
Indigenous Cooperatives, Corporations, and
the State on Brazil's Extractive Frontier:

Contemporary and Historical Globalizations

Item Type text; Electronic Thesis

Authors Burke, Brian J

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:36:20

Item License http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193258

http://rightsstatements.org/vocab/InC/1.0/
http://hdl.handle.net/10150/193258


INDIGENOUS COOPERATIVES, CORPORATIONS, AND THE STATE ON 
BRAZIL’S EXTRACTIVE FRONTIER: CONTEMPORARY AND HISTORICAL 

GLOBALIZATIONS

by 

Brian Joseph Burke

__________________ 
Copyright © Brian Joseph Burke 2006 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ANTHROPOLOGY

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of 

MASTER OF ARTS

In the Graduate College

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

2006



2

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This thesis has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library 
to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder. 

SIGNED: Brian J. Burke  

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR

This thesis has been approved on the date shown below:

_________________________________ April 18, 2006
Marcela Vásquez-León 

Assistant Research Anthropologist
Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology



3

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many thanks go to my research partner, Paola Canova, whose company and collaboration 
in the field made for a much more rewarding and productive experience . . . and to the 
directors, employees, and members of AmazonCoop, especially our Asurini hosts. 

I am also grateful to Marcela Vásquez-León and Timothy J. Finan, Principle Investigators 
on the Latin American Cooperatives Project at the Bureau of Applied Research in 
Anthropology (BARA), for welcoming me onto their project and encouraging me to 
extend this research into a thesis. This thesis has benefited from the comments of Joanna 
Stone, Marcela Vásquez-León, Drexel G. Woodson, and J. Stephen Lansing; and I thank 
Nicholas Rattray for his help designing a map of the Altamira region. I received funding 
for this research through BARA and the Tinker Foundation.



4

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF FIGURES .......................................................................................................... 5

ABSTRACT....................................................................................................................... 6

INTRODUCTION............................................................................................................. 7
Neoliberal Economic Globalization, Reform, and Cooperatives............................ 10
Methodology: A BARA study of Cooperative Change Strategies .......................... 15
Site Description ........................................................................................................... 20

HISTORICAL STRUGGLES IN AMAZONIAN EXTRACTIVISM....................... 28

AMAZONCOOP: AN INDIGENOUS COOPERATIVE  IN THE GLOBAL 
MARKET......................................................................................................................... 39

Emergence of the Cooperative ................................................................................... 41
The AmazonCoop Strategy ........................................................................................ 47
Cooperative Organization and Activities.................................................................. 51

Brazil Nut Harvesting and Marketing....................................................................... 56
Internet Service Provider .......................................................................................... 59
The Farmácia Verde ................................................................................................. 59
Casa do Índio ............................................................................................................ 61
Tataquara Eco-Lodge and Community Development Projects ................................ 61
Other Projects ........................................................................................................... 63

Indigenous People and the Cooperative: A Case Study of the Asurini of 
Koatinemo.................................................................................................................... 64

The Assurini and AmazonCoop................................................................................. 69
Impacts of the Cooperative ........................................................................................ 73

Indigenous Members ................................................................................................. 73
The Excluded Indians................................................................................................ 79
Broader Impacts........................................................................................................ 82

CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................................................. 85
Cooperatives and Development ................................................................................. 85
Historical and Contemporary Globalizations .......................................................... 89

Production and Capitalist Dynamics........................................................................ 89
Politics and Governance........................................................................................... 91
Culture and Identity .................................................................................................. 94

Pursuing Indigenous Interests in the Context of Contemporary Globalization ... 97

REFERENCES.............................................................................................................. 101



5

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1: Map of the AmazonCoop work area. ................................................................ 21
Figure 2: AmazonCoop Organizational Diagram ............................................................. 53
Figure 3: AmazonCoop Economic Programs and Social Projects.................................... 56



6

ABSTRACT

The AmazonCoop—a cooperative that mediates trade between Brazilian 

Amazonian indigenous groups and the transnational cosmetics firm The Body Shop—

seeks to use the market opportunities provided by neoliberal economic globalization to 

achieve sustainable development in indigenous villages, with mixed results. While the 

cooperative provides significant material benefits, it fails to achieve the social goals of 

democracy, participation, and self-development embodied in the cooperative principles. 

In this paper, I examine AmazonCoop in the context of historical globalizations on 

Brazil’s “extractive frontier,” demonstrating substantial continuity between contemporary 

and historical political economies. I use this historical anthropological analysis to discuss 

the potential contributions of cooperatives to development, the relationships between 

historical and contemporary globalizations, and the political-economic landscapes on 

which indigenous people can pursue their interests. 
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INTRODUCTION

In 1998, representatives of the Brazilian National Indian Agency (FUNAI) and 

The Body Shop, a UK-based transnational cosmetics firm, established a Brazil nut 

cooperative on behalf of eight indigenous tribes in the Brazilian Amazon. The 

cooperative was intended to supply The Body Shop with the raw materials and socially-

just symbolism that it relies on for its best-selling products. It was to help FUNAI 

continue to provide services to indigenous people despite funding cuts and bureaucratic 

reorganizations that accompanied neoliberal reforms. It was to help indigenous people 

fund their own self-development. And it was to protect the environment by offering an 

income-generating alternative to alliances between tribes and mining and logging 

companies. 

AmazonCoop grows directly out of processes of neoliberal economic 

globalization and movements to reform globalization to benefit poor and excluded

people. It therefore provides a valuable case study for assessing claims that economically, 

socially, and politically marginalized groups can benefit from neoliberal economic 

globalization and that cooperatives provide an institutional framework for realizing these 

benefits. In this sense, this case complements other studies investigating whether 

international linkages and fair trade networks are successful strategies for small-scale 

producers seeking to take advantage of globalization rather than simply bear the brunt of 

its impacts (Grimes 2005; Mobert 2005; Raynolds 2000). In addition, AmazonCoop’s 

successes and failures provide helpful lessons for developing similar organizations or 
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alternative strategies for promoting the interests of indigenous people in the context of 

contemporary globalization.

In this paper, I examine AmazonCoop’s impacts on its indigenous members and 

place the cooperative in historical context to assess the ways that contemporary 

cooperativism and globalization present opportunities for development and alter the 

terrain of political-economic negotiation among indigenous people, non-indigenous 

Brazilians, the state, and corporations. After describing the region and my research 

methodology, I outline the history of internationally-oriented economic activity in the 

Amazonian “extractive frontier” (Fisher 2000). These histories of extractivism, and 

particularly the organizational template provided by the massive rubber boom of the late 

19th and early 20th centuries, remain a defining feature of contemporary Amazonian 

political economies. Perhaps most importantly, these histories challenge common notions 

of globalization. As I will show, weak states and involvement in international trade are 

nothing new for the indigenous people of the Altamira region, despite official narratives 

that date “contact” and “pacification” to the second half of the 20th century.

I then describe and evaluate the cooperative itself. AmazonCoop’s international 

alliances provide significant material benefits for the indigenous people of the Altamira 

region. The Brazil nut trading program more than doubles the annual profits of 

indigenous nut collectors while steering tribes away from alliances with the more 

environmentally-damaging mining and logging industries. Cooperative-managed health 

and education projects supported by European and North American partners have further 

contributed to indigenous development. Unfortunately, the features that make this case 
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particularly important—international support and indigenous organization—seem to 

actually limit the cooperative’s ability to fulfill the cooperative values of democracy, 

participation, autonomy, and self-sufficiency. AmazonCoop is largely controlled by 

international advisors and FUNAI, the Brazilian Indian Agency, and seems to reinforce 

and consolidate outsiders’ power over indigenous villages. This significantly restricts the 

cooperative’s success on development measures that consider factors beyond economic 

and infrastructural change. As sites of struggle, however, AmazonCoop and Amazonian 

extractivism do provide opportunities for indigenous people to gain power on local, 

regional, national, and international scales. A historically sensitive evaluation of 

AmazonCoop must therefore consider how indigenous peoples’ power is threatened and 

preserved through the cooperative, as well as how this power can be enhanced.

In the final section, I use this particular case and Amazonian history to discuss 

cooperativism, development, globalization, and indigenous politics more generally. I 

explain how the case of AmazonCoop should provoke us to reconsider old critiques of 

cooperatives, critiques that seem to have been lost in recent years as cooperative 

“experts” focus more exclusively on the business side of the organizations. I then draw 

on the differences between Amazonia’s historical and contemporary globalizations to 

reflect on the nature of globalization. Finally, I begin to map the political terrain on 

which contemporary indigenous people can operate to make demands and pursue their 

interests. 
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Neoliberal Economic Globalization, Reform, and Cooperatives 

Neoliberal economic globalization is marked by the vigorous promotion of 

international commerce with minimal state controls and the reduction and privatization of 

public services. The core principle of neoliberalism—that the free market will most 

efficiently distribute available resources to meet society’s needs—has a long history 

dating back to the work of classical and neoclassical economists (Friedman 1981; 

Ricardo 1821; Smith 2001 [1776]). Since the 1970s, this principle and associated policies 

have been globalized largely through the structural reforms promoted by international 

financial institutions such as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the 

Inter-American Development Bank in the wake of national and international debt crises. 

These institutions have required countries receiving loans to adopt reforms that favor the 

private sector as the engine of economic growth, deregulate markets, eliminate barriers to 

investment, and minimize the government’s role in basic social and economic programs. 

Brazil’s “decade of reform” began in 1990, after the first waves of neoliberal 

globalization during the Reagan-Thatcher era. Successive governments—including the 

current leftist-populist administration of President Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva—accepted 

IMF loans, liberalized trade, and conducted one of the largest privatization and 

government reduction programs the world has seen (Arantes 2002; Baumann 2002; 

Draibe 2002; Economist Intelligence Unit 2005).

Many commentators describe economic globalization as a corporate-driven 

process that values profits over the livelihoods of increasingly vulnerable First and Third 
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World workers and farmers (Mander and Goldsmith 1996). It is considered a threat to the 

nation-state, local and international environments, public health, democracy, and cultural

diversity. While some critics simply reject globalization as inherently unjust, others hope 

that it can be harnessed and reformed to create “a just world economy” (Broad 2002; 

Scholte 2000). The burgeoning fair trade and corporate social responsibility movements

represents this hope, seeking to provide new opportunities for socio-economically 

marginalized groups to engage positively with global markets (Grimes 2005; Raynolds 

2000). These movements idealistically promise development that is driven by the market 

and, simultaneously, by people’s own initiatives and aspirations. 

Cooperatives are also being hailed as an antidote to neoliberal economic 

globalization, as suggested by the theme of International Co-operative Day 2004: “Co-

operatives for Fair Globalisation: Creating Opportunities for All” (Cracknell 1996; 

International Cooperative Alliance 2004; Levin 2001; World Commission on the Social 

Dimensions of Globalisation 2004). Cooperatives first gained popularity in Latin 

America with the dawn of development after World War II but quickly drew criticism for 

failing to deliver on promises of cooperation, development, democracy, participation, 

equity, solidarity, and social transformation, and for exacerbating inequality in many 

cases (Fals Borda 1971; McGrath 1978; Nash, et al. 1976). Although no longer seen as 

panaceas, cooperatives remained common institutions for promoting rural development 

and change because they promised some real gains and provided an institutional model 

that could accommodate the divergent and conflicting hopes of the factions struggling to 

determine the future of Latin America. 
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Developmentalists and capitalists saw cooperatives as a solution to the 

backwardness of the peasantry and a key to modernization. They believed that 

cooperatives would rationalize the peasantry by allowing poor farmers to achieve 

economies of scale, produce according to their comparative advantage, and enter broader 

markets. Perhaps more importantly, cooperatives gave capitalism a human face, showing 

that it could include the most marginal populations and compete with the humanistic

ideals of socialism. 

Critics of the capitalist world system, however, saw cooperatives as a means of 

coping “with certain basic problems that are perceived as a result of the development of a 

capitalist system on a world-wide basis” (Nash and Hopkins 1976: 12). Cooperatives 

carved out a political, social, and economic space that protected farmers against the 

ravages and inequities of the world system. When intertwined with social movements, 

they could also change national and regional politics and social organization. 

Building on these critiques, many Latin American socialists and revolutionaries

viewed cooperatives as both a model for an alternative social organization and a tool to 

achieve that re-organization. The cooperative principles of equality, democratic 

participation, and autonomy fit well with idealizations of peasant life and indigenous 

socialism. Moreover, the solidarity achieved through cooperative organization should 

help to develop a peasant social class aware of its legitimate class interests and ready to 

struggle against the structural inequalities of neo-colonialist systems. In other words, 

virtually everyone could agree that cooperatives were an answer to pressing social 

concerns, even if they could not agree on what those concerns were or what cooperatives 



13

should be. In addition, since these opposing factions had already invested in the creation 

of cooperative development programs, they had a vested interest in promoting

cooperatives despite their weaknesses. 

Although cooperatives have generally failed to transform unequal and exploitative 

social relations, they continue to receive broad support from governments and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) because they are capable of supporting a range of 

dominant ideologies and because they have generated modest development gains. 

Perhaps most importantly, cooperatives retain significant symbolic power and flexibility 

and remain the third way, the predominant alternative to capitalism and socialism. 

Roberto Rodrigues, the Brazilian Minister of Agriculture under President Lula da Silva, 

demonstrated the new face of cooperativism in a 2004 speech to commemorate 

International Cooperative Day:

Cooperativism is the third way that combines all of the advantages of 
capitalism and socialism. Cooperativism is the perfect fit for human nature 
. . . . [C]ooperativism is half dream, idealism, solidarity, and half 
pragmatism, construction, income, riches, and employment. Brazilian 
cooperativism will be . . . a perfect partnership in the construction of a 
just, decent, dignified country . . . . (Rodrigues 2004)1

Cooperatives promise to combine the best aspects of our failed ideologies and political-

economic programs, whether these are capitalist, socialist, modernizing, or developing. 

Most importantly, because cooperatives are supposed to be democratic and participatory 

organizations, they deflect significant criticisms faced by other types of development 

1 I translated this and all subsequent non-English quotations in this paper, with the help of fellow graduate 
student Antonio Jose Bacelar da Silva when necessary.
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organizations, including NGOs. This grants them a special position in a context in which 

the development process is as important as development outcomes.

Today, the term “globalization” has generally replaced “the capitalist world 

system,” but the same hopes are pinned on cooperatives, as demonstrated by the 

comments of Hilde Frafjord Johnson, Norway’s Minister of International Development: 

[C]ooperatives can play an important role in our common efforts to fight 
poverty and promote democracy. In an increasingly globalized world . . .
cooperative organizations are more needed than ever, as a balance to 
corporate power and as an anchor to the grassroots level of society. 
Cooperatives hold the potential of being a driving force . . . in the 
developing world . . . . [C]ooperatives can provide a much needed 
opportunity for self-determination and empowerment. And we need 
opportunities like this in order to reach our goal of lifting millions out of 
poverty. (Frafjord Johnson 2003)

Cooperatives still promise to empower and protect the marginalized from the ravages of a 

global system, but they increasingly do this by integrating people further into that system 

rather than by creating a protected space apart from it. Cooperatives have been central to 

helping the poor gain access to the new opportunities provided by neoliberal economic 

globalization, such as public-private partnerships, fair trade networks, and niche markets. 

Thus, few of today’s cooperatives can be described as “active peasant 

organizations that… challenge the status quo” (Fals Borda 1971: 146-7). Recent social 

movements have demonstrated that active peasant organizations such as the Zapatista 

Movement or the Brazilian Landless Rural Workers’ Movement (MST) can 

simultaneously challenge the status quo and promote cooperative organizations. These 

movements may, however, be exceptions that prove the general rule that cooperatives 

serve to promote their members’ well-being within the existing socio-economic and 
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political order. Much of the recent practical literature (guidebooks, manuals, etc.) on 

cooperatives takes this for granted; these sources often subordinate social goals to 

economic efficiency, provide guidance for professionalized management, recommend

strategies for successfully negotiating international markets, and explain that “the 

cooperative difference” (Davis 1999) is valuable primarily because it can fetch a higher 

market price (Cracknell 1996; Davis 1999; Taimni 2001). With some exceptions 

(Mooney 2004; Torgerson, et al. 1997), today’s literature does not adequately consider 

older discussions about the political implications of cooperativism, about the difficulties 

of incorporating the poorest segments of society, and about the social exclusion and 

stratification that cooperatives themselves can create .

