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    PREFACE




    This book derives from the ethnography I carried out in the second semester of 2018, as one stage of my Master`s studies at Aarhus University. Studying in Denmark was a thrilling experience to me. A young Brazilian woman dwelling in a so-called “developed country” will handle meaningful encounters. Interestingly, the most remarkable lesson for me in the occasion was strictly connected to myself and my origins. When living in Denmark, I could finally realize that much of what I grew up admiring had no connection to my history or the place I was born in, Gama, on the outskirts of Brasília. Many, like me, grow up in the South, dreaming about the North, without even realizing how oppressive this can be.




    When it was time to choose a more specific study area, it was cold and I missed home. Then and there, I had changed a lot. During the Master’s course, I was introduced to ideas which nourished and motivated me. The idea that anthropology can be a tool to cultivate diversity and decolonize minds if, instead of focusing in the critique of capitalism, it focuses on the cultivation of other ways of living is essential to me. Since humans inhabit multiple realities, research dedicated to apprehend how diversely humanity can present itself, focusing on the local and its partial connections, is very inspiring. Through reading for difference, diversity is potentialized. Considering that, I decided to dedicate myself to the knowledge production on agroforestry in Brazil, the stories told by agroforesters, their learning processes, and how humans relate to other species in that context.




    Although I had considered moving in different directions, no other subject inspired me as much as forest cultivation. Like many of the interviewees in the research I present in this book, videos about agroforestry practices at Sítio Semente and Ernest Götsch’s engagement in living processes in the state of Bahia brought me hope. Therefore, in a few months, I was back in Brazil, arriving at Sítio Semente for the first time, having the opportunity to meet people I admire immensely, like Felipe and Guilherme.




    At that time, I had the opportunity to reconnect to the place I was born and to feel how meaningful it was to reflect on the origins of “conventional agriculture”, a particularly relevant aspect in Brazilian history. On the other side, Sítio Semente’s agroforestry experience shows how cultivation can vary. As world builders, humans engage in forest environments and relate themselves to other species in a collaborative way. For agroforesters, we should adopt a humbler stance when it comes to other species. Personally, I understand agroforestry as a hopeful possibility to engage in the building of more collaborative worlds. Humans can cultivate diversity by reconnecting to other species. Many of us cultivate new worlds already.




    It is also meaningful that “Cultivating diversity through oneself” be published in 2020, when it is undeniable that we live a multispecies disconnection crisis. The World Health Organization has declared a public health emergency due to the new coronavirus and humans worldwide were obliged to isolate themselves as a way to stop contamination. The expressions quarantine, social isolation and lockdown are now common on people’s daily lives. In isolation times, I hope this book can inspire connection, since I propose a reflection on how humans relate–and can relate–to other species.




    As the coronavirus spreads around, wildfires in the Amazon Forest and most recently in the Brazilian Pantanal are provoked in order to open even more space for agribusiness, monocultures, and all the modernity behind them. At the same time, I have just heard news from Guilherme, who was my gatekeeper in this research, and I fell exhilarating to know that he now cultivates agroforests in Mozambique. Additionally, while I write this preface, agroforesters in Sítio Semente have shared the news of their selection as finalists in the “Renovating Ideas: Planting Trees and Harvesting Food” contest, to help restoring the Rio Doce’s basin, devastated in the Mariana dam disaster, in 2015.




    I hope this book on Sítio Semente’s agroforestry can inspire the cultivation of diversity elsewhere.
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    INTRODUCTION




    If you think the world is ending, you are right. But if you think the world is beginning, you are also right. So, I would rather be one of those who believes the world is beginning.




    (Pedro de Souza, agroforester from Barra do Turvo)




    I am here to tell stories of hope1. The characters in my stories are real: both passionate agroforesters, whose way of cultivating and living inspires many others, and other species, with which those agroforesters engage and learn, such as ants, tapirs, and aphids. Collaborating with varied forms of life, those “world builders” (Tsing, 2015, p. 138) grow agroforests in the Brazilian countryside. The cultivated lands—normally degraded and lifeless at first—are progressively restored and reforested, as vegetables, fruits and medicinal herbs are harvested. Because of their active presence, biodiversity increases progressively. By growing agroforests, agroforesters and other species make refuge.




    Sítio Semente, the small farm where I developed my fieldwork, used to be a degraded area, according to Gleison, who arrived to the place before the forests: “before, it was only weeds and stones”. After 16 years of intense human engagement, the place is now a forest, standing out from the brownish surroundings. Other farms in the Lago Oeste area cultivate in a similar way. Some of those farms—Sítio Semente included—are organised in the Asprosafs (Association of Agroforestry Producers). In addition to making refuge, Sítio Semente also welcomes more than a thousand students every year, interested in cultivating forests and—it is important to register—themselves.




