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The Language of Ethnicity

Ethno-legal Identifications as Mechanisms of

Visibilization (Brazilian Amazonia)

Abstract

The 1988 constitution has led to the introduction of ethno-legal categories grounded on

the dual premises of exceptionality and territorial administration. This article offers an

explanation of why mobilizations based on ethnicity have not petered out despite the

evident disengagement of the state, suggesting that it is important to distinguish

between two ways of envisioning the articulation of singularity with territory: while the

state considers that differences between populations pre-exist prior to territorial

delimitation, local populations are convinced that the intention to proceed with

demarcation suffices in itself to demonstrate their specificity. Moreover, from their

perspective, a territorial claim is important as a way of accessing other rights that they

consider equally essential. Our second section examines not only recent declarations of

identity but also the observed switching between ethno-legal categories, building on

a comparison with religious conversion as a meandering, complex, sometimes paradox-

ical process. Ethnicity, like religious affiliation, can thus be seen as a language developed

at the national level but reappropriated by various populations in the service of local

issues and usages. A final section examines particularism, whether quilombola, traditional

or Indian, as the currently dominant norm and form of expression for social protest,

while reflecting on the role of outside actors as “institutional hosts” [Houtzager 2004]. It

should be noted, moreover, that such standardization of the forms of political in-

volvement no more precludes the replication of the social hierarchies between outsiders

and natives, than it prevents social protest from being co-opted by the authorities.

Keywords: Amazonia; Ethnic categorizations; Territory; Citizenship; Mediators.

I T I S N O W quite evident that in less than three decades the way

Brazilian society sees itself has changed profoundly. Brazil’s self-
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representation based on mixture and fluidity—a blend that neverthe-

less remains respectful of a hierarchical order inherited from the

colonial period in which “whites” were seen as representing the

backbone onto which “blacks” and “Indians” were grafted—has been

superseded by a quest for equality in difference, as defended by the

multicultural credo.1 The promulgation of the 1988 constitution stands

as a key event marking the commitment of the state towards minority

populations which are numerically weak and politically fragile today.

Indeed, it allows the state to acquire new weapons with which to redress

the wrongs suffered by these populations since the conquest era and

throughout the slavery period. These constitutional dispositions, which

set out the organization and functioning of the state after the period of

military dictatorship (1964-1985), contain clauses that are exclusively

devoted to the rights of Indians and quilombolas (the descendants of

black runaway slaves).2 Moreover, a decree issued in 2007 recognizes

the existence of “traditional peoples and communities” as “culturally

differentiated groups.”3 These new designations are intended to un-

derpin a project furthering social equity: by officially identifying the

ethnic nature of social collectivities and treating them as different,

equality of opportunity could, so it was thought, be re-established. In

the subsequent decades, numerous populations have seized upon these

new labels as a way of asserting their Indianness, their—if I may be

allowed the neologisms—“quilombolity,” or their “traditionality” in

their dealings with the state, thereby obtaining the specific rights

associated with each of these legal categories.

The huge volume of literature in the social sciences on this subject,

in itself, points to the incontrovertible rise of the criterion of ethnicity

as the dominant expression of socio-political demands today. With

reference to Brazil, countless articles have been devoted to the

formation of these new ethnic “collective subjects” that have now

emerged in public space.4 While this phenomenon has not gone

entirely unnoticed in anthropological research, its extent, however,

has been underestimated for a very simple reason: ethnographical

studies—echoing, as it were, the new institutional reading of the fabric

of society—have rarely addressed several of these categories at the

same time. Moreover, the political, theoretical, and practical stances

1 On changes in the national narrative,
see for instance Guimar~aes [2008] and
Hofbauer [2006].

2 http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/
constituicao/Constituicao.htm, accessed De-
cember 7, 2017.

3 http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/
_ato2007-2010/2007/decreto/d6040.htm, ac-
cessed December 7, 2017.

4 For an example, see Mota [2005].
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adopted by many researchers are quite similar. They openly and

legitimately express their solidarity with marginalized populations

striving to obtain an appreciable improvement in their living con-

ditions. They seek to debunk the stereotypical views of “Indians” and

“blacks” by showing the diversity in their concrete situations as

observed in reality. Lastly, they aim to pursue the task of “re-

semanticizing”5 these legal categories in order to introduce greater

flexibility into the inclusion criteria. However, while they examine

critically the frontiers and interpretations of the juridical labelling,

they never call into question the process of categorization itself. What

we find is quite the opposite. In order to better support the demands

of the various populations, numerous authors underscore more

particularly the difference and specificity of the Indians or the

quilombolas whom they are studying rather than the unifying factor,

that is, their subordinate social condition. Hence, an overall vision of

the ongoing transformations is difficult to obtain.

Three factors, however, invite us to consider this topic, beginning

with the matter of administrative inconsistencies. Thus, while quilom-

bolas are formally included in the category of “traditional populations,”

they enjoy specific rights and, from an administrative point of view, do

not come within the remit of the same organization as other traditional

populations.6 Indians, for their part, are a clearly labelled separate

group. Next, the very foundations of these classifications appear to be

called into question by the local populations themselves: the references

to “indigenous quilombos” now appearing in mailing lists7 and scholarly

publications8 lead us to suggest that, for the populations concerned, the

difference between blacks and Indians is neither particularly clear, nor

the distinction always desirable. Lastly, it is obvious that the demands

5 The anthropologist Alfredo Wagner
Berno de Almeida [1989, 2002], together
with Eliane Cantarino O’Dwyer [2002], is
the figure most representative of this move-
ment. For a critical approach, see Boyer
[2010].

6 Quilombolas, who receive collective
deeds, are placed under the aegis of the
Special Secretariat of Policies for the Pro-
motion of Racial Equality (SEPPIR), which
has delegated demarcation of their territories
to the National Institute for Colonization and
Agrarian Reform (INCRA). The so-called
“traditional populations” are granted a con-
cession of usage of limited duration, subject
to strict conditions, by the Chico Mendes
Institute for Biodiversity Conservation

(ICMBIO). Lastly, the Indians, managed
by the National Indian Foundation (FU-
NAI), are granted a permanent, exclusive
concession of usage over their territory (with
the exception of mineral rights).

7 Such as “Tiririca dos crioulos: um qui-
lombo-ind�ıgena”, an electronic ressource, co-
ordinators: Aleckssandra Ana dos Santos S�a,
Larissa Isidoro Serradela and Nivaldo Aure-
liano L�eo Neto, Carnaubeira da Penha-PE,
Associacx~ao dos Remanescentes do Quilombo
Tiririca, 2016 [https://drive.google.com/file/d/
0B47j7cBp_ezQLVdyUFdRMmRWYmc/
view, accessed November 27, 2017].

8 See for instance the dissertation by Dos
Santos [2006] on the “quilombo tapuio.”

139

the language of ethnicity (brazilian amazonia)

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975619000092 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B47j7cBp_ezQLVdyUFdRMmRWYmc/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B47j7cBp_ezQLVdyUFdRMmRWYmc/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B47j7cBp_ezQLVdyUFdRMmRWYmc/view
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003975619000092


of these populations, whatever their officially declared identity, all have

to do with better educational opportunities, real access to health care,

the provision of medical facilities, etc. Thus, the existence of inter-

locking positive discrimination arrangements, the signs of institutional

unwillingness to interpret ethnic categories in a clear-cut manner, and

the voicing of recurrent, shared social demands, come together to form

the foundation stone of a comparative framework.

For my part, in the course of my ten-year long researches into the

social effects of ethno-legal categorization in the Brazilian Amazon,9 I

have gradually come to put together a unifying vision10 of recent

mobilizations amongst blacks and Indians. After initially examining

quilombola “declarations,” I studied conflict between certain of these

groups and others that self-identified as Indians before, lastly, investi-

gating a configuration in which Indianness appeared to be the only

possible option in the face of their disqualification as caboclos, that is, to

give a broad-brush definition of the notion, mixed-blood peasants.11 The

situations observed were different in terms both of the officially declared

ethnic groups involved, and of the adherence that the latter elicited

locally: certain of the mobilizations were unanimously supported, others

resulted in internal tensions or an unexpected re-reading of the legal

labels,12 or again, were met with virtually general indifference.

9 The research is based on six ethno-
graphic surveys carried out in two states in
the Amazon region. Two of the surveys took
place in the Amap�a: in the suburbs of the
capital I analysed an internal conflict in
a quilombola community, showing that the
conflict was related to power struggles be-
tween dominant kinship groups for contin-
ued control of their poorer relatives [Boyer
2014]; some sixty kilometres away, I exam-
ined identity construction in a village that
laid claim at once to its Portuguese past, its
black present, and its possible Indian future
[Boyer 2008a]. In the case of nearby Par�a
state, in a hamlet some twenty kilometres
away as the crow flies from the town of
�Obidos, I showed how the fears aroused by
the quilombola political project were ex-
pressed in new, Pentecostalist terms [Boyer
2002]. In the same state, I examined three
ethnographical situations within a hundred-
kilometre radius of the city of Santar�em: the
first enabled me to observe the construction
of batteries of ethnic, black, and Indian
arguments in a group of villages that were
linked by ties of kinship [Boyer 2015, 2017];
the second revealed diverging ethnic posi-

tions within a single phratry (article in prep-
aration); the third demonstrated the
patrimonial dimension of these labelled iden-
tities [Boyer 2018].

