiro), from the town of
Camamu to help measure the land for them.

From the perspective of the men working and clearing the forest, and from the
perspective of the plantation managers, the forest was uninhabited, and when the parties
encountered one another in the forest, everyone was surprised as the situation escalated. | asked
the brothers to help me better understand why their father had sold the farm in secret, and why he
did not let either of the interested parties—neither the plantation, nor his children—know that
they would soon have an encounter in the forest. They explained,

No, he didn’t care for us—nothing, nothing, nothing.*?

10 «Aquele falatério danado, que nés batemos pra l4, ja eles vinham com trabalho no campo, j& vinha subino, ja
vinham ali, trabalhano ali. Ai foi que nés cheguemo e barremo e falemo. Eles ripunaro, ndo queriam parar, ai foi
que demo a testa. ‘Passa, ndo passa.” ‘Passa, ndo passa.” Tambem eles sairam.”

1 “\/eio doido com um facéo na mio.”

12 “Quando foi no outro dia no mesmo horario a mesma coisa, tornaram a chegar. ‘N&o, aqui n4o entra ninguem.’
‘Ndo entra.” ‘Nao entra.” Af depois de tres dias foi que eles barraram, ai nés fomos la na...a gerente mandou
chamar nos e n6s fomos la. Niguciemo.”

13 “Nao, ndo ligou pra gente—nada, nada, nada.”
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He could have, they explained, said something to the plantation owners to whom he sold the

farm:

“See, this part from here to there, you can’t clear, this is left for [my children].”

He didn’t say anything like that, he didn’t explain anything [to the buyers]. That is, the
truth is the [plantation workers] there came in [here] without knowing anything [about
us], right? Because [our father] didn’t let them know that he [still] had us here. For—for
those people there [at the plantation], we didn’t exist in the region, in these midsts. That
was when we faced them there head-on, not letting them pass. That was when they came
to recognize that we [were there]—»but on the part of my father, he didn’t let anyone

know that we lived here, that he had us here, no sir.*

They explained that he had become angry with them the first time they had impeded the sale of
the farm. At that time, the brothers would have been in their late teenage years through their
mid-20s. By then it seems likely that they would have been establishing families and rocas of
their own, which is why the possibility of a sale would have been so threatening to them. Their
complaint was grounded, evidently, in their father’s civil law marriage to their mother, which
meant that they had rights to equal shares in the farm through both of their parents. Their father
had evidently separated from their mother, and, in order to get around his sons’ resistance, their
father had arranged for the new woman he was with to give a false signature, as though she was

their biological mother, with the intention of keeping all of the money for himself:

He was in a civil marriage with my mother. Well, that was why he wanted to sell [it all]

for himself, without owing, without dividing...He got this [other] woman, took her to the

1 «Qije, essa parte daqui pa 14 voces ndo roca, essa parte ficou.” Ele n&o falou nada disso, ele n&o explicou nada
disso. Quer dizer, na verdade o povo la vinha entrando quase sem saber tambem, né? Que ele ndo avisou que ele
tinha nds aqui. Pa—pa o povo |4 ndo ixistia nés aqui nessa regido, nesse meio. Ai foi que nds demo a testa ai, ndo
deixano eles passar, foi que eles vieram reconhecer que n6s—mas pela parte do meu pai, meu pai ndo avisou pa
ninguem que nds morava aqui, tinha nos ai, ndo senhor.”

247



land registry, and the woman signed as though [it was] my mother who was signing. The
woman signed and it was already sold. Suor Plantation bought it."®

This narrative augments what might otherwise be regarded as an abstract political economic
transformation with an experiential and phenomenological quality. Transgression was
experienced both in unexpected sensations, as in the sounds of axes and falling trees; in
unanticipated encounters with others in the forests, in which the brothers risked physical violence
in order to protect what they took to be theirs; and bureaucratic forms, “signatures” and
“documents,” that mediated social life in increasingly deeper ways and portended new kinds of
treachery.

3. Organized Land Theft

The above moment of land theft was novel in terms of how it proceeded, but such theft and
dispossession was not wholly new to the region. One case was already seen in the previous
chapter, where Dona Marcia and her sister had been dispossessed of their land by relatives to
whom their mother had gotten into debt.'® Before continuing to other moments of land theft in
local historical memories, | explore another instance of this form of land theft and accumulation

that occurred through the establishment of debt relations.