Methodology: A BARA study of Cooperative Change Strategies

As noted above, there is a growing consensus that cooperative organizations have 

enormous potential to confront the challenges faced by marginalized people and 

communities in the context of globalization. Cooperatives promise to engender self-

determination and empowerment and to promote economic growth, equitable community 

development, general well-being through health and education programs, and democracy 

and the participation of under-represented groups. The same aspects of neoliberal 

globalization that accentuate the importance of cooperatives, however, also present a 

range of new challenges. Trade liberalization and increased competition threaten 

cooperatives’ economic programs while decreased public services place greater burdens 
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on their social programs. Cooperatives therefore face the difficult goal of acting as 

effective change agents in uncertain and dynamic local, national, and global contexts. 

Unless cooperatives adapt to changing political and economic environments and act 

strategically based on an adequate understanding of these environments, they are unlikely 

to fulfill their many promises.

To respond to this dilemma, the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology 

(BARA) at the University of Arizona has embarked on a five-year study of cooperative 

experiences in Brazil, Paraguay, Colombia, and Bolivia with funding from ACDI/VOCA 

(Agricultural Cooperative Development International and Volunteers in Overseas 

Cooperative Assistance). BARA researchers hope to understand the primary factors 

affecting cooperative development, the local and regional impacts of cooperatives, and 

the strategies that cooperatives have developed to achieve economic viability and social 

change. The ultimate goal of the study is to establish guidelines for effective strategies 

that cooperatives can use to respond to and create change.

AmazonCoop was selected as a case study in the BARA project because it seeks 

to take advantage of international trade in Brazil nuts in a manner that, if successful, 

could be valuable for other cooperatives producing other commodities. Furthermore, as 

an indigenous cooperative, it promises to include some of Brazil’s most marginalized 

people (Amnesty International 2005), a feat that cooperatives have often failed to 

accomplish. 

My research on AmazonCoop was conducted with Paola Canova, a fellow 

anthropology graduate student at the University of Arizona, during four weeks in the 
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summer of 2005 as part of this larger BARA study. This paper, however, differs from the 

larger project in important respects. Rather than focusing on international trade as a 

strategy of the cooperative and examining its contemporary impacts, this paper places the 

cooperative’s internationalism in historical context to understand how it relates to long-

term processes of globalization and the experiences of Amazonian indigenous people 

over the last 400 years. This historical perspective has helped shed new light on the 

cooperative itself—revealing the importance of historical research for applied 

anthropology—and it has raised interesting considerations about globalization and 

indigenous politics. (For details on this case study, see Burke and Canova 2006; for 

details on the larger project, see Vasquéz-León 2006 [forthcoming].)

The BARA cooperative research methodology includes both qualitative and 

quantitative techniques and uses surveys, semi-structured interviews with cooperative 

members and other key informants, participant-observation, and participatory rural 

appraisal methods. However, Paola and I were forced to adjust the methodology in situ. It 

would not have been possible, even with a much larger timeframe and budget than we 

had, to randomly sample and survey households living in such widely dispersed villages 

accessibly only by boat. Language barriers—the fact that we do not speak local Jê, Tupi-

Guarani, and Carib languages and many villagers do not speak Portuguese—also would 

have made the planned BARA methodology more difficult and expensive. In addition, 

the cooperative directors’ negative experiences with previous researchers and journalists 

made them unenthusiastic about BARA’s research and unwilling to provide access to 
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cooperative archives and other records, though they did support our work by participating 

in several hours of interviews and providing logistical assistance. 

We adapted to these challenges by focusing on one of the cooperative’s villages 

and by broadening our search for key informants to include other individuals active in 

indigenous politics and the Brazil nut trade in Altamira and Belém. In total, we conducted 

38 semi-structured interviews and numerous informal conversations with 35 different 

informants, including cooperative directors and employees, indigenous and non-

indigenous members, local government representatives, other researchers with expertise 

in the area, indigenous people from the City of Altamira who are not members of the 

cooperative, other Brazil nut exporters in Altamira, and critics of the cooperative. We 

spent one week observing village life and conducting interviews with 11 of the 15 

households in the Asurini village of Koatinemo.2 Another researcher working in 

Koatinemo, Fábio Nogueira Ribeiro, supplemented our interviews with information that 

he had collected about indigenous livelihoods over the previous six months. We hand-

coded field notes and interviews based on the study objectives. 

There are clear disadvantages to the modifications we were forced to make. The 

AmazonCoop directors’ guardedness, for example, decreased the amount of detailed 

information available to us about cooperative projects and decisions and forced us to 

spend more of our field time collecting this information from other sources. More 

importantly, it is difficult to make generalizations about the cooperative based on our 

2 Many Asurini adults were har vesting rice during our time in the village, limiting their ability for 
interview. We contacted all of the households for interview but four households were either unwilling to 
conduct interviews or included no Portuguese speakers. 
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small sample of interviews in only one village, particularly given the different histories, 

cultures, and social organizations of the member tribes. To compensate for these 

limitations, we use Koatinemo as a case study and rely on other literature for insights 

about the history of extractivism in the region and how other member tribes may be 

affected by the cooperative. 

Our modifications also offer some advantages, however. By forcing us to talk 

with a broader range of key informants, our revised methodology includes a greater 

variety of perspectives on the cooperative’s activities. And by extending our stay in one 

village rather than trying to organize a whirlwind tour of member villages we were able 

to understand in greater detail how village life is organized and how the cooperative fits 

into these patterns of organization. 

William Fisher argues that “an in-depth focus on a single community best 

describes the way community institutions have interacted with the specific spatial 

displacements and extra-community relations induced by the boom-bust frontier” of the 

Brazilian Amazon (Fisher 2000: 8). Fisher’s comments, combined with the practical 

difficulties of short-term, multi-site research, provide a compelling rationale for focusing 

on Koatinemo. Given our focus on an institution that attempts to organize economic 

activities and provide social services across such a diverse group of communities, 

however, our generalizations must always be tentative. 
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Site Description

AmazonCoop is located in the municipio of Altamira, in the state of Pará, in the 

central region of the Amazon3. This large municipio has approximately 83,000

inhabitants, most of whom reside in the City of Altamira. Although the region was 

important in the rubber boom at the turn of the 20th century and during World War II, 

Altamira is currently a primarily agricultural zone. In 2000, the munipio had over 72,000 

head of cattle and significant production of cacao, black pepper, sugar cane, and 

traditional subsistence crops such as manioc, corn, and beans. The extraction of timber 

and non-timber forest products is also a key feature of the regional and national 

economies. Brazil nuts, the fifth most valuable non-timber forest product nationally, 

earned 30,661,000 R$ in 2004 (approximately 10,424,740 USD at 2004 exchange rates). 

Pará boasted the second-highest Brazil nut harvest of all states (Instituto Brasileiro de 

Geografia e Estatística 2004).

The Xingu River and its main tributary, the Iriri, are among the most important 

geographical features of Altamira. They affect transportation and settlement patterns 

throughout the region and are the focus of massive hydroelectric dam proposals. Altamira 

receives about 1600 mm of rain annually, most of which falls between December and 

May. Since the 1970s, the Trans-Amazonian Highway has gradually replaced the rivers 

3 The Amazon region, defined by the Amazon River basin and the Amazon rainforest, stretches across 7 
million km² (1.2 billion acres) and includes sections of nine countries. It is a culturally, ecologically, and 
economically diverse region that defies easy generalization. When I use the terms “Amazon,” “Amazonia,” 
and “Amazonian” in this paper, the adjectives “Brazilian” and, in some cases, “Altamiran” are implied. 
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as the primary commercial artery through the region, but the rivers remain the critical 

links to the natural resources that form the basis of much of the Amazonian economy. 

Figure 1: Map of the AmazonCoop work area.
This map shows the location of Altamira along the Xingu River, the Trans-Amazonian Highway, and 
the locations of the following indigenous reserves: a-Terra Indigena Arara, b-TI Kararaô (Kayapó), c-TI 
Koatinemo (Assurini), d-TI Araweté do Igarape Ipixuna (Araweté), e-TI Trincheira/Bakajá (Kayapó 
Xikrin), f-TI Apyterewa (Parakanaã), g-TI Cateté (Kayapó Xikrin), h-TI Kayapó, i-TI Menkragnoti 
(Kayapó), and j-TI Baú (Kayapó).
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Local forests have significantly deteriorated because of massive government-led 

colonization efforts in the 1970s and the rising price of mahogany and other tropical 

hardwoods in the 1980s, and mining has caused severe mercury contamination of several 

rivers. Indigenous reserves, established and maintained with mixed success by the 

government, have not held back the waves of timber companies and ranchers invading 

the region. A study in the early 1990s revealed that almost 1000 km (625 mi) of 

secondary roads had been carved into the indigenous areas of Apyterewa (land of the 

Parakanã), Araweté (Araweté), and Trincheira-Bacajá (Kayapó) (Fausto 2001: 99; Fisher 

2000). Nonetheless, satellite images show that indigenous reserves have helped to 

preserve large areas of relatively intact forest (Schwartzman and Zimmerman 2005; 

Zimmerman, et al. 2001). Based on this and the detailed ethno-ecological studies of the 

late Darrell Posey and his collaborators, many activists and scholars claim that preserving 

important Amazonian ecosystems will depend on indigenous reserves and resource 

management regimes. Recognizing indigenous people’s legitimate desire to access 

money, these activists have sought to integrate conservation and development through 

projects similar to AmazonCoop’s Brazil nut trade, which provide incomes through the 

collection of renewable non-timber forest products, rather than through agreements with 

mining and timber firms.

AmazonCoop currently provides a range of economic and social services to more 

than 2,000 indigenous people living in 14 villages and representing eight indigenous 

tribes in Altamira: the Arara, Araweté, Asurini, Kayapó, Parakanã, Xikrin, Curuaia, and 
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Xypaia.4 Membership in the cooperative is organized on a village-wide basis. While each 

villager is commonly considered to be a member of the cooperative, only one or two 

people from each village are selected as representatives to the cooperative and granted 

the members’ right to vote in the General Assembly. The member villages are located 

along the Xingu, Iriri, and Bakaja Rivers, within 24 hours by fast motorboat from the 

City of Altamira, where the cooperative offices are located. 

More than 2000 indigenous people from nine ethnic groups remain in Altamira 

despite high rates of disease, mortality, and migration associated with contact (FUNAI-

Altamira 2001). Most tribal members live in villages on indigenous reserves and rarely 

travel to Altamira and other towns, though inter- village travel, trade, and marriage are 

easier and more common. Two tribes have more regular contact with the city: the 

Kayapó, whose timber and mining earnings have allowed chiefs to move to larger towns;

and the Curuaia/Xipaya, who lack their own land and live primarily in the City of 

Altamira. 

Most of the region’s indigenous people combine agriculture, hunting, fishing, and 

forest collection for subsistence, though the relative contribution of each activity varies 

by group and over time (for detailed descriptions of Arawete and Kayapo use of natural 

resources, see Castro 1992;  and Posey 2002c). Cash incomes have also become 

increasingly important. FUNAI and its predecessor, the SPI, lured many tribes into 

villages by providing access to highly-prized manufactured goods. After successfully 

4 For the sake of consistency, I have used the same ethnic categories as AmazonCoop. The Xikrin, 
however, are considered to be members of the larger Kayapó ethnic group. The level of involvement of the 
Xypaia and Curuaia is unclear; as described below, members of these tribes who live in the City of 
Altamira can not access the cooperative’s programs and services. 
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pacifying and villagizing the indigenous people, however, the agencies’ generosity 

tended to decline. To quell the ensuing dissatisfaction, FUNAI often promoted income-

generating activities and villagers found their own solutions through employment or 

negotiations with extractive firms. The main sources of income in the villages today 

include: revenues from mining and timber concessions, Brazil nuts and other non-timber 

forest products, and handicrafts; employment in mining, timber, agriculture, and 

ranching; and government pensions. In many of the member tribes, subsistence and 

income-generating activities are organized at a variety of scales, including the nuclear 

and extended families, larger sub-village groups, and on the village level.

The systems of political and economic organization in the 14 cooperative member 

villages are varied and dynamic. On one extreme are the Araweté, who FUNAI officials 

described as completely acephalous. Anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro

confirmed that the Araweté village “gives an initial impression of chaos” (Castro 1992: 

60). Castro goes on to explain, however, that the Araweté do have leaders who are

responsible for initiating important collective tasks, but the tribe’s political structure is 

multi-centric, relatively fluid, and marked by little coercive power. On the other extreme 

are the Kayapó, who historically have had a highly complex and hierarchical political 

system in each village comprised of two “strong chiefs” who each headed a men’s house, 

numerous sub-chiefs who led trekking groups, and complementary female chiefs and 

organizations to mirror those of the men (Posey 2002a; Turner 1995). Ritual, symbolism, 

subsistence, and many daily activities were organized by and patterned on these gendered 

groups and sub-groups. Most member tribes fall somewhere between these two extremes, 
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relying on a combination of formal chiefs, shaman, elders, and informal leaders to 

mobilize collective action, distribute resources, and make group decisions. 

What Carlos Fausto writes about Parakanã systems of social and political 

organization—that they are “specific historical constructs and not static constants” (2001: 

32)—can be extended to the other tribes as well. Historical construction and re-

construction have proceeded at a rapid pace in the last 150 years—largely as a result of 

contact, disease, trade, migration, warfare, and livelihood reorganizations that I describe 

later in this paper—resulting in numerous socio-political changes. The Kayapó and 

Araweté experiences illustrate this point. 

Darrell Posey (Posey 2002a; Posey 2002b) describes how direct and indirect 

contact with Europeans brought devastating epidemics to Pyka-tô-ti, the ancestral village 

of virtually all northern Kayapó groups, causing the well-organized village to splinter as a 

result of sorcery accusations and fears of living amidst the spirits of the many newly 

deceased relatives. “Political structures disintegrated, social rules collapsed, and 

ceremonial life disappeared” as knowledgeable elders died, political hierarchies toppled, 

and sub-groups scattered in mutual fear and hostility (Posey 2002a: 24). The 

contemporary village of Gorotire, established as a FUNAI attraction and pacification 

post, reunites elements of this fragmented political structure and has sparked interest in 

re-establishing the two men’s houses, but the old political structure has not yet been 

reassembled. 

In the case of the Araweté, the FUNAI post of Ipixuna has united formerly 

separate extended family groups and allowed the tribe to attain much higher population 
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densities (200 people) than were common in the past. In Castro’s opinion (1992), living 

in a larger and more diverse village has reduced the power of leaders and begun to create 

sub-groups. Returning to Ipixuna ten years after his first visit, Castro noted the 

beginnings of fragmentation. Some families were building houses away from the central 

village, a move that could lead to a return to smaller-scale political units and traditional 

leadership. In contrast, Portuguese-speaking youth were assuming more influence as 

relations with non-indigenous Brazilians at the FUNAI post became more regular and 

more important. The results of these contradictory tendencies towards fragmentation of 

the village and centralization around the FUNAI post remain to be seen.

As evident from these two cases, the last 15 to 45 years of settled village life 

under the authority of FUNAI have created a new context to which indigenous social and 

political systems are still adjusting. Most of AmazonCoop’s member villages today 

contain at least two parallel political systems. On the one hand is a dynamic indigenous 

system centered around elders, shaman, and competition among chiefs whose fragile 

legitimacy is based upon their ability to supply goods and mobilize communal labor. On 

the other is a bureaucratic Brazilian system consisting of a council of village captains 

who work with the FUNAI chefe de posto to maintain order and provide services in the 

villages. AmazonCoop’s representatives may form a third political system, though one 

that appears weak and poorly understood, at least in some cases. Finally, missionary 

posts, where they exist, create a fourth political center that sometimes competes with 

chiefs for power and resources (Posey 2002b). 



27

The role of non-indigenous people in the villages is also inconsistent. Missionary 

activity in the region is relatively low today, but the government role remains large. In 

each village, a FUNAI chefe de posto (head of post) controls indigenous activities, a 

FUNASA (National Health Foundation) nurse tends a health clinic, and at least one 

SEMEC (Municipal Secretary of Education, Culture, and Sports) school teacher provides 

basic education. Despite this consistent presence, the quality of government health, 

education, and security services varies significantly. As Fisher (2005) notes, the 

underfunded and understaffed government agencies in charge of indigenous services tend 

to pour grease on squeaky wheels rather than systematically address basic needs, a 

tendency that some indigenous groups have learned to exploit quite effectively. 