10 This comparative approach was insti-
gated by Michel Agier and Maria Rosario G.
de Carvalho [1994] in the course of their
studies of black and Indian political move-
ments, and later pursued by Jos�e Mauricio
Arruti [1997] and Jan Hoffmann French
[2009] in their analyses of split identities
among rural populations who previously all
saw themselves as being the same.

11 Lima 1999.
12 One of the villages, for instance, which

had applied to be recognized as, in official
terms, a “remaining quilombo community,”
was at the same time resolutely hostile to the
quilombo part of this designation. Attempt-
ing to justify their position in terms that were
incomprehensible for the state, the inhabi-
tants argued that the first part of the desig-
nation entitled them to desirable inclusion in
redistributive programmes, whereas the sec-
ond part tied them to a collective territorial
status that they rejected.
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By following as closely as possible people’s concrete everyday

experiences and broadening the scope of the study to include material

apparently without any direct incidence on ethnic demands, it was

possible to dispel this prior impression of a collection of isolated cases.

Through sustained ethnographic attention to context, and by listening

non-selectively to what was said in public meetings and discussions in

homes, the presence of recurrent and hence significant divergences

could be observed: within the walls of people’s homes, the militant

stance, enthusiastically grounded in the celebration of a single black or

Indian identity, gave way to more complex narratives in which

mention was freely made of close ascendants who might be black,

Indian or “Portuguese,” or even hail from other countries. Thus

emerged the idea of coexistent discursive formulations of what the

collectivity actually represents, some of which—of a political nature—

were aimed at ensuring ethnic legibility, while others—of a more

personal sort—were concerned with the validation of certain kinship

ties.

This methodological attitude, which in a certain sense is conver-

gent with the pragmatic approach defended by Luc Boltanski and

Laurent Th�evenot [(1991) 2006], favoured the identification of

registers in which can be expressed not only areas of agreement

(citizenship, autochthony, culture), but also conflicting points of view

(the invoking of another religious affiliation, the acceptance of

“mixture”), or again the disqualification of dissidence (the discrediting

of opponents through accusations of allochthony). It is the ability of

actors to avail themselves of these registers and shift from one to

another that shapes alliances and conflict. Among the emerging issues

underlying individual or collective stances, some are fairly obvious

(access to social entitlements and land security) while others are

initially less perceptible (control over a kinship group or a geographical

space, or again tourism development). An approach of this type

encourages the researcher to transcend the undeniable yet insufficient

oppositions between dominators and dominated, native born and

outsider. Stockbreeders or large-scale farmers from other localities,

or even other states, are in fact always a threat for smallholders or

gatherers of forest resources. Nevertheless, in certain cases, the

descriptors are not so readily superposable. Such is the case, for

instance, when the designated adversary is a somewhat more affluent

relative residing in an urban centre, or a neighbour who is as poor as

his opponent but belongs to a different ethnic category, or none at all.
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What these case studies demonstrate is an extreme degree of

fluidity, characterized by both a multiplication of exclusivist identity

demands that are reconcilable with shifts from one legal category to

another,13 and by the predominance in the public arena of an ethnic

repertoire which does not preclude the persistence of other registers.

It seems to me, therefore, that an analogy with the model of religious

adherence is capable of illuminating the ethnicization of social

mobilizations, for in both cases, the assertion, after various unsatis-

factory attempts, of a univocal truth or of certainties that are always at

risk of crumbling, or again failures to conform to the rigour of conduct

required by dogma, are all sources of identifiable tensions.

In order to set out the terms of the postulated contrast between

quilombolas, Indians, and traditional populations, and the establish-

ment of the ethnic offer, I will first present the process that led to

the production of archetypes of singularization, showing that

otherness of various sorts originated not only in the comparison

between blacks and Indians, but also in inter-regional comparisons.

The institutionalization by the state of ethnic differences involved

the attribution of specific territorial dispositions to each legally

recognized label. However, instead of territory serving as an emblem

of identity, as intended by the authorities, what arose was a demand

for territory as a vehicle of “citizenship.” Indeed, in a political

context in which it is difficult to achieve land delimitations,14

13 Individual shifts are tolerated when
people change their place of residence; col-
lective shifts are more problematic as they
call into question the contours of the terri-
tory over which a claim has been made.

14 The rhythm of land grants, which was
particularly brisk during the two Fernando
Henrique Cardoso presidencies (1995-1999,
1999-2003), slowed down with the rise in
Congress of the “ruralist” block favourable to
agribusiness and the mining industry. Ac-
cording to the anthropologist Manuela
Carneiro da Cunha [2017], Cardoso’s succes-
sor, Ignacio Lula da Silva (2003-2007, 2007-
2011), for his part, preferred the creation of
conservation units dedicated to “traditional
populations” rather than regularization of
Indian or quilombola lands, a policy which
very soon gave rise to a considerable level of
frustration [SouzaLima 2015: 445], while his
successor, Dilma Rousseff (2011-2014, 2015-
May 2016), adopted a—to say the least—
wait-and-see attitude. The climate further
deteriorated during the presidency of Michel

Temer, who made no attempt to hide his
desire to strengthen the power of the legisla-
ture, that is, that of the “ruralist” block
calling for economic development irrespec-
tive of its cost. Henceforward, the context in
which social mobilizations are taking place is
one in which there is a very real danger of
breaches of the constitutional rights of In-
dian, quilombola, and traditional populations,
a fact which is reflected in the endless foot-
dragging by the various administrations over
land demarcation procedures and hence over
the validation of the legal transformation of
the territorial landscape. In 2018, 969 certif-
icates had been issued by the Palmares
Cultural Foundation (FCRB) and deeds
granted to 175 quilombola areas [http://
www.cpisp.org.br/terras/], and there were
615 indigenous lands including 469 regulari-
zations [http://www.funai.gov.br/index.php/
indios-no-brasil/terras-indigenas], and 812
sustainable-use conservation units [http://
www.mma.gov.br/images/arquivo/80238/
CNUC_FEV18%20-%20B_Cat.pdf].
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territorial demands are primarily perceived by the populations

concerned as a way of acquiring a visibility that enables them to

gain access to other rights.

Our second part directly addresses the analogy with religious

conversion. The latter is of particular relevance insofar as it is

structured around a narrative framework that contrasts a chaotic

“before,” comparable to the “mixture” that results in confused

family histories, with a coherent “after,” echoed, as it were, in

ethnicity viewed as a form of certainty. The parallel becomes all

the more compelling when one considers the fact that, just as

converts may experience periods during which they indulge in

behaviours that are reprehensible from the perspective of their

religious norm, Indians or quilombolas will not present in all circum-

stances the diacritical signs of their chosen public identity. Ambiv-

alence and the negotiation of meaning characterize a form of tension

in which judgement is set alongside experience [Th�evenot (1991)
2006: 77]. For this reason, ethnic affirmations can better be un-

derstood in terms of constantly renegotiated identifications than in

terms of definitively stabilized identities.

Lastly, the modes of religious adherence lead us to examine the

possible part played in the dissemination of its ethnic equivalent by

external actors, such as small-time Brazilian preachers or foreign

Evangelical missionaries who have been introducing their converts

in the Brazilian Amazon to new beliefs and practices [Boyer 2008b].
It should be noted that adoption of a sociological perspective in

order to progress beyond “ethnic” discourses and practices, and

consideration of the broader contexts within which the mobiliza-

tions are inscribed, reveal the presence of extensive networks of

relations connecting the populations concerned to a heterogeneous

set of external actors. These networks diffuse information on the

requirements of public administrations and the potential benefits of

“self-declaration” as Indians, quilombolas or traditional groups,

together with slogans and exhortations to adhere to one organiza-

tional model rather than another, or recommendations about which

self-representation to adopt and proposals for cultural learning.

Once command of the rules of these new grammars has been

acquired, or at least once their transgression has been relegated to

the domestic sphere, ethnicity may indeed be seen as a sort of

salvation.
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The Territorialization of Difference

In Culture, Power, Place, Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson [1997:
4] underscore the need to undertake an anthropological study of the

historical and political processes of cultural, as well as ethnic or

national, territorializations. It is a study of this type that I now

propose to present in this first part of my article, taking into account

the importance of the role of the state in “the production and

canonization of social classifications” [Bourdieu 2012: 24]. It should
be noted that the state is to be understood here not as a monolithic

construction, but as a set of institutions, each of which pursues its

own, sometimes conflicting, aims. As regards more particularly the

spatialization of culture [Gupta and Ferguson 1997: 3] as found in

Brazil, it will be noted that, from the second half of the twentieth

century on, the creation of separate geographical units based upon

ethnic singularity has gone together with a diversification of the

organizations entrusted with the management of difference, each of

which has adopted its own specific norms. The solution of an

“assumed isomorphism of space, place and culture” [ibid.: 34] initially
applied to the Amerindian populations of the Amazon basin, then

those of the Nordeste, was subsequently extended to the so-called

quilombola groups and traditional populations. Henceforward, the

“processes of legitimation and authentication” [ibid.: 14] of ethnicity
involved a territorial status and recognition by an administrative

organism.

