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Abstract

This article proposes a relational approach to the notion of the plantation in order to identify 
continuities between the exploitation and the protection of forms of life in modernity. We mo-
bilise the concept of plantation in an operational sense, rather than as a substantive category or 
a merely metaphorical figure. This approach allows us to foreground mechanisms of ecosystem 
homogenisation, forms of colonial violence, and the disciplining of bodies that continue to ope-
rate in the expansion of colonial modes of inhabitation of the earth. Drawing on the history of 
establishing a natural park overlapping a traditional Quilombola territory in Brazil’s Cerrado, 
we show how necropolitical violence, wildfires, and racialized labour emerge as effects of preser-
vationist governance on the land. The aim of the article is to broaden analyses of the plantation 
phenomenon to encompass not only seventeenth-century agricultural enterprises and their conti-
nuation in contemporary agribusiness, but also what might be considered their antithesis: natural 
areas conserved under full protection regimes.
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Preservacionismo no 
Plantationoceno: proteção como 
exploração no Cerrado brasileiro

Resumo

Este artigo propõe uma abordagem relacional da noção de plantation a fim de identificar conti-
nuidades entre a exploração e a proteção de formas de vida na modernidade. Mobilizamos o con-
ceito de plantation em sentido operacional, e não como uma categoria substantiva ou uma figura 
meramente metafórica. Essa abordagem nos permite colocar em primeiro plano mecanismos de 
homogeneização de ecossistemas, formas de violência colonial e o disciplinamento de corpos que 
continuam a operar na expansão de modos coloniais de habitar a terra. A partir da história de 
criação de uma Unidade de Conservação que se sobrepõe a um território quilombola no Cerrado 
brasileiro, mostramos como a violência necropolítica, os incêndios florestais e o trabalho racia-
lizado emergem como efeitos da governança preservacionista sobre a terra. O objetivo do artigo 
é ampliar as análises do fenômeno da plantation para abarcar não apenas os empreendimentos 
agrícolas do século XVII e sua continuidade no agronegócio contemporâneo, mas também aquilo 
que poderia ser considerado seu antípoda: áreas naturais conservadas sob regimes de proteção 
integral. 

Palavras-chave: plantation; conservação ambiental; quilombos; Cerrado; antropologia da técnica.
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INTRODUCTION

This article adopts a relational approach to the notion of the plantation in order to identify 

continuities between the exploitation and protection of forms of life in modernity. Based on 

ethnographic research into the history and management of the Serra Geral do Tocantins Eco-

logical Station (hereafter EESGT) in the Jalapão region (Tocantins State, Brazil), we mobilise 

the notion of the plantation in an operative sense, rather than as a substantive category or 

a merely metaphorical figure. We propose a pragmatic approach focused on the dispositifs 

through which ecosystems are homogenised, colonial violence is enacted, and bodies are 

disciplined — dispositifs that continue to be deployed in the extension of a colonial inhabi-

tation. The aim of the article is to widen the scope of analyses of plantation formations so as 

to encompass not only seventeenth-century agricultural enterprises and their continuation in 

contemporary agribusiness, but also what would seem to be their opposite: strict-protection 

protected areas where modern naturalism seeks to celebrate its redemption. 

The term preservationism used in the article’s title refers to an environmental philosophy that 

prioritizes keeping valued landscapes and species intact and insulated from human use (Hum-

phrey, 2002). That particular strand of modern environmentalism has its singularity rooted in the 

invention of the North American notion of wilderness (Ferdinand, 2022b). Across the humanities 

and social sciences, preservationism has been criticized when wilderness protection is treated as 

socially neutral, thereby masking how protected areas may be produced through exclusion, dis-

placement, and the criminalization of local practices (Cronon 1996; Spence 1999; Jacoby 2001). 

In political ecology and critical conservation studies, these tensions are frequently analyzed 

under the rubric of “fortress conservation” and related debates about enforcement, eviction, and 

justice around protected areas (Brockington 2002; Brockington and Igoe 2006; Brockington, 

Duffy, and Igoe 2008). For more than a century, this naturalist ideology has insisted on pro-

moting the implantation of full protection areas, purged of human presence, on a global scale.1 

1	 ‘Target to “protect” 30% of earth by 2030 – a disaster for people and bad for the planet.’ Amnesty International: 
https://www.amnesty.org/fr/documents/ior40/6269/2022/fr/ Consulted 5 May 2024.

https://www.amnesty.org/fr/documents/ior40/6269/2022/fr/
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This has entailed the appropriation of commonly used lands and the encirclement, enclosure 

and curtailment of the ways of life of indigenous peoples and other traditional communities, 

not infrequently culminating in expulsion from their territories and other forms of violence, as 

amply documented in the specialised literature on socioenvironmental conflicts — especially 

in Brazil (Diegues 1996, Fany 2004, Viana 2008, Arruti 2013, Talbot 2016).