As a result of differential success in negotiating with government agents and other 

outsiders, infrastructure development in the villages is uneven. Most villages lack water 

and sewage systems, but all have occasional electricity provided by diesel generators, as 

well as satellite televisions and radios for communicating with FUNAI-Altamira. Some 

villages maintain air strips to ensure access by FUNAI and extractive corporations. As I 

will show below, these air strips are a visible artifact of long-standing relationships 

between indigenous people, non-indigenous Brazilians, corporations, and the state. 
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HISTORICAL STRUGGLES IN AMAZONIAN EXTRACTIVISM

The Amazon Basin of Brazil has formed an integral part of the world 
economy for over 350 years. Soon after Portuguese colonization in the 
16th century, it was supplying valued spices and animal oils to the 
European market. Until 1910, it supplied the bulk of the rubber for the 
automobiles and other machines which transformed American and 
European industry. In recent decades, it has supplied increasing 
proportions of the components for the light metals required by modern 
transportation technology to reduce the effects of gravity and to reduce 
fuel consumption. Despite its long history of supplying valued 
commodities for world trade, the Amazon Basin is one of the poorest areas 
in the world, and the economic and social systems on which many of its 
inhabitants depend are seriously threatened by disruption or extinction. 
This impoverishment continues despite, and in many instances because of, 
major government development programs. (Bunker 1984: 1022)

Bunker’s analysis suggests that the contemporary globalization underlying 

AmazonCoop’s work has deep historical precedents in the Brazilian Amazon. The 

resource-rich Amazon has been an important source of wealth for colonial and capitalist 

systems, and the neatly nested center-periphery relations (Europe-Brazil, cities-towns, 

towns-jungle) that characterize these systems provide a tidy structural explanation. These 

world systems, however, do not simply impose their will on a passive Amazon; rather, 

they create opportunities and constraints for local actors whose responses may

reciprocally affect the larger system. 

For almost four centuries, extractive industry has been an important site of 

political and economic struggle among Amazonian indigenous people, non-indigenous 

Brazilians, local and foreign commercial interests, and the state. Discussing the Kayapó

Xikrin, William Fisher (2000) explains that the basic goal of all sides has been to 

accumulate goods. Non-indigenous people seek raw materials such as spices, rubber, fur, 
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timber, minerals and Brazil nuts. Indigenous people seek access to manufactured tools 

such as metal axes, fish hooks, rifles, and now consumer goods as well. Fisher’s account 

is particularly rich because it explains the sources of indigenous people’s power and 

agency in these negotiations and conflicts: their labor power, ecological knowledge, 

ability to disrupt non-indigenous economies, and ability to fall back on traditional 

hunting-planting-gathering livelihoods that do not require external goods. Indigenous 

people have therefore been a resource and threat to these extractive industries, and they 

have generally remained resilient to economic booms and busts. 

Understanding the strategy, actions, and impacts of AmazonCoop requires that we 

investigate this history, and particularly the history of the rubber industry, which has had 

a particularly strong influence on the Amazonian political economy. Bunker (1984)

explains that each mode of extraction in the region has sparked social and ecological 

reorganizations that set the parameters for subsequent modes of extraction. Early colonial 

extraction “responded to international demand by exploiting a few, highly marketable 

resources [sugar, spices, and animal oils] beyond their capacity for natural regeneration,”

leading to environmental impoverishment, social dislocation (including migration and 

depopulation) and the eventual collapse of the industry itself (Bunker 1984: 1024). It 

therefore “directly limited the capacity for local response to and benefit from subsequent 

exchange opportunities created by industrial development and technological advances in 

the world system” (Bunker 1984: 1028). In this case, the Amazonian elite could not 

respond to the nearly insatiable rubber market created by advances in European and 

United Statesian industry because the previous mode of extraction had decimated the 
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local, indigenous labor pool and encouraged survivors to flee to upland areas from which 

they could more effectively control the terms of contact with river-borne Euro-Brazilians. 

To capitalize on new global markets and the high quality of Brazilian rubber, the 

Amazonian elite imported workers, mostly from drought-burdened Ceará. Getting a labor 

force into the Amazon was one thing, but making a profit despite volatile world prices 

and inflation rates while using imported, impoverished, and inexperienced laborers to 

collect widely-dispersed wild rubber in “what may be the most inaccessible area in all of 

Brazil” (Nimuendajú 1920: 149) was quite another. Seringalistas (rubber bosses) faced 

high costs related to long river transport, the large number of steps between tapping and 

export, and the provisioning of tappers so that they could dedicate themselves to rubber 

collection rather than subsistence. They also faced high risks of losing their product on 

dangerous rivers, of losing upwards of 50% of their tappers to disease and desertion, of 

losing profits due to unfavorable exchange rates and rapidly changing prices at export 

houses, and of being cheated when workers sold their rubber to itinerant traders. 

The infamous aviamento debt-peonage system helped seringalistas provision their 

workers and maintain control of tappers working independently or in small groups in

large and inaccessible tracts of forest. Through this system, rubber tappers were 

transported into the Amazon and advanced supplies at the beginning of each season with 

the expectation that they repay these debts in rubber. Seringalistas set the terms of trade 

and in many cases used extreme violence to ensure payment. Minor seringa listas entered

similar arrangements with larger ones, and larger ones with the export houses that

ultimately controlled prices and credit in the region. While the possibility of sustainable 
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rubber extraction from hevea trees did create incentives for more fair, long-term contracts 

with tappers, the industry was marked by significant exploitation in both hevea and 

caucho rubber extraction. Tappers, located at the bottom of the debt and pricing pyramid, 

paid as much as 250-500% above city prices for basic goods and received less than 50% 

of going prices for their rubber (Barham and Coomes 1994). 

Indigenous Amazonians were profoundly affected by the rubber boom as tappers 

invaded upland areas in search of caucho trees and forced indigenous populations to flee, 

resist, or join the rubber economy as willing and unwilling laborers. In 1920, Curt 

Nimuendajú, a scout for the Indian Protection Service (SPI) who provided surprisingly 

detailed and sympathetic records of the contact histories of indigenous groups, including 

AmazonCoop member tribes, described a “slow and cruel war of extermination” in the 

Altamira region (Nimuendajú 1920: 146). 

What is most interesting is that each tribe was affected differently. One Kayapó

group “had the rare fortune of making their first contact with well-intentioned civilized 

people . . . in 1891” and thereby “escaped from extermination by iron and fire, which was 

the fate of the others during the great advance of the caucho rubber tappers in this region” 

(Nimuendajú 1920: 147). Another Kayapó group, the Gorotire, was attacked after a 

period of peace and forced to migrate several times, initiating a long-standing war against 

the rubber tappers of the Xingu, Fresco, Iriri and Curua Rivers. The Gorotire were so 

haunting that Fisher (2000) reports contemporary Brazilians shouting “Gorotire” to scare 

their children into good behavior. Still other Kayapó groups worked with rubber tappers 

to identify trees, defend territories against competitors, and provide food in times of need, 
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all in exchange for manufactured goods (Fisher 2000). Differential access to weaponry 

affected internal power dynamics, forcing some Kayapó groups to migrate away from 

their well-armed indigenous neighbors.

North of the Kayapó, Nimuendajú described other “leftovers of tribes, meager 

wastes that the wave of caucho rubber tappers did not drown in its brutal advance”

(Nimuendajú 1920: 150). The Asurini “appeared” in 1894 and immediately launched a 

war against the civilized people, maintaining an area between the Xingu and Pacaja rivers 

by attacking on both sides. But the seringalistas armed and paid the “pacified” Arara to 

attack the Asurini, reducing their numbers and power significantly. Nimuendajú 

described the Arara and the remaining Xipaya and Curuaia as “belonging to” different 

white settlers, a relationship that he says saved the latter groups from the full onslaught of 

the rubber tappers, but also forced some Xipaya into “conditions that can only be clearly 

characterized by one Portuguese word: slavery” (Nimuendajú 1920: 152). The Juruna, 

once the most important tribe of the Xingu, were attacked, forced to migrate, and 

attacked again before finally establishing peaceful relations with a rubber tapper who 

took several leaders to Altamira. Most of the travelers died in the city, and the survivors 

returned to the village and fled into the forest. 

Nimuendajú was not optimistic about the future: “The solution to this problem of 

the pacification of the Kaiapo-Gorotire seems extremely difficult. The villages are in 

what may be the most inaccessible area in all of Brazil. Even worse than the difficulties 

that nature presents are those that originate in the moral, social, and economic conditions 
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of the civilized population of the region” (Nimuendajú 1920: 149). Indigenous groups 

found their own solution, retreating when possible back into the forest. 

After the Amazonian rubber industry went bust due to competition from more 

efficient Southeast Asian plantations, many of the non-indigenous Brazilians living in the 

region also migrated back to their areas of origin or to cities. Thus, although Nimuendajú 

reported thousands of Brazilians living along the Xingu River in 1915, when he returned 

in 1940 he estimated the entire population of the Altamira region to be no more than 

several hundred who lived miserably off of rubber and Brazil nuts (Fisher 2000). Many 

of the remaining residents continued to rely on the aviamento system, now run by local 

elites without international support. 

Understanding the legacy of rubber is critical for understanding social 

configurations in the region today. Although extractive systems have varied significantly 

across the region and across time, the aviamento debt-peonage system popularized during 

the rubber boom has provided a recurrent organizational framework for Amazonian 

extractivism, including the extraction of Brazil nuts throughout the 20 th century (Laraia 

and da Matta 1967). This is partly because the region remains sparsely populated despite 

natural growth and colonization efforts (Bunker 1984), and partly because the aviamento 

system continues to organize scarce labor and capital efficiently and facilitates control 

over laborers who are difficult to monitor because they work at widely dispersed sites

(Barham and Coomes 1994). Finally, it is likely that the aviamento system provides a 

fairly hegemonic template for social and economic organization. After one hundred years 
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of patron-client networks organized around this system, it may be difficult to conceive of 

alternatives, let alone bring them into existence against the interests of many local elite.

The Kayapó Xikrin present a prime example of the continuity and 

institutionalization of the aviamento system and the importance of extractivism in 

regional political economies. After disrupting local extractive efforts, the Xikrin were 

“pacified.” Many died shortly after settlement, prompting the survivors to flee. They 

were eventually re-pacified and integrated by government officials into the international 

fur trade under the aviamento model. Once settled, the government used the Xikrin to 

fight and settle the Asurini and Araweté, who were also threats to extractivism. 

As Fisher (2000) notes, it is important to recognize that the Xikrin entered the fur 

trade to meet their own goals, not simply because the government forced them to. 

Government-issued firearms gave the Xikrin freedom from fear after several decades of 

war and migration. The search for furs also forced Xikrin families to leave their village at 

a time when continuing with standard village rituals would have called back the spirits of 

those who had died after contact, prompting a sad and dangerous reunion. In many ways, 

the Xikrin think of the fur boom as a golden age of peace, security, and impressive access 

to goods. By providing the tribe with its own source of goods, the boom reduced its 

vulnerability to the vagaries of government spending. However, the bust that followed an 

international ban on the fur trade reinstated that vulnerability and prompted the 

government and the tribe to re-focus their efforts on Brazil nut collection. 

The rubber boom and later extractive operations also changed the political-

economic terrain by extending the reach of the Brazilian state into Amazonia. By 
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bringing Brazilians into the region, they created a need for new administrative units 

ranging from military bases and tax offices to new agencies such as the Indian Protection 

Service (SPI), the precursor of FUNAI. The Brazilian national government used this 

increased power to mediate between Amazonian and international economies, promoting 

large-scale capitalist enterprise and government projects that treated the Amazon “as an 

empty frontier from which profits could be rapidly, and wastefully, extracted” (Bunker 

1984: 1038). In the 1970s, the Brazilian government literally cemented this extension of 

power through new colonization and development projects centered on the Trans-

Amazonian Highway. 

Officials expected Amazonia to solve national balance of payment problems 

created by reliance on foreign investment for import substitution industrialization (ISI), to 

absorb the masses of peasants made landless by “modernized” farming in the south of 

Brazil, and it was treated as a valuable and vulnerable region in need of protection. The 

government invested large amounts of money in new infrastructure, and enacted several 

measures to promote and subsidize private investment, including: 

- granting resource exploitation rights to foreign companies, particularly in the 

mining sector; 

- offering tax credits to companies that would invest in the region; 

- establishing new agencies to manage Amazonian settlement (INCRA, the 

National Institute of Colonization and Agrarian Reform) and development 

(SUDAM, the Superintendency of Amazonian Development); 
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- formalizing land rights, often ignoring pre-existing land relations in the process; 

and 

- establishing a Free Trade Zone in Manaus that is now home to 400 multinational 

corporations in the industrial, agricultural, and commercial sectors (Fabey 1997; 

SUFRAMA 2006). 

In general, large corporate interests have outweighed those of poor Brazilians. Bunker 

describes FUNAI’s inability to protect indigenous people from the impact of road-

building as “one of the clearest examples of the subordination of agencies responsible for 

the preservation of the human and natural environments to other agencies charged with 

the promotion of rapid industrialization and capitalist expansion” (Bunker 1984: 1051).

The promises of these government projects led cartographers to map the small 

town of Altamira as a big city as early as 1970. “Altamira,” wrote British traveler Robin 

Hanbury-Tenison, “is at the very heart of Brazil’s ‘leap to the west’ and is scheduled to 

become one of the country’s great cities of the future. FUNAI's part in all this is, as far as 

I can see, to make sure that the Indians, and in particular the uncontacted tribes in the 

path of the road, do not delay its progress in any way” (Hanbury-Tenison 1973: 202). 

Legendary Brazilian anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro expressed a similar view: 

[FUNAI] only exercises well the roll of Indian pacifier, opening space for the 
peaceful expansion of the frontiers of civilization. But it continues without 
knowing how to save those Indians for themselves after the pacification. In their 
interactions with the neo-Brazlian context, the Indians waste away, threatened to 
fall into a condition worse than that of the poorest caboclos [Brazilians of mixed 
Indian and European heritage who are often noted for their poverty]. (Ribeiro 
1996: 12)
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Who were these uncontacted indigenous people in Altamira? By the late 1960s, 

many of the tribes mentioned by Nimuendajú had withdrawn into the forest. In Hanbury-

Tenison’s (1973) conversations with FUNAI, the agency could list only three contacted 

tribes in the region, and all of these contacts were in their preliminary gift-giving phases. 

Yet isolation is not the same as ignorance. Fisher reports that the Kayapó-Xikrin “were 

not only conscious of the human foes surrounding them, they also charted the changes, 

the encroachments, and the diseases that could strike whenever a foreign object made its 

way into their midst” (Fisher 2000: 46). 

By the 1970s, FUNAI had “pacified” and “villagized” many of these groups and 

had drawn them back into extractivism through trade in fur and Brazil nuts, both 

organized according to the aviamento system. By mediating indigenous peoples’ 

involvement in extractivism, FUNAI established itself as a key supplier of manufactured 

goods and thereby extended its power while decreasing the power of private companies, 

and it did so without additional government resources. As Fisher explains: 

Xikrin labor was now . . . used to underwrite the costs of running the Indian post
itself through their collection of Brazil nuts. Assured of the status quo, the FUNAI 
sought to turn the Xikrin into a self-financing and dependent community. In 
effect, this simply meant that the Xikrin were initiated into a system that had been 
in existence since the rubber boom in Amazonia, a system still widely practiced 
on Indian posts. (Fisher 2000: 77)

By the early 1970s, all of the Kayapó groups were selling Brazil nuts to FUNAI to be 

sent down the Trans-Amazonian Highway to Belém for international shipment. But the 

Brazil nut boom was fleeting. Writing just as the AmazonCoop was being established, 
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Fisher noted that 

the Brazil nut harvest is a time of great anxiety. The work is invariably onerous 
and marketability suffers unpredictable swings from year to year . . . . But prices 
are determined by the supply in the Amazon as a whole along with overseas 
demand, both of which remain mysteries from the vantage point of the 
reservation. Collecting Brazil nuts is, thus, always a calculated gamble and Xikrin 
often complain of having collected Brazil nuts kaigo (for nothing) in the recent 
past. (Fisher 2000: 78)

The local collapse of the Brazil nut trade meant that FUNAI could supply fewer 

manufactured goods to indigenous villages, prompting dissatisfaction and a turn to other 

extractive enterprises, such as mining and timber, to meet this need. 