The first stage in the territorialization of difference occurred in

Amazonia in the 1960s when the Brazilian state took the decision to

create three parks for Amerindian populations. Antonio Carlos de

Souza Lima [2015] associates the context in which this decision was

taken with the emergence of a “utopia”: the conviction that it was

possible for contact with these groups to be non-confrontational.

Without abandoning long-term assimilationist objectives, the aim was

to pave the way for a less brutal transition towards modernity. The

grant of vast geographical spaces was intended to enable Amerindian

populations to “undertake a progressive, self-managed social trans-

formation” [ibid.: 437]. Again according to this author, the interna-

tionally known Xingu park, established at this time, came to

“showcase” Brazilian indigenism, presenting a place in which Indians

could maintain “a way of life which was no longer possible in regions

that had been colonized for longer” [ibid.]. The action of both the
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Indian Protection Service (IPS), and the National Indian Foundation

(FUNAI), which succeeded it in 1967, is aimed at ensuring the

territory’s protective function.

The establishment of groups in the Amazonian lowlands as

a paradigmatic marker of otherness—referring to “veritable” In-

dians, not very different to those of the “Discovery” [ibid.]—was an

essential step in that it gave support to the relegation of the

populations of the Brazilian Nordeste (who had laid claim to their

Indianness in the same period) to the category of “remnants,” that is,

of pale copies of the past, who had lost their traditions and their

languages. Moreover, as Jo~ao Pacheco de Oliveira points out [1998:
53], the territorial question took on very different forms in the two

regions: whereas in the Brazilian Amazon the issue was one of

preventing the invasion of indigenous lands by outsiders (that is, one

of facing up to a present threat), in the Nordeste it had to do, more

fundamentally, with the “re-establishment” of territories that had

disappeared under the impact of the “flows of colonization” (hence,

with undoing the past). As Oliviera points out, re-creating these

territories, in what was considered to be their original state, implied

the departure of its non-Indian population; it should be added that

the undertaking also involved the representation of a possibility of

undoing a “mixture” [mistura]15 until then incarnated in individual

bodies and collective practices. These populations, ordinarily de-

scribed as “Indians of mixed race,” could only obtain recognition as

Amerindians if they were able to exhibit “the diacritical signs of

Indianness,” the best-known example of which is the Tor�e ritual

[Oliveira 1998: 60; Arruti 2013]—in other terms, after visibly

demonstrating to the administration the cultural contrast between

themselves and the rest of the population. The Nordeste case in its

own way helped to reinforce the idea that territorial integrity and

ethnic purity were closely linked.

The question of the evidence of difference, which never surfaced

with regard to the indigenous, historical lowland collectivities,

whereas it was always problematic as regards the positions assigned

to Amerindians in the Nordeste, has once again today become

a pressing issue in connection with recent ethnic claims in Amazonia.

15 These processes refer to specific theo-
ries about “becoming other,” some contrast-
ing examples of which can be found in Jos�e
Antonio Kelly Luciani [2016: 67]. Like Su-
zanne Oakdale [2008], Luciani draws atten-
tion to the fact that Amerindian groups often

consider such transformations to be revers-
ible. The meaning of becoming Other, in the
case of the Amazonian populations examined
in this research, is the subject of an article in
preparation.
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Indeed, for the groups voicing these concerns, it is vital to be able to

present a distinctiveness distinguishing them from their neighbours,

who at times may also be relatives, and to make it visible to the

authorities. The latter configuration can, it seems, be inscribed in the

flow of models of singularization: just as Amazonian Indians such as

those of the Xingu provided, for a time, an inspiration for their

counterparts in the Nordeste, the latter in turn have served as an

example for other inhabitants in the North region in that they

embody the success of both their efforts to overcome internal

difficulties and their struggle with the authorities to obtain recogni-

tion of a renaissance or ethnic resurgence. Progress, it would seem,

can only be achieved if the Amazonian group sets the course towards

the desired goal, and the Nordestino group embodies the means of

attaining it.

The cascading proliferation of poles of reference, mirroring the

Amazonian example with respect to “Indian purity,” and the

Nordestino example with respect to the ability to “go back to one’s

roots,” has thus fuelled the rise of ethnicity as the favoured form of

expression and organization for social mobilizations. Moreover, the

phenomenon has given rise to a, so to speak, thematic development,

since it has proved capable of constructing not only an Indian but

also a quilombola ethnicity. Indeed, in Amazonia, as in the Nordeste,

otherness is no longer an exclusively Amerindian preserve. As Arruti

notes, the case of the Indians in the latter region served as a “valuable

example” [2006: 42] for both reflection on, and understanding of,

present-day black “ethnicities,” of which the quilombola identity can

be considered to provide an emblematic expression. Henceforward,

ethnicity has become accessible to all sorts of populations provided,

nevertheless, that a choice is made between the black and the Indian

approaches, since the state has decreed their incompatibility of

principle.

In appearance, the case of the “traditional populations” is different

insofar as what defines them supposedly derives more from a specific

way of exploiting natural resources (one respectful of biodiversity and

consistent with sustainable development) than from a broadly “cul-

tural” specificity (language, kinship system, religious practices, etc.).

Their difference, then, is thought to derive above all from an

“economic otherness.” It may be because of this non-ethnic nature

that, unlike Indians and quilombolas who are presumed to be few in

number, “traditional populations” are not associated with the idea of

rarity, and this description could in principle apply to a large
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proportion of the inhabitants of riparian Amazonia. Thus, this more

adaptable designation appears to be better suited to complex pre-

existing situations. In reality, however, the legal label “traditional

populations” is one that, like others, proves to be underpinned by the

dual premise of exceptionality and territorial administration. Indeed,

it is strictly reserved for those collective groups that have obtained

official state recognition as such by virtue of their geographical

inscription: the only beneficiaries of the rights associated with this

categorization are those whose living space lies within the defined

limits of what has been decreed a “Conservation Unit of sustainable

use.”16 Here again, it is the qualification of the territory that validates

a recognized difference.17

From the perspective of the conditions of access to specific rights,

again in connection with the legal status conferred upon occupied land

areas, it therefore seems legitimate to consider the overall array of

juridical categories referring to Indians, quilombolas and traditional

populations. The fact that the recognition of difference in no way

signifies a grant of autonomy is another consideration that militates in

favour of this stance: whatever the territorial modalities in place, the

associations, which the populations are obliged to set up, are system-

atically referred to public administrations at the Federal-state, state,

and municipality levels for all their administrative procedures.18

From this more holistic perspective, it is not just the conception of

otherness that changes: now multiform rather than singular, and

gradual rather than radical. The reconfiguration of the ethnic model

also influences expectations linked to the delimitation of “territory.”

Thus, it could be argued that in the pre-1980s period the demarcation

of a geographical space might be seen as the result of a state decision

benefitting from input by Indians and their allies: the purpose of land

16 The National System of Conservation
Units (SNUC) includes six levels of applica-
tion, including that of so-called integral pro-
tection, requiring the withdrawal of all
populations. See http://www.mma.gov.br/
areas-protegidas/unidades-de-conservacao/
o-que-sao, accessed Nov. 30, 2017, and also
https://uc.socioambiental.org/o-snuc/catego-
rias-de-ucs, accessed Nov. 30, 2017.

17 This is reminiscent of the Indian case,
in which the principle of “traditional occu-
pation of land” [terra de ocupacx~ao tradicional]
is used to reinforce that of belonging to
a collective group [povo ind�ıgena], both of
which are set out in Article 231 of the 1988

constitution. Furthermore, this is why Indi-
ans living outside the limits of an Indigenous
Territory (TI), for instance in an urban
context, sometimes find it difficult to obtain
acknowledgement of their rights. Official
documentation such as that issued by the
administrative registry of Indian births is
only obtainable after receipt of a letter, drawn
up by the leader of an Indian Territory
already recognized by the administration,
attesting to the existence of a link between
the latter and the person concerned or his
ascendants [Luciana Carvalho, personal
communication].

18 Patrick Menget, personal communication.
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attribution was to set a collective group apart from the rest of Brazilian

society in order to “preserve” its singularity and its integrity. In

contrast, as early as the end of that decade, the curtain came down on

territorial delineation, and in public administrations the applications

started piling up. The number of the latter actually dealt with reduced

to a trickle, and their processing no longer took place collaboratively,

but confrontationally, and as a result of pressure from militants and

local populations. Thus, the more difficult it became for territory to

emerge, the less able it was to fulfil its protective role.

How, then, can one explain that such slow progress in land

certification has had little or no impact on the ever-increasing stream

of new, ethnicity-based claims? It may of course be considered that

such mobilizations will almost naturally be organized under the

rallying cry of territory, since it is territory that underpins the

development of all social life. It is indeed a fact that the reproduction

of a social collectivity is dependent on its control of a geographical

space. However this argument fails to take into account the discrep-

ancy between juridical conceptions of territory—closed, contiguous,

and peopled by a single type of population—and local conceptions of

the notion in which spatial discontinuity is perfectly conceivable

[Gallois 2004: 39, for instance, with reference to the Waj~api]. We

therefore now need to propose a re-definition of territorial demands in

terms that are more political, and closer to local representations, as an

attempt to have the group’s voice heard at every level of the state

apparatus by speaking the language of the latter, appropriating its

presuppositions, and offering it the homogeneous “us” which it

expects, in order to obtain its protection.