The second noun in the title, Plantationocene, is understood as a concept collectively de-

veloped in an interdisciplinary conversation associated with Donna Haraway and colleagues, 

later consolidated through Haraway’s formulation and the published transcript “Anthro-

pologists Are Talking About the Anthropocene” (Haraway 2015; Haraway et al. 2016). 

In Haraway’s widely cited definition, the term names the historical conversion of diverse, 

human-tended landscapes into extractive, enclosed plantation formations, sustained by en-

slaved labor and other coercive regimes of work (Haraway 2015). Proposed as an alternative 

to the Anthropocene — a term that has been criticized for universalizing responsibility by 

attributing planetary crisis to a generic “humanity,” while underemphasizing colonial histo-

ries and racial capitalism — Plantationocene has gained traction across the humanities and 

social sciences as a framework for tracing the ecological and political afterlives of plantation 

systems (Yusoff, 2018; Davis et al. 2019). 

Contemporary deployments range from analyses of extraction, extinction, and more-than-

human “(un)worlding” in plantation landscapes (Chao, 2022b) to accounts that foreground 

plantations in the historical remaking of capitalist geographies, including center–periphery 

relations (Wolford 2021). At the same time, commentators caution that Plantationocene can 

be used in ways that risk diluting the analytic centrality of racial capitalism — particularly 

when “multispecies” framings become disconnected from histories of racialized dispossession 

— hence calls to align such analyses with explicit commitments to ecological justice (Davis et 

al. 2019). Speaking of the Plantationocene directs us to situate this problematic in the estab-

lishment of plantations — that is, in the colonial infrastructure that Arturo Escobar (1999: 

5) called ‘capitalist nature’: a mode of enslaving, alienating and homogenising exploitation 

of the land and its living beings, beginning with racialised humans, the mode underpinning 

the primitive accumulation of capital.

Our intention in using the term preservationism ‘in’ (rather than ‘against the’) Planta-

tionocene in the title may appear counter-intuitive. Nevertheless, it rests on an argument 

already well established in the anthropological literature on preservationism. This argument 

involves recognising that the protection and exploitation of ‘nature’ are complementary 

movements within processes of colonial modernisation (Blanc 2022). In his recent work on 

hunting, modernity and the “crisis of the wild,” Charles Stépanoff has proposed the neolo-

gism “exploitection” to name the structural coupling, rather than the opposition, between 

protection and exploitation of “nature” in modern societies (Stépanoff 2021, 8–11). Working 

from long-term ethnography in rural France, he shows how modernity has divided animals 

and environments between those that are worthy of being loved and protected and those that 
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can be rendered as raw material for industry. The same civilizational project, in other words, 

simultaneously fosters an expanding sensibility of care for emblematic species and landscapes 

and a productivist regime that subjects other beings and territories to intensive extraction. 

Stépanoff condenses this dual movement in the expression “L’exploitation-protection 

– appelons-la « exploitection »” (Stépanoff 2021: 11), which he describes as the ecological 

counterpart of the modern metaphysical split between “nature” and “culture,” grounded in 

a “division of moral labour” that segregates social worlds devoted to production from those 

consecrated to sensibility and sanctuarisation. In his subsequent synthesis on attachements 

to the more-than-human (Stépanoff, 2024), he generalises this diagnosis into the idea that 

we now inhabit a global regime of “exploitection”, organised around the alternation between 

ever more intensive extractive zones and ever more strictly protected zones, and calls for 

ways of dwelling on Earth that are not imprisoned in the exploitation/protection dualism.