    I am interested in those cultivators and agroforestry students’ stories and trajectories. This is because people engaged in agroforestry are normally raised in cities—mainly built from and for humans. Agroforestry newcomers raised in rural areas—or used to work in the rural context—normally practice what agroforesters call conventional agriculture, which promotes a decrease in species’ diversity as well as interspecies relations. However, agroforestry knowers argue for a more intricate engagement between humans and other species. Therefore, I ask: do cultivators and agroforestry students “shift stances” (Gibson-Graham, 2006)? If so, how these stance-shifts take place? My focus in this study are the ideas and ideals of humanity produced in the Brazilian agroforestry context, and how people engage with those ideas and ideals in personal trajectories.




    Like Gibson-Graham, I am inspired by the “here and now” politics of Feminism’s second-wave. The achievements of second-wave feminism reveal that there is an “ever present opportunity for local transformation that does not require (though it does not preclude and indeed promotes) transformation at larger scales” (2006, p. xxiv). Therefore, I wonder if possible shifts in the agroforestry context can promote more significant changes. I argue that agroforestry represents an optimistic possibility for reinvented multispecies worlds.




    Although multispecies worlds are very relevant to comprehend agroforestry, the present analysis is also intrigued with human subjects’ encounters in forests. I present non-isolated humans as world builders. Additionally, I ask how self-cultivation can promote change, not only for the subject herself, but for other people as well. How do agroforesters inspire other people in their self-cultivation trajectories? This is a central question when it comes to understanding how agroforestry has motivated people in the last years. Agroforestry touches some newcomers in an enthralling way and they decide to leave their stable life behind to cultivate forests.




    I argue that humans, especially those of us interested in cultivating collaboration and learning to make kin and refuge in troubled times (Tsing, 2015), could open ourselves to the lessons Sitio Semente’s world builders offer in such a good will. For sure, humans collaborating intra and interspecies is not something those cultivators invented. On the contrary, humans have never lived isolated. “Collaborative survival” (Tsing, 2015, p. 19) is how every species has always lived. According to Anna Tsing, “transformation through collaboration is, ugly and otherwise, the human condition” (2015, p. 31). Donna Haraway also develops on this idea:




    no species, not even our own arrogant one pretending to be good individuals in so-called modern Western scripts, acts alone; assemblages of organic species and of abiotic actors make history, the evolutionary kind and the other kinds too. (Haraway, 2015, p. 159)




    Nonetheless, science neglected those multispecies assemblages, possibly because of the classical division between human and natural sciences. Haraway advocates for science to dedicate to these assemblages and the stories their encounters create (2016). When Sítio Semente’s agroforesters suggest that we need to learn the lessons plants and animals teach, they are also suggesting that humans adopt a humbler stance towards other species and ourselves. That openness can be a resource for the “creative construction of genuine alternatives” (Burke and Shear, 2013, p. 17). This is because agroforesters promote a radical move in the history of Brazilian lands, which Anna Tsing discusses as a huge modernity experiment since the encounter between the Portuguese and Indigenous habitants (2015, p. 39).




    By participating, listening and reflecting on the stories agroforesters tell, human encounters and multispecies assemblages, I intend to build connections. I heard all those stories in Portuguese and here I present my own English translations. According to Tim Ingold, “stories always, and inevitably, draw together what classifications split apart” (2011 p. 160). Many of those stories happened in the past. However, they belong to the present and the future as well, since they help attribute meaning to present activities and inspire new stories and encounters.




    It was not by accident that I decided to tell stories on agroforestry and hope. I started my fieldwork on agroforestry in a personal moment of struggle. People in Brazil were deeply divided, especially during the 2018 national elections, held in the same months I was immersed in Sítio Semente. I was hopeless and tired of reading news transforming what was once considered absurd intolerance into something natural. The absurd was re-signified in Brazil. As discussed by Latour, social scientists have learnt to critique in many levels, and afterwards, critique is constantly used against science (2004, p. 227). Brazilian 2018 elections illustrate the use of critique to attack science—and democratic values—in different ways. For instance, the term “gender ideology”, assembled by right wing politicians and supporters, was used to make public demonstrations against the discussion of gender issues in classrooms and to outrageously attack Judith Butler herself, in person.




    There was such a heavy energy in the air those days! Thinking about the feelings I was passing ahead to my children, I decided to cultivate a new way of facing life. The ethnography I was just starting was a major help, since it was the opportunity for me to focus my attention on a much more cooperative side of humanity. This was when I met Gui, Felipe, Vivi, Pedro and many others, for whom collaboration and the cultivation of diversity are not only values but everyday practice.