3a. Debt and Land Theft in the Earlier Period

Jorge recounted that his grandfather, named Milton, had accumulated land by incurring
debt relations with other posseiro families in part of the region that was more densely populated

15 “Ele era casado civilmente com minha mae. Entdo, por isso que ele queria vender pa ele sozinho, sem dever, sem
dividir...pegou essa mulher, levou no cartério, a mulher assinou como fosse minha mée que tava assinando. A
mulher assinou e ja vendeu. A Fazenda Suor comprou.”

16 See Chapter 4, Section 7c.
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by posseiros families. Jorge began with a hypothetical scenario, in order to illustrate the

relationship between debt, accumulation, and dispossession:
In the beginning, it was like this—Iet’s just suppose as a hypothesis:

I was a man that got along well, see? You were weaker. You had whatever you had—a
tiny bit of land with some plants on it. Then your wife—either your wife or your children
fall ill, or someone died, but you didn’t have the means [to care for them]. You would
come to me, and then | would assume all those costs. And in the end, you had to leave
[your land] and I kept it. The bit of land that was yours, it was now mine because | had

covered the costs for your family.
That’s how | kept on expanding. That’s how my grandpa did things."’

In other words, Jorge explained, Milton had accumulated land by preying upon poorer families in
times of need. He was something like a loan shark. In order to cover unanticipated costs, for
example, associated with illness, neighboring posseiro families might go to Milton for help in
paying for medical services or funerals. In some cases, the debts that such families incurred to
Milton were repaid by handing over whatever small landholdings these families possessed.

Jorge explained that visitors, who came up Milton’s relatively large landholdings without

understanding how he had acquired them, might think to themselves:
“That old man worked a lot.”

What a lie! It came from other peoples’ inheritance.*®

7 «Aqui de premero era assim—uma ipética://Eu era um home que eu me guentava um pouco, né? O senhor era um
fraquinho. O senhor tinha qualquer coisa—um terrenozinho, com umas prantinhazinha dento. Ai sua mulé—sua
melé ou seus filho caia duente, acontecia morrer o0 senhor ndo tinha condi¢do. O senhor vinha a mim, ai eu corria
com aquelas dispesa toda. E quando cabar, o senhor saia e eu ficava com aquela. Aquela &rea que o senhor tinha ja
era minha, que eu corri com a dispesa do seu pessoal.//Ai eu ia cresceno, assim era vovd.”

18« Aquele véiu trabaiou um bucado.’//Mentira! Veio da hereanca dos outo.”
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Jorge explained that Milton had gotten his start by first acquiring land from his siblings, which

they had all inherited from their own father, or Jorge’s great-grandfather:

[When my great-grandfather] died, he left a bunch of cacao...When his father died, he
[paid for] the funeral and everything else for the old man. The others didn’t have money
to [pay for the funeral], so they sold [their part of the] fazenda [to their brother] to pay for
the costs that he [assumed himself]...[The land] should have been divided...But in the
end, [since he paid for their father’s funeral by himself,] he kept the other [siblings]

rocas. And from there, he started to grow [bigger]."

In other words, because Milton had paid for his father’s funeral by himself, as his siblings were
financially unable to contribute, they repaid Milton by giving him their share of land that they
would inherit after their father’s death. Milton’s first act of land accumulation, therefore, hinged
upon his father’s death and at a cost to his siblings. Such stories, like this one or Dona Marcia’s,
are not unheard of in the region. The form of dispossession that occurred in these narratives

balanced upon a fine line between debt, obligation and coercion.

3b. Burning Houses

Stories about burning houses are common in the region. They are often brief fragments
that, in themselves, rarely present a detailed narrative structure. They are often embedded in
broader narrative structures about regional transformation, and generalized narratives about
conflict between the rural poor and regional elites. The kinds of houses that the posseiros built—
a wooden frame overlaid by lattice made from saplings and vines; walls covered with either
grasses or mud; roofs thatched with palm fronds; beds padded with grasses; pillows stuffed with
grasses and herbs®®>—would have quickly caught fire and they would have burned fast and bright.