In the Brazilian context, the work of Henyo Barretto (2001; 2010) was perhaps the first 

to observe that agricultural expansion fronts and environmental protection fronts, far from 

being antagonistic forces, are complementary movements in the authoritarian modernisa-

tion of Amazonia. In his doctoral dissertation, which analyses the creation processes of two 

strict-protection Conservation Units (UCs) in the Brazilian Amazon, Barreto identifed ‘a 

common colonial topology’ shared by both agricultural and preservationist modernisation 

within the technocracy of the military regime. Doing so, this anthropologist had already 

noted, more than twenty years ago, that… 

…the period in which the highest number of full protection Conservation Units (Unidades de 
Conservação, UCs) were created in Brazil — and in Amazonia in particular — surprisingly 
coincides with the period of state-induced expansion of the agricultural frontier into that 
biome. (Barreto-Filho 2010: 151)

Barreto also makes an analytical use of the notion of “artifact” to analyses UC as a way 

of emphasising the “technological dimension of construction: a process that operates with 

material means upon natural materials” (2010, 165). Beyond a normative analysis that would 

conceive UCs as “natural” areas that are stable and given in advance, such a perspective 

prompts us to explore documents, discourses, instruments of action and rites of institution 

of a UC with the same accuracy as one would apply to the description of the fabrication of a 

technical object. In this article, we aim to advance the agenda opened by Barreto, extending 

it both geographically — to the Cerrado biome, the Brazilian savannah and the most biodi-

verse in the world — and analytically. To this end, we propose a relational and, above all, 

an operative (Guchet 2017) mode of analysis of plantations, with the aim of approaching 

full protection Conservation Units not only as complementary, but also as technologically 

analogous to them. This operative approach to sociotechnical phenomena traces back to 

the tradition inaugurated by Marcel Mauss in which technology is taken to be the study or 

science of technique (Mauss, 2006). 



VIBRANT | 23.2026 614Guilherme Moura Fagundes; Ana Carolina Sena Barradas

It is above all through Mauss’s students like André Leroi-Gourhan and André-Georges 

Haudricourt that this operative approach to ‘technology’ — understood as the human study 

or science of technique (Haudricourt 1987, Lemmonier 1992, Sigaut 1994) — acquires pro-

grammatic contours. This begins with its relative distancing from studies of material culture, 

placing emphasis on action and movement rather than on the formalist description of objects 

(Simondon 2017, Guchet 2017, Sautchuk 2018). The notion of the chaîne opératoire, for in-

stance, is a methodological concept that, arising from this tradition of studies, has enabled 

anthropologists and archaeologists to perceive, describe and analyse the sequence of acts that 

compose technical facts (Balfet 1991, Schlanger 2005, Coupaye 2017).

In turning to this operative approach, our intention is not to follow to the letter an anal-

ysis of the making of protected areas as strict technical objects, susceptible to being broken 

down through the delineation of a sequence of actions upon matter. Rather, our inclination 

is less strict and more purely prophylactic. By this we mean the way in which a technological 

examination, grounded in modes of action and expression, allows us to divert both from an 

analysis oriented towards the form and from an analysis oriented towards the materiality of 

technical objects. While a formalist analysis would lead us to a forced metaphorical compar-

ison between Conservation Units and plantations, as if the former were symbolic represen-

tations of the latter, a substantive analysis might lapse into an anachronism that attempts to 

see Conservation Units as the historical continuation of the large colonial farm estates. By 

invoking a structuralist approach to technological phenomena, our interest focuses instead 

on the functioning of full protection areas and on the ways in which their operational modes 

allow us to establish continuities with plantations.

Our proposition is based on the ethnographies produced by Brazilian anthropologists on 

environmental conservation as a sociotechnical phenomenon (Barretto 2010, Sautchuk 2017, 

Fagundes 2019a, Sautchuk and Fagundes 2020; Sautchuk, Fagundes and Barreto 2025). The 

methodological proposal combines insights from historical ecology, anthropology of tech-

niques, and social studies of science and technology, mobilizing the notion of sociotechnical 

networks and a meticulous description of operations to examine how conservation practices 

transmute times, spaces, and collectives of human and nonhuman actors (Balée 2006; La-

tour and Woolgar 1986; Pfaffenberger 1992). The method proposes tracing, step by step, the 

sociotechnical genesis of protected areas and the material and relational reconfigurations it 

imposes on local communities as well as on managers, scientists, and environmentalists, there-

by addressing a persistent gap in conservation studies regarding techniques — both those of 

local populations and those embedded in the very apparatuses of management (Esterci 2014).