    When fights for equality and dignity lost their reach in Brazil and other countries, at least in formal political arenas, I embraced the “politics of possibility” (Gibson-Graham, 2006) as my “way of seeing” (Wolcott, 2008). I try to position myself similarly to Pedro Souza, quoted in the epigraph of this introduction, who is a well-known agroforester from the Association of Agroforestry Farmers of Barra do Turvo (CooperaFloresta). If we live in ruins (Tsing, 2015), a new world is certainly beginning. Whether we perceive it or not, is a matter of perspective. Additionally, aware of the “performativeness of knowledge” (Gibson-Graham, 2008, p. 614), I proposed to do a research for the cultivation of otherness. For some months, I had trained my stance as an ethnographer to properly report the optimistic possibility (Gibson-Graham, 2006) Sítio Semente’s cultivators represent nowadays.




    I agree with Donna Haraway (2016) that social scientists need to widen their focus away from humanity to cultivate a compost future, when species—humans included—collaborate. Maybe we need to widen our focus to the Earthbound, as suggested by Latour (Gifford lectures) to perceive “flourishing naturalcultural assemblages” (Haraway, 2016, p. 38). Haraway claims that




    Bacteria and fungi abound to give us metaphors; but, metaphors aside, we have a mammalian job to do, with our biotic and abiotic sympoietic collaborators, colaborers. We need to make kin symchthonically, sympoietically. Who and whatever we are, we need to make-with—become-with, compose-with—the earth-bound. (Haraway, 2016, p. 102)




    During a course in Sítio Semente, Juã, an agroforest cultivator, teacher and activist, claimed that to learn about our mammalian role in agroforests—local naturalcultural assemblages—cultivators need to observe how other great primates engage with forests. This way, humans can learn how to insert ourselves in forest environments, actively and collaboratively. This is also a good way to overcome the kind of “disconnection we learn at school”, Juã says, celebrating that he has skipped so many classes, which he claims were meant to teach wrong teachings. The first result of the observation of great primates is that they constantly prune the trees from which they eat. Great primates manage forests and promote disturbance. This must be a reconnection resort for humans, he concludes.




    I present Sitio Semente’s agroforesters and students here with the idea of reading for difference. As a master student at the time of the fieldwork, I positioned myself as a learner and tried to perceive agroforestry as a naturalcultural assemblage with its own life, relations, logics, facts, and processes (Gibson-Graham, 2008). Of course, agroforestry is not isolated from other knowledges and economies, capitalism included, but to explore those connections is not my major ambition here.




    I hope agroforestry stories can present the reader with one of many possibilities for human life in ruins, one which is not human-centred, but connected to other living beings. I believe making refuge for a variety of other species—and making room for diversity—is something to celebrate nowadays.




    This book is organized as follows. Chapter 1 contextualises and analyses the agroforestry setting. For that, I present Sítio Semente and some of the agroforesters I engaged with. Chapter 1 also discusses a perspective on Brazilian lands and species’ engagement history. The first chapter’s main purpose is to immerse the reader in Sítio Semente’s agroforestry context and discuss whether agroforestry represents a countermovement to that engagement history. In chapter 2, I discuss the theoretical framework inspiring this ethnographic research and the philosophical stance I adopt as an anthropologist. Therefore, in chapter 2, I discuss the ideas of knowing, learning and becoming, substantial for the present analysis, and argue why the use of anthropology for the cultivation of otherness is essential nowadays. Chapter 3 discusses the methods I adopted for the conduction of the present ethnographic research and its strengths and weaknesses. In chapter 4, I analyse how agroforestry knowledge is produced and taught in Sítio Semente. Thereunto, I analyse agroforestry teachings through authoritative voices, specially Juã’s. To finish, chapter 5 analyses if and how agroforestry students attending courses in the Sítio use the knowledge they have access to. This last chapter’s focus are the possible stance-shifts humans can live while engaging with agroforesters and other species.




    




    

      

        1 See “existential hope” in Facer, 2019, page 9


      


    


  




  

    CHAPTER 1. AGROFORESTRY BACKGROUNDS




    
1.1 SÍTIO SEMENTE AND AGROFORESTERS





    Sítio Semente lies in the Federal District of Brazil, 40 km to the North of Brasília, “the capital of hope”. President Juscelino Kubitschek’s government (1956-1961) aimed at quickly developing the inner part of Brazil and building Brasília in the Central-West region of the country contributed to it. Inaugurated in 1960, Brasília became one of UNESCO’s World Heritage sites in 1987, because of its exceptional modernist architecture and artistic urban planning.




    Brasília has been gathering Brazilians from different parts of the country since its construction. To build the city, workers from all over Brazil came to the area. At the time, many families settled in the Cerrado area and cultivated a new life, even though there was no city infrastructure yet. This is how my mother and father’s families came to the place, when they were small children. I grew up in one of the surrounding cities where those workers settled: Gama, 35 kilometres to the South of Brasília. Nowadays, Brasília reunites Brazilians from varied origins because the national public administration is in the city. For that reason, public servant positions are available for Brazilians approved in national exams and willing to move to Brasília.
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