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Contradictions, Emerging Dynamics, and Open Questions of the Landless Worker’s 
Movement in Espírito Santo, Brazil 2010: An Anthropological Investigation 
Michalis Kontopodis, HU Berlin/ UvA michaliskonto@googlemail.com 
 
This multimedia article investigates current dynamics, contradictions, and open questions 
regarding the Landless Rural Worker’s Movement – “O Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais 
Sem Terra” or the “MST” – in Espírito Santo, Brazil. It presents different modes of materials, 
such as personal narrations, ethnographic fieldnotes, photos and videos as well as theoretical 
analyses. The author positions himself in solidarity with the Movement, and makes explicit 
his political values. At the same time he tries to take a critical and reflective stance. A series 
of issues are discussed such as: the production of meaning, production of material goods, state 
funding, use of technology, distribution of power. An interdisciplinary perspective is 
developed about how current contradictions can be resolved so that the Movement can be 
further developed. 
 
How to Enjoy Healthy, Tasty, and Cold Fruit Juice All Year Round 
 
It is summer and it is hot. I am at my hosts’ yard with Fernanda,1 their seven year old 
daughter. She is excited by my presence and surprised that I do not know which tree produces 
which fruit or what their names are. No fruit is however in season at the moment in Espírito 
Santo, Brazil– except for a few coconuts remaining on the trees. The language spoken is 
Portuguese. I am a beginner, but can make myself understood to almost everyone and can also 
understand almost everything said. Fernanda shows me the various trees and explains to me in 
full detail what tree bears what and in what season. I am also surprised by her knowledge and 
her interest in this kind of information. I tell this to her, and she laughs proudly.2  
 
Fernanda and me, we arrive back home and I am quickly offered a delicious cold mango juice 
by her mother. On a previous day I was offered acerola3 juice in the morning and pineapple 
juice in the afternoon. My hosts want me to try everything they produce. Given the fact that 
the daily fare at the settlement is quite monotonous (chicken, rice, and beans), I am pleased 
with these refreshing (if not “fresh”) juices, and think about what good fruit must do for 
people’s health. I drink all of my juice – such a good feeling! – and ask for more.  In 
principle, quantity is not a problem here: the settlement where I am has existed for 15 years, 
and the trees are now big enough to produce enough fruit for the whole year. It is one of the 
richest and most vibrant settlements of the Landless Rural Worker’s Movement in Brazil 

                                                
1 All names in this article have been anonymized in order to protect the people involved from unwanted 
publicity. This is also the reason the names of the settlements in which my ethnographic fieldwork took place are 
not revealed. It is obvious, however, that anonymity cannot be ensured for the film or photographic material. All 
people being filmed or photographed were informed about my research purposes and agreed to participate. I also 
got ethical clearance for the participation of children in my research through their parents and school teachers. 
Participation in my research was optional and anybody could quit at any time. My deep interest in and solidarity 
with the Landless Movement quickly created an atmosphere of trust between me and the people involved in my 
research.  
2 According to Risso et al., such a scene is part of what can be called childhood in and of the countryside Risso, 
E., G. d. A. Filho-Junqueira, G. Quijano, M. A. Goncalves-dos Santos, M. S. dos Reis-Amador, M. S. 
Hoffmann-Cavalheiro, R. Mendes-Pereira, R. Barcé, S. Kaufmann, S. M. Maier, and V. S. da Luz-Bonini. 2006. 
"A infancia e a Crianca no e do Campo," in Como se Formam os Sujeitos do Campo? Idosos, Adultos, Jovens, 
Crianças e Educadores. Edited by R. S. Caldart, C. Paludo, and J. Doll, pp. 113-140. Brasília: PRONERA/ 
NEAD..  
3 Acerola is otherwise called West Indian cherry or wild crapemyrtle. 
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(“Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra” or “MST4). Quality is not a question 
either – I have never tasted such good juice in Europe or in the big Brazilian cities. But how 
can these juices be available if no fruits are in season? The Guarani Indians or the Quilombola 
people I visited some days ago could never have offered me such good juice, I think while 
drinking.  
 
When I departed on my research trip to settlements of the Landless Movement two weeks 
ago, I was worried – and even warned many times – that I was going to visit occupied lands 
and poor people who lived under extremely difficult conditions. This is not at all what I 
experience now. I realize that correct information about the Landless Movement does not 
spread to people outside the movement. My hosts have everything they need to have fresh 
cold juice throughout the year – and this is quite a lot: one needs fruit trees; one needs 
irrigation technologies and electricity for the pumps. Then one needs a freezer to freeze the 
fresh fruit pieces (the freezer is big, expensive, and must usually be transferred from far away, 
even imported from the USA). One needs a blender, too, to make a juice out of water and 
frozen fruit pieces. For the freezer and the blender one needs electricity as well.  
 
How self-evident can (not) having regular access to fruit be? As already noted, a lot of 
technology, transportation, and money are needed for fruit to be available. And it is not 
necessarily easier to transport freezers or pumps to the Brazilian countryside than it is to 
transport Brazilian fruits or iced juice to Europe or the USA. Land workers who work in 
agribusiness in Brazil and produce eucalyptus, paper, and coffee for the whole world do not at 
all have regular access to fruit. The same is the case for the homeless inhabitants of big cities 
or for people living in favelas and poor neighborhoods – not only in Brazil, but also in the 
USA and elsewhere. Such people may be paid enough to eat rice and beans, and sometimes 

                                                
4 Even if the Landless Worker’s Movement was conceived from the very beginning as a single, centrally 
organized movement, one can find huge differences between the various Landless Worker’s settlements and 
encampments all over Brazil. They each have their own local history, population mix, geographical 
characteristics, and even differ in their ideological preferences, their relations to state representatives and 
institutions, and their association with the central Landless Worker’s leadership. This article restricts itself to the 
study of the Landless Movement in Espírito Santo. Research materials from other regions were also collected for 
purposes of general comparison during my fieldwork. For general information in English about the Landless 
Worker’s Movement, its history, and its political and educational aspirations, see Kane, L. 2000. Popular 
education and the Landless People’s Movement in Brazil (MST). Studies in the Education of Adults 32:36-50.. 
In Portuguese one can find an overview of the history of colonization and economic development in Espírito 
Santo until 1975: Gomes, H. 2005. "Aspectos da História Economica do Espírito Santo," in A Reforma Agrária e 
o MST no Espírito Santo. Edited by A. P. Souza, J. A. Pizetta, H. Gomes, and D. Casali, pp. 15-28. Vitória, ES, 
Brazil: Secretaria Estadual Movimento Sem Terra., from 1976 until 1995/6, including details about the area’s 
main agribusiness of Aracruz and statistic data, here: Casali, D., and J. A. Pizetta. 2005. "A Formação do 
Campesinato e as Mudanças Recentes na Agricultura Capixaba," in A Reforma Agrária e o MST no Espírito 
Santo. Edited by A. P. Souza, J. A. Pizetta, H. Gomes, and D. Casali, pp. 29-72. Vitória, ES, Brazil: Secretaria 
Estadual Movimento Sem Terra.. Situated in this context, an overview of the Landless Workers’ occupations in 
Espírito Santo, with a detailed presentation of their spatial and various quantitative dimensions, is provided here: 
Pizetta, J. A., and A. P. Souza. 2005a. "Caminhar É Preciso: Os Passos Dados Instigam a Continuar a Marcha," 
in A Reforma Agrária e o MST no Espírito Santo. Edited by A. P. Souza, J. A. Pizetta, H. Gomes, and D. Casali, 
pp. 147-171. Vitória, ES, Brazil: Secretaria Estadual Movimento Sem Terra.. Pizetta & Souza —. 2005b. "Entre 
Luta, Esperança e Utopia: A Caminhada do MST no ES no Período de 1984 a 2005," in A Reforma Agrária e o 
MST no Espírito Santo. Edited by A. P. Souza, J. A. Pizetta, H. Gomes, and D. Casali, pp. 73-146. Vitória, ES, 
Brazil: Secretaria Estadual Movimento Sem Terra. also offer a detailed presentation of the history of the 
Landless Worker’s Movement in Espírito Santo in its different phases: the first steps from 1983-1985; the 
constitution of the movement at Espírito Santo, 1985-1988; further conflicts and repression,1989-1991; new 
fights, 1992-1994; the establishment and expansion of the movement, 1995-2002; and the Landless Movement 
under the Lula government from 2003- 2005. The study presented here takes place in 2010 and explores 
developments that follow the history presented by Pizetta & Souza. 
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they might have their own chickens or are able to buy cheap meat – but fruit? It might also be 
that people escape the capitalist mode of production in the way Guarani Indians do: they can 
eat forest animals, birds, or fish; they can eat a few wild fruits during the appropriate season; 
they might even be given rice and beans by the state. Still, they cannot enjoy a cold fruit juice 
every day or eat ‘fresh’ fruit all year. 
 