Why were manufactured goods so important to Amazonian indigenous peoples, 

and why do they continue to be important today? From a practical perspective, guns and 

metal tools make it easier to get food and wage war, as well as to protect territories from 

indigenous and non-indigenous invaders. But manufactured goods also serve an 

important political function: they reinforce the power of the chiefs who typically act as 

intermediaries with the white world and redistributors of trade goods. This new basis of 

power became especially important because the dispersed and family-based nature of 

extractive labor has weakened chiefs’ traditional roles as organizers of communal labor. 

The centrality of manufactured goods to the “re-creation of political relations and 

subsistence” gives chiefs a particularly strong incentive to constantly seek more generous 

and reliable allies (Fisher 2000: 129). Amazonian indigenous peoples, FUNAI, and 

corporations depend on alliances for success. Manufactured goods and, more recently, 

development projects are critical forms of currency that make those alliances possible. 
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AMAZONCOOP: AN INDIGENOUS COOPERATIVE 

IN THE GLOBAL MARKET

AmazonCoop continues this history of Amazonian extractivism. As with previous 

modes of extraction, the Brazil nut trade is internationally-oriented, with much power 

concentrated outside of Brazil and outside of indigenous communities. The costs, risks, 

and difficulties of Brazil nut extraction resemble those of rubber and the cooperative’s 

extractive program is organized along the lines of previous FUNAI programs, which are 

themselves variations of the aviamento system. Laborers are controlled by the 

cooperative’s and FUNAI’s near monopoly on manufactured goods, by debt relations, 

and by the strong government presence in indigenous villages. 

AmazonCoop’s Brazil nut extraction program also differs from previous

extractive systems in important ways. First, the cooperative integrates indigenous people, 

non-indigenous Brazilians, the state, and corporate interests into a single institution, 

reducing competition between corporations and the state and limiting opportunities for 

indigenous groups to play outsiders against each other. 

Second, the exchange value of the cooperative’s Brazil nuts derives not from the 

commodities themselves, but from their symbolism, from the positive image that comes 

with fair trade, cooperative organization, and indigenous development. This fact imposes 

new requirements on corporate and state partners. At a minimum, this change establishes 

a limit to the exploitability of indigenous people; in a stronger sense it obliges corporate 

and state partners to provide (or at least appear to provide) changes that are recognizable 
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as development. Deriving value at the symbolic rather than instrumental level also alters 

the terms of economic competition. As long as that symbol remains economically 

powerful, competition cannot come simply from more efficient production, as it did when 

Asian plantations replaced Brazilian wild rubber. 

A third major difference is the scale of the industry. The Brazil nut trade is large 

enough to create economic change and dependencies in indigenous villages, but it is 

significantly smaller than alternative economic opportunities like mineral and timber 

sales. It is also much smaller than historical spice and rubber booms, generating a lower 

level of economic and social change.5

Fourth, AmazonCoop’s labor pool is already available, relatively secure (i.e., less 

likely to die or desert than in previous systems), and well-monitored by state agents. 

These conditions not only lower costs and risks; they also reduce the need for the most 

severe forms of labor control and make credit appear more like financing than 

domination. 

Finally, for all of these reasons and because of the ecology of the Brazil nut tree, 

which makes extraction a seasonal enterprise, indigenous Brazil nut collectors are 

allowed to pursue their own subsistence activities, granting them more resilience and 

security against exploitation. 

5 The themes of scale, value, and social responsibility raise an interesting question. If Brazil nuts were 
critical to industrial society (as rubber and metal are), would it still be possible to derive special benefits 
through indigenous symbolism? If Brazil nuts were “necessities,” I suspect that low prices would win out 
over socially responsible production conditions. However, rapid market growth for socially- or 
ecologically-certified timber, coffee, sugar, and diamonds demonstrates the broad appeal of “responsible” 
consumption.
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In this section, I discuss the AmazonCoop’s history, activities, and impacts on 

members. The discussion highlights how the cooperative continues and differs from 

historical extractive industries in the Amazonian region. 

Emergence of the Cooperative

AmazonCoop grows largely out of attempts by indigenous people, corporations, 

and the Brazilian state to take advantage of the local natural resource base and adapt to 

the political and economic contexts of globalization and neo-liberal policies. The first 

seed for the cooperative was planted when media savvy Kayapó leaders organized the 

First Encounter of Indigenous Peoples in Altamira in 1988. This encounter, organized to 

protest a massive hydroelectric dam complex being financed by the World Bank and 

constructed by ElectroNorte, drew international media attention to the region and the 

Kayapó in particular (Posey 2002c; Turner 1991; Turner 1995). Along with previous 

political actions, this placed them at the forefront of the Brazilian and international 

indigenous, environmental, and human rights movements and granted them a large role at 

the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. 

Perhaps most significantly for the cooperative, the encounter was attended by 

Anita and Gordon Roddick, the founders of The Body Shop, a corporation dedicated to 

“the pursuit of social and environmental change” (The Body Shop 2005: 9). Drawn to the 

charismatic, exotic, and now famous Kayapó, the Roddicks decided to include them as 

partners in the company’s “Trade Not Aid Program.” Through this partnership, the 
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Kayapó of the A’ukre and Pukani villages were responsible for harvesting Brazil nuts and 

pressing them into oil in a Body Shop-financed processing plant in Aukre. The Body 

Shop bought the finished oil to make “natural” cosmetics and used the Kayapó name and 

images to market their company as socially and environmentally responsible.

International political discourse and global civil society were therefore critical to 

the pre-cooperative Kayapó-Body Shop partnership in three ways. First, the Altamira

Encounter, organized to attract international media coverage and pressure the World 

Bank to withdraw funding for the Monte Belo hydroelectric project, set the stage for the 

partnership. Second, the international indigenous movement and the more prominent 

international environmental movement seized upon the Encounter to celebrate the 

Kayapó, and indigenous people more generally, as guardians of the Earth (Conklin and 

Graham 1995). Finally, the international environmental movement and the burgeoning 

anti-globalization movement had increased popular demand in the affluent countries of 

North America and Europe for greater corporate social responsibility. The  pre-

cooperative partnership between the Kayapó and Body Shop would not have been 

possible without a viable market for environmentally and socially responsible products, 

and these movements motivated a segment of North Americans and Europeans t o think 

globally and buy locally. The power of indigenous symbols and their association with 

responsible consumption is perhaps best demonstrated by The Body Shop’s decision to 

sell the rights to Kayapó images to American Express. The allure of the “indigenous 

environmentalist” was strong enough to sell credit cards with no practical connection to 

indigenous people or the environment.
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The Kayapó partnership provided the tribe with a valuable and relatively 

ecologically sustainable income source for several years, and it generated significant 

praise for The Body Shop. Nonetheless, the partnership began to weaken due to conflicts 

about fair compensation for the Brazil nut harvest, the use of Kayapó images in 

advertising, and perceptions among some Kayapó that the profits were not being 

distributed fairly (Rabben 2004). Furthermore, the economic benefits of the Brazil nut 

trade were overshadowed by the enormous profits that could be made by selling timber 

and mining rights, and Kayapó leaders—no longer morally pristine guardians of the 

forest—fell from the international limelight. Although the Kayapó did not completely 

withdraw from the partnership, these very public conflicts threatened to dissolve the myth 

of the “indigenous environmentalist,” cast doubt on the corporation’s practice of social 

and environmental responsibility, and raised questions about the feasibility and 

sustainability of corporate-led development and environmentalism more generally.6

The partnership did not dissolve, however. The Body Shop continued to pursue a 

just trade program, and neoliberal economic policies that decreased  the state’s role in 

providing services to indigenous people created an ongoing charitable role for the 

corporation and heightened government interest in a corporate partnership. Since the 

early 1990s, for example, the Brazilian government significantly reduced the already-

limited resources available to FUNAI for indigenous services (Zimmerman, et al. 2001)

6 The Body Shop was widely criticized for betraying customers and spinning indigenous exploitation as 
community trade (see Entine 1995, 2001; Petean 1996; and numerous web sites), and the company has 
defended itself (Palese 1997). These critiques were never as prominent for The Body Shop’s other 
community trade partners and they have decreased since AmazonCoop was founded, though the actual 
nature of Brazil nut collection and trade seems to have changed little since the establishment of the 
cooperative. I have chosen to avoid this debate because I have not spoken with people from A’ukre and 
Pukani and did not have the opportunity to interview Body Shop representatives.
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and reorganized government departments and responsibilities. As the English-language 

version of the AmazonCoop web site notes, “the Brazilian Government does not have the 

political will to adequately provide for the Indians health, education, or protection of their 

reserves” (AmazonCoop 2005). Eager to fill this service-delivery void and enhance their 

appeal in the rapidly-growing natural cosmetics and responsible business markets, The 

Body Shop launched the “Brazilian Healthcare Project” in 1991 to support 

immunizations, medical examinations, hospital renovations, and health education for

more than 4,000 indigenous people in 18 Brazilian Amazonian villages (Trade and 

Environment Database N.d.). This multi-million dollar project attracted the attention of 

FUNAI, initiating a series of conversations between FUNAI and Body Shop 

representatives. 

FUNAI’s regional administrator for Altamira, Benigno Pessoa Marques, 

recognized the economic value of direct international trade and encouraged The Body 

Shop to expand its operations to other indigenous villages. Since FUNAI was already 

subsidizing indigenous Brazil nut harvesting for sale on the local Altamira market, a 

partnership with The Body Shop seemed likely to increase the benefits of Brazil nut

extraction and decrease FUNAI costs. The Body Shop did not immediately expand the 

trade links, but did solidify its relationship with FUNAI-Altamira by establishing the 

Farmácia Verde (an herbal medicine program) and supporting the Casa do Índio (a 

FUNAI-managed lodge for indigenous visitors to the city). When the Body Shop-Kayapó

partnership began to falter, the firm accepted Pessoa Marques’ proposal to move into new 

villages.
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In June of 1998, The Body Shop Foundation, FUNAI, and a group of non-

indigenous individuals “committed to the indigenous cause” founded AmazonCoop as a

legally-recognized intermediary in this international trade. This enabled the company to 

continue marketing some of its best-selling products as contributing to indigenous 

development. FUNAI representatives hoped the Brazil nut trade would add surplus value 

to indigenous Brazil nuts, thereby generating financial resources for the tribes and 

compensating for decreasing government support. The cooperative’s mission is to raise 

donations and develop sustainable income-generating activities for its eight member 

tribes in an effort to help them become self-sufficient and, according to one founder, to 

prepare the indigenous peoples to “develop themselves” in the dominant Brazilian society 

without losing their culture or identity. 

AmazonCoop’s use of “them” in public references to indigenous members, 

including the mission statement, suggests how much its history diverges from idealized 

depictions of cooperative development. While most cooperatives are formed when a 

group of people unite to fulfill one or more of their common needs, AmazonCoop was 

initiated by non-indigenous advocates acting on behalf of the indigenous people of the 

Altamira region and in the interest of a multinational corporation and a government 

agency. The cooperative in some ways resembles Escobar’s and Ferguson’s famous 

portrayals of development, complete with the identification of target groups in need of 

assistance, the technification and depoliticization of social problems, and the extension of 

forms of power that are simultaneously beneficial and controlling (Escobar 1995; 

Ferguson 1990). 
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Cooperatives, unlike many other legal associations, are intended to be democratic

and participatory institutions. The founders of AmazonCoop therefore needed to create an 

organization that could unite ethnic groups that had “coexisted on a hostile basis” (Fisher 

2000: 45) and could overcome the logistical obstacles (especially time, money, and 

transportation) to their participation. They also faced cultural questions such as how to 

mesh diverse indigenous leadership structures with the cooperative structure and whether 

it was possible to create a cooperative identity among such varied tribes. The extent to 

which the founders actually considered each of these challenges and the ideal of 

participatory cooperation is unclear. The cooperative’s founding statute never mentions 

indigenous people or their particular needs and leaves the cooperative’s economic 

activities unspecified, a decision that has allowed for their expansion. AmazonCoop 

appears to blend the global corporate system of distributed production and processing 

with FUNAI techniques of indigenous management and control to achieve a top-down 

model that organizes indigenous villages and delivers services with relative efficiency, 

though at the expense of indigenous people’s participation in priority-setting and 

decision-making.

Founding a cooperative requires more than an idea, a statute, and an 

organizational structure. It also requires significant start-up money and members. The 

cooperative began with 20 non-indigenous members who were selected based on their 

interest in the indigenous cause, their support for the cooperative’s goals, and on the legal 

requirement that cooperatives have a minimum of 20 founding members. All of The 

Body Shop’s employees in Altamira, who included a pharmacologist, her assistant, and 
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three cooks/cleaners at the Casa do Índio, were declared members and employees of the 

cooperative. Once the cooperative was established, the founders selected 1 or 2 

indigenous people to represent each of the 14 indigenous villages as members of the 

cooperative. The selection criteria for the representatives seem limited to their experience 

with “o mundo branco” (the white world) and respect within their communities. Some are 

leaders within indigenous political systems, but others are not. It appears that no elections 

were held to select these representatives and none of the representatives have changed 

since the beginning of the cooperative. The Body Shop Foundation paid for a factory to 

press Brazil nuts into oil, the cooperative office, and the membership dues of all former 

Body Shop employees and the indigenous representatives. 

The AmazonCoop Strategy

AmazonCoop’s strategy is developed primarily by international partners and 

advocates to take advantage of international opportunities. This was evident from the 

initial days of the cooperative and is perhaps most visible in the balance of economic and 

social programs. The cooperative’s three main sources of income—Brazil nut sales, the 

provision of internet services, and donations via the Tataquara Eco-Lodge—all originated 

outside of Brazil and relied on foreign money for their success. The cooperative’s search 

for income-generating alternatives to Brazil nut has focused on identifying other 

internationally-tradable commodities. Other projects, especially the cooperative’s 
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recently abandoned reforestation partnership with DHL as part of the European emissions 

trading scheme, continue the same international orientation.

AmazonCoop seems to have chosen this strategy for several reasons. The 

cooperative was founded by non-indigenous entities—The Body Shop and its foundation, 

as well as the regional FUNAI administration—to meet the material and marketing needs 

of those entities. This does not mean that the cooperative was never intended to benefit 

the indigenous people of Altamira, but that it was also intended to serve The Body Shop 

and FUNAI. The link among local, national and international interests was inherent in the 

cooperative from the beginning. 

In addition, The Body Shop’s strong international connections, demonstrated 

through the diverse composition of the cooperative’s Advisory Board (discussed below), 

allow the cooperative to take advantage of international resources and partnerships. It is 

probably easier for AmazonCoop to do this than it is for other Brazilian cooperatives, and 

in some cases it may be easier for AmazonCoop to develop foreign partnerships than to 

form domestic ones. The cooperative’s internationally-focused strategy is, from this 

perspective, a logical response to its ability to mobilize significant levels of foreign 

capital. The cooperative directors supported this argument during interviews when they 

noted that anti- indigenous racism among Brazilians makes it particularly difficult to find 

support domestically. In contrast, Amazonian indigenous people have high symbolic 

power overseas. The extent of global income inequality reinforces this international

orientation. High rates of disposable income in Western Europe, the United States, and 

Canada allow the cooperative to obtain money directly through private donations and 
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indirectly through consumers’ willingness to pay higher prices for products that are 

marketed as environmentally and/or socially responsible.

Finally, the cooperative emphasizes international partnerships because, in the 

view of its managers, the Brazilian state has failed to provide adequate support for 

indigenous people. As noted on the English (but not Portuguese) version of the 

cooperative’s web site: “The Brazilian Government does not have the political will to 

adequately provide for the Indians health, education, or protection of their reserves. 

Unless the tribes become self-sufficient, their very future is in peril” (AmazonCoop 

2005). Taken at face value, this claim is supported by the recent division of FUNAI 

responsibilities and funding difficulties in the government’s indigenous agencies. But the 

critique seems strange given that one of the cooperative’s key figures is the regional 

administrator of FUNAI and that many of the cooperative’s projects depend on support 

from FUNAI and occasionally FUNASA or SEMEC.