Placing many of these narrative fragments in a robust spatiotemporal framework takes patience,

9 “Morreu, deixou a maloca de cacau...O pai morreu, ele fez o funeral do véiu e tudo. Os outos que ndo tinha o
dinheiro pa fazer, vendheu a fazenda pa pagar aquela dispesa que ele fez...Era pa ser dividido...Quando acabou ele
ficou com as roca dos herdeiro. Pronto! Ai foi cresceno.”

0 See Chapter 3, Section 3.
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as one has to dig for details that are not often forthcoming. Sometimes people recall place
names, or the names of the people who were involved, but what is most readily retained in such
narrative fragments is the outlined structure of events, typified into narrative forms that draw on
a generally recognized historical-narrative scaffolding that provides a common ground for
narratives that are readily recalled and recounted today.

The selected fragments that follow are gathered from interviews with Felicia, Cezar, and
Damido, none of whom identified as posseiros, but who were deeply familiar with the posseiros’
fate. Felicia was born in 1933, and her family had moved to Ituberd in 1944. She grew up in
town, and during her early years, she had heard many stories about posseiro’s homes being
burned as their land was taken away. In an ongoing discussion about the history surrounding

Odebrecht, Dr. Severino, and others, she explained:

Well, there were people who entered there in these forests and went—people say this, |
didn’t see for myself because | didn’t walk about there, it was the voice coursing through
the city—they say that they put those people out running, removed people who were born
in [the hills] there. They were, they were posseiros, [Odebrecht] bought out their
lands...They say that whoever didn’t want to sell, they burned [down their] house. They
burned everything, [they destroyed] everything so that everybody would leave by

whatever means...In those lands up in there, it was always said:

“Hey, [a house] was burned down there on Firestone.”...[That’s what happened] when the
people didn’t want to [sell], they would go out [into town] and when they got back
home—they had come to the market [in town]—and when they got back home, it was all

burned, the houses burned.?*

2L «Af tinha gente af que entrava nessas matas e forfam]—dizem, que eu ndo vi porque eu ndo andava por la, era voz
corrente na cidade—que eles botavam as pessoas pra correr, tirava o pessoal nascido dentro, eram, eles eram
posseiro, ele comprava a posse... Dizem que quem ndo queria vender, eles queimavam casa. Eles queimavam tudo,
tirava tudo pra todo mundo sair de la de qualquer jeito...Aquelas terras de la de dentro ai que sempre dizia assim:
‘Oie, foi queimada la na Fariston’...Quando o pessoal ndo queria, ele saia e quando chegavam , vinha pra feira,
quando chegava tava tudo queimada, as casas queimadas.”
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Later in the interview, Felicia recalled hearing people in the streets talking about these episodes,
as people like Odebrecht had aggregated lands together before reselling it to companies like

Firestone. She imagined what people used to talk about in town:

“Hey, Such-and-Such burned down I don’t know how many houses, houses there to
remove | don’t know who from there, and the people had to leave, left running.”

And it was afterward that they collected together all these—these houses, these things

from there—and then it was sold to Firestone.??

In a separate interview with Cezar, who was born in 1928, and migrated to Itubera in 1955 to
find work on the plantations emerging there, he recounted a similar story. Unlike Felicia, whose
life was more closely oriented around town, Cezar had met and lived among many posseiro
families before, and as, they were being expelled. Cezar recalls the burning houses, and at the

end of this section suggests that such episodes were akin to a return to slavery:

The Colbnia, many years ago they sent—sent gunmen. If you lived here in the forest,
Firestone encircled you. Then you had to leave the house where you lived in by force.
Often times they took the children out of the house and set fire to the house...I knew a
bunch of [posseiros], even today 1 still know [people] because there are still people here...
[The firms] bought them out cheap...bought and took [the land], dismantled the houses,
and the people left for other horizons...Many became [angry], because they left under

pressure...

[The buyers would say]: “Oh, I—I—I am—I am going to pass the boundary [right
through your land].”

Because, you know, that’s how the law is for the rich, right?

22 «:Oje fulano queimou num sei quantas, casas la pa poder tirar num sei quem de |4 e o pessoal teve que sair, saiu
corrido.” E foi depois que juntou toda essas, essas casas, essas coisa de la, ai foi vendida a Fariston.”
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[They would say]: “I’m going to pass a boundary [through your land]. Either
you sell [the land] here, or I’ll just dismantle the house.”