It seems that the landless workers – former inhabitants of favelas or low-paid workers at 
large-scale agribusiness plantations – have managed to obtain and now enjoy all these goods. 
Continuous occupations, displacements, encampments, settlements, resettlements, and a series 
of demonstrations and violent confrontations with police marked the transitions from 
individuals to imagined communities, from imagined communities to collectivities, and from 
collectivities to place-based communities, as Hannah Wittman writes (Wittman 2005).  
 
In the special issue of the Landless Workers’ own newspaper commemorating the 25th 
anniversary of the Landless Movement, one can read a heroic historical narrative. To mention 
only a few major events: 19 Landless Workers were gunned down dead and another 69 
wounded by police while they were blocking a state road in Pará on April 17, 1996 (Eldorado 
dos Carajás massacre). Another 13,000 Landless Workers marched from Goiânia to Brasilia 
(more than 200 kilometers) in 2005 (Jornal dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra 2009). The 
above-described quality of life can be seen as a result of those events. It is interesting that this 
quality of life seems self-evident as seen from the perspective of the now growing children 
who did not experience this whole history. For food and freedom to be given to marginalized 
urban and rural populations, strong confrontations body-to-body with policemen and face-to-
face with politicians needed to take place (Dimenstein 1996, Ondetti 2006).5  
 
Now, after 25 years, the government is friendlier to the movement, and processes of 
negotiation have been established so that new settlements and encampments are allowed and 
at least a minimum of quality of life is ensured in the existing ones.6 New land is occupied 
and more and more people are living better and better – enjoying fresh fruits throughout the 
year, as described above. One could say that the Landless Workers’ Movement has already 
reached much more than one could ever have imagined given the colonial and capitalist 
history of Brazil and of Latin America in general (cf. Branford and Rocha 2002).  
 
The Landless Workers’ Movement is considered the major counter-hegemonic movement of 
Brazil and is one of the most important radical social movements of Latin America, with an 
estimated 1.5 million landless members of all possible ages and ethnic-racial groups 
                                                
5 For detailed tables of the crimes and violence against the Landless Workers in the region of Espírito Santo, see 
Pizetta & Souza Pizetta, J. A., and A. P. Souza. 2005b. "Entre Luta, Esperança e Utopia: A Caminhada do MST 
no ES no Período de 1984 a 2005," in A Reforma Agrária e o MST no Espírito Santo. Edited by A. P. Souza, J. 
A. Pizetta, H. Gomes, and D. Casali, pp. 73-146. Vitória, ES, Brazil: Secretaria Estadual Movimento Sem Terra.. 
6 For example, the local government of Espírito Santo funded construction materials that the Landless Workers 
used to build houses and artificial lakes in the settlements. It also financed a new school building and some 
infrastructure. The government also often provides rice and other products to the encampments where people 
have not yet started to cultivate their own products. Nowadays, in Espírito Santo the state is responsible for 
removing the collected rubbish from the settlements/ encampments and processing it. Public hospitals are 
responsible for sending an ambulance to settlements/encampments in case of emergency. Free public 
transportation is organized for the students who visit schools outside the settlements/encampments. However, 
there are a lot of differences among the different states, and the situation is more difficult in the Brazilian North-
East where there is also a tendency towards drought Sigaud, L. 2008. A collective ethnographer: fieldwork 
experience in the Brazilian Northeast. Social Science Information 47:71–97.. Local governments there have 
fewer resources to support the inhabitants of the settlements in their first steps. The level of support also varies 
according to the level of corruption of the local governments. 
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organized all over Brazil (Karriem 2009). What, however, has not yet happened although it 
was the main aim of the Landless Movement from the very beginning is the Brazilian agrarian 
reform (Heredia 2008, Tavares 2009, Wolford 2004). 
 
When we move from the inside to the outside of the home, I realize once more that the 
outside walls are painted red. I say that I like the color, and Ernesto tells me that his wife 
Maria chose it. Maria is a teacher at the local school for landless children, and the color red, 
as Ernesto explains, symbolizes communism – the state political economy will reach after 
socialism. I am skeptical about this part of Marxist theory, but feel impressed about how these 
uneducated people can articulate such a radical counter-ideology as if it were self-evident for 
everybody (cf. Karriem 2009).  
 
Red is also the color of the T-shirt Maria is wearing, a T-shirt with the flag of the landless 
rural workers. I ask myself if she normally wears it– or if it is just because I am there. 
Another day, Maria explains to her class at the settlement’s school that the red color (also the 
main color of the Landless Rural Workers’ Movement’s official flag) symbolizes not only 
communism but also the blood of the landless workers who died during fighting in the first 
years of land occupations and demonstrations. I also find the rest of the house’s decorative 
elements very interesting: black and white posters with photos of these fights, printed by the 
central offices of the Landless Movement and presented in wooden frames, decorate the 
interior walls in the same way landscapes or printed paintings would decorate a middle-class 
living room.  
 
Novelas and Football at Home after Work, Or: The Absence of Politics 
 
The evening comes. I am quite tired and want to retreat to the room where I sleep, but remain 
for a moment in a space that could be called the “living room,” where the whole family sits – 
not on but in front of – the sofa, so that their backs are against the sofa and their legs stretched 
out in front of them. There is a football match, and everybody – including the female family 
members – watch with enthusiasm. I have never been a fan of watching TV, not movies, 
matches, soap operas, or game shows. However, the scene is quite interesting for my 
ethnography:  
 

I observe the huge flat screen TV, which I have seen everywhere I have been in Brazil – in 
intellectuals’ apartments, favelas, or Guarani Indian wooden houses. There is a TV table, quite 
luxurious, with extra space for a CD player and speakers that also look new and fancy. The sofa 
reminds me of the sofa in my middle-class parents’ living room. For a moment I forget where I 
am. But then the posters depicting historical moments of the Landless Workers’ struggles draw my 
attention. They are hanging on the wall behind the sofa, opposite the TV. Everybody is seated so 
they are facing the television and not the posters – except me. I am in-between spaces, between 
staying here and going to my room, on the threshold of once more entering the private – very 
private – space of my host family or going back to my own private space, my notebook, my 
thoughts.  
 