This suggests an alternative—or perhaps complementary—reading of 

AmazonCoop’s critique of the government. It may be not only a reason for the 

cooperative’s international strategy but also a fundamental element of that strategy. 

Representing the Brazilian state as irresponsible appeals to two sometimes contradictory 

beliefs: that responsible governments are obligated to support their citizens and that 

marginalized groups can sometimes excel through self-sufficiency. In just two sentences 

the web site stokes Westerners’ sense of injustice and positions the cooperative as the 

benevolent savior of the indigenous people, helping to free them from an uncaring state 

by charting a path to self-sufficiency.
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AmazonCoop directors echoed the web site in listing self-sufficiency, cultural 

integrity, and the ability to engage effectively with o mundo branco as their most 

important goals for the indigenous members. One of the founders told us that the 

indigenous people “should not change to become part of our culture, but . . . they should 

learn to defend themselves in the city.” The administrative director explained the 

challenge in similar terms: “The Índios need to know how to differentiate between the 

two worlds—branco and Índio—and they need to develop a cultural filter so the 

dominant society doesn’t have too much influence on them.” Yet it remains to be seen to 

what extent the cooperative’s strategy actually contributes to the achievement of these 

goals. The history of the cooperative’s founding and its international strategy create a 

top-heavy organization in which power and decision-making authority are concentrated 

not only outside of the indigenous villages but also outside of Brazil. As discussed below, 

the cooperative’s economic strategy and relations within villages also seem to reinforce 

existing dependencies and create new ones. How self-sufficient can indigenous members 

be in such an environment?

Similarly, we should ask not only whether the indigenous people are being 

empowered to engage with o mundo branco but more importantly what type of 

engagement they are empowered to undertake. Our conversations with the Asurini

suggest that indigenous engagement with the dominant Brazilian society is often 

commercial, mediated through FUNAI representatives, and tinged with fear and 

insecurity. As one Asurini leader said when asked about the City of Altamira, “It’s 

good… when you have money it’s good. When you don’t it’s awful.” According to most
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of the Asurini villagers with whom we spoke, engagement with the mundo branco has 

brought new goods, created new needs, and decreased young people’s interest in 

traditional customs. These are certainly not the hopes expressed by AmazonCoop’s 

leaders. The Asurini and other indigenous groups will almost certainly have to change in 

some ways to engage with the white world. It is not clear, however, that membership in 

the cooperative has helped the Asurini to manage the terms of engagement and the pace

of cultural change.

In the following sections, I discuss the cooperative’s organizational structure, its 

economic and social projects, and the impacts that it has had on multiple levels. I 

highlight the cooperative’s economic impacts and raise questions about dependency, 

paternalism, participation, autonomy, and self-development. These issues form the core 

of cooperativism, echoed in the International Cooperative Alliance’s definition of 

cooperatives and their statements of cooperative values: “Co-operatives are based on the 

values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and solidarity”

(International Co-operative Alliance 2006). These values have also become central to 

development discourse and, in the best of times, practice.

Cooperative Organization and Activities

AmazonCoop was created by an international network to support and benefit from 

global markets. Therefore, it is not surprising that the cooperative’s strategy and 

organizational structure are based on seizing the opportunities provided by globalization 
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and international partners. The cooperative’s organizational structure is depicted in 

Figure 2.

An international advisory board comprised of representatives from multinational 

corporations and some of the leaders of the corporate social responsibility movement

formulate the cooperative’s strategy. The Body Shop and The Body Shop Foundation 

continue to provide significant financial and strategic support, and AmazonCoop has 

received additional funding from the Amazon Rainforest Foundation, Poseidon AB, Elite 

Rent-A-Car, DHL, IKEA, and other corporations.

On the local level, AmazonCoop has an unusual structure: each of the fourteen 

villages, which range in population size from less than 100 people to more than 350, has 

one or two representatives who are official members of the cooperative and are entitled to 

vote in the annual General Assembly. Following FUNAI, the cooperative does not 

consider the Xipaya and Curuaia “city Indians” to be indigenous, making them ineligible 

for membership, representation, and services. The cooperative does, however, contract 

the Xipaya/Curuaia Associação Akarira to provide seasonal labor in the Brazil nut oil 

production plant.
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Figure 2: AmazonCoop Organizational Diagram

The General Assembly is composed of all members of the cooperative, both 

indigenous (the village representatives) and non-indigenous. The Assembly meets once a 

year to approve cooperative projects and votes on a new administrative council every 

four years. Because it is difficult to consult with indigenous representatives and their 

villages, cooperative directors make some major decisions only after traveling by boat to 

all of the villages to explain the issues and receive feedback.7 The quorum for the 

7 Curiously, villagers in Koatinemo did not mention these community consultations in our interviews 
despite the fact that we asked specifically about visitors from the cooperative. This is partly explained by 
confusion stemming from the Asurini tendency (described later in the text) to not identify visitors by their 
institutional affiliation, but it is also likely that these community consultations were less frequent and less 
comprehensive than cooperative directors suggested.
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Assembly is 2/3 of the membership (27 individuals), and there is no stipulation in the 

cooperative’s by- laws that a certain percentage of members present be indigenous people. 

This means that it is possible for the Assembly to meet with as few as 3 indigenous 

representatives present. Cooperative leaders and members did not respond to questions 

about how many members attended recent Assemblies and did not provide access to their 

records.

The administrative council is the core of the cooperative, mediating the 

relationship between members and The Body Shop, overseeing all cooperative activities, 

and making routine decisions regarding cooperative projects and services. The four-

person council is particularly involved in the local-level management of income-

generating programs (Brazil nut sales and the internet service provider) and community 

development projects, but also has some say in decisions about international partnerships, 

as exemplified by its recent decision to terminate a reforestation project linked to the 

European emissions trading scheme. The council is scheduled to meet once a month, but 

members also meet informally and as the need arises. The council is composed of three 

non-indigenous members who live in Altamira and one indigenous member who lives 

three hours away in the village of Koatinemo. The indigenous member appears to 

participate very little in decision-making and was added only after criticisms by Brazilian

organizations, including the Catholic Church, forced the FUNAI regional administrator 

and founding president to resign and become an “honorary president,” a new position that 

allows him to remain on the council. 
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Cooperatives typically benefit their members by developing and maintaining 

economic programs to help finance desirable social programs, and AmazonCoop is no 

exception. What makes AmazonCoop unique, however, is that international partners so 

heavily influence these economic programs. International partnerships have played a 

major role in virtually every cooperative project since (and including) its founding.

Figure 3 shows the balance of economic programs and social projects within

AmazonCoop. AmazonCoop’s two main economic programs—Brazil nut sales to The 

Body Shop and the provision of internet services in the City of Altamira—each generate 

about 60,000 USD annually to support indigenous harvesters, the Farmácia Verde, the 

FUNAI-run Casa do Índio, and to subsidize other government activities. In addition, the 

cooperative’s Tataquara Eco-Lodge, managed by the Amazon Rainforest Foundation, 

hosts eco- and ethno- tourists and attracts international donations to support a range of 

community development projects focused on education, health/sanitation, environmental 

conservation, and land rights. Given that the rise of the AmazonCoop has coincided with 

declining government support for FUNAI, the cooperative also increasingly supports the 

work of this and other government agencies through collaborative projects and donations 

of supplies.



56

Figure 3: AmazonCoop Economic Programs and Social Projects

Brazil Nut Harvesting and Marketing

AmazonCoop’s Brazil nuts continue to be harvested directly from the forest, a 

difficult, time-consuming, and dangerous process. The nuts grow in five pound seed pods 
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on 150-foot trees that grow in clusters throughout the forest. They ripen and fall in 

January and February, but because of the hazards of walking through Brazil nut groves as 

the seeds fall, they are not harvestable until late February and March. In most member 

villages, the nuts are collected by individual families, some of whom spend the entire 

two-month harvesting season in the forests, a long absence that is both difficult and 

dangerous. Young children and the elderly are often not able to leave the village for long 

periods because of the difficulties of constant movement through the forests and rivers.

Once families return from the forest, the nuts are packed into 30-kg boxes to prepare for 

shipment to Altamira in the AmazonCoop boat. The cooperative then presses the nuts

into oil in the cooperative processing plant and sends the oil to an export house in Belém, 

from which it travels to The Body Shop’s manufacturing sites. The organization of the 

harvest—including decisions about who travels to which castanha patches, how families 

are reimbursed for their efforts, and who administers the process—varies by village, 

though the cooperative typically prefers to pay individual families in cash through either 

the village representative or the chefe de posto.

Before the AmazonCoop was founded, FUNAI covered virtually all of the costs 

of Brazil nut collection and sales for indigenous people in the local Altamira markets.

Nevertheless, relatively low prices for unprocessed Brazil nut on the domestic market 

limited the scale of this activity. Upon the founding of the cooperative, The Body Shop 

Foundation provided funds to allow the cooperative to purchase a warehouse and 

processing facility in which they could convert the raw Brazil nuts into Brazil nut oil 

ready for export. Today this plant employs four to five non-indigenous workers year-
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round and approximately 30 “city Indians” from Altamira as processors after each 

harvest. Processing the raw Brazil nut into oil allows the cooperative to obtain a higher 

price from The Body Shop, and to pass some of these benefits to the indigenous 

collectors. The cooperative also built a diesel boat that allows its employees to travel 

directly to indigenous villages to collect Brazil nuts, thereby reducing indigenous 

peoples’ travel costs and increasing their profits. While private purchasers pay 15 R$ 

(6.15 USD at June 2005 eschange rates) for 30 kg of Brazil nuts on the river and 30 R$ 

(12.30 USD) in the city, the cooperative typically pays 2-3 R$ (0.82-1.23 USD) above the 

city’s market price even when collecting in villages. The cooperative therefore pays more 

than double the local rate for riverside purchases of Brazil nut. To encourage families to 

intensify Brazil nut harvesting, the cooperative also advances cash and supplies before 

the harvest.

The cooperative has never signed a contract with The Body Shop guaranteeing 

future Brazil nut sales, though the cooperative’s directors explained that strong bonds of 

trust and friendship connect the two entities. Each year, The Body Shop sets its 

production targets and requests a corresponding amount of Brazil nut oil from 

AmazonCoop, which relays the information to indigenous communities via FUNAI 

officials. The Body Shop’s annual demand for oil has varied significantly, from six to 12

tons in the last several years. Fortunately for the indigenous Brazil nut harvesters, the 

cooperative now purchases all of their harvest, regardless of the demand of The Body 

Shop, and sells any surplus on the domestic market. This provides the local indigenous 

harvesters a guaranteed market for as much Brazil nut as they can harvest, all at an 
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above-market price, and with very low transportation costs. Since the cooperative loses 

money on its domestic sales, The Body Shop’s demand has a direct effect on funding 

available for cooperative social programs.

Internet Service Provider 

In 2000, at the suggestion of a visitor to the Tataquara Eco-Lodge, the cooperative 

opened the AmazonCoop internet service provider (ISP) and cyber-cafe. Initial funding 

for this project (approximately 65,000 USD) was provided by the Swedish firm Poseidon 

AB and by The Body Shop Foundation. The cyber-cafe closed as the cooperative offices 

expanded into its space. However, the ISP has become the largest source of funds for the 

cooperative, earning 6,000-7,000 USD every month to support the Farmácia Verde and 

Casa do Índio. The AmazonCoop web site claims that the ISP was formed in order to 

deliver internet technology to indigenous villages, to ensure that they are not left behind 

in the digital divide, to provide indigenous students with distance education 

opportunities, and to monitor health conditions in the villages. The cooperative has not 

yet established programs in pursuit of these goals.

The Farmácia Verde

The Farmácia Verde began in 1995, three years before the cooperative was 

formed, as a project of The Body Shop Foundation. The goal of the Farmácia is to 
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provide herbal medicines for indigenous peoples’ ailments and illnesses, such as 

respiratory problems, coughs, and intestinal problems. The Farmácia began testing and 

developing herbal remedies under the direction of a local pharmacologist trained in the 

use of medicinal herbs and with the assistance of researchers from the University of 

Fortaleza in Ceará. The initial idea was to identify remedies, create medicinal gardens in 

each indigenous village, and train the indigenous people in how and when to use each 

type of herb. This plan was modified, however, and production was centralized when the 

directors found that the local indigenous people were accustomed to using herbs as teas 

and would be unlikely to make the tinctures and syrups that were most effective for 

treating their ailments.

Today, the cooperative directors consider the Farmácia to be one of their greatest 

successes. It produces large quantities of several different remedies, supplying as much as 

60-80% of the medicine used in local indigenous communities. More than 80 species of 

herbs grown on land owned by Gordon Roddick, the husband of Body Shop founder 

Anita Roddick, are processed into teas, powders, tinctures, syrups, and creams. Like all 

medicine sent to indigenous communities, remedies from the Farmácia Verde are free.

When villagers need medicine, their village health agent or the chefe de posto places a 

request through the FUNAI office in Altamira. This medicine is then sent with the next 

boat headed toward that village.

The Farmácia is active year-round, but production increases when FUNASA

lacks adequate funding. In addition to producing pre-existing remedies, the 

pharmacologist is developing new products, such as a de-lousing shampoo, to meet 
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indigenous people’s needs. Associating with the cooperative reportedly changed the 

Farmacia’s work very little, though it has allowed the Farmácia to supply more products 

to more communities.

Casa do Índio

The Casa do Índio, though technically indigenous patrimony, is managed by 

FUNAI with funding from FUNAI and AmazonCoop. Since the 1950s, the Casa do Índio

has provided free lodging for indigenous people traveling to Altamira, usually for health 

reasons. The Casa do Índio currently consists of ten apartments, a meeting hall, a cultural 

museum, an arts and crafts store, and the three rooms that house the Farmácia Verde.

Until the restructuring of FUNAI in the early 1990s and the tr ansfer of health 

responsibilities to FUNASA, a comprehensive health clinic offered medical and dental 

services at the Casa. The cooperative seems to contribute increasing amounts of money 

to the Casa do Índio as FUNAI’s resources decrease.

Tataquara Eco-Lodge and Community Development Projects

In 1999, just one year after the cooperative was established, AmazonCoop used 

financial assistance from The Body Shop Foundation to begin construction of the 

Tataquara Eco-Lodge, located approximately 150 km upstream from Altamira near the 

confluence of the Xingu and Iriri Rivers. Opened in July of 2000, the lodge offers invited 
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visitors, mostly from Europe and Canada, a unique glimpse of the Amazon and 

Amazonian indigenous peoples. Visitors, who have included British lords and ladies and 

members of the European Parliament, are selected based on their commitment to the 

indigenous cause and the likelihood that they will contribute to community development 

projects in indigenous villages.

Guests at the lodge are treated to hikes and boat trips, storytelling and traditional 

body-painting, and visits to nearby villages to photograph indigenous people and 

purchase their crafts. After presentations about threats to local peoples and ecosystems, 

potential community development projects are presented to the guests as possible 

solutions to indigenous people’s problems. These trips are coordinated by the Amazon 

Rainforest Foundation, which collects money from the tourists and provides funds to the 

cooperative to manage logistics. The cooperative receives no direct profit from the visits 

and therefore relies on visitors’ donations. The cooperative often provides additional 

funding for the visitors’ projects and seeks assistance from FUNAI. Through the lodge, 

the cooperative has managed to secure significant personal donations from non-Brazilian 

visitors in support of the following community development projects:

- Sanitation projects to provide safe drinking and bathing water to two villages.

Water in the Xingu River has been contaminated due to deforestation and mining, 

and water-borne diseases are among the most dangerous for tribes in Altamira.

The cooperative constructed artesian wells, water tanks, community showers, 

private bathrooms with flushing toilets and a sewage treatment system, and sinks 

in each house. These projects cost between 40,000 and 50,000 USD, and the 
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cooperative estimates that completing similar projects in the remaining ten 

villages will cost 336,000 USD (180 USD per person) .

- Education projects to teach Portuguese language and literacy, as well as basic 

math skills. Using 10,000 USD provided by Graziella Zanoletti, CEO of Elite 

Rent-a-Car, the cooperative constructed the first school in the Kayapó village of 

Karara’o. In the future, the cooperative hopes to improve educational 

opportunities in each of the villages by hiring one linguist, two educational 

specialists, 26 teachers, and providing educational materials for each village.