In this article, we taking as our case study the implementation of the EESGT in southeast-

ern Tocantins, a territory where we have been researching and developing relations for at least 

a decade (Fagundes 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, 2021; Barradas 2017, 2025; Barradas et al. 2020; 

Barradas and Borges 2021; 2025). This full protection Conservation Unit was created in 2001 
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and occupies an area of 716,000 hectares in the southern part of the Jalapão region. It is one of 

the most fire-prone protected areas in Brazil, accounting for as much as 35 per cent of the area 

burned annually in federal Conservation Units. Although it is classified as an Ecological Station 

— a category within the National System of Conservation Units (Sistema Nacional de Unidades 

de Conservação: SNUC) in which, by law, the presence of human groups is not permitted — the 

northern portion of this CU overlaps with a territory of approximately 200,000 hectares claimed 

by the Quilombola2 Association of Rio Novo, Rio Preto and Riachão (Ascolombolas-Rios). The 

association represents some twenty family nuclei whose way of inhabiting the gerais environment 

through the use of fire challenges both a naturalist preservationism that rejects agro-extractivist 

burning and the soybean and cotton monocultures planted on the Serra Geral plateau, which 

compete with traditional territorialities in the states of Tocantins and Bahia.3

This article does not set out to describe the specificities of quilombola habitability through 

fire management — a task that would require exploring a complex agropastoral system that 

articulates burning regimes for free-range cattle husbandry (Eloy et al 2019), for ambush 

hunting (Fagundes 2019a), for the maintenance of roças de toco (swiddens) and roças de 

esgoto (flood-recession fields) (Borges et al 2016), and for the extraction of capim-dourado 

(Schmidt et al 2011, Silva 2019) in areas that are contiguous or overlap with the agribusiness 

frontier of MATOPIBA and with Conservation Units (Fagundes, 2019b). Instead, we would 

like to take advantage of the opportunity opened by this Black Brazilian Anthropology dossier 

to advance a decades-long collaboration between two Black researchers — an anthropologist 

and a forest engineer — whose work in the Jalapão region has consistently been shaped by 

encounters with preservationist whiteness. Although this is not the article’s primary focus, 

the central argument emerges from our racialized experience. Our aim is to formulate an 

operative use of the notion of the plantation, approached from the standpoint of preserva-

tionism, in order to show how the implementation of a full-protection Conservation Unit — 

whose vocation should be the promotion of biodiversity — has generated distinctive forms 

of violence and ecological simplification, while instrumentalizing racial labor through the 

infrastructures and procedures of preservationist coloniality (Ferdinand 2022a; Blanc 2022).

NECROPOLITICAL PRESERVATIONISM

The Cameroonian philosopher Achille Mbembe argues that the germ of states of 

exception must be located precisely in the slavery regime intrinsic to the plantation sys-

2	 Quilombolas designates Afro-descendant populations historically associated with quilombos – settlements 
formed by people who fled enslavement and other coercive regimes in Portuguese America. In contemporary 
Brazil, quilombola communities also constitute a major political and ecological movement, often articulated with 
Indigenous peoples and other traditional groups (Fagundes, 2022).

3	 Both the EESGT and the territory claimed by Ascolombolas-Rios are located precisely at the centre of the 
MATOPIBA region, an official acronym formed from the initial letters of the states of Maranhão, Tocantins, 
Piauí and Bahia, recognised as the ‘final frontier’ of agribusiness expansion in the Cerrado.
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tem, comprehended as one of the earliest manifestations of biopolitical experimentation 

(Mbembe, 2018). We draw on his proposition to suggest that this engineering of death 

— responsible for disseminating horror and terror through colonial extermination pol-

icies — not only violated the boundaries between humans and non-humans and went 

beyond the exploitation of the living, but also engendered its counterpart in modernity’s 

techniques for nature preservation. If, within spaces of bionecropolitical experimentation, 

living beings are subjected to a set of techniques and procedures that render human and 

non-human populations ‘living dead,’ liable to be exterminated in acceptable fashion, 

then full protection conservation areas are likewise legitimate candidates to occupy this 

position. The history of the implantation of the EESGT is a clear example of this archi-

tecture of ecological terror.