Everybody wants me to sit next to him or her. Fernanda, the youngest daughter of the family, is 
amazed by my presence there and tells me how much she likes football. Her parents affirm this 
statement quite proudly, and then I ask what everyone likes to watch: do they usually watch 
football? The mother/wife of the family, Maria, says that her preference is novelas, Brazilian soap 
operas. However, she also likes football, and does not complain as my European female friends 
would have done about Ernesto’s decision to watch the football match. “Football for men,” (but 
also for women)  “and novelas for women,” says Ernesto. I pretend to be interested in football for 
a few more minutes – I don’t want to disappoint anyone or be impolite – and then indeed retreat to 
my private space.  
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I am easily allowed to do this because tomorrow is an important day: I will get up early and join 
Ernesto in preparing Churrasco (ox barbecue), a typical Brazilian food (Ernesto’s family bought 
the whole animal alive –which is one of the few goods that Landless people need to buy – and a 
group of men would make all the necessary preparations for the barbecue). It is Friday evening and 
festivities are planned for the whole weekend: a lot of churrasco will be consumed… 

 
I will not describe the meat-ing in detail, but it had something in common with watching 
football in the living room during the evening that was not only my feelings of discomfort 
because I am vegetarian, don’t like football, and thus could not participate with everybody 
else in the observed practices. As seen from my perspective, common to both events and 
many others I witnessed was the absence of political discussion or debate. When visiting 
occupied spaces – which are per definition public spaces – in Europe and urban Brazil, 
nobody was sitting against a sofa watching football or novelas (soap operas). There was no 
such a thing as a family living room. People were much more engaged in arts, theater, and 
discussions about ecology, new scientific findings and classic or new political-economical 
models and ideas.    
 
At the Landless Workers’ settlements where I was, no one spoke about ecology or politics: 
not about the global economic crisis or Brazilian economic policies, for example, that in many 
ways affect the Landless Movement. Nobody discussed open questions about organic 
farming. There were no reading groups to discuss newspaper articles, classic political 
economical analyses, or reports by other organic producers elsewhere in the world. Somehow 
the interest was not there, and a feeling dominated that it was not necessary because a lot had 
already been achieved. People did not discuss their dependence on money and technologies 
that they could not produce on their own, or about the future of the movement. Even the 
settlement itself was organized so that public space was limited.7  
 
Has the “identity project” of the Landless Workers become a “closed” or “finished” one 
without new questions to discuss, as we asked at the beginning of this analysis? What role do 
the symbolic elements of the Movement currently play? Can it be that they are just decorative 
and reminiscent of another era? While in the field, it seemed to me that only the Landless 
Workers’ Newspaper celebrated their 25 year anniversary and still referred to open issues 
(Direção Nacional do MST 2009). It also seemed to me that politics and knowledge 
production were taking place elsewhere – maybe at the central offices of the Landless 
Workers’ Movement, or in the new land occupations – but not in the “established” 
settlements, as I had imagined.  
                                                
7 There were two distinct modes of spatial organization in the settlements: either one house situated next to one 
field, or all houses grouped together with all fields somewhere else In both types of spatial organization, the only 
“public” spaces were the school, an area that – if it existed –was collectively cultivated, and a church. The 
Landless Workers organize themselves in middle-class families, and I wonder if this organization is related to 
the official and unofficial involvement of many Christian agents in the movement, as the Church has been very 
supportive of the movement since the very beginning Associação Nacional de Cooperação Agricola. 2002. O 
que Levar em Conta Para a Organização do Assentamento. São Paulo, Brazil: Associação Nacional de 
Cooperação Agricola/ Ministério do Meio Ambiente.. It is, of course, possible that people would not watch soap 
operas and football if an urgent state of affairs was again present. Indeed, there have been conflicts about 
collective goods, and at other times people have been concerned about their aging communities as young people 
move to the cities, or have shared their anger about the low prices at which their products are sold. Very often 
the Landless Workers help each other out: from very practical things, like transporting something heavy, to quite 
complex situations, like organizing medical treatment or collecting goods for nearby encampments. However, I 
had imagined a radically different situation before visiting the settlements, and by my standards the few 
situations in which a public space was enacted could not be interpreted as implying an overall active political 
stance by the Landless Workers living in settlements. 
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It may be too critical to argue that the division of labor has been such that most Landless 
Workers produce food, while only a few produce meaning. Could this be the reason why my 
hosts looked like a middle-class family? Could this lack of direct democracy and political 
engagement be one more invisible element of the discourses discussed above – both the 
official and the popular ones? Could the division between symbolic and techno-scientific 
aspects of “nature” be an expression of this division of labor? What exactly are the invisible 
elements of this material-semiotic ordering in question, and where do the political discussions 
take place?  
 
Marginalization and Media Images 
 
The air is hot, the atmosphere dry. It has not rained for months. I am waiting for the bus that 
will take me from the village near the settlement where I spent the last few days to Vitória, 
the capital of Espírito Santo, where I will give a lecture about the Soviet psychologist L.S. 
Vygotsky at the Faculty of Education of the Federal University of Espírito Santo. Ernesto – 
my host at the settlement – has brought me to the bus stop by car and waits with me, spending 
much of his time just to be sure that I will get into the right bus. A woman in her late fifties is 
waiting as well. She is dressed very simply, and her face and body bear the signs of hardship.  
 
She is not from the settlement – otherwise we would have known her – she is from the 
village. I start speaking to her. She asks me where I was and I say that I was at the settlement 
of the Landless Workers nearby. “You went there? Weren’t you afraid?” is her immediate 
reaction. Not only was I not afraid – I had experienced the greatest hospitality ever. I try to 
explain this to her. She still does not seem convinced, although I am very calm and have 
obviously not experienced anything to be afraid of.  
 
We then change the subject, as it is easier to agree about the hot weather. She understands that 
Ernesto comes from the settlement (because he speaks Portuguese like a local and 
accompanies me) and asks him how it is possible for them to survive without water in such a 
dry period. Ernesto explains that they have water because they have constructed artificial 
reservoirs to irrigate their fields. The woman again does not seem convinced, although 
Ernesto is smiling and does not seem to be experiencing any lack of water. I am smiling while 
thinking of the great fruit juices at the settlement that this woman could never imagine. Then, 
somehow, we change position and the woman goes inside a shop to wait there. She does not 
speak to me when we get into the same bus.  
 
I do not quite understand what has happened. The bus is late, so after a while I repeat how 
impressed I am with the Landless Movement in general and my experience in Ernesto’s 
settlement in particular. Ernesto answers, “You see! And all these people think that we are 
criminals. Baboons!” He explains to me that everyone – even the people from the village 
nearby – are victims of propaganda against the Landless Movement and have the worst 
impression what the landless workers are. They would never be able to imagine how well – in 
terms of material conditions, joy, and absence of criminality – the Landless Workers and their 
children live. Ernesto and his older son, who visits a school outside the settlement near that 
village, face a lot of discrimination. I ask myself if it might be because of this discrimination 
– and not because they have solved all their problems – do Landless Workers feel the need to 
perform being ‘middle-class’ families, as I have accused them…  
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The influence of propaganda against the Landless Movement has been even more obvious 
when I spoke about the Movement with people from the upper-middle and upper class during 
my stay in Rio de Janeiro or Sao Paulo, or listened to media reports (Alston, Libecap, and 
Mueller 2010). Much can still be done to improve interaction with the villages and towns near 
the settlements. I feel deeply disappointed that other workers, instead of being inspired by this 
movement, are “afraid” of the Landless people. It is also clear that, when speaking of negative 
and media-driven propaganda, more is at stake than only the land that the Landless Workers 
occupy; Brazil is far from being an economy without exploitation, and strong interest groups 
profit from the exploitation of the majority of the population. One could say that in this regard 
indeed the Landless Workers are “dangerous” – much more dangerous than Guarani Indians, 
who are also very discriminated, could ever be. But how could the Landless Workers’ 
Movement qualitatively develop itself?   
 