Under this plan, the cooperative will essentially replace SEMEC as the provider 

of indigenous education in the region.

- Land demarcation projects that are helping the Arara people to secure rights to 

their land, which is threatened by illegal loggers and other invaders. 

- Resettlement of a village in which a significant number of people had died of 

chicken pox. Resettlement traditionally results in serious hardship for the village, 

but AmazonCoop and FUNAI were able to prepare the new habitation before the 

villagers relocated, significantly reducing the danger of moving.

- Malaria prevention workshops in each of the 14 villages.

Other Projects

Two members of AmazonCoop’s international advisory board, Kaj Embren and 

Per Uno Alm, founded Respect Europe, an organization devoted to training corporate 
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leaders to develop socially responsible business practices. In 2004, through their Business 

Leaders Initiative on Climate Change, which seeks to take advantage of “clean 

development mechanisms” and the European climate exchange emission trading scheme, 

AmazonCoop partnered with DHL to establish a reforestation and carbon sequestration 

program known as the Projeto Carbono. After one year, the cooperative directors decided 

not to continue this project because they did not understand the trading system and 

therefore did not trust the partnership. The program will continue, however, on the same 

land and with the same staff, though managed and financed by the Amazon Rainforest 

Foundation rather than the cooperative.

In 2004, AmazonCoop also initiated a project to collect native tree seeds. 

Cooperative employees trained representatives of each village to initiate a trial year of 

collection and commercialization in local markets. They plan to continue selling seeds in 

the local market for reforestation projects. Cooperative directors hope that this will 

become a supplementary economic activity for indigenous memberes.

Indigenous People and the Cooperative: A Case Study of the Asurini of Koatinemo

The Asurini, who belong to the Tupi-Guarani language family, were contacted in 

1971 by Karl and Anton Lukesch—two Austrian Catholic missionaries who were 

exploring the Amazon under the sponsorship of US Steel Corporation and the Brazilian 

national steel company, Compañía do Vale do Rio Doçe. Upon contact, a FUNAI frente 

de atração team that included current FUNAI regional administrator and AmazonCoop 



65

honorary president Benigno Pessoa Marques assumed responsibility for pacifying the 

tribe. These FUNAI teams worked to contact and settle indigenous groups and integrate 

them into the surrounding non-indigenous society. Settling the indigenous people would 

facilitate the construction of the Trans-Amazonian Highway and the opening of the 

Amazon to Brazilian peasants from other regions, a project that was intended to promote 

national development and preempt peasant unrest in the South (Brown and Rosendo 

2000; Bunker 1984). From 1972 to 1985 the Asurini lived on the Ipiaçava River, a 

tributary of the Xingu River. In 1986, with the assistance of FUNAI, they moved to their 

current location in Koatinemo, located on the right bank of the Xingu River, three hours 

upriver from the City of Altamira by fast motor boat (Müller 2002b).

After nearly a century of hostile encounters with the Arara, Araweté, Kayapó, and 

non-indigenous Brazilians, the total Asurini population was approximately 100 at contact. 

Between 1976 and 1982, there was only one male child in the village, and by 1982 the 

total population had declined to 52. Regina Polo Müller, an anthropologist who has 

worked with the Asurini since the mid-1970s, describes how the Asurini dedicated 

themselves to their few surviving children and FUNAI authorized the Conselho 

Indigenista Missionario (CIMI) to send two Catholic nuns to the village to support 

Asurini repopulation. In the 1980s the Asurini also began to intermarry with the 

Parakanã, Arara and Kayapó as a strategy to form alliances and accelerate population 

growth (Müller 2002a; Müller 2002b).

The repopulation project was relatively successful, increasing the total population 

of the village to its current level of 119. Changes in the population structure have affected 
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women’s roles in the village. Women traditionally dedicated their time to artistic 

expression through body painting and ceramics and played a significant role in ritual 

performances, but these activities have decreased as they have been pressured to bear and 

care for more children at a younger age. The traditional three-partner marital structure has 

also changed. Each Asurini used to have an older and younger spouse of the opposite sex.

This was seen as an important condition for procreation and a way of transmitting 

knowledge across generations. Today, almost all Asurini have adopted the Western 

monogamous family structure, reportedly due to pressure from FUNAI and Catholic and 

Baptist missionaries. Several Asurini household heads expressed concern about the loss 

of important aspects of their culture. Younger generations are not learning traditional 

music, dance, art, language, and shamanic practices and many fear that these will be lost.

Asurini childhood today is a “mosaic of intercultural situations” and systems of 

socialization very different from those of the past (Müller 2002a: 206). 

Asurini subsistence activities have also changed since contact with Brazilian 

society. The establishment of the Asurini village on the Xingu River has increased the 

importance of fishing relative to hunting. The Asurini still practice subsistence 

agriculture, growing corn and three varieties of manioc in household gardens, but their 

crop diversity has declined from over 30 species to about 6 per garden and new crops 

such as rice and beans have been introduced. The FUNAI chefe de posto has introduced

rice cultivation through a village-wide production system, though the impacts of this on 

the traditional household agricultural labor system are not yet clear. The Asurini continue 

to collect forest products, especially fruit, for subsistence.
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FUNAI institutionalized a monetary economy by promoting and purchasing

traditional artwork and Brazil nuts. The residents of Koatinemo began to sell Brazil nuts 

approximately 14 years ago at the urging of a FUNAI chefe de posto who thought the

Asurini should begin to earn their own money rather than relying on FUNAI for all of 

their needs. Current income-generating activities also include employment of two people 

as indigenous health agents and the pensions that 17 elders receive each month. If the rice 

harvest goes well this year, the villagers will also have an income from the sale of their 

surplus production. Asurini use money to buy foods such as sugar, coffee, milk, and rice 

and other goods such as batteries, hammocks, clothes, flashlights, and radios. Several 

villagers explained that they need more money and goods now than they did before the 

cooperative and before contact.

Interestingly, the current chefe de posto in Koatinemo does not want the Asurini

to control their own money because, he claims, they would spend most of it on liquor in 

the city. He does not allow them to travel to Altamira unless someone is sick or has 

specific needs and, because he has fuel and a boat, he has the power to make such 

decisions. For similar reasons, the Asurini elders’ pensions are distributed through the 

chefe de posto who, rather than bringing money to the villages, uses the pensions to buy 

supplies. Pensioners’ families’ needs are met first and the rest of the supplies are shared 

across the village. In contrast, Brazil nut and art sales and FUNASA salaries are given 

directly to the producers and workers.8

8 As evident from this brief description, Asurini labor, livelihoods, and incomes are organized at  a variety 
of social scales, ranging from the individual to the household to the village as a whole. An in-depth study of 
the nature and consequences of these different systems of organization would probably reveal key cultural, 
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According to Regina Müller (2002b), Asurini political structure was traditionally 

centered around elders and shaman. Many elders died after contact, however, and few 

young people have been interested in becoming shaman, weakening the Asurini political 

structure. Koatinemo’s current FUNAI-selected leadership is in the hands of a capitan, a 

cacique (who is also a shaman) and a 12-person council that includes several young 

people, some middle-aged men, a woman and very few elders. Together they make 

decisions concerning the well being of the village and meet with the chefe de posto to 

discuss issues such as agricultural activities, community projects, and village problems. 

The Asurini have in many ways become dependent on FUNAI, whose goal is both 

to control and serve the indigenous people. The FUNAI chefe de posto commands respect 

in the community and has significant decision-making authority, partly because of his 

control over resources and transportation. The current chefe de posto, who has lived in 

the village for 13 years, is well respected but has clearly altered village politics and 

economics. Some of the villagers have built close relationships with the chefe and his 

family in order to access the resources that he can muster, and he uses these relationships 

to promote his own vision of what is right for the village, as in the case of communal rice 

production.

social, political, and economic transitions in Asurini that result from increased intensity of contact with o 
mundo branco. 



69

The Assurini and AmazonCoop

I don’t know how the cooperative works. Only Myra works with the cooperative.
-- Asurini leader in Koatinemo

We chose to visit Koatinemo because it is one of the closest villages to the city of 

Altamira, one of the most involved in the cooperative’s programs, and one of the villages 

with the most Portuguese speakers. Koatinemo is therefore probably not representative of 

other villages. Indeed, the non-indigenous people living in the village and two of the 

more widely-traveled Asurini explained that Koatinemo is one of the nicest and most 

developed villages, largely because of its proximity to Altamira. They also stressed that 

the Asurini were calmer and more open to outsiders than many other tribes, but that they 

had “modernized” and lost much of their traditional culture. Koatinemo may, however,

be a good indicator of how the other villages might change as they become more 

involved with the cooperative and develop closer contact with Altamira.

The Asurini have been selling Brazil nuts to the cooperative since it began in 

1998 and one of the women of Koatinemo, Myra Asurini, has been the vice-president of 

the cooperative since 2002. She sits on the administrative council of the cooperative and 

attends council meetings when it is possible for her to travel to Altamira. One of her first 

activities as vice-president was a trip to London to represent the cooperative at The Body 

Shop’s corporate headquarters. This visit allowed the corporation to showcase their new 

indigenous partnership and gave Myra an opportunity, possibly prompted by the 

cooperative’s director, to request money for a sanitation project in Koatinemo.
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The Asurini have benefited from one of the cooperative’s sanitation projects and a 

new school, and they regularly receive visitors from the nearby Tataquara Lodge. One of 

the cooperative’s founders, Benigno Pessoa Marques, worked in Koatinemo as the 

FUNAI chefe de posto, and the Administrative Director, Oseas Bessera da Silva, was a 

missionary and linguist in the village. Juneia Mallas, the original Body Shop Foundation 

liaison to the cooperative and one of the cooperative’s founders, has also visited 

Koatinemo on several occasions.

Given the extent of their involvement in the cooperative and their proximity to 

Altamira, it is somewhat surprising that the Asurini seemed uncertain about what the 

cooperative is and how it functions. Everybody we talked with clearly knew that the 

cooperative managed the sale of Brazil nut to The Body Shop, but they were less clear 

about who brought community development projects to the village. More than half of the 

households eventually identified the cooperative as the source of the sanitation and 

education projects, but it was most common for the Asurini to speak of these projects as 

coming from individuals—usually Pessoa Marques—rather than from a particular 

organization.

The majority of households identified Pessoa Marques and Mallas as the faces of 

the cooperative in the village. These two are seen as the ultimate sources of power, 

money, and goods stemming from FUNAI and the cooperative. For almost all of the 

Asurini with whom we spoke, Benigno is the person to ask if you need something.

Whether his authority came from being the honorary president of AmazonCoop or being 

the regional administrator of FUNAI was irrelevant as long as he could deliver goods and 
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provide services, which he almost always could. One villager explained that there is no 

difference between FUNAI and the cooperative: both are run by Benigno and both allow

access to the same goods.

In contrast, villagers clearly connect Juneia Mallas to the cooperative. They 

remember her as the woman who came with Benigno to introduce the idea of the 

cooperative, who asked Myra to be the vice-president and accompanied her to London, 

and who sometimes comes with the tourists from the Tataquara Eco-Lodge to take photos 

and buy handicrafts. She also stands out in the minds of many villagers as the woman 

who brought grass to the village, explaining that, because of the tourists, the Asurini

would need to keep their village very neat and clean and they should plant grass around 

their huts instead of maintaining bare dirt. Juneia apparently brought grass from the 

Tataquara Eco-Lodge, asked the Asurini to plant it, and provided them with a lawnmower 

to help them maintain it. One interviewee was particularly upset by this, explaining that it 

was more time-consuming and not as neat, but saying with a shrug that he guessed they 

would keep the grass.

There was also a great deal of confusion about Myra’s role as vice-president of 

the cooperative. Most villagers agreed that Myra was appointed by Pessoa Marques

and/or Mallas (although one claimed that she was elected). The villagers did not know 

exactly what she did as the vice-president or how each family fit into the cooperative.

One household head criticized Myra for not explaining to the community what happens at 

the cooperative and not holding community meetings after she visits Altamira. A village 

leader reinforced this when he answered our questions about the cooperative’s work by 
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saying: “I don’t know how the cooperative works. Only Myra works with the 

cooperative.”

There was also a great deal of confusion about how the cooperative’s projects 

come into being and how the cooperative functions in the village. Some villagers told us 

about community meetings to discuss the need for the sanitation project and others 

responded that there have never been meetings about these. Some said that the ideas 

came directly from the community and traveled through FUNAI to the cooperative and 

others said that they traveled in the reverse direction, being handed down to the 

community.

On one point, however, the Asurini were unanimous: the cooperative had made 

life better for them by allowing them to earn more money and buy more stuff. Although 

the cooperative has only existed for eight years, villagers constantly told us that “life 

would be difficult” if the cooperative ceased to exist. They are pleased with the high price 

that the cooperative pays for Brazil nuts and voiced few complaints. When we asked 

what villagers would do if The Body Shop no longer wanted to buy Brazil nuts, they 

simply responded that life would be difficult or that they would go back to selling 

ceramics, ignoring the fact that the Casa do Índio museum store is overstocked and that 

ceramics could never provide as much income as the Brazil nut sales.
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Impacts of the Cooperative

Indigenous Members

The cooperative provides direct benefits to the indigenous villagers by subsidizing 

Brazil nut collection, paying a premium for the collected Brazil nuts, and garnering and 

managing international donations for community development projects. It provides 

indirect benefits by supporting the Casa do Índio and the Farmácia Verde. All of these 

projects, however, also threaten to create new dependencies and vulnerabilities.

Recent studies show that Brazil nut trees can be planted effectively (Kainer, et al. 

1998), but AmazonCoop’s Brazil nuts continue to be harvested directly from the forest, a 

difficult, time-consuming, and dangerous process. Traveling to distant Brazil nut patches 

requires a significant investment of time and money for inputs such as gasoline, food, and 

hunting and fishing supplies, which the cooperative offsets by providing advances at the 

start of each harvest season. The extractivists we interviewed gave mixed reviews of this 

credit system, complaining about lower end-of-season profits but content with the higher 

yields made possible by spending more time in the forest. Long absences threaten family 

agricultural production, however, and may decrease food quality for the rest of the year. 

One of the villagers we interviewed noted that one family dedicated themselves so 

intensively to the Brazil nut harvest that they did not grow their own farinha (manioc 

meal), a staple food for the Asurini. This credit system could therefore generate 



74

dependencies on the cooperative and on the Brazil nut harvest by encouraging extraction 

at the expense of other livelihood options.

The Brazil nut program provides an income to individual families based on the 

quantity of nuts harvested. As described earlier, the cooperative pays approximately 

twice the price that local buyers offer. However the cooperative has never signed a 

contract with The Body Shop, so there is no certainty that the firm will continue to buy 

Brazil nut oil from AmazonCoop. This situation may be more insecure because The Body 

Shop has recently outsourced its production. The cooperative does not yet have an 

alternative Brazil nut buyer outside of the local market and has twice failed to identify 

alternatives to Brazil nuts for income-generating activities.

The Tataquara Lodge has also affected the villages. Through it, the cooperative 

has attracted funding for infrastructure projects such as school and well construction, and 

donations of generators and solar water pumps. Many of these projects, however, are also 

not sustainable because they require ongoing inputs to make repairs or provide fuel for 

generators. These maintenance expenses are often borne by the cooperative and could 

eventually affect the cooperative’s financial stability and/or its ability to pursue new 

projects. Thus, while these social development projects contribute to indigenous 

communities, they also create dependencies on the cooperative while draining the 

cooperative’s finances.

The indigenous peoples also receive support to purchase specific goods. For 

example the cooperative often buys fuel for electrical generators in the villages and 

repairs broken machinery and boats. It helps indigenous members acquire watches,
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radios, batteries, flashlights, and other goods, by giving them as presents, facilitating their 

purchase, and/or providing cash advances. Although this situation seems to please most 

members, it does not seem sustainable. By fostering dependency of the indigenous 

peoples on the cooperative, it could jeopardize the cooperative’s financial situation and 

indigenous autonomy.

Although the indigenous villagers with whom we spoke did not agree on whether 

these development projects and merchandise were good for the village, and several of 

them noted that they were given or even forced on the village by the cooperative and/or 

FUNAI, none of the indigenous people that we spoke with expressed concern about 

dependency. They were unanimously happy for the goods that the cooperative enabled 

them to access. Even when prompted about how life would change if the cooperative 

disappeared or stopped purchasing Brazil nut, most villagers echoed the words of one 

respondent: “It would be difficult, but we would find something else.” 