Scrutiny of the term “protection” allows us to examine, at this

point, a broader spectrum of rights associated with the different

ethno-legal categories. Land-security rights are the most emblematic

of these, and everyone is well aware of the land pressure to which local

populations are subjected as a result of encroaching monoculture,

expanding stock-rearing areas, illegal logging, and dam projects. Of all

these issues, land security is also the most problematic, as it clashes

head on with private and public interests, hence the length of time it

takes for demarcation procedures to be concluded. But we also need to

take into consideration another group of rights concerning so-called

differentiated education and health-care (involving the creation of jobs

as primary-school teachers or health-workers). I propose to describe

these as “secondary” or “derivative” rights, insofar as the granting of

such rights is conditional on the formulation of a territorial demand.
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Indeed, they are reserved for collective groups officially recognized as

“different” from Brazilian national society, that is, for populations that

state administrations circumscribe or envisage circumscribing within

a given geographical space, that is, a territory. In reality, the

implementation of these advantages is very often observed well before

the demarcation project itself even reaches the first stages of its long

passage through the administrative process.19 Hence, these rights are

seen by the populations concerned, on the one hand, as more

accessible than landholding readjustments and, on the other, not

merely as “secondary” considerations but as fundamental dispositions,

(a point evinced by the recurrent nature of such demands).

In order to understand the meaning locally attributed to territorial

demands we need to begin by clarifying the position of the organisms

entrusted with the management of difference. In this connection,

Souza Lima’s analysis proves extremely helpful; this author writes of

“state-embodied power invested in agencies that seek to extend their

scope nationally as an administrative network covering the totality of

the political map of the country” [2015: 431]. Such agencies, he

continues, endeavour to “label collectivities generically by linking

them to supposedly distinct spaces and practices and by attributing to

them a place in a codified, hierarchized system of positive and negative

assignments” [ibid.: 432]. These public administrations, all of which

seek to contribute to infrastructure implementation throughout na-

tional space, envisage territorial demarcation as merely involving the

rubber-stamping of ethno-cultural singularity: in this view, the grant

of land-tenure follows on from presupposed observability and self-

evidence, and the initial filing of an application simply corresponds to

the beginning of an administrative process that ends with a presiden-

tial decree.

The main conclusion drawn by local populations from this

mechanical representation of the chain of actions is that “difference”

is a criterion capable of setting in train what is seen as the over-

arching machine of the state. But to this consideration they add

a further, constitutional criterion, according to which ethnic identity

depends, above all, upon self-definition. This self-proclaimed

19 On Indian lands, it can be useful to
consult the site of the Federal Public Ministry:
http://www.mpf.mp.br/atuacao-tematica/ccr6/
dados-da-atuacao/grupos-de-trabalho/gt-de-
marcacao/docs/fases-do-processo-de-demar-
cacao-de-terras-indigenas. On quilombola
territories, see that of the Comiss~ao Pro-Indio:

http://www.cpisp.org.br/terras/html/comoseti-
tula_caminho.aspx. On Conservation Units,
see: https://uc.socioambiental.org/a-cria%
C3%A7%C3%A3o-de-uma-uc/como-se-cria-
uma-unidade-de-conserva%C3%A7%C3%
A3o.
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difference has to be processed by the various administrations in

accordance with approved dispositions, which are of a territorial

nature. It is therefore the demand for land which, by giving concrete

expression to the affirmation of singularities, actually obliges state

institutions to interact with the various populations (by sending

technicians and anthropologists to them). Thus, the articulation of

the equation between difference and territory is powerfully dis-

torted. It would only be a slight exaggeration to say that the

relationship between the two terms ends up being reversed: rather

than it being the case that the depiction of a singularity precedes and

leads on to the delineation of a geographical space, it is the existence

of a demarcation project, of itself, that is seen as constituting proof of

a difference.

In sum, it is possible to suggest that populations, including those

until recently still labelled according to a generic terminology (mixed-

race, peasant, etc.), have seized upon this close association of

“territory” with “difference,” while subverting its logic in order to

be able to access other rights—of a non-territorial nature, but de-

pendent upon a territorial claim. Now that the action of the state has

led them to realize that spatial delimitation represents an administra-

tive validation of their “difference,” they see such projects as

indicators of a distinction which, in itself, enables them to acquire

a certain visibility and a social existence: in other terms, a passport to

reduced class-sizes, improved canteen services and health-monitoring.

The fact is that, while the initial filing of an application in no way

guarantees a successful outcome, it at least allows groups to demand

the application of the “derivative” rights associated with the legal

category relevant to their application. Local populations, therefore,

are constantly obliged to territorialize in order to survive. To my

mind, this largely explains why the stream of territorial claims has not

dried up even though the state has clearly withdrawn from the

process.

Criticizing the fascination for what he terms the “savage slot,”

Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes that a “more perverse consequence of

the eulogy of Otherness is the production of restrictive identities that

give most Others few choices in defining themselves or in changing

the terms of their relations with the unmarked” [2003: 74]. The factors

that seem pertinent for social identities (religion, race, gender, etc.)

ought to be even more powerfully relevant when identities are

enshrined in law. Indeed, the more restrictive ethnic categories

become, the more exclusive (from a legal perspective) they also
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become. And yet, as I would like to demonstrate in the following part,

local populations in Brazil do not simply passively undergo the effects

of these classifications—under certain conditions they are able to

appropriate them for their own ends.

Ethnicity as a conversion of identity

The problem of “identity manufacture today” [Boccara 2005: 13]
is clearly posed by �Elisabeth Cunin in her introduction to a special

issue of the journal Autrepart: should ethnicity be addressed from

the perspective of localization—“its association with a place inform-

ing cultural difference [Wade, 1997, p. 18]” [Cunin 2006: 3]—or

should it be inscribed in a transnational space, taking into account

“the local reinterpretation of globalized cultural signifiers [Warnier,

1999]” [Cunin 2006: 4]? Or, to reframe the question: does the

patrimonialization of particularisms and their integration into a sys-

tem aimed at signifying to various Others (geographical neighbours,

public administrations, etc.) a singularity, constructed according to

preconceived models—that is, as a sort of widely disseminated

“showcase-ready” version of this singularity—fuel a process of

base-level patrimonialization grounded in the everyday experience

of various populations?

I propose to shed new light on these questions by addressing the

subject of ethnic declarations through the prism of a comparison

with religious conversion. Studies of adherence to Christianity are

particularly relevant to the reflections offered in this article insofar as

they draw attention to the importance of the appropriation and re-

signification, by the populations concerned, of categories that are

outside their social world. They are also relevant to understanding

how such appropriation and re-signification can give rise to appar-

ently innovative social groupings with their own hierarchies and

places of sociability such as, for instance, “congregations,” “prayer

groups,” etc.

Among the main advances resulting from discussion on conversion,

we need to mention the uncovering of a narrative which was,

retrospectively, centred on the radical turning point between a “be-

fore” of wandering in self-ignorance, and an orderly “after,” in accord

with a truth held to be superior. As Dani�ele Hervieu-L�eger writes,

when the convert retraces his path, he “realizes the fundamental
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postulate according to which an “authentic” religious identity can only

be a chosen identity” [Hervieu-L�eger 1999: 129]. Now, in the case of

the Brazilian Amazon, not only has the theme of “choice” made its

appearance in the most recent claims of ethnicity, but it has come to

form their most salient feature: “We were like just any other in-

habitant until we made this choice” [Eramos como moradores comuns

at�e fazer essa escolha], is what, in substance, we hear over and over

again. This choice, which is seen as personal and deliberate, is

explicitly associated therefore with the exercise of a constitutional

right that allows populations, previously seen by city-dwellers as being

of “mixed-blood,” to assert their traditional, Indian or quilombola

identity [Boyer 2015]. Thus we see that the articulation between

choice and authenticity mentioned by Hervieu-Leger is also an

underlying factor here: the fact of declaring a type of ethnicity in

the name of the principle of self-determination is supposed, in itself,

to guarantee its authenticity, and this is considered to be the case

despite the accusations of the state, and sometimes of militants, who

constantly draw claimants’ attention to the lack of evidence of their

alleged difference [ibid.]. Once it is acknowledged that belief estab-

lishes a fact’s social existence beyond all doubt and independently of

appearances, the object of enquiry shifts from sincerity to forms of

adherence.