It was like that...It was practically the law of slavery.?®

In a different interview with Dami&o, he begins by imagining a typified conversation between a
posseiro and an imagined usurper removing them from the land. In this imagined dialogue, the
usurper demands “proof” for the posseiro’s land claim, by which Damido means to suggest some

form of legal title or other document for the land:
[Posseiro]:  “l won’t leave here from my area!”
[Usurper]: “But this here isn’t yours, it’s Odebrecht’s.”
[Posseiro]:  “Oh, but I’ve been here many years!”

[Usurper]: “Prove that you have so many years! If you don’t want to leave on good
terms, then leave on bad [ones]. Today you can, can—or you leave or I’ll

come to set your house on fire with everything inside.”?*

In the next section, | examine Seu Pedrinho’s more detailed narrative about the dispossession
that he and his family had faced, in order to place these more generalized fragments about
dispossession into a broader and more specific spatiotemporal framework. The teleological

structure of Seu Pedrinho’s narrative captures the periodization of these experiences of loss.

2 «“Colonha mermo, muitos ano atras mandou—mandou pistoleiro. Voce morava aqui dento da mata, a Firestone
rudiou. Ai voceé tinha que sair dali a pulso daquela casa que morava. Muitas vez botava as crianca pa fora e botava
fogo na casa...Conheci um bucado, até hoje ainda conhego que ainda tem gente aqui...comprar barato...comprava e
tirava, dismanchava a casa, o caba se mudava pa outo canto...muitos ficaram [com raiva], saiu & pulso... ‘Ah, eu, eu,
eu vou, eu vou passar o rumo.” Que vocé sabe a lei de rico né? “Vou passar o rumo. Ou vocé vende aqui ou vou
dismanchar a casa.” Era assim...era quase lei do cativeiro.”

2+ «:Ey ndo saio daqui da minha rea, ndo sei o que.” ‘Mas isso aqui ndo é seu, isso aqui é de Odebrecht.” ‘Ah mas
eu tenho tantos anos.” ‘Prove que vocé tem tantos anos! Voce ndo quer sair ndo por bem, sai por mal. Hoje pode,
pode—ou voce sai ou venho botar fogo em sua casa com tudo dentro.””
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Several important themes emerge in this narrative, which, as a whole, provides a useful historical

scaffolding for understanding the broader scale of events described in this chapter.

3c. Seu Pedrinho’s Dispossession

Over the course of more than three hours, Seu Pedrinho recalled details about his
family’s early life in the hills. These recollections were interspersed with different moments
where he detailed how his family had gradually, through different forms of prohibition and

incursion, lost their lands to Odebrecht:

These lands that we lost—we’d lived in that region for many years. Pay attention to how

it was done:

Well, there was a family by the name of Roque, Wanderlei, and Cassio de Anjo, and they
said that they were the owners of—of the whole region. Then there was a time that Dr.
Norberto appeared, and he bought that whole area of land...from there at [kilometer] 10 to

kilometer 32.%°

The first three names are only mentioned once in the narrative, and they refer to members of a
local elite family that, before Odebrecht arrived, claimed to be the rightful owners over all of the
region’s hills. This family does not appear to have been powerful enough to prevent the
posseiros from occupying these lands. By juxtaposing their names with Odebrecht’s, Seu
Pedrinho appears to be signaling the passing of the torch from a local elite family that used to
claim all of the region for themselves, if only on paper, and the new claim that Odebrecht was
staking to the region. Odebrecht’s appearance in the narrative signaled the arrival of one that
could, in fact, prevent the posseiros from living in the hills.

The first part of Seu Pedrinho’s narrative relates to Odebrecht’s intensified timber

extraction in the region, prohibitions that were eventually imposed on the posseiros’ use of the

% “Essas terra que nos perdemos, nds moramos aqui ha muitos anos, nessa regido. Repare bem://E ai tinha um povo
por nome de Roque, Wanderlei, e Cassio de Anjo, e dizia que era dono do, da regido toda. Quando foi uma época
apareceu Dr. Norberto, comprou aquelas areas de terra toda...dali dos 10 aos 32 quilomitos.”
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forest, and roughly corresponds to the first period of agro-industrial expansion described in the
previous Chapter 4, Sections 4 and 5. When Seu Pedrinho’s family had caught wind that
Odebrecht was aiming to buy up land