Building on Fisher’s analysis (2000), the cooperative members’ apparent 

unconcern with the dangers of dependency may grow out of a historically-informed 

knowledge that they will survive even if their patrons leave. Their current participation in 

the cooperative may represent an ongoing strategy to take advantage of opportunities for 

manufactured goods when they arise, with the knowledge that these opportunities may 

not be permanent and flexibility must be maintained. However, indigenous livelihoods 

have changed since the Brazilian government “pacified” and “villagized” the indigenous 

people of the Amazon. It is possible that Altamira’s indigenous peoples’ relationship with 

FUNAI has created new dependencies while weakening the livelihood strategies that
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historically provided flexibility and security. From this perspective, the new 

dependencies that the cooperative creates are modeled after and facilitated by pre-

existing dependencies on FUNAI, and they may be particularly dangerous because 

indigenous systems for managing dependency have deteriorated.

The cooperative also benefits the indigenous villages by subsidizing and 

supplementing government programs. With financial support from the cooperative, the 

Farmácia Verde produces 60-80% of the medications used by indigenous villagers, 

which are distributed for free through the FUNASA health posts in each village.

Similarly, funding to the Casa do Índio, a FUNAI-managed facility, provides a place 

where indigenous people can stay and receive food when they come to Altamira. The 

indigenous peoples can also sell their crafts through a consignment system in the Casa do 

Índio museum shop.

By partnering with government organizations such as FUNAI, FUNASA and 

SEMEC, the cooperative essentially subsidizes the work of these organizations to provide 

services to the indigenous people of the region. The cooperative’s main partner is 

FUNAI, probably due to the close personal connections between FUNAI and the 

cooperative. They are constantly sharing costs for projects, such as the land demarcation 

for the Araras, and the Ipixuna project, which helped relocate the Araweté after a 

chickenpox epidemic. According to informants with knowledge of both village life and 

FUNAI activities, the role of the cooperative has significantly helped to compensate for 

the deterioration of FUNAI support in indigenous villages. 

As a partner of FUNASA, the cooperative often pays for petroleum so that health 
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workers can travel to the villages. Together, they have trained two villages on malaria 

control and prevention and completed sanitation projects to provide safe drinking and 

bathing water in two villages. The impact of these projects—and whether they were even 

necessary in the first place—is unclear. The cooperative web site claims that: “In the 

villages where the projects have been concluded, there have been no more cases of 

diarrhea and parasites have been treated.” FUNASA health statistics clearly show that 

this is not true. While data were not available for the village of Koatinemo before they 

received a cooperative well, post-well data show that extremely high rates of diarrhea and 

intestinal parasites continue to plague the Asurini.

The cooperative has supported the work of SEMEC by building a school and 

providing school supplies. Its future plans are to essentially replace SEMEC by creating a 

large education team in each of the indigenous villages.

This arrangement—in which the cooperative and indigenous laborers subsidize 

government activities—is not a new phenomenon. It has been common for FUNAI 

representatives (and their SPI antecedents) to mediate connections between indigenous 

laborers and commercial interests such as rubber, fur, timber, and Brazil nut traders. 

These commercial connections allow the indigenous villages to compensate for 

inadequate government funds by financing themselves. In fact, the Brazil nut trade 

reportedly developed in Koatinemo through the initiative of a FUNAI chefe de posto who 

wanted to see the Asurini earn money for their own merchandise rather than relying on 

FUNAI to buy goods for them. 

From the government’s perspective, these arrangements, now commonly called 
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“public-private partnerships” in development jargon, allow indigenous people to play a 

larger role in their own self-development. A more critical analysis, however, would see 

these partnerships as a tactic in the neoliberal project to privatize the state and shift the 

burden of development onto poor people themselves. Choosing between these two 

perspectives requires an examination of how the partnerships promote the development 

and empowerment of indigenous people and how they alter the state’s assumption of 

responsibility with regards to indigenous people. 

In this case, the cooperative’s development and empowerment outcomes are 

mixed and somewhat contradictory. Despite substantial material benefits for the 

indigenous villages, the apparent lack of cooperative education, cooperative identity, and 

participation by indigenous people seems to undermine one of the most basic cooperative 

goals, to promote autonomy and self-sufficiency. In the absence of genuine participation 

and democratic decision-making, cooperative members are not empowered and cannot 

take part in their own self-development. Rather, these public-private partnerships appear 

to relegate indigenous people to the role of laborers working to finance their continued 

development according to the dictates of the Brazilian state and foreign interests (the 

international cooperative advisors and visiting tourists).

Public-private partnerships fit nicely with neoliberal goals of streamlining the 

state and promoting privatization by divesting the government of responsibilities to 

promote and maintain citizens’ well-being. At the local level, however, government 

representatives may be resisting this neoliberal rejection of responsibility. Many 

government representatives and the directors of the cooperative appear to be genuinely 
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interested in the well-being of Altamira’s indigenous people and describe the partnership 

as an important way of upholding basic social obligations despite inadequate funding by 

the national government. Despite these good intentions, AmazonCoop does not appear to 

significantly empower indigenous member villages. The cooperative may actually 

reinforce economic and political dependencies that maintain indigenous people as wards 

of the state and children of FUNAI and erode the traditional bases of indigenous power 

and agency vis-à-vis the mundo branco.

The cooperative may also have further strengthened FUNAI’s role in the 

community. With the exception of one man who said that FUNAI has given less help to 

the village since the cooperative began, it seems that many people see FUNAI either as a 

conduit to the cooperative or as essentially identical to the cooperative through the person 

of Pessoa Marques. As a conduit, villagers can send requests to the cooperative through 

the chefe de posto, increasing his control over important resources. The chefe de posto 

also explained that the cooperative has helped to provide services to compensate for the 

deterioration of FUNAI. This may help to maintain the legitimacy of the agency even 

after it fails to perform its duties adequately.

The Excluded Indians

More than 500 indigenous people from the Xipaya and Curuaia groups live in the 

city of Altamira, generally disconnected from the “village Indians” that make up the 

cooperative, in conditions of extreme poverty and discrimination. These “city Índios” are 



80

not considered indigenous by the government and therefore cannot access the same 

resources from FUNAI and other government agencies. For similar reasons, the 

cooperative leaders are very explicit about not wanting to incorporate them as members. 

The cooperative does, however, have a direct impact on Altamira’s Xipaya and Curuaia 

people, who it hires to do seasonal work at the Brazil nut processing plant. 

Approximately 35 to 40 indigenous people are employed by the cooperative for three 

months out of the year, though some have complained about insufficient pay for the 

number of hours and type of work they perform. After two years of working in the Brazil 

nut plant, the Xipaya and Curuaia formed an association with the help of a representative 

from the Labor Department. It was not clear whether they formed the association because 

of labor disputes. This first association failed, reportedly because of mishandling by the 

founder and president, and it was replaced by the indigenous Associação Akarira. 

The Associação Akarira began with only 30 members but has increased to 180-

190 members who are primarily interested in its chief benefit: employment in the 

cooperative processing plant. Rather than directly hiring workers, the cooperative now 

contracts the Associação to provide and pay workers. Managing this contract has 

maintained the association financially, provided small emergency services to members, 

and maintained the association’s importance in the eyes of the indigenous people living 

in Altamira. Last year, the president of the association receive 40,000 R$ (approximately 

15,000 USD at April 2005 exchange rates) for 8 tons of oil. Out of this money, she took 

approximately 4,000 R$ (1,500 USD) to pay the association’s functionaries and save 

money for emergency medicine or food for members. The remaining 36,000 R$ (13,50 
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USD) she paid to the workers. 

After each year’s Brazil nut harvest, the cooperative notifies the association 

president of the amount of oil to be processed and number of workers needed. The 

association then meets to decide who will be hired to work in the factory. The president 

described this process: 

We decide [who will get the job] on our own based on what’s fair. We 
decide based on age. The oldest get the jobs. We get paid 90 cents per 
kilogram [of oil]. We have more women working there then men because 
the men are more likely to be able to find jobs elsewhere. We women 
work all over, wherever we can. 

One informant, however, cast doubt on the fairness of this process, noting that the 

cooperative wants to hire more non-indigenous workers because they can process the 

Brazil nuts faster than the indigenous workers. On the other hand, she said, these non-

indigenous people are eligible for the work because they are married to indigenous 

people, so their employment continues to benefit indigenous families.

The association has received some social benefits from the cooperative. The 

president convinced the cooperative to pay for a computer course for six of its members. 

The success of this effort encouraged the association to repeat the request with 

ElectroNorte, who paid for 10 to 12 people to do a computer course and also paid for a 

telephone course for 7 people. The association also uses the coop as a springboard to 

solicit funds from foreign visitors. This has not yet proven successful, although the 

association did receive 1600 R$ (approximately 600 USD) from an unrelated tourist to 

pay for art and construction supplies. 

The association’s president says, “Without the cooperative we wouldn’t have 
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anything.” When asked if she would like to join the cooperative, she explained that 

nobody from the cooperative has invited the “city Índios” to join, but that she thinks that 

is fine because they need to learn to work on their own and not be dependent on other 

people. But, she noted, they would accept if invited. 

The Xipaya/Curuaia community in Altamira is divided. One informant explained 

that the original association was created with the goal of unifying the “city Índios” but 

that subsequent organizations (including the Associação Akarira) have focused more on 

providing resources to networks of related families. It is therefore not clear to what extent 

the cooperative’s relationship with the Associação Akarira benefits the broader 

Xipaya/Curuaia community. By supporting the association, the cooperative is, perhaps 

unwittingly, taking sides in an internal political debate. The implications of this choice 

are not clear.

Broader Impacts

AmazonCoop’s environmental impact is mixed, but seems on the whole to be 

positive. By facilitating income-generating activities that are significantly less destructive 

than mining and timber extraction, AmazonCoop is helping to protect valuable 

Amazonian ecosystems. As the Kayapó demonstrated, however, it is hard to compete 

with the big money that can be made through alliances with mining and timber 

industries—alliances that are often supported by FUNAI even against national law 

(Castro 1992; Rabben 2004). The environmental impact of an intensified Brazil nut 
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harvest is difficult to quantify and we still lack good data on whether current harvesting 

rates exceed the maximum sustained yield in these areas. Given what we know about the 

ethno-ecological practices of some of the tribes, which involve significant planting of 

useful “wild” plants, it is likely that AmazonCoop’s member tribes are maintaining 

healthy Brazil nut patches and even planting new ones (Castro 1992; Posey 2002c). 

The cooperative has affected the local community of Altamira by bringing 

internet service to over 600 homes and businesses in the city, providing direct 

employment for approximately 40 non-indigenous people in Altamira and indirect 

employment for other people whose services are required by the cooperative (e.g. boat 

captains, construction personnel, etc.), and helping to break another firm’s monopoly in 

the local Brazil nut market. The cooperative’s focus on international partnerships at the 

expense of local and national ones may reinforce the common sentiment that the 

indigenous cause need not matter to Brazilians.

On an international scale, the cooperative provides a basis for continued 

romanticization and infantilization of indigenous people in advertising and politics. In 

their advertisement of the AmazonCoop, the cooperative’s international partners present 

an image of indigenous peoples as being pristine, exotic, and fragile peoples. The 

Amazon Rainforest Foundation says, “Most of the tribes have retained their traditional 

ways and are very isolated from contact with society. Sensitive and well-organized 

contact with the tribes forms part of the visit” (Amazon Rainforest Foundation 2006). 

Similarly, The Body Shop perpetuates an image of the indigenous people as threatened 

and exotic guardians of the forest. This type of representation re-emphasizes essentialized 
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stereotypes about indigenous peoples but also reinforces their symbolic and political 

power in national and global identity politics.

Finally, the cooperative helps to boost the cause of fair trade promoters and of 

The Body Shop. In the words of Body Shop founder Anita Roddick, “Our trade with 

these communities is not just about creating another product or market for The Body 

Shop. It is about exchange and value, trade and respect, friendship and trust” (The Body 

Shop 2006). This “socially responsible” marketing strategy is a cornerstone of The Body 

Shop’s identity, helping them to increase their revenues while also promoting corporate 

social responsibility more generally (The Body Shop 2005).
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CONCLUSIONS

Writing about colonialism, Talal Asad noted that anthropologists “do not advance 

matters much conceptually if we simply repeat slogans about conflict and resistance in 

place of older slogans about repression and domination” (Asad 1991: 322). Instead, we 

need to “understand the radically altered form and terrain of conflict… new political 

languages, new powers, new social groups, new desires and fears, new subjectivities” 

(Asad 1991: 322-323). Asad’s approach, which moves us beyond superficial labels and 

into the specific content of social phenomena, is particularly useful for highlighting the 

potential contributions of cooperatives for development, the distinguishing features of 

contemporary globalization, and the political-economic landscapes on which indigenous 

people can pursue their interests. 

Cooperatives and Development

This study demonstrates that global markets and international alliances provide 

significant economic opportunities for cooperative, but it also reveals that successful 

cooperative economies guarantee neither social development nor genuine cooperativism. 

AmazonCoop’s international alliances provide large material benefits for the indigenous 

people of the Altamira region by increasing family incomes and financing new 

infrastructure. Unfortunately, the features that make this case particularly important—

international support and indigenous organization—seem actually to limit the 
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cooperative’s capacity to fulfill the cooperative values of democracy, participation, 

autonomy, and self-sufficiency. AmazonCoop is largely controlled by international 

advisors and FUNAI, the Brazilian Indian Agency, and seems to reinforce and 

consolidate outsiders’ power over indigenous villages. This is not a new finding—

Orlando Fals Borda noted over 35 years ago that cooperatives were often used to 

institutionalize inequality and dependency while pacifying the peasantry and constraining 

movements for more extensive change—but it is a critique that has been overlooked in 

much recent literature (Fals Borda 1971; Fals Borda, et al. 1976). 

Like other popular development concepts such as sustainable development, 

empowerment, and participation, the cooperative is a powerful symbol that obscures as 

much as it reveals. Cooperatives tend to escape critical, multidimensional investigation 

because they are seen a priori as good and “developing.” Perhaps more tragically, by 

presenting a simple technical-organizational fix, cooperatives run the risk of diverting 

attention from the very structures of inequality that they were intended to address and 

becoming a substitute for deeper social transformations. All of this makes cooperatives 

ideal partners for institutions, such as the World Bank or The Body Shop, that seek to 

maintain an image of development and justice but do not necessarily monitor real on-the-

ground impacts, ensure fulfillment of their stated values, or pursue radical socio-political 

change. The irony is that the international cooperative movement’s program to increase 

cooperatives’ market share by branding them as socially-just institutions will only 

increase their symbolic power and make it easier to support the organizations uncritically.
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If cooperative organizations do not guarantee social development or genuine 

cooperativism, if they may actually institutionalize inequalities and dependencies, and if 

they manage to hide many of these failings, then it is reasonable to wonder if we should 

continue to support them. I think that we should. As noted earlier, cooperatives provide 

the most popular “third way” between capitalism and socialism. Furthermore, other cases 

selected for BARA’s study of Latin American cooperatives do provide significant social 

as well as economic benefits, though the movement seems to be promoting a shift from 

social to economic concerns in order to survive in an increasingly precarious economic 

landscape. Perhaps most importantly, however, we should continue to promote 

cooperatives because, as Karl Botchway (2001) noted about participation, they do create 

“the possibility of opening up spaces in which the citizenry could be part and parcel of 

the cultural and socioeconomic structures of society” (135). Cooperatives provide a space 

for political and economic negotiations and actions that need not conform to the rules and 

relations that define the existing political-economic landscape, thereby providing the 

possibility of altering that landscape. Finally, the discourse of cooperative values, even as 

it can obscure critical reflection and change, also provides a more acceptable language

through which demands for change can be articulated. 

Patrick Mooney claims that the greatest strength of cooperatives is that they 

embody tensions between capitalism/democracy, production/consumption, local/global, 

and new social movements/old social movements (Mooney 2004). Cooperatives maintain 

the possibility of social change and of long-term adaptability by preserving rather than 

resolving these tensions. While Mooney’s argument hinges on democratic disagreement 
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within cooperatives, the case of AmazonCoop actually helps to support his stance by 

demonstrating that these tensions and the possibility of meaningful disagreement seem to 

exist even in a largely undemocratic and non-participatory cooperative. The challenge in 

this case is to increase the level of participation and democratic dialogue in AmazonCoop 

so that those tensions can be more meaningfully negotiated. 