According to the Brazilian System of Conservation Units (SNUC), the creation of eco-

logical stations does not require prior consultation with the peoples who have traditionally 

lived in the territories transformed into protected areas. Such was the case with the EESGT’s 

creation in 2001. The Quilombola communities and other inhabitants of the gerais environ-

ment, who had occupied the territory for at least three centuries, were not even consulted 

during the demarcation of the CU. Although the presence of communities within the area 

demarcated by the EESGT had been known to ICMBio since the first aerial surveys, environ-

mental management sought ways to delegitimise their existence, whether by denying them 

recognition of traditionality or simply by expelling them. Their presence immediately came 

to be viewed not only as undesirable but also as criminal. This reminds us of Ferdinand’s 

(2022a) formulation of altericide as one of the principles of colonial inhabitation, referring to 

the refusal of the possibility of cohabiting the same space with an other whose appearance, 

belonging and cosmologies differ from those of the coloniser. 

Created in 2001, the Conservation Unit began to affect local inhabitants more direct-

ly from 2002 onward, when monitoring and enforcement systems were put in place. The 

EESGT’s management and planning instruments did include measures meant to bring the 

environmental agency closer to traditional communities, such as visits to residents inside the 

unit and in the surrounding area. In practice, however, these visits largely took the form of 

enforcement patrols. Residents’ customary practices were classified as “activities in conflict” 

with the objectives of establishing a full-protection Conservation Unit.

This overt power of enforcement held by the management team became consolidated in 

2008, the year that marked the beginning of the physical and administrative restructuring 

of this protected area. The process was prompted by the creation, in August of the previous 

year, of the Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio),4 which would 

henceforth manage Brazil’s Conservation Units in place of the Brazilian Institute for the En-

4	 In Portuguese, Instituto Chico Mendes de Conservação da Biodiversidade.
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vironment and Renewable Natural Resources (IBAMA).5 In the same year, the EESGT also 

received new computer and office equipment, vehicles and an additional three environmental 

analysts. All of this operational reinforcement would subsequently be allocated to wildfire 

suppression operations, which, as we have aimed to demonstrate in our research, cannot be 

reduced to a technical action of directly extinguishing fire, but may also be understood as a 

technology that radiates into the ways in which environmental management disciplines and 

controls its human and non-human alterities (Haudricourt 2013). 

As a former manager expressed clearly in his testimony regarding the first decade of the 

CU, enforcement and firefighting were ‘two sides of the same coin’ (Fagundes 2019a) . So just 

as fire was being combated, so too were the quilombola agro-extractivist practices linked to 

burning in the gerais. This entailed not only constraining, fining and expelling the quilombola 

communities — who came to be reclassified as ‘residents’ of this full protection CU — but 

also directing the same coercive force towards the slaughter of free-range cattle herds, the con-

fiscation of capim-dourado harvests,6 and the pursuit of hunters. Constitutive of inhabiting 

and cohabiting the gerais, all of these activities of livestock husbandry, gathering and hunting 

rely on distinctive burning regimes and, for this same reason, also promote a spatio-temporal 

diversification of combustible vegetal materials — something that, in turn, contributes to re-

ducing the occurrence of large wildfires (Fagundes 2019b; Barradas, 2017; Eloy et al. 2019).

The consolidation of the apparatus for enforcement and wildfire suppression in Brazil 

reverberated in subsequent years through a series of high-profile joint enforcement operations 

carried out in the Jalapão region, such as Operação Capim Dourado (2009), Operação 

Pré-Fogo no Cerrado (2009) and Operação Gato-do-Mato for combating wildfires (2010). 

Owing to its scale and its particular relevance to the issues addressed here, Operação Boi 

Pirata (2008) warrants special attention. The result of an inter-institutional initiative coor-

dinated by the Ministry of the Environment and covering the entirety of Legal Amazonia, 

Boi Pirata dominated Brazilian news output in 2008, publicising the imposition of more 

than 15 million reais in fines and the seizure of thousands of head of cattle. In the Jalapão, 

the environmental enforcement operation was implemented through a partnership between 

IBAMA/TO and ICMBio, which conducted helicopter flyovers to georeference cattle herds 

precisely during the period that the geralista quilombolas call refrigério — the height of the 

dry season, when the cattle are completely free-ranging, wandering through the veredas 

(palm-lined wetlands) and grazing on the fresh shoots promoted by burning. Following this 

survey, enforcement teams moved into the field to remove and cull more than 6,000 head of 

cattle, as well as fine their owners (Barradas 2017).