Research Aims, Ethnography, and Data Analysis 
 
I aim here to render visible a series of invisible elements, and discuss contradictions or 
implicit controversies that the Landless Movement of Espírito Santo faces in this particular 
moment of its history – more than 25 years after the Movement was officially founded during 
the 1st Meeting of the Landless Rural Workers in Cascavel, Paraná, in 1984.8 I consider the 
resolution of the contradictions, to which I will refer below, crucial for the very existence of 
the Landless Movement and will point to ways in which the contradictions can be solved.9 
With my analysis I hope to actively participate in the Landless Movement as an insider and 
contribute to its further development.  
 
This text is written primarily for the interested landless people in Brazil and goes together 
with the short film presented below. Beyond this, I hope that the text and film are also of 
interest to people outside the Landless Movement – for example my academic colleagues. 
Thus I will try below to avoid sophisticated terminology; I hope that my writing as a form of 
documenting and reflecting my close participatory observation creates a colorful, easy-to-
understand account that includes silences, dynamics, and multiple versions of the same. I 
hope it can be interpreted in many ways – even contrary to the suggested interpretation. I also 
hope that it will become clear for the reader interested in theory, what kind of theory and what 
ethical-political values are implied in my account. 
 
My analysis is based on observations I made during an ethnographic field research of about 
two months in different places in Brazil, in collaboration with Prof. Erineu Foerste and Prof. 
Gerda M. Schütz-Foerste from the Department of Education, Federal University of Espírito 
Santo. Being an interested colleague from Europe, I quickly gained access to most of the 
academics or independent scholars who have written about the Landless Movement, such as 
Johannes Doll from the Federal University of Rio Grande do Súl, Isabela Camini (former 
researcher at the Landless Workers’ Movement’s own research unit), or Achilles Delari Jr. 
(independent scholar and former researcher of/ participant in the Landless Movement).  
 
                                                
8 For a quick overview of historical information on the Landless Movement and its early steps before 1984, see: 
http://www.mstbrazil.org/?q=history (date of access: 2010-11-02). 
9 I will not discuss gender-related aspects of the Landless Movement here. This is an issue to itself, see Caldeira, 
R. 2009. The Failed Marriage between Women and the Landless People’s Movement (MST) in Brazil. Journal 
of International Women’s Studies 10:237-258da Silva-Bereta, C. 2003. As fissuras na construção do “novo 
homem” e da “nova mulher” - Relações de gênero e subjetividades no devir MST - 1979/2000, Universidade 
Federal de Santa Catarinade Melo, D. M. 2001. A Construcão da Subjetividade de Mulheres Assentadas Pelo 
MST, Universidade Estadual de Campinas.. 
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My research soon became part of broader long-term research projects into countryside 
education initiated by Erineu Foerste, Gerda M. Schütz-Foerste, and colleagues (cf. Foerste 
2004, Foerste, Foerste-Schütz, and Duarte-Schneider 2008, Monteiro Barreto Camargo, 
Kerschr Pedrosa Bento, and Schütz-Foerste 2010, Schütz-Foerste et al. 2010). I shared much 
of my data with them and we collectively engaged in data interpretation during my stay in 
Brazil. Erineu Foerste and his team and students – some of whom have become teachers at the 
landless schools and hosted me during my stay – made my access to the field possible.  
 
My fieldwork was not limited at the Landless Workers’ settlements; from the first days of my 
research I realized the necessity of understanding the broader context in which the Landless 
Movement emerged and of getting to know other rural communities and movements that 
surround the landless settlements (Caldart, Paludo, and Doll 2006). I also made it an aim to 
become acquainted with the everyday living conditions in the urban spaces many landless 
workers came from (Davis 2006). I thus conducted fieldwork in many different places and 
with many different people: with Guarani Indians, with small-scale land workers who own the 
land they cultivate, with Quilombolas, and with people living in urban favelas. In most cases 
my access was enabled by Brazilian colleagues, if not from the team of Erineu Foerste then 
from other groups with whom I cooperated. The funding of my research was covered 
indirectly through talks I gave at Brazilian universities parallel to my fieldwork. 
 
My research involved ethnography, interviews, and experimentation with video and 
photography. Bringing together Science and Technology Studies (cf. Haraway 1991, Law 
2004, etc.) and cultural-historical approaches (cf. Kontopodis, Wulf, and Fichtner 2011), on 
the one hand I pursued a detailed documentation and analysis of material relations (e.g. the 
use of tools and technology; the distribution of land and organization of agricultural 
production; the availability of electricity and water; the circulation of bills, state funds and 
money; food conservation and consumption). On the other hand, I examined the role that 
photos, symbols, and narratives play in the enactment of a collective past as well as in the 
imagining of collective futures (Middleton and Brown 2005). I also documented rules of 
conduct and community morals (cf. Fassin, Bourdelais, and Dozon 2005).  
 
The employment of the word “anthropological” in the subtitle does not only denote the use of 
ethnographic methodology – which goes together with Anglo-American anthropological 
theorizing and a focus on everyday life, action, and performativity – it also implies a more 
general cross-disciplinary effort to study and develop human subjectivity as suggested by the 
Soviet school of cultural-historical psychology (Daniels, Cole, and Wertsch 2007, Vygotsky 
1931/1997, Vygotsky 1934/1987), and more recently by the German school of historical 
anthropology (Kontopodis, Wulf, and Fichtner 2011, Wulf 2009).  
 
‘Land’ in Everyday Discourse 
 
I walk with Ernesto, the husband and father in the family that hosts me, in “his” fields. “His” 
in this case does not indicate land ownership – The land previously owned by the assassinated 
landowner is now owned by the state. “His” or “his family’s” indicates responsibility to 
cultivate on the long term – until Ernesto is too old or dies. Usually the area that belongs to a 
settlement is divided into “family properties” (in the just-mentioned sense), which are then 
divided into small-scale cultivations of products for their own consumption and into larger-
scale plantations of products for sale. Sometimes there are collective areas as well, where 
everybody works, responsibility is shared, and all take profit out of the products sold.  
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Although indigenous populations are against all forms of agriculture, the Landless Workers – 
who mainly come from urbanized populations who did not survive well in the urban scape or 
who were formerly very low-paid agribusiness workers – make a distinction between two 
opposed forms of agricultural production: agribusiness and agroecology. In contrast to 
agribusiness, which is capitalist and implies exploitation, agroecology is based on a quite 
simple idea: the modern family (not a huge “medieval family” or any other group 
constellation) produces the food that it needs to survive: rice, beans, chicken, fruit. At another 
place (either individually or collectively) coffee, allspice, or other products are cultivated for 
sale. Even if the plantation is organic and the Landless Workers do not use large-scale 
machinery, these products are produced in large enough quantities to exchange them (directly 
or indirectly via money) with electricity, freezers, pumps, clothes, construction materials, and 
whatever else the Landless Workers need but do not produce on their own.10  
 
Ernesto proudly shows me “his” plantation of coffee, pepper, and other plants. He speaks 
about biodiversity and the privileges of small-scale agriculture in contrast to agribusiness, 
both for nature and for the people working on the land, who now have enough to eat. He also 
tells that he bought coffee plants only the very first time, then he has produced new coffee 
plants out of the old ones – thus becoming independent from agricultural companies. He also 
says that he uses the seeds of a pepper whose product does not look pretty, but whose plants 
are resistant to illnesses – a fact again ensuring a self-sustainable production. He is just using 
a little bit of “natural” fertilizers such as phosphorus, calcium, and potassium. 
 
At the same time, Ernesto still remembers and tells me about how this field looked at the very 
beginning, 15 years ago, and every small step he undertook so that the plantation looks like it 
does now: the whole community helped to create spaces for collecting water, organizing 
systems of irrigation, and creating seeds out of the first plants.  
 