In this connection, researchers whose studies have addressed more

particularly the topic of affiliation to Evangelical churches have

underscored the need to take native categories of conversion into

account insofar as the latter “inform the discourse and experience of

those who describe themselves as ‘converts’” [Mary 1998: 12]. From
this standpoint, the notion should not be understood as an immediate,

linear, generic change, but as a sinuous, complex and sometimes

paradoxical process, which can only be grasped in the terms in which

it is understood locally. Now, to stretch the religious metaphor to

declarations of ethnicity, I consider it productive to interpret the

foregrounding of the “rescue” [resgate] of “memory,” of “culture” and

“tradition,” as the keywords of this conversion-like phenomenon, that

is, as a reappraisal of practices and discourses, spaces and representa-

tions, which, however, does not necessarily affect all the latter, or in

a uniform way. In the case of Indians, the designation of an official

healer [paj�e] does not mean that he alone fulfills this role nor even that

he is the individual most often consulted by patients, any more than

the construction of a community hut [maloca] means that guests are

necessarily housed in it. As for quilombolas, their education in the
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African meta-narrative—encouraged by the teaching materials dis-

tributed in their schools—portraying that continent as representing

their only roots and enslavement as afflicting the totality of their

ancestors, has not led to the disappearance of the narrative of

integration through union and co-parenting of outsiders to the

villages, whatever their origins, any more than the promotion of

religions from the “African matrix” has led them to prefer “orix�as,”
that is, African deities, to properly Amazonian “enchanted” spirits

[mestres, caruanas].20

In a certain sense, these discrepancies between prescribed and

effective behaviours are comparable to the divergence between the

definition of what is appropriate behaviour for a good Christian and

the Evangelical churches’ tolerance of moments of estrangement

[afastamento]: the former is proclaimed in public space but also

relativized in the private sphere, recognized as an ideal and adapted

in practice. Similarly, the terms associated with the undertaking of

resgate (like those related to salvation, moreover) make it possible to

define intermediate positions between those who have already “made

their choice” and those who have not, whether in the local arena (when

dissident voices can be heard) or that of the surrounding area (when

neighbouring villages do not assume the same “identities”). The

adoption of these positions can have various implications: while they

sometimes result in the isolation of a kin group or a relative who

refuses a particular ethnic identification, they may equally well not

lead to the interruption or restriction of relations within circles of

sociability.

Among the new categories, that of “relative” warrants attention as

it is abundantly present in the language of ethnicity: its definition

includes not only all those who are linked by filiation, marriage or co-

parenthood, but also all those who have made the same choice of

identity. In order to illustrate how these two acceptations of kinship

can co-exist, I will take the example of certain components of an

ethnographic situation in the central region of the Brazilian Amazon,

in which a conflict had recently arisen between Indians and quilombo-

las [Boyer 2015].
– The inhabitants of hamlet 1, like three other neighbouring

localities, chose to self-identify with a well-known Amerindian group

(ethnic group A), located about two hundred and fifty kilometres

away as the crow flies, with which they had not had any contact before

20 On encantados, the classic reference is the work by Eduardo Galv~ao [1955].
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their recent “declaration” of their “Indianness.” Since then, they refer

to members of group A as their “relatives.”

– Three kilometres away, the members of village 2, for their part,
decided to join the struggle undertaken by four other hamlets for

recognition as a black ethnic group (ethnic group B). They now all

consider themselves as “relatives.”

– In hamlet 1 (henceforward self-declared as Indian), the caci-

que’s lieutenant, who declared himself as belonging to ethnic group
A, was the father of the woman who presided over the quilombola

association of village 2, which had declared itself as belonging to

ethnic group B. No mention of his visits to see her was ever made in

public meetings.

– In village 2 (henceforward self-declared as quilombola), the

leaders denounced the hostility to quilombola mobilizations of certain

“outsider” residents. When I met one of the latter, a woman whose

husband was indeed born in another locality, she nevertheless declared

herself a relative, while at the same time refusing any association with

ethnic group B.
These examples highlight the power of the idiom of kinship to

create a sort of optical illusion fusing together relationships with

different social foundations. On the one hand, the term designates

affectively charged relationships, partaking in the solidarities of

everyday life or activated when needed, which people seek to reinforce

and diversify though marriage and/or co-parenthood. These relation-

ships, which are always established within webs of interacquaintance

often broad enough to have backing in urban circles, create personal

ties whose genealogy can always be traced by identifying the compo-

nents of their support network. On the other hand, the expression is

used of intentional coalitions between broad collectivities proclaiming

their homogeneity. These alliances, which are mainly preoccupied

with publicizing their action, and whose cohesion derives from

advocacy for their demands, do not necessarily materialize into unions

or sustained exchanges.

Thus there emerges a contrast between the plane of political action,

turned towards the future and implying adoption of a common stance

vis-�a-vis the outside world, in particular state public administrations,

and that of everyday interpersonal relations, nourishing memory and

concrete collaboration in local space. In order to avoid the reification

of identities, it is indispensable to keep in mind that the same term of

“relatives” refers to two distinct registers: moreover, it would be all

the more unreasonable to surrender to the illusion of their
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superimposition as not one of the anthropologist’s interlocutors

confuses, except as the result of a situated discursive effect, the

category of “relatives” as constructed in everyday life with that

proclaimed in the context of militant activity.21 Whereas the usual

mode of self-definition—by mention of a place (“I was born in such

and such a hamlet, I live on such and such a branch of a river, etc.”) or

a collectivity (“I belong to this or that family, this or that commu-

nity”)—inscribes people in the domain of the known, the use of

generic labels opens up a field of challenging possibilities, in which the

key issue at stake is precisely that of how to embody these designations

successfully at the local level.

Favouring a political conception of the notion of “relative” allows

people to distance themselves from “relatives” envisaged from the

perspective of the domestic sphere, which in most cases also includes

neighbours, and to disqualify them when there is disagreement over

ethnic choices.22 Conversely, putting forward family ties sometimes

represents an argument legitimizing criticism of the shape of militant

coalitions, or even of their very principle. It is worth noting that the

same speakers might be led to foreground either of these perspectives

in function of their perceived strategic interests at a particular

moment in time or their addressees’ expectations. Vis-�a-vis the

outside world, it may be fair game to justify a rivalry between

relatives, on the basis of difference, and a good idea to proclaim an

alliance on the basis of likeness, even if, within the group itself,

everyone is aware not only of ties of kinship linking enemies, but also

of possible tensions, or even the absence of affinities between certain

co-belligerents.

Social mobilizations occurring around issues of ethnic re-compo-

sition raise a double question. On the one hand, that of singularization

which can be articulated as follows: how do populations that pre-

viously saw themselves as identical come to distinguish themselves

from neighbours and relatives to whom they are close in the strict

sense of the word? And on the other, that of the structuring of a space

of multi-scalar identity-based demands, which can be formulated

21 The use of kinship as a way of desig-
nating political allies was already present in
the interventions of Indian leaders who met
with each other, and discovered their ties, in
meetings organized by the Indigenist Mis-
sionary Council (CIMI) in the early 1970s
[Ramos 1998: 169-170]. According to the
latter author, the repeated abuses perpetrated
by Brazilians has led to a growing awareness

of the generalized injustice towards Indian
populations, resulting in a strong feeling of
solidarity, echoed by use of the term
“brother.”

22 This suggests a further parallel with the
adherence to Evangelical churches, in which
spiritual kinship may end up in competition
with “real kinship” [Boyer 2008b: 119].
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thus: how is it that collectivities that do not necessarily acknowledge

a common ancestry, nor even share a long-standing sociability, come to

embrace a common ethnic destiny?

The analysis of the differentiation and/or coming together of

population groups needs to take into account not only local stances

and anchor points, but also opportunities for access to wider political

arenas. In other terms, it is essential here to take equally into account

the general sociology of the situations under study (actors in presence,

administrative framework, types of interlocution, etc.) as well as

aspects of their internal dynamics (the ways in which hamlets were

formed, economic collaborations, religious networks, etc.). In the case

in point, by linking the competition between neighbouring villages for

control of, among other things, the natural resources vital for their

reproduction to the reconstruction of the chronology of individuals’

contacts with quilombola or Indian militants, it has been possible to

show how, progressively, public expressions of separate ethno-legal

identities follow on from each other. Thereafter, ethnicity can be seen

as a resource to which collectivities resort as a way of coping with

already existent tensions, and political kinship as a tool in its service:

in the case mentioned above, the Indians assumed this new identity in

2010 as a sort of retaliatory measure for the shift in the balance of

power brought about by their quilombola neighbours’ earlier ethnicity

declaration, dating to 2005.23

This series of declarations of Indianness and quilombola-ness was

certainly fuelled by the fact that these identities lay at the in-

tersection of the very concrete problems and issues at stake facing

the populations in question: offers of services and mediation at the

regional level, the construction of a legal framework, and political

decisions at the national level (which, as we regrettably see today, are

always reversible24). However—and this refers us back to the

hypothesis of the globalization of ethnicity and the circulation of

transnational models mentioned at the beginning of this section—the

general diffusion of a conception of “difference” as the royal road to

emancipation would not have gained acceptance, had the images of

autochthony not been the object of properly native reinterpretation

and re-appropriation. Thus a rapid overview of the literature

23 For further development of this point,
see Boyer 2017.

24 For a random example from a newspa-
per article: “Bancada da Bala, Boi e B�ıblia
imp~oe ano de retrocesso para mulheres e

ind�ıgenas,” [https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/
2017/12/01/politica/
1512148795_433241.html, accessed Decem-
ber 7 2017].
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suggests that recourse to the criterion of “dark earth”—a soil quality

evincing an ancient human presence—as a sign of Indianness or,

more intriguingly, a reference to quimbanda—ordinarily associated

with black magic—as a sign of negritude is only to be found in

Amazonia or even, perhaps, uniquely in the group of villages

mentioned above. Moreover, in many situations, positions do not

yet appear to actually be ossified, as exemplified in a particular

hamlet a ten-hour boat ride away from a medium-sized regional

town,25 in which members of one phratry articulated differently the

Indian and the black lineages which they recognized as shared by all:

one of the brothers constructed a family-history narrative centred on

a certain Indian grandmother and a black grandfather, whereas

a second brother favoured his black roots, and a third his Indianness.