5	 In Portuguese, Instituto Brasileiro do Meio Ambiente e dos Recursos Naturais Renováveis.

6	 Syngonanthus nitens, a grass-like species native to the Jalapão region, widely used in handicrafts. 
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Despite the complexity of free-range cattle breeding in this gerais (upland savannah) 

environment — both for quilombola agro-extractivist systems and for the ecology of fire in 

the Cerrado — federal environmental regulations categorically reduce cattle to an exotic and 

undesirable species. Although, formally, the operation deemed only the herds belonging to 

‘users’ of the EESGT to be ‘illegal’ and not those recognised as its ‘residents,’ in practice Boi 

Pirata terrified everyone. So much so that it remains vivid in the imagination of the gerais 

inhabitants and recurs frequently in my conversations with quilombola hosts in the town of 

Mateiros. The operation can be viewed as one of the principal factors behind the widespread 

sense of terror in relation to environmental agencies in the region. Unsurprisingly, it still 

evokes fear today and inhibits trust in environmental management among local communities.

The following account from a geralista, whose anonymity we preserve, recalls this period:

2008 was when ICMBio came in hard, saying that we could no longer graze cattle there. 
Anyone who did would have to pay a fine and the Devil knows what else… People were really 
scared because they talked about handing out fines and killing the cattle. They went to ADA-
PEC [the state agricultural agency] and got hold of everyone’s ferros [‘brands’: registrations]. 
Whatever they found inside [the area], they would kill. Mister, it was incredibly aggressive. 
They turned this place into something scary, you know? A real fright! (Fagundes 2019a: 397)

Figure 1. Herds intercepted within the EESGT in 2008. Map produced from aerial surveys conducted as part of 
Operação Boi Pirata (2008). Source: EESGT Archives.
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The map above — which could easily be mistaken for a war chart — captures well this 

period remembered as ‘the time of terror and haunting.’ It was a preservationism that mobil-

ised fear, aggression and trepidation, assuming a distinctly martial aesthetic. The memories 

that geralistas have of this time recall an era in which environmental management not only 

controlled cattle but also carried out direct culling operations. Not only did it exercise the 

techniques for managing life, but also the right to kill. This was a form of preservationism 

enacted via a sovereign power capable of determining who matters and who does not, who 

is disposable and who is not. Turning again to Mbembe (2017), it was a necropolitical pres-

ervationism, based not just on the direct actions of ‘making die’ but also on the wars that 

implode the conditions of life and, we would add, of habitability. (Figure 1)

The technical procedures of this necropolitical preservationism, expressed in this war 

chart directed at the cattle and at the geralista way of life based on free-range husbandry, lie 

precisely at the root of how the inhabitants of Rio Preto, Rio Novo and Riachão understand 

the genesis of the fires in the EESGT. We now turn to examine this relationship between 

ecological simplification and wildfires.

ECOLOGICAL SIMPLIFICATION

As well as the necropolitical violence, a second recurrent theme in definitions of plan-

tations — especially in the context of their semantic expansion prompted by the Planta-

tionocene — is the idea of ‘ecological simplification.’ The very term plantation evokes the 

agricultural monocultures that have exhausted landscapes, rendering them homogeneous 

and diversity-poor. The anthropologist Anna Tsing goes further, arguing that ‘the ecological 

simplification that enters a plantation accumulates and nourishes diseases, and even creates 

new ones’ (Tsing 2021: 183). Within the realm of preservation plantations, wildfires are one 

of these new pathologies. The case of the EESGT is another illustrative example.

Following operations such as Boi Pirata, the herbivorous activity of free-range cattle was 

drastically reduced. Performing an ecological function similar to the Cerrado megafauna that 

became extinct at the beginning of the Holocene (Galetti 2023), when cattle are no longer 

grazing among the veredas and the Cerrado, only smaller herbivores fulfil this role, but without 

the same effectiveness in reducing combustible vegetation. As a quilombola firefighter told 

me on this point: ‘For as long as I’ve known myself, there was always plenty of cattle. They 

never ruined anything. Now, after IBAMA started coming here, that’s when things got bad 

with the fires, mister. Before, there weren’t these big blazes like this’ (Fagundes 2019a: 392).

From this interlocutor’s perspective — one shared by the majority of the quilombolas and 

firefighters with whom we have worked over the past ten years — wildfires arise, paradoxically, 

from the success, not the failure, of the fire command-and-control measures of environmental 

management. What the specialised literature calls ‘the suppression paradox’ (Pyne 2020) is 

locally explained by the fact that, after the removal of a substantial proportion of the gerais 
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cattle herds, fire began to assume a scale never attained before. If the extent reached by fires 

came to be treated by environmental management as something aberrant, then the policy 