All of these possibilities for cooperatives as change agents, however, are based on 

inclusion. While cooperative-initiated changes may ripple outward, only those people 

who are members of the cooperative can access the social, economic, and political 

opportunities provided by the organization. AmazonCoop’s decision to exclude the “city 

Indians” makes this point quite clear. Cooperative researchers and promoters therefore 

need to pay close attention not only to the internal dynamics of cooperatives but also to 

the relationships among cooperatives, their members, and members of other social 

groups. 

Finally, it is important to emphasize that cooperatives are not the only alternative 

to global capitalism and revolutionary socialism. They are not the only “third way” and, 

as Cracknell (1996) explains, they are not always the most appropriate way. Other 

institutions, such as associations, political organizations, and NGOs, may be more 

appropriate for particular goals and in particular contexts. Studying what cooperatives 

actually do, rather than what they are said to do, should allow us to consider cooperatives 

as one of a suite of options for organizing to advance the social, political, and economic 

interests of marginalized people and to promote more just social inclusion. 
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Historical and Contemporary Globalizations

In this paper I have emphasized the continuity of historical globalizations in the 

Amazon, but the existence of historical globalizations does not mean that contemporary 

globalization does not alter the political terrain of Amazonian extractivism and 

indigenous struggle. On the contrary, there is good reason to suspect that contemporary 

globalizations differ enough from historical ones to present new challenges and 

opportunities, new political languages, social groups, and bases for power. The 

AmazonCoop case allows us to enter scholarly debates on three key themes related to 

globalization: production and capitalist dynamics, politics and governance, and culture 

and identity. 

Production and Capitalist Dynamics

Much of the literature on globalization focuses on neoliberal economics, 

multinational corporations, and international financial institutions such as the World 

Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and the Inter-American Development Bank. The 

inherent logic of capitalism requires unending expansion of the capitalist world system 

(what David Harvey (2003) calls the “spatio-temporal fix”), a process that is justified by

neoliberal economic theories/ideologies and foisted upon governments by international 

financial institutions for the benefit of multinational corporations and the capitalist 

system itself—and to the detriment of the swelling masses of the poor. In Harvey’s words 
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“the fundamental problem in today’s world is that of unrelenting capital accumulation 

and the extraordinary asymmetries of money and political power that are embedded in 

that process” (1998: 352). Similarly, many scholars note that the drive to maximize 

profits has prompted a shift from Fordist assembly-line production to flexible forms of 

production in which the spaces of labor, material sourcing, assembly, research and 

development, and marketing for a single product may be dispersed across the globe.

Despite popular perceptions of the newness of globalization, many facets of 

neoliberal economic globalization and capitalist expansion have a deep history in the 

Amazon region and have become defining features of Amazonian political economy, as 

they have in other regions (Brawley 2003; Mintz 1985; Scholte 2000; Wolf 1982). 

Amazonian history therefore lends credibility to Harvey’s thesis that expansion and 

flexibility are inherent to the capitalist system. Yet, Amazonian history underscores two 

important points about the nature of historical and contemporary globalizations. First, the 

networks of historical globalizations (e.g., Amazonian extractivism) and the local 

political and economic structures that supported them (e.g., the aviamento system) 

provide blueprints and building blocks for contemporary globalizations. Second, 

contemporary reorganizations of production, exchange, and consumption along global 

networks do not have the same radically disruptive effects on all people, or even on all 

marginalized or exploited people. Contrary to official narratives that date “contact” and 

“pacification” to the second half of the 20th century, indigenous people, including those 

involved with AmazonCoop, have been actively engaged in these historical 

globalizations through their work in extractive enterprises since at least the mid-19th
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century. AmazonCoop’s Brazil nut trading program fits clearly within indigenous 

people’s historical experiences of non-indigenous people and commercial rubber, fur, and 

Brazil nut extraction, and many of the strategies developed by indigenous people to 

negotiate historical globalizations remain relevant today. Contemporary global political-

economic networks and the complex negotiations and forms of resistance to them are 

built on historical experiences of colonial and capitalist expansion, exploitation, and 

resistance.

Politics and Governance

The changing nature of the state has generated one of the most vigorous debates 

regarding globalization, largely because diverse theoretical conceptualizations of the state 

have met with varied empirical evidence. Neoliberal globalization emerged through 

military-authoritarian force in Chile, financial force through IMF operations in the 

Philippines and elsewhere, and democratic rule in the US and UK. Once established, 

however, neoliberal policies increased transnational flows of people, goods, and money 

and thereby challenged traditional notions of citizenship and national boundaries. These 

policies and their effects lent increased legitimacy to supranational institutions, such as 

the United Nations and the World Bank, and prompted the creation of new multinational 

partnerships through the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) and the World 

Trade Organization (WTO). The development of politically active national civil societies 

in many parts of the world and the emergence of a global civil society network further 
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altered the playing field, as did changes in communication technologies and globally-

focused media services. 

Scholars have paid attention to these changes in governance at the level of 

individual citizens, as well as at local, national, and international levels, with a wide 

range of results. Saskia Sassen (1996) concluded that globalization has deprived the 

nation-state of some basic elements of its sovereignty, while others have pointed to 

increasingly militarized and regulated spaces within the US and UK as evidence that the 

nation-state is alive and well. James Rosenau (2003) writes that globalization emphasizes 

multilayered authority at local, national, and international levels. Others, looking at the 

role of the state rather than the magnitude of its power, suggest that globalization has 

given rise to new “managerial states” whose role is to hold on to footloose capital or 

labor or to “neoliberal states” seeking to promote economic liberalism by safeguarding 

private property rights and markets and, in the process, embodying a range of 

contradictions (Harvey 2005). Aiwha Ong (1999) effectively reveals how the state 

continues to actively construct citizens and national culture even in the global neoliberal 

context. Of particular analytical importance has been the shift, stimulated largely by 

Foucault (Foucault 1979; Foucault 1991), from studying the enduring structures of 

government to changing practices and strategies of governance. 

Given these debates, the role of the state within Amazonian extractivism and the 

AmazonCoop is particularly interesting. The Portuguese Crown and the Brazilian 

national government historically used extractivism to establish and reinforce state 

borders. International commerce lured Brazilians into the Amazon and provided a basis 
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for expanding government activities in the region. With neoliberal reforms in the 1990s, 

however, the Brazilian government was pressured to streamline the state. The formation 

of AmazonCoop demonstrates two key points about governance and state roles in the 

context of contemporary globalization. First, AmazonCoop is an innovative response by 

local representatives of the nation-state to a context of declining funds and constricting 

responsibilities. As such it reveals significant dynamism and heterogeneity within the 

state. The dictates of the IMF or the Brazilian national government are different from the 

goals and interests of the local state agents who convert national-level policy into local 

action. Second, state agents’ responses to contemporary globalization, like the responses 

of indigenous people described above, do not arise out of nowhere. AmazonCoop is an 

institutionalization of historical political-economic relationships. As a partnership 

between the government and a transnational corporation, the cooperative divides the 

labor and risk of Amazonian extractivism and allows the state to continue to exercise 

significant power in indigenous communities through many of the same mechanisms that 

we have seen in the past, especially control over access to material goods and over the 

terms of contact with non-indigenous people. 

The case of AmazonCoop also demonstrates the critical importance of 

international civil society for indigenous politics. International human rights and 

environmental organizations provided a language and organizational framework through 

which the Kayapó could make claims on the Brazilian state and against the World Bank. 

The anti-globalization and corporate social responsibility movements helped to create a 

market for “just” consumer goods. As Alison Brysk notes, “For all its conflicts and 
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contradictions, global civil society is the realm most responsive to indigenous people”

(Brysk 2000: 245). Appeals to global civil society allow indigenous people to influence 

national and international governments, to mobilize significant and varied resources, and 

to enhance economic opportunities. 

Culture and Identity

Actors with little economic and traditional political power, observes Saskia 

Sassen, have “become an increasingly strong presence through the new politics of culture 

and identity, and an emergent transnational politics embedded in the new geography of 

economic globalization” (Sassen 1998: xxxiv). While much debate has focused on 

whether culture is homogenized or diversified through globalization, the new political 

and economic uses of culture pose equally compelling questions. This case demonstrates 

quite clearly that identity and culture are politically and economically relevant categories: 

culture is a powerful symbol that can be used to gain political power and as the basis for 

consumption, production, and profit. 

Contemporary globalization does not create identity politics—and it is not my 

intention here to locate the source of the power of culture and identity in contemporary 

politics—but new political, economic, technological, and social links create opportunities 

for indigenous people to utilize the symbolic and political value of their cultures and 

identities in novel ways. To date, relatively few indigenous groups have had the 
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combination of interest, strategy, and luck to effectively take advantage of these 

opportunities. 

The Kayapó, however, provide an excellent example of how this might be done. 

Terence Turner (1991) describes how a shift in Kayapó self-understanding sparked by the 

interests of anthropologists and other culture collectors allowed tribal members to see 

their culture as both something worth preserving and a powerful tool for achieving that 

preservation. Through decades of contact, Kayapó leaders developed enough experience 

with Brazilian society to understand how to blend their own cultural elements with the 

technologies and institutions of Brazilian politics. Turner explains that, by the time of the 

Altamira encounter of 1988: 

The Kayapó were . . . consummate ethnic politicians: fully engaged, defiantly 
confrontational, coolly calculating how far they could go without giving a 
plausible pretext for violent repression by the army or police, and extremely self-
conscious of the cultural dimensions and meanings of their struggle for 
themselves. They organized their demonstrations and political confrontations 
using adaptations of traditional ritual, mythical, and social forms . . .; at the same 
time, they had become expert in articulating these traditional notions with the 
ideas, values, and causes of Western environmentalist, human rights, and 
indigenous support groups. (Turner 1991: 311)

Exotic cultures have such economic and political power that civil society 

organizations and Western corporations did not leave the strategic deployment of culture 

to indigenous people themselves. Rather, as The Body Shop’s activities in Amazonia 

demonstrate, they explicitly sought out associations with indigenous people so that they 

too could cash in on this symbolic capital. 

The strategic deployment of indigeneity for international political and economic 

projects can be useful but creates significant risks. The rapid fall of Xavante and Kayapó
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leaders who mis-stepped in the public eye are valuable lessons in this regard (Rabben 

2004). As Conklin and Graham (1995) clearly explain, a key danger is that identity 

politics depend on identifying romantic symbols that appeal to international audiences, 

decontextualizing them in a way that essentializes indigenous lives, and investing those 

symbols with significant power. These “generic representations, no matter how 

sympathetic, inevitably turn into liabilities when the disjunctures between external 

images and indigenous realities become manifest” (Conklin and Graham 1995: 705-6). 

International indigenous identity politics therefore initiate a new series of political booms 

and busts that are based on an international trade in symbols rather than rubber or Brazil 

nuts and that, like their economic counterparts, may undermine alliances and the pursuit 

of long-term interests. 

In addition, Charles Hale argues that neoliberal governance opens spaces of 

apparent empowerment through multiculturalism and identity politics as a way of 

channeling and establishing limits to genuinely transformative empowerment. Indigenous 

people are empowered to stay in the non-threatening spaces that states and corporations 

have allocated for them while all other political possibilities are closed off. The spaces of 

neoliberalism can be productively occupied, he argues, “as long as neoliberal principles 

are critically scrutinized as opportunities to be exploited” (Hale 2004: 19). Hale sees the 

greatest possibilities in alternative productive systems and reconfigured alliances among 

indigenous groups, marginalized non-indigenous groups, and the state. Realizing such 

rearticulations will not be easy, but it certainly seems within the reach of AmazonCoop.
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Finally, as Michael Brown (2003) explains, politicization and commodification 

may reframe culture as a bureaucratic, legal, and economic category, requiring 

indigenous people to engage directly with traditional state institutions such as the 

legislature and judiciary. Official negotiations of this sort will be precarious, and the 

effective implementation of their results uncertain. Indigenous people’s historical 

experiences in Brazilian Congress and courts have consisted of a series of “advances and 

retreats” but few long-term gains (Chernala 2006). 

Pursuing Indigenous Interests in the Context of Contemporary Globalization

In his ethnography of the Araweté, Eduardo Viveiros de Castro explains that, after 

a series of major battles with the Kayapó and Parakanã, the tribe decided that it was 

finally time to pacify the whites. Their initial decision to contact Brazilian caboclos along 

the river was devastating. FUNAI scouts found the tribe famished and diseased and, in 

desperation, led the survivors on a 17-day trek to the FUNAI post at Ipixuna, where they 

would find medical supplies. More than two-thirds of the tribe died or disappeared during 

the trek. 

In the 30 years since, the Araweté have settled at Ipixuna, rebuilt their population, 

and begun to recover from the trauma of contact. Today the tribe is extremely dependent 

on FUNAI for medical care and the manufactured goods to which they have become 

accustomed. Visitors to the village would see these dependencies and the villagers’ 
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mimicry of non-indigenous lifestyles as a desire to be like the white people. But, Castro 

explains, it is “absolutely the reverse,” they want the whites to be more Araweté: 

The consumption of foreign objects by the Araweté is, more than anything, the 
consumption of symbols, it is a mode of establishing a relationship, not with the 
objects of the whites, but with the whites as a different society. Soliciting the 
goods and services of the whites living in Ipixuna is the Araweté way of 
domesticating the whites, of controlling and therefore of inverting subjectively the 
objective dependency in which they find themselves. (Castro 1992: 158)

AmazonCoop is also about relationships—objective relationships of production, 

distribution, and trade as well as subjective relationships of communication, symbolic 

consumption, and politicking. The AmazonCoop case demonstrates that contemporary 

globalization creates a range of opportunities for indigenous people to engage in new 

political and economic projects that may alter the terms of their interaction with their 

dominant societies or advance other indigenous interests. Although the cooperative 

institutionalizes outsiders’ power over indigenous communities, this power is not and 

cannot be total. Indigenous people continue to have opportunities to evade, resist and 

rework outsiders’ power. In the case of AmazonCoop, some of these opportunities are 

based on historical strategies. Others, however, originate in the cooperative itself or the 

new context of contemporary globalization, which offer institutional spaces for 

indigenous unity, a language through which to make demands, potentially powerful 

international relationships, and a new way of using indigenous symbolism for political 

ends. 

Similarly, the history of Amazonian extractivism highlights the possibility that 

indigenous peoples’ power may endure even in conditions of apparent dependency and 
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subjugation, such as those that the cooperative appears to reinforce or those that the 

Araweté and other indigenous groups experience today. History reveals that processes 

often considered unique to contemporary globalization have been used successfully by 

indigenous people in the past to promote their own goals, suggesting that globalization 

may continue to offer possibilities—though not easy ones—for marginalized people. It 

also demonstrates that cultural changes accompanying globalization—and those that 

seem to be encouraged by AmazonCoop’s support for non -traditional livelihoods and 

market integration—are not new phenomena even in relatively isolated indigenous 

communities. 

All of this should offer some hope that indigenous people of the present and 

future will not be subjected to the same abuse and exclusion as in the past. A key lesson, 

however, is that achieving and managing cultural, social, political, and economic change

is complicated and fraught with unanticipated difficulties. This study does not 

underestimate these difficulties. It highlights some of the new opportunities and 

challenges initiated by contemporary globalization and delineates key issues to consider 

when devising a change strategy. Effective strategies must be based on an understanding 

of historical continuities and contemporary changes in local and global political 

economies, particularly with relation to sources of power, possible alliances, and 

ecological, economic, and political sustainability. 

Whatever the goal is—whether it is to “pacify the whites,” to learn to negotiate 

the mundo branco without losing indigenous culture, or something else entirely—success 

will depend on relationships established through both material and symbolic exchange, 
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through both economics and politics. AmazonCoop and its international links offer a

framework for organizing these relationships in the context of global markets and global 

identity politics. This framework is not ideal to the extent that it limits indigenous 

participation and fosters dependencies, but it is also not static and not the only one 

available. Minutes before presenting this thesis, I learned that indigenous people had 

assumed control of the cooperative and initiated substantial changes. The nature and 

consequences of these changes are not yet clear, but they will mark the next chapter in 

the history of indigenous political-economic negotiations on the extractive frontier. 
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