Yet, at this particular point in our interviews and taking into account

the webs of interlocution of which they were then part, our inter-

locutors were in unanimous agreement over the adoption of a qui-

lombola political identity.

It would not be unreasonable to object that the introduction of

these nuances in no way invalidates the general framework of the

institutional valorization of otherness at a global level. Indeed, its

vitality is amply demonstrated by the consolidation of the multicul-

tural model in all Latin American countries, to mention but this sub-

continent. But it might also be thought that this interpretation fails to

recognize sufficiently the convergence between identity and belong-

ing, between political mobilization and the everyday experience of life:

ultimately, the Indians, like the quilombolas, have earned recognition as

such in the political arena because they have unceasingly asserted their

particular identity. The way out of this impasse between constructiv-

ism and essentialism implies that we unhesitatingly consider ethnic

declarations of whatever sort with all due seriousness, while ques-

tioning their historicization and their deployment in social space,

along with their concomitant changes and continuities, innovations

and numerous usages.

It further needs to be underscored that, when internal conflicts are

seen to occur, they are never a logical, systematic consequence of the

emergence of ethnic demands. Moreover, in some contexts, popula-

tions that consider themselves as different may come together in the

25 In the current Brazilian political con-
text, in which there has been an increase in
accusations of ethnic “fraud,” it is no longer
possible to mention the exact locations in

which the survey was carried out because of
the risk of causing harm to the populations
concerned.
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face of common threats.26 It would also be inaccurate to say that

possible tensions are created solely by the implementation of a plural-

ity of ethno-legal identities. Certain specialists, such as Alfredo

Wagner Berno de Almeida and Roberto Sanches Rezende [2013],
quite rightly prefer to point to the inefficacy of the various public

administrations and call for the reinforcement of collaboration be-

tween these agencies. However, once ethnicity is understood as

a language that, though obviously developed at the national level, is

pressed into service on local issues, it also seems possible to contend

that the populations may seize upon it as a further register in which to

set out the points of disagreement (mostly of a political and economic

order) that impact them directly, such as: the mode of attribution of

the promised civil-service jobs, the drawing-up of electoral registers,

the definition of land holdings, etc. To come out for or against the

“chosen identity”—a stance which may change over time and is

therefore seen as reversible—is, then, to take position on the legiti-

macy of an action that is determinant for the future of the collective

group.

Such identifications stand in the same relationship to identity, then,

as ethnogenesis to ethnicization [Boccara 2007: 71]: one of “endoge-

nous creative processes” versus the “techniques of power” [ibid.]

deployed by the state, and hence of a clearly different nature. Thus

they may at times be expressed in terms of territory, or inclusion in

a restrictive legal category, when populations consider such strategies

advantageous, but they may also break free from this constraint via

new mutations, including the adoption of other ethnic forms as

exemplified, for instance, by certain traditional populations or qui-

lombolas who now proclaim their Indianness. Examination of such

instances of identity recomposition through the prism of religious

conversion seems to me to offer a promising approach insofar as it

encourages us to take account of the local usages of discourses and

apparatuses formulated at the national, or even international, level.

26 See, for instance, the case presented by
Mauricio Torres at the study day (EHESS,
2015) on the theme of Territoires et identit�es :
une approche patrimoniale [Territories and
identities: a patrimonial approach] in a paper
entitled: “De pariwat (‘�etrangers/ennemis’) �a
wuy �guy bugum (‘ceux qui pensent comme
nous’): scissions et alliances de groupes so-

ciaux distincts atteints par des menaces com-
munes (Amazonie, Br�esil)” [From pariwat
(“outsiders/enemies”) to wuy �guy bugum
(“those who think like us”): splits and alli-
ances among different social groups who
were the objects of common threats (Brazil-
ian Amazonia)].
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The ethno-politicization of minority-group status

The study of Indians, “traditional populations,” and quilombolas is

generally addressed through the notion of “singularity,” a distinctive-

ness that needs in every case to be identified and specified in relation

to both other juridical categories and the rest of the population. This

perspective often lends support to the idea—one seemingly self-

evident and grounded in nature (or rather in culture)—that the

demands of populations opting for a different label are also aimed at

pursuing specific objectives on account of their ethnicity. Such

emphasis on the supposedly particular interests of each of the three

main groupings goes back to an image of fragmented social struggles,

obscuring the fact that these populations are all caught up in similar

dynamics, which lead to dependency and perpetuate their

subordination.

The various demands formulated with the help of the ethnic

register can nevertheless be considered as fundamentally identical

insofar as they are all aimed at obtaining improved living con-

ditions. This is evidenced by the common fronts put up against

certain dam projects, for instance. From this perspective, parallels

can be drawn between these mobilizations and others which, in

certain places—irrespective of the local context (type of property, of

agriculture, etc.)—came together, and continue to do so, under the

single banner of peasant struggle. These considerations encourage

a shift in perspective that reveals the fundamental difference—more

of an argumentative than a sociocultural kind—between rural

mobilizations and ethno-legal demands: whereas the former em-

phasize the largest common denominator in order to unify the

different types of discontent, the latter choose to play the card of

exceptionality, using particularism as the favoured norm and form

of expression for social protest. The entitlement of all to land is thus

replaced by the right of different groups to distinct territorial

statuses. This observation leads us to reflect on the reasons for the

success of what can thus be seen as a new standardization of the

forms of political engagement.

We will pursue the comparison of ethnic self-identification with the

conditions of religious adherence as this provides a useful starting

point for our reflection. The theme of “conversion” draws attention to

the fundamental role played by intermediaries. In the case of

Evangelism, we find people coming from elsewhere, often working
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for themselves and seeking to create their own congregation. Associ-

ating Catholicism with a deviation from the original church, which

they seek to restore, they claim to be motivated by the passion of Jesus

and devotion to others. This in turn raises further questions: is it

possible to identify, in what I call identity “conversions,” the presence

of outside actors propounding a discourse of renewal, and what are the

forms taken by their interventions? The answer to the first question is

unquestionably yes: besides urban ethnic militants, various social-

science specialists, members of non-governmental organizations,

Catholics linked to progressive currents in the church, and members

of educational teams particularly dedicated to their missions partici-

pate in these mobilizations, at least in their initial phase, if not over the

longer term. The different types of action aimed towards local

populations can be summed up as follows: certain actors help to

create opportunities for new alliances by fostering the establishment of

contacts with other groups; others help to improve knowledge of the

procedures and rights available to the different ethno-legal categories

by organizing numerous information meetings; other actors again

organize “cultural” workshops devoted to language learning, home-

made remedies, body painting, etc., and thereby promote awareness

among these populations of elements that could signal a singularity

that would back up the demands they address to public

administrations.

The mechanisms involved in these interventions, promoting di-

alogue in a hopefully tight-knit collaborative collectivity, are not

unlike what, in his study of the establishment of settlements [assenta-

mentos or “agricultural colonies”) by the National Institute For

Colonization and Agricultural Reform (INCRA) in the Nordeste

region of Brazil, Benôıt de L’Estoile terms “meetings,” and which

involve, he writes [2015: 8]: “a ritualized form [of confrontation

opposing] two socially and culturally heterogeneous worlds that find

themselves in an asymmetrical interdependence relationship: the

world of interpersonal relations between beneficiaries of agrarian

reform, and the world of the state” embodied in its representatives,

and which obeys a bureaucratic logic. Although ethnic intermediaries

are not necessarily civil servants (though some are both), they perceive

themselves—and, likewise, are perceived—as outsiders to the hamlets

which they visit. As educated city-dwellers, they also represent an

opening onto another world: that of “knowledge,” “authority,” and

“power”—a world that now grants “tradition” a place within “mo-

dernity.” Lastly, as in the case studied by de L’Estoile [ibid.: 11], they
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have introduced forms of interaction that could be considered pre-

viously “unknown” to populations familiar with “informal, weakly

ritualized” practices: public speaking, contradictory debating, arguing

the case, are not behaviours that come naturally to populations

accustomed to eschewing conflict through avoidance, absence and

silence, and to adhering to forms of solidarity expressed principally in

the language of kinship. This coming together of participants belong-

ing to “heterogeneous worlds” is, then, equally visible and may even

be pursued in the absence of intermediaries. For instance, in June

2017, in an Amazonian village, what was intended to be an handicraft

workshop instantly turned into the setting for a formal meeting—

quite unrequested by me—as soon as I went into the maloca: my

presence provided me with the opportunity to hold a class on oral

expression for the women there, who immediately interrupted their

activities to listen attentively to my thoughts on how to speak to

outsiders.