Ernesto’s discourse is quite mixed – in the sense that it simultaneously refers to science, land 
property politics, and his own history. At the same time, it does not develop a meta-
perspective: the discourse is critical but is not self-critical, and it does not offer any means to 
reflect about what is not spoken about, what and how remains invisible (Law 2004). We 
explained above that what remained invisible in the “success and solidarity” discourse of the 
teachers was the failure of the movement to achieve the agrarian reform. What the discourse 
employed by Ernesto did not speak about cannot yet become visible. Before elaborating this 
aspect, I would like to refer to the more official version of the discourse employed by Ernesto.  
 
‘Organic Fruits’, ‘Fruits of Revolution’ and Official Discursive Production of the 
Landless Movement 
 
Landless Workers mix different discourses about nature in their everyday conversation with 
visiting researchers: they refer to “objective” facts such as production statistics, ecological 
knowledge, or sale prices while expressing “subjective” feelings such as pride, nostalgia, 
belonging, love, calmness, or disquiet. However, the official symbolic and discursive 
production is divided into two distinct fields, art and science:  
 

                                                
10 One could say that agroecology is reminiscent of medieval South European family-based agricultural modes 
of production, but it has been re-signified in the context of ecological, political-economical, and feminist 
discourses: eradicating poverty is an ethical, social, and environmental imperative according to the “Carta da 
Terra,” an official declaration for the earth and the life at the countryside Iniciativa da Carta da Terra Brasil. 
2000. Carta da Terra. Brazil: http://www.cartadaterrabrasil.org/prt/text.html.. 
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Parabéns em Movimento  
(“Congratulations to the Movement,” by an anonymous authors’ collective/ published by the 
Cultural Sector of the Landless Rural Workers’ Movement on the occasion of ist 25th anniversary) 
 
Parabéns dos seus amigos e do seu povo sem terra/Pelos 25 anos de história. Viva a luta pela 
terra (2x)/Quando a bandeira vermelha subiu, o latifúndio tremeu/ Quando uma parte do campo 
floriu a Mãe Terra agradeceu/ Dignidade rompeu a porteira, sorriso de assentamento/ Viva e 
reviva MST, parabéns em Movimento (2x) […]/ Quando a bandeira vermelha subiu, o sonho 
aconteceu/ Colhendo os frutos da rebeldia, um novo ser renasceu/ Seguindo em marcha abre 
caminhos rumo au novo amanhecer/ São 25 anos de luta, viva o MST! […]  
 
Congratulations from your friends and from your landless people/ For 25 years of history. Long 
live the struggle for land (2x)/ When the red flag went up and the landlords trembled/ When one 
part of the field bloomed the Mother Earth acknowledged us/ Dignity broke in and the settlement 
smiled/ Live and relive MST, congratulations to the Movement (2x) [...]/ When the red flag went 
up, the dream came/ Reaping the fruits of the rebellion, a new being was reborn/ Keeping on 
protesting opens up paths towards a new dawn/ 25 years of struggle, Long live the MST! [...] 
(Setor de Cultura do MST 2009) (translation by the author). 

 
The Landless Movement highly values the arts and expresses itself in music, poetry and 
theatre (Arenhart 2006, Associação Nacional de Cooperação Agricola 2002). The Movement 
considers these arts to be mystical elements that bring together its members, are constitutive 
of the Pedagogia do Movimento Sem Terra, and make up part of the Landless Workers’ 
identity, as Roseli Caldart11 writes (2002). This cultural production goes together with the 
emergence of new subjectivities and demarcates “otherness,” i.e. differentiates the Landless 
Workers from other social groups – both in their own and in others’ eyes (da Silva-Bereta 
2003, Leite-Ferreira and Dimenstein 2006). When one visits a Landless Workers’ settlement, 
one will find plenty of evidence of its history, in interior decoration, printed on T-shirts, 
represented by photos of massacres, written poems, or CDs with Landless Workers’ music, as 
the song presented above.  
 
The discourse about “Mother Earth” and the “fruits of the rebellion” is metaphoric and does 
not refer to land and fruits as such. It is a discourse about subjectivities. On the contrary, the 
National Direction of the Landless Workers’ Movement often employs a purified12 natural- 
scientific and objective (or objectivist) discourse about “nature” as physical, chemical, and 
biological matter. It criticizes multinational companies for using genetically modified 
products, fertilizers, and pesticides in order to increase their profits, instead promising organic 
fruits and agricultural products for all the people of Brazil (Direção Nacional do MST 2009). 
In this context, the Landless Movement has organized its own education and research into 
alternative models and techniques of ecological production. At the same time, most landless 
young men who go on to university study agricultural science in order to learn how to 
sustainably and ecologically cultivate the occupied lands. Only a few people study 
humanities, fine arts, or social sciences, and almost nobody studies science and 
humanities/arts in combination. 
 

                                                
11 Roseli Caldart is one of the main female intellectual figures of the Landless Movement. She supported the 
movement from the very beginning, and although she enjoyed an upper-middle class urban lifestyle, she chose to 
become a landless worker while continuing her work as an academic.  
12 Purified in the sense that some other aspects of the phenomena in question are rendered invisible, cf. Latour, 
B. 1987. Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press—. 1993. We Have Never Been Modern. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.. 
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It seems that a quite modern dualism – between “land” as matter, i.e. as techno-scientifically 
cultivated, and “land” as memory,13 i.e. as subjectively signified, is reproduced here. The 
official discourse is divided in a quite modern way: here is a poem, there a statistical analysis; 
this is knowledge about irrigation or fertilizers, and that is knowledge about the history of our 
fights and our dreams. Zander Navaro (2006) argues that the Landless Workers’ Movement 
has developed a series of actions in order to criticize GMOs (genetically modified organisms) 
under a public banner of  “agroecological agriculture” when, in fact, the disguised objective 
has been to attack multinationals producing such seeds and, ultimately, to denounce 
“imperialism” and the like. Navaro argues that this strategy has not been very effective and 
has been confusing for the Landless Movement’s supporters. In a further step, one could ask 
how this dualism between politics on the one hand and feelings and facts on the other could 
be overcome, and how the natural-scientific discourse could be related to the “identity” 
discourse analyzed in the previous section. Moreover: What is not spoken about, and how do 
the invisible elements of both discourses remain invisible? How does symbolic and discursive 
production relate to the material one? Who is (not) interested in these questions?  
 
Who Pays the Electricity Bill? State Funding vs. Grassroots Democracy 
 
I sit inside a small and very clean family car. We are driving from a Landless Workers’ 
settlement to a town nearby. First we stop to buy bread for the next day’s breakfast. Bread is 
one of the products that the Landless Workers do not produce by themselves. Then we stop 
get gas. Gasoline is another product that the Landless Workers must buy. Distances are quite 
long, and it is usually either too sunny or too rainy to walk, so even if the Landless Workers 
do not have a car, they at least need motorbikes and fuel.  
 
I sit in the backseat of the car; I do not need to actively participate in any activity or 
communication. I lie back for a moment and ask myself how self-sustaining agriculture can 
be nowadays. But I do not have much time to think; the driver – who is a woman and a 
teacher – stops again. She goes into a general store to pick up the post for her family and other 
friends who also live in the settlement. As is usually the case, post means bills. In this 
particular case it is the electricity bill: 156 Reais (R$) – a lot of money. Everybody in the car 
is furious. Such a huge monthly bill – gosh! I try to understand what they pay for. “You 
remember the water pump that I showed you yesterday?” “Yes.” “This is the bill for it. We do 
not need much electricity for the house, but the pump consumes a lot…” 
 
Indeed, I saw the pump the other day. Ernesto told me that they let the pump work at night so 
they consume “ecological” electricity, which is cheaper. However, the bill is still very high. 
They do not get a special reduction for being Landless Workers. Even if they constructed 
artificial pools to keep rainwater for the dry season at a lot of personal expense, they would 
still need money to transfer this water from one place to the other. And so they sell large 
quantities of allspice and coffee beans (at quite low prices when compared to the price of 
electricity) in order to finance the pump. They must sell even more to buy freezers, cars, and 
all the other devices and technologies referred to in this article.  
 
It is too hot to stay outside the car for a long time, and we slowly drive back to the settlement. 
On the way back home, I remember that I had also seen an electric pump in a village of 
Guarani Indians. They used it to transfer water from a small lake to their houses for their 
everyday needs. However, they did not have any agriculture or any irrigation, and it seemed 

                                                
13 Cf. Bergson, H. 1896/1991. Matter and Memory. New York: Zone.. 
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to me that this pump, which ensured minimal hygiene and potable water, was not private but 
public – electricity was thus paid by the state. In general, the Guarani houses did not have 
electricity, and the few that did stole it from the public lighting columns. The same was the 
case in urban favelas as well as in urban occupied spaces. 
 
The Landless Movement, however, tries to achieve quite modern living conditions. It is clear 
that the Landless Workers cannot afford everything needed in order to achieve the quality of 
life of a modern Brazilian citizen (I repeat: pumps, freezers, cars, motorbikes, TVs, 
electricity, fuel, etc.) by selling their products in the huge quantities and at the low prices 
currently acceptable in today’s global economy. State funding is the response to this problem. 
At the beginning of the Landless Movement, the state soon mediated between the Movement 
and the rich landlords – although this “mediation” was violent in the beginning, as already 
mentioned. However, as the state began to tolerate the Movement, it bought or re-claimed 
land owned by landlords and even financially supported the Landless people in their first 
steps. This implied providing them with building materials, milk, rice, pumps, freezers and 
other devices, schools, research funds, etc. It was also from the state that the Movement asked 
for funding for their schools, as well as for legal regulations so that they could create these 
schools in a way that would be meaningful for the Movement, as already described above.  
 
Nowadays, local and central governments pay the Landless teachers’ salaries and support the 
Landless people in many ways – this depending on the level of corruption of the politicians 
involved, the wealth of the region in question, and the involvement of the central organization 
of the Landless Movement as well as its acceptance on local and national level. The Landless 
people have perceived this funding as a re-distribution of Brazilian wealth, since public 
money is going to the poor and not to the businessmen. 
 
However positively such a relation to the state may be, the problem that state funding has 
created – as seen from my perspective – is one of representation: the Landless people had to 
select a few who would represent the others and enter in dialogue with the state, while the 
state also had to consider the movements’ enemies, such as the landlords, conservative 
political parties, the upper and middle class in general, or more recently, trader-chains 
(Mcmichael 2008). The few “representatives” of the Landless Movement have at the same 
time been the few who produce meaning – while everybody else produces food.  
 
Of course there are elections and democratic representation: ‘Núcleos de Base’ have been 
constituted for the organization of all possible domains of everyday life and for political 
representation outside the encampments/ settlements. These are clusters of families with 
elected representatives and constitute the basic organizational unit of the movement (above 
the family itself). The ‘Núcleos de Base’ are further represented in committees who formally 
elect the central administration – the so-called ‘lideranças’ (Veltmeyer and Petras 2002). On 
all levels, engaged people participate try to create a functioning, active, and participatory 
basic-democratic organization with nuclei of base. This process happens through dialogue, 
alphabetization, political formation, and a lot of personal engagement by the “avant-garde” of 
the movement.  
 
Although a great heterogeneity can be observed across the different settlements and local 
parts of the movement, and even though splits of the movement have taken place, the 
“lideranças” have remained the same and the movement has not developed new ideas or new 
practices – other than in the very beginning. In theory, the Landless Workers’ Movement is 
very much interested in everybody’s participation. However, even in the declarations that 
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speak about participation, “everybody” is referred to as the “base” – in contrast to the “top,” 
i.e. the Landless Movement’s leaders (Associação Nacional de Cooperação Agricola 2002). 
Even the division into “base” and “leadership” can be seen as an expression of power 
relations (as could the bureaucratization of the movement or the few but heavily discussed 
cases of corruption of some of the leaders, which would have been avoided through more 
direct-democratic and participatory politics). 
 
The political organization of the landless workers would be different, for example, if 
everybody were expected to serve in one domain as a “leader” for a short period of time. It 
would also be different if the Landless Movement were in direct dialogue with industrial 
workers, urban populations, or other social movements and involved in the direct exchange of 
products – without any money or any state politicians involved. In such a case, general 
assemblies and processes of direct collective decision-making and responsibility-sharing 
would play a much more important role, as has for example been the case regarding the 
administration of the city of Porto Alegre.  
 
It is worth mentioning here that Guarani Indians, Quilombolas, or other rural populations 
have never adopted such a politics of representation. Instead they have developed very 
different politics of resistance or resilience, such as direct action, non-participation in 
committees, nomadism etc. The Landless Movement, citing Marx & Engels, expected the 
state (personalized in Lula’s future and from 2003 governing party) to undertake all possible 
reforms until Brazil would finally be transformed into a communist economy (Heredia 2008). 
I believe that the state politics of representation and centralized distribution of funds has gone 
well together with the rather hierarchical organization of the Landless Movement, and has 
slowly turned the occupied lands into private spaces, as described in the previous section.  
 
At the same time, the support that Landless Workers have received from the state has been a 
result of their struggle for dignity and freedom, and is even now contested and the object of 
much critique from other societal groups and more conservative agents. One could consider 
the development of this relationship to the state as historically necessary – given the 
conditions in which the Landless Movement emerged and the events that shaped it. I am also 
not criticizing Landless Workers for their ambitions to achieve a “modern” lifestyle, with 
schooling, science, technologies, and entertainment. I am only trying to make visible their 
differences with other Brazilian movements and rural populations. However, as has become 
apparent in this article, much needs to be publicly discussed about the Landless Movement 
that is currently left unspoken. Landless Workers often employ quite controversial discourses 
about “nature,” reproduce modern dualisms and disciplinary divisions of systems of 
knowledge, and their “identity” discourse lacks reflectivity. The question that I would like to 
pose here is: What can the next step be?  
 
 
One Step Back: Life in Moving Encampments 
 
I need to note here that what I have referred to as an absence of politics, a lack of public space 
and engagement, and rather decorative symbolisms are not what I found to be the case at the 
encampments of the Landless Workers. All of the places I have mentioned are settlements, 
where Landless Workers have permission to stay for an undefined amount of time and have 
already lived for many years. The life in moving encampments, before they have reached a 
stage of settlement (Camini 2009, da Silva 2008), would require a different study and is not 
my topic here. However, I should mention that in this context Landless people do not receive 
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food, clothes, or other materials from the state, from nearby settlements, or from the central 
organization of the Landless Movement.  
 
At the encampments, Landless Workers are confronted with all possible technical, political, 
and social difficulties while negotiations are going on about if and where they would be 
allowed to settle down. They engage in everyday discussions, try to face all possible 
difficulties collectively, live in mixed spaces and not yet as “families,” actively participate in 
general assemblies and local politics, and even undergo a kind of testing in the life of a 
Landless Worker – if they disobey certain rules, they might even be expelled from the 
encampment by a decision of the general assembly.14 Many people have responded to my 
critique above by maintaining that if Landless Workers had stayed longer at encampments, 
engaged more deeply with politics, and become more used to participating in collective 
discussions and more engaged forms of organization, then life at the settlements would be 
different as well.  
 