The “concrete mechanism of multiculturalism” has been illumi-

nated by Guillaume Boccara and Paola Bolados [2010: 655] in an

article addressing the formation of a “bureaucratic field of intercul-

tural health care” in Chile. Among the features that “broadly

characterize ethno-governmental practice” [ibid.: 661], the authors

mention: 1) the depoliticization of social problems, 2) the role of

indigenous civil servants as intermediaries travelling between differ-

ent spaces, 3) the socio-ethnic division of labour which reinforces

domination based on access to cultural, technical or symbolic capital,

4) the designation of some of the Indians present as legitimate

representatives of their “communities,” and 5) the construction of

the Indian population as a homogeneous whole [ibid.: 661-662].
While the features listed here apply to the case of Chile, they also can

be found to coincide in many respects with the analysis of the

Brazilian case put forward by de L’Estoile. Indeed, a common

underlying triptych characterizes these parallels: an awareness

among external actors of belonging to a different social group and

of having come to deliver a message, a conception common to the

latter of local collective groups as unanimous entities free from

internal tensions, and a pressing demand for privileged interlocutors

in these groups who are subsequently defined as “representatives of

the community.”

On this last point, it is obvious that the viewpoint of these ethnic

intermediaries is overarching. They seek to put their understanding of

the language and demands of public administrations, their experience
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in the area of mobilizations, and their knowledges in the area of

culture at the service of groups that they now only perceive through

the prism of a supposed ethnic difference. Indeed, it is the supposed

otherness of their interlocutors that justifies their presence and their

attentiveness. As for the villagers, it is not in their interest to abolish

a social distance between themselves and this heterogeneous group of

actors insofar as it is this very distance that provides them with the

possibility of accessing resources. Nevertheless, while all, intermedi-

aries and natives alike, agree that the former come from outside [de

fora], they are also recognized as full participating actors in local

situations:27 their outsider status is, then, a marker not of neutrality or

non-intervention but of a social role.

On the second point, in his study of pioneer fronts on the Trans-

Amazonian highway, Roberto Ara�ujo [1993] has masterfully demon-

strated that the “communitarian illusion” is anchored in its Christian

genealogy. This in turn prompts us to suggest that present-day social

demands may represent a newly updated version—now less religious

than ethnic—of the restoration of community purity: in the Amazo-

nian cases studied in the course of our research, as in other instances

addressed in Brazilianist literature, one can easily identify this idea

of a “community” free from dissenting voices, headed by an un-

contested leader, preoccupied with the “rescue” [resgate] of its

“culture,” and thought to be aided by devoted, competent intermedi-

aries—even when closer examination reveals internal conflicts and

clientalist relations. Which brings us to a final point: these

intermediaries, without necessarily being the instigators of possible

redefinitions of local power relations, do in fact influence events in

order to bring about the emergence of a “representative of the

community.”

Our purpose here is not to cast doubt on the sincerity of the

commitment of ethnic militants, whether outsiders or natives (indeed

the violence of certain situations suggests quite the opposite), but to

distance ourselves from individual reasons and passionate involve-

ment in shared causes in order to examine the mechanisms that are

then created. Firstly, it should be noted that the intervention of

outside actors in the affairs of local populations is nothing new. More

27 It should be noted that there is a clear
difference between ethnic actors and Evan-
gelical leaders: the former are never tied, for
better or worse, to the new organizational
forms for which they provide an impetus.

Once their activities come to an end, they can
go back to their urban environment, whereas
the survival of small-time preachers depends
on the tithes generated by their sermons.
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or less well-known scholarly or religious luminaries have over many

years been their allies and lent them their support, defending their

interests against the state, relaying their demands in the media, and

echoing their tribulations. However, it would seem that, over time,

some actors have begun to see their role not merely as one of

providing logistical or citizen support, but also as being the inspiration

for new forms of organization and the proponents of new ideas

defining the outlines of an ethno-political space.

The notion of “institutional hosts” put forward by Peter P.

Houtzager [2001: 3] in the context of his study of the modernization

of agriculture in Brazil, in which he examines the effects on the rural

union movement of what he terms intra-elite conflict [ibid.: 1] during
the military dictatorship (1964-1985),28 will perhaps allow us to better

comprehend the ongoing changes. This political-science specialist

defines the notion in the following terms:

Institutional hosts are elite actors who stimulate and support group formation
and go beyond the traditional role of movement allies. Hosts draw unorganized
peoples into their organizational and ideological fields, help redefine them as
social groups, and sponsor their constitution as new collective actors. Allies
support existing actors in various ways; institutional hosts attempt to create new
actors and thereby remake political cleavages and re-orient political contesta-
tion. Unlike allies, hosts intentionally contribute in critical ways to the local
social networks, organizational resources, and ideological material needed to
overcome the obstacles to collective action. Such elite actors therefore have
a significant (and intentional) impact on the identities and organization of hosted
actors. [2001: 3 (Houtzager’s italics)]

The context of the 1990s, and even more so that of the 2000s, is
patently not that of the 1970–80s: when ethnic demands first began to

be voiced, the hope of radical change predominated, fanned by the

1988 constitution, broad mobilizations (a phenomenon termed “social

movements”) and, upon Lula’s accession to the presidency in 2003,
the implementation of public policies resolutely in favour of the most

deprived sectors of society [the bolsa fam�ılia]. During this period, the

28 Houtzager highlights the collapse, dur-
ing the 1970s and the 1980s, of the historical
alliance between the Catholic Church and the
state, a development that led the religious
institution to set itself up as a source of
“institutional hosting” in competition with
that of its former ally. On the one hand, the
military, who supported an agrarian project
based on national integration, increased ag-
ricultural production, and the incorporation
of rural workers, sought to consolidate the
centralizing presence of the state against re-

gional oligarchies and local political elites
[2004: 45] by encouraging the formation of
so called “assistencialist” trades unions [ibid.:
80], which fought for a (moderate) extension
of social rights for the new legal category of
“rural workers” [ibid.: 58-60]. And, on the
other hand, the progressive wing of the
church strove to organize a dissident trade-
union movement grounded in a radical po-
litical-religious identity in order to demand
real agrarian reform [ibid.: 137-138] and the
universalization of civil and political rights.
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majority of Brazilian society seemed to back the government’s in-

tention to put in place a vast project of redistributive reforms. Beyond

these obvious differences, certain parallels can be drawn. One case in

point is the creation of two mirror-image versions of the same project,

at the time less in competition with each other—as during the military

dictatorship—than working in complement with each other: one

version, in the sphere of the state, involved the creation of public

administrations dedicated to recognized ethno-legal categories, and

the other, in the sphere of civil society, was concerned with incentives

for the creation of new collective actors, mobilized to call for the

application of constitutional rights.

The desire of ethnic militants to reach out to hitherto marginalized

populations has contributed to this standardization of protest, by

facilitating convergence between the expression of social struggles and

the institutional framework, and thereby providing such populations

with the means of acquiring visibility to public authorities.

With this in mind, I consider it possible to propose that the older

alliances have indeed been transformed into what Houtzager, in order

to distinguish them from “political linkages,” refers to as “structural

linkages” [ibid.: 3], that is, institutional arrangements that drew “new

issues into the public sphere [.], created new collective interests and

bases for alternative collective identities [. and] provided physical

points of access to the state, facilitating petitioning, protesting, and

negotiating” [ibid.: 4]. This movement is all the stronger as, besides

the federal state, various states and even certain municipalities have

espoused the ethnic watchwords, created corresponding official sec-

retariats, and provided them with modest grants and/or premises.

Furthermore, the gradual emergence of a class of paid professionals,

some directly employed by state administrations (anthropologists

entrusted by the latter with the assessment [laudo] of populations,

for instance), others by non-governmental organizations wishing to

support ethnic struggles, has also contributed to the institutionaliza-

tion of political arenas.

What we then realize is that, for “collective identities” to be seen

and heard, their formulation needs to build on the channels opened up

by these mediators between state bodies and local populations.

However, it is worth noting that certain militants—few in number,

it should be pointed out—admit to being in two minds: while

recognizing that this new configuration gives greater resonance to

their cause, they nevertheless fear that their protest is at risk of being

co-opted by the authorities. Indeed, ethnic actors from outside the
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groups concerned find themselves at the intersection of two strained

expectations: that the voice of dominated populations should be

relayed to the authorities, and that the presence of the state should

be reinforced by the action of its public administrations. In answer to

this offer of mediation, local populations are prepared to explore the

new ways of extricating themselves from the very difficult situations

that these connoisseurs of some, at least, of the unfathomable work-

ings of the state,29 seek to show them. If these new approaches involve

the creation of an ethnic association, in replacement of an “inhab-

itants” [moradores] association—a structure dating from the 1990s that
made it possible to obtain agricultural credit lines—or a “community,”

populations are likely to turn towards the opportunities provided by

affirmative action policies in favour of Indians or quilombolas as they

allow access to citizenship based on an extension of social rather than

political rights.

While the establishment of ethnic associations is directly linked to

the action of a set of external actors and to changes in the legal

framework, their creation should, however, not be interpreted purely

and simply through the prism of the top-down imposition of

a normative order. Local populations proclaim their ability to act

according to conscience and forcefully insist that they consider their

ethnic-based demands as the exercise of a “legal right” enshrined in

the 1988 constitution. Which is why a multiplication of possibilities of

interlocution is a pressing demand among villagers preoccupied with

expanding their pool of information sources in order to be, in

a historically situated context, in a position to make the best possible

“choice.”

Conclusion

In this article, I have sought to demonstrate that discussion of

ethnic claims deserves to be complexified in two respects: on the one

hand, by considering territorial demands as a language, acceptable to

the state, that opens up access to other rights—in the areas of health

and education—which the populations consider as fundamental; and

on the other hand, by proposing that these social mobilizations be seen

as contextualized, flexible types of adherence, comparable to religious

29 The actors militating for the quilombola
cause are not necessarily capable of properly

understanding the workings of the FUNAI
or the ICMBIO, and vice-versa.
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conversions. Lastly, taking as my starting point a reading of ethnicism

as the new standardized expression of social protest, I contend that an

understanding of these stances involves analysis of the broader

apparatuses in which they are inscribed and consideration of a set of

actors implicated in their workings.

By way of conclusion, I would like to come back to the quest for

legibility in the fabric of society, which confers on certain inter-

locutors a function of collective representation: it is my contention

that this search can be compared to the processes of territorial

management aimed at producing the image of a territory ordered

and unified by the state. In his book addressing colonization in the

west of Par�a state, Jeremy Campbell [2015] sees “property” as both

a social construction and an institution: a circulating “cultural

category” that produces a material transformation of landscapes when

it is conjured up [ibid.: 5].
In this riveting study he points out not only that the rights

associated with land occupation can be attached to radically differ-

ent visions (individual property, collective usage in sustainable

development projects,30 object of a possessory claim [posse]) [ibid.:

37], but also that these visions can coexist within the same space.

Moreover, he explains that the same individuals will sometimes try

to maximize their chances by seeking attachment to several social

configurations at the same time, despite their apparent incompati-

bility (tenant farmer, colonist, and member of a sustainable de-

velopment project (PDS), for instance) [ibid.: 53-55]. In other

terms, what counts in this case is establishing human occupation

in order to attach territory to historicity [ibid. : 95] and thus

consolidate one’s position vis-�a-vis the state. This assertion also

seems to me to describe quite accurately the problems faced by

inhabitants of the riverside areas of the Brazilian Amazon, that is, of

zones associated with Indians, quilombolas, and traditional popula-

tions. For these groups, as for Transamazon settlers, the “futures

[possible for people] depend on the pasts [given to the tracts of land]

that support them” [ibid.], that is, not only will the version of their

past that eventually prevails determine the territorial status to which

they can, today, lay claim, but it also, in consequence, determines

the rights and programmes to which they will be able to obtain

access in the future. Improvement in their living conditions there-

fore depends upon their ability to convincingly demonstrate their

30 Which refers back to the institutional category of “traditional populations.”
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complete identification with an ethno-legal category, a process

whose link with the idea of citizenship will need to be further

examined in future research.

Already, however, it can be stated that, “citizenship,” like “prop-

erty” in Campbell’s analysis, is both a constitutional institution and

a social construction. The considerable social-science literature on this

central notion for democratic societies concurs on the fact that its

meaning is “vague and variable” [Martin 2015: 5], in other words,

constantly being redefined in semantic and juridical terms. Observa-

tion of the social mobilizations considered in this article also leads us

to underscore the disparities in interpretation between the different

actors in presence. State institutions quite obviously refer to these

interpretations as they roll out different programmes and public

administrations aimed at “promoting citizenship,” the aim here being

to make a common good available to a group of people united by

a sense of national belonging. Militants too have seized upon this

notion, but are unwilling to accept a purely formal, legalistic

definition: to their way of thinking, citizenship needs to be active,

that is, based on the constitution of new political subjects. Which is

why they strive to “conscientize” populations and encourage them to

seek their “rights.” Lastly, local populations, who do not enjoy the

benefits theoretically associated with the status of citizen, nevertheless

seem—at least, partially—aware of the possibility of giving meaning to

the notion and materializing it through their demands for exceptional

statuses. The language of ethnicity in which social mobilizations are

articulated is, in fact, inscribed in the quest for differentiation from

the majority population, but its main objective, from the point of view

of the minority populations, is to advance the struggle against the

structural exclusion of the most underprivileged. It is, nevertheless, to

be feared that their room for manoeuvre may well, at present, be

singularly restricted.31

31 This article was written before the
election of Jair Bolsonaro to the presidency
of Brazil, an event that tolls the death knell
for the hopes of redistribution kindled by the
1988 constitution. Since his investiture, he
has systematically implemented a policy
aimed at weakening the public administra-
tions dealing with traditional populations,
Indians, and quilombolas. Henceforward, the

latter two social categories come within the
remit of the Ministry of Women, Family, and
Human Rights, and the demarcation of their
lands within that of the Ministry of Agricul-
ture, that is, of agribusiness. As for the first
category, it has been rumoured that it could
fall under the remit of the Ministry of In-
dustry, Foreign Trade and Services.
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R�esum�e

Depuis la constitution de 1988, les
cat�egorisations ethno-l�egales au Br�esil ont
�et�e d�eploy�ees �a partir de la double pr�emisse
de l’exceptionnalit�e et de l’administration
territoriale. Pour comprendre que les mobi-
lisations sous le sceau de l’ethnicit�e ne se
tarissent pas alors même que l’�Etat s’est
clairement d�esengag�e, l’article sugg�ere de
distinguer entre deux facxons d’articuler
singularit�e et territoire : si l’�Etat consid�ere
que la diff�erence pr�eexiste au bornage d’un
territoire, les populations entendent que l’in-
tention de d�emarcation atteste en soi d’une
sp�ecificit�e. Aussi la demande territoriale est-
elle importante, de leur point de vue, pour
avoir acc�es �a d’autres droits qu’elles tiennent
pour tout aussi essentiels. La deuxi�eme partie
s’int�eresse aux r�ecentes d�eclarations identi-
taires et circulations observ�ees entre
cat�egories ethno-l�egales �a partir d’une com-
paraison avec la conversion religieuse en tant
que processus sinueux, complexe et parfois
paradoxal. L’ethnicit�e, comme le religieux,
apparâıt alors comme un langage �elabor�e au
niveau national dont les populations se sai-
sissent pour le mettre au service d’enjeux et
usages locaux. Une derni�ere partie ap-
pr�ehende le particularisme, qu’il se dise
quilombola, traditionnel ou indien, comme
norme et forme actuellement dominantes
pour l’expression de la contestation sociale,
en s’interrogeant sur le rôle des acteurs
ext�erieurs en tant qu’« incubateurs institu-
tionnels » [Houtzager 2004]. Or cette stand-
ardisation des modalit�es de l’engagement
politique n’empêche pas la reconduction des
hi�erarchies sociales entre les ext�erieurs et les
natifs, voire, elle n’�evite pas la capture de la
contestation sociale par les autorit�es.

Mots-cl�es : Amazonie ; Cat�egorisations eth-

niques ; Territoire ; Citoyennet�e ;

M�ediateurs.

Zusammenfassung

Durch die Verfassung von 1988 ist es zur
Einf€uhrung ethno-legaler Kategorien ge-
kommen, aufbauend auf der doppelten
Pr€amisse der Außergew€ohnlichkeit und der
territorialen Verwaltung. Um zu verstehen,
weshalb die ethnische Mobilisierung nicht
nachl€asst, und dies obwohl der Staat sich
eindeutig zur€uckgezogen hat, unterscheidet
der Beitrag zwischen zwei M€oglichkeiten
Singularit€at und Territorium miteinander
zu verbinden: wenn der Staat davonausgeht,
dass der Markierung eines Gebietes ein Un-
terschied vorausgeht, so verstehen die Bev-
€olkerungsgruppen, dass die Absicht einer
Grenzziehung an sich Zeichen einer Beson-
derheit ist. Aus diesem Grund kommt f€ur
Letztere dem Gebietsanspruch eine beson-
dere Bedeutung zu, um weitere Rechte bean-
spruchen zu k€onnen, die als genauso
bedeutend eingestuft werden. Der zweite
Teil widmet sich den neuesten Identi-
t€atserkl€arungen und beobachteten
Kreisl€aufen zwischen ethno-legalen Kategor-
ien, wobei der Glaubenswechsel als kom-
plexer und manchmal paradoxaler Prozess
dem Vergleich dient. Die Ethnizit€at genau
wie die Religion wird zur national entstan-
denen Sprache, derer sich die Bev€olkerungs-
gruppen f€ur lokale Zwecke und
Gewohnheiten bedienen. Der Schlussteil
widmet sich dem Partikularismus, ob er
nun “quilombala”, traditionellen oder indi-
anischen Ursprungs ist, als aktuell f€uhrende
Norm und Format des sozialen Protests, um
die Rolle der ausw€artigen Protagonisten als
traditionelle “Inkubatoren” zu hinterfragen.
Diese Verfestigung der Modalit€aten des po-
litischen Engagements hat aber weder eine
Fortf€uhrung der sozialen Hierarchien zwi-
schen Ausl€andern und den Eingeborenen
verhindert noch die Vereinnahmung des so-
zialen Protests durch die Regierung.

Schl€usselw€orter : Amazonasgebiet; Ethnische

Kategorien; Territorium; B€urgerschaft;
M�ediatoren.
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