Overview and Open Questions 
 
The complex situation of the Landless Movement involves so-called radical identity and 
memory politics, which often go together with a romantic understanding of nature and a very 
particular symbolic production; an objective discourse about ecology; self-evident use of 
technology directly or indirectly funded by the state, as it cannot be afforded by the Landless 
Workers; a hierarchical and centralized organization; private family life and an absence of 
continuous political engagement; new occupations; and negative public images. The agrarian 
reform that formed the core of the Landless Movement’s demands never happened, and 
international politics do not seem to be in any way supportive of the poor or what is 
ecological and fair (fair even mathematically thinking: trade or international banking policies 
are by far not fair). Even if there is public funding, the distribution of money is centralized 
and bureaucratic and goes together with indirect democratic politics. To maintain the focus on 
Brazil: the government’s own statistics show that a small percent of landowners own almost 
half of Brazil, and the vast majority of privately owned land is either badly used, under-used, 
or not used at all, even though the Federal Constitution allows for the expropriation of land 
not performing its “social function:”  
 
What we have also noticed is a strange division of labor: some people produce (organic) 
fruits, and other people (the leaders/ upcoming intellectuals) produce meaning. The 
production of meaning is centralized (be it ecology or Marxism or both), while the production 
of fruits and other agricultural goods is evenly distributed. There remains, of course, the 
everyday doing of memory and identity through photos and the appropriation of symbols, but 
this seems not to escape the given discursive order. It is also increasingly being replaced by 
other activities such as watching football or soap operas. The puzzle is completed – all pieces 
fit together and the one aspect seems to justify the other. Is this, however, a puzzle made out 
of well-fitting pieces or rather a Molotov cocktail of explosive composition, as indicated at 
the beginning of this essay?  
 

                                                
14 What impressed me a lot, and – as seen from my perspective – went together with the rather hierarchical 
organization described above, were the very strict morals at the encampments: no alcohol consumption, respect 
of family constellations and no affairs with pther people’s partners, a strict maintenance of hygiene rules 
(distinctly different from other occupations I have visited in Europe or the US). “If one does not follow these 
rules, one cannot become a good land worker,” as the second oldest woman of an encampment said.  
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One could say that the Landless Movement as a whole has been an important, radically novel 
constellation: nothing similar has ever taken place in the history of agriculture. One could also 
say that the moral, societal, and political-economical order has been necessary – historically 
necessary – in the particular conditions in which the movement grew. Still, the following 
question can be posed: To what extent does the Landless Workers’ Movement continue to be 
a movement (Leite and Dimenstein 2006), to become different from itself, to face the current 
political-economic situation, to overcome its own boundaries, or to create novelty anew? 
What are the qualitative changes that the Landless Workers’ Movement needs and can make? 
What are its next steps? 
 
How can Landless Workers overcome modern dualisms and at the same time produce 
meaning and fruit? How can meaning production become more equally distributed, and 
politics more direct? How can the relation that the Landless Movement has developed to the 
state be constantly reflected upon and – if necessary – qualitatively changed? How can the 
relations to other institutions, domains of economy, and movements be constantly rethought 
and re-done? How can the movement remain a movement, which means endless becoming 
different from itself? I think that for the first time in history, the Landless Movement stands at 
the brink of a radically new possibility to overcome modernity, its dualisms and dead-ends.  
 
Moving Forward, Moving Beyond: Meta-Reflection and Societal Change 
 
We have seen above that the Landless Movement has a significant symbolic and discursive 
production, which involves the imaginary and manifests important aesthetic qualities. The 
central administration of the Landless Workers’ Movement produces the movement’s own 
newspapers, journals, webpages, CDs, and films. This production cannot, however, be seen as 
an aesthetic production in the sense of an everyday life art project, as Foucault implied in his 
last works about the aesthetics of the self and the aesthetics of existence (cf. Foucault et al. 
2005, Huijer 1999). Neither is fruit production perceived as an everyday life art project in the 
sense of Foucault. We have seen how successfully Landless Workers create irrigation 
systems, produce fruit, cover their everyday dietary needs, and even produce export goods. 
They do not, however, actively engage in the production of meaning. Instead, meaning is 
mainly produced by the Movements’ intellectual figures or by Brazilian popular media, and 
then re-produced by the many thousands of Landless Workers. Politics is thus centralized and 
a lot of contradictions or double binds (Bateson and Bateson 1987, Deleuze and Guattari 
1980/1987) are made invisible and do not concern the Landless Workers in their everyday 
lives: for example, their relation to the state or to nature, or how they need/use technology. I 
see here emerging possibilities for a qualitative transformation of the Movement as a whole, 
as well as for the qualitative development of the Landless Workers to a new state of 
consciousness.  
 
I have shown, for example, that the discourse of the poem celebrating the 25th anniversary of 
the Landless Workers’ Movement referred to metaphoric categories such as “mother land” 
and the “fruits of the rebellion.” One could say that this discourse mediates both the relations 
of Landless Workers to each other and to nature – as well as the inner speech of a Landless 
Worker to him-/herself (Vygotsky 1934/1987). If we tried to depict this relation in a diagram, 
it would look like this:  
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Landless Worker                                Landless Worker 
 
 

  Poem 
Diagram 1 – A Poem Mediating Relations among Landless Workers 

 
 
One could say that this relation is mainly semiotic. However, its material aspects (the 
materiality of the newspaper circulated at the settlements) are also quite important and should 
not be ignored. It is only in relation to the other elements of this triadic relation that each 
element obtains its characteristics: the poem is a poem, the people in question are the “land-
less rural workers.” At the same time, the poem mediates and shapes the relation of the 
Landless Workers to the “land” or the “nature,” literally the “Earth”: the “terra” (female noun 
in Portuguese) is “our mother” and this kind of “natural” justice has been re-achieved through 
“our rebellion” – whose “fruits” “we” can now enjoy. Land is thus endless – it does not 
belong to anybody or it belongs to all: 
 

Landless Workers                             Mother-Earth (terra) 
 
 

  Poem 
 

Diagram 2 – A Poem Mediating Relations between Landless Workers and the Land 
 

Here again one can say that this relation is semiotic, and coincides with dispersed collective 
memories of fights, police violence, and solidarity (see above). At the same time, this relation 
is materialized: Landless Workers not only enjoy the “virtual fruits” of their rebellion, but 
also “real fruits” and their juice (see first section):  
 

 Collectively 
           Landless Workers                             Cultivated Land 

 
 

                                                            Fruits 
 
   Diagram 3 – Fruits Mediating Relations between Landless Workers and the Land 
 
 
Not only fruits, but also irrigation technologies, water, and other tools and devices as well as 
money and electricity mediate the Landless Workers’ relation to the land (terra), as explained 
throughout this essay. To focus on fruit: this fruit is organic and produced in quite small 
quantities, thus embodying or performing “biodiversity:” Landless Workers are enacted here 
more visibly as eating bodies who share fruit than as fighters who share collective memories:  
 
 

Landless Worker                                Landless Worker 
 
 

  Fruits 
Diagram 4 – Fruits Mediating Relations among Landless Workers 
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But again, it is difficult to separate the material from the symbolic or semiotic aspects of the 
enacted relation between land (terra) and fruits. One could endlessly produce similar 
diagrams (cf. Engeström 2008, Pape and Peirce 1988, Serres 1980/1982). I have elaborated 
elsewhere on matter, meaning, and multiplicity (Kontopodis forthcoming, Kontopodis and 
Niewöhner 2010), but the issue I would like to pursue here is quite a different one: 
contradictions or double binds are implied in the mediations presented above, which could be 
resolved through the qualitative transformation of the mediated relations and the emergence 
of new relations – meta-mediations (Kontopodis 2011, Roth 2007) that would enable 
Landless Workers to view their own material-semiotic production from a meta-perspective 
(cf. Bateson and Bateson 1987, Fichtner 2005). 
 
I believe that such a meta-perspective would enable Landless Workers to speak, reflect, and 
witness how they produce the “fruits of rebellion” and “organic fruits” at the same time – 
although these have so far been kept separate. Landless Workers need to develop a Meta-
Pedagogia da Terra and a new pluralistic politics of direct participation in meaning 
production. Their everyday experiences are very rich – even while cultivating such an 
“objective” thing as fruit. This experience could be the springboard for a continuous and 
endless reflection as well as sharing. Such a reflection about everyday experiences is possible 
for everybody and might escape dominant discursive formations that, however critical they 
might be, quite homogenize difference and subjective feelings (Stephenson and Papadopoulos 
2006). Such a reflection would also endlessly question all given mediations and relations, thus 
creating the possibility for a more participatory politics.  
 
I think that the Landless Movement, given its radicalism considering education as well as 
agricultural production, offers a unique historical possibility for a new revolutionary subject 
to emerge who would engage both in what could be called “intellectual” and “agricultural” 
production or work. In my view, this can happen if Landless Workers would begin to 
document how they produce fruit – more or less in a similar mode of how I documented it 
here. For this they could use writing, blogging, or film media. In the context of the Soviet 
revolution, Eisenstein and other artists tried to use cinema so that the upcoming revolutionary 
working class would view its everyday life from a meta-perspective. A very different cinema 
than today’s Hollywood was produced, which made visible how the reality of the movie was 
constructed, through which techniques and technologies, and left much more space for 
imagination and subjective interpretations of the projected images. This kind of cinema also 
inspired future generations of movie-makers such as Andrei Tarkovsky, Bella Tar etc. 
(Deleuze 1985/1987, Deleuze 1986).  
 
One could say that such cinematic pictures were created in a way quite similar to how 
Velasquez painted his famous Las Meninas – the painting that Foucault described as “pure 
reflection,” i.e. as the reflection of the reflection, and not (only) the reflection of reality (the 
subject of the painting is literally reflected in the mirror while the whole context of the 
painting is visible (Foucault 1966/2002, , see also: Kontopodis 2011)). Important for such a 
project would be that the media was used by everybody – not only by children, teachers, and 
artists. Everyone would create mediated accounts, dialogues, and debates about the everyday 
life among Landless Workers, as well as document their everyday experience, analyze it, and 
virtually share it with other movements (cf. Stephenson and Papadopoulos 2006). 
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Diagram 5 – Meta-mediating Relations 
 
The product of this mediation of the mediation (i.e. meta-mediation) would be a meta-
discourse about different discourses (ecological, historical, etc.). Thus the Landless Workers 
would be able to view their symbolic and material production from a meta-perspective and 
materialize this meta-perspective in new products, overcome the existing division of labor as 
well as its implied modern dualisms to which I have referred in detail, and create the 
possibilities for endless becoming – in the sense of Nietzsche, Deleuze & Guatarri, Haraway, 
and other philosophers (Deleuze and Guattari 1980/1987, Haraway 1989, Haraway 2008, 
Nietzsche 1885/2007). Why shouldn’t a new form of natureculture emerge (Haraway 2004) – 
here taking culture literally as cultural production (not only as values, mentalities, etc.)? Why 
shouldn’t a discursive synthesis emerge that would concern both matter and memory – and 
not separate objective science from subjective experience, politics from everyday life at the 
settlements, or nature from technology, as is currently the case (cf. Bergson 1896/1991)? I 
believe that such a meta-discourse – materialized in new practices and meta-tools – would 
significantly contribute to solving the various implicit contradictions presented above and 
create the conditions for direct and endless political participation, i.e. for the further 
qualitative development of the Landless Rural Workers’ Movement. 
 
There have been a few research and/or educational projects that moved in such a direction, 
although they have only focused on children in schools: Rodrigo Rossoni (2004) organized 
and documented a photography workshop for a period of eight months offered to 34 school-
age children. He analyzed the ways of constructing the children’s identities through their 
verbal and visual discourses, as well as through 30 photographs they produced. Although this 
photography was not “reflective” in the sense outlined above, the whole project involved a lot 
of reflection from a meta-perspective and to some extent created the conditions for new 
discourses.  
 
Another project used the art produced by five countryside artists (mainly paintings and 
photography) as educational material in what could be seen as a political-pedagogical project 
of child education (Schütz-Foerste et al. 2010). This project also offered to some extent the 
possibility of sharing everyday experience and reflecting on it through the development of a 
meta-perspective. Such projects could be generalized15 – initiated by the Landless Workers 
themselves, in the same way they self-organized their basic child and adult education 25 years 

                                                
15 I present elsewhere in detail how a pedagogics of meta-reflection can take place, see Kontopodis, M. 2011. 
Transforming the Power of Education for Young Minority Women: Narrations, Meta-Reflection, and Societal 
Change. Ethos 35.. For a presentation of other innovative and reflective educational projects that took place in 
Brazil, albeit outside the Landless Movement, see —. Editor. 2009. Children, Culture and Emerging 
Educational Challenges: A dialogue with Brazil, Latin America. Berlin: Lehmanns Media.. I would like to 
emphasize that “pedagogics” in such a case should not refer only to children and young people, cf. Deleuze, G., 
and F. Guattari. 1994. What is philosophy? European perspectives. New York: Columbia University Press.. 
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ago. They could lead to a new politics of participation as well as to new material-semiotic 
production.  
 
I strongly believe that such a qualitative “movement” is possible. Not only is it possible, it is 
the only way for the Landless Movement, after 25 years of existence, in the context of a very 
different local, national, and international politics and a non-existent agrarian reform, to 
remain in “movement” – to remain a “Movement” (cf. Leite-Ferreira and Dimenstein 2006). 
It is also a challenge to pass from centralized governance to direct democracy, achieve a 
different level of consciousness, and create new forms of existence, new forms of material-
semiotic becoming. This writing is an appeal to all involved and interested people to move in 
such a direction.  
 
Instead of an Epilogue: Two Photos Materializing History 
 
During my first evening at their home, Ernesto tried to find two photos, two particular photos 
among the many others the family was showing me. Most photos depicted the family or other 
people of the encampment (now settlement) in the different stages they went through before 
living as Landless Workers at the place where we were now. A lot of photos, however, did not 
present persons but materialities – the tent in which they lived in the encampment; the first 
wall they constructed of what later became the house where they live, etc. Some other photos 
were from relatives or friends that participated in the demonstrations of the Landless 
Movement. 
 
I was very interested and constantly asked questions. Ernesto continued to look for two 
specific photos. Yes – there they are! One had been taken recently: the hill with all its trees 
and plants, where the family worked and which we would visit the next day. The other photo 
depicted exactly the same location 15 years ago. I was impressed. Rocks and soil covered the 
hill and there was only one tree. “In that time,” Ernesto explained to me, “nobody cultivated 
anything here. No water or irrigation existed. We first constructed the lake you saw before to 
hold the rainwater, then planted the trees and now… you see?” He was so happy to have 
found the photos and so happy to share this history – his history – with me. I was very 
interested in the technical interventions and material arrangements in the fields – but soon 
realized that these went together with semiotic orderings materialized in photos, wounds, and 
other “materials” not in the fields – and the fields cannot be thought independently of broader 
material-semiotic arrangements (Haraway 1997, Latour 1999). “We remember these incidents 
sometimes with old comrades and we cry,” Ernesto told me in front of the many photos on the 
dinner table. “It is not that difficult now for the new land occupiers, they could never imagine 
how hard these times were…”.  
 
How does the above-mentioned objective discourse about nature as physical, chemical, and 
biological matter go together with personal memories, oral and written histories, and poems, 
songs, and other pieces of art about police violence? How does it go together with the first 
and next steps in creating a better future of justice and freedom for all? Where does the 
emotional-subjective witnessing of the past, the present, and the future meet the natural-
scientific “facts” about nature? Why is poetry and art something other than science and 
something separate from what everyday people – i.e. the landless workers – create in their 
everyday lives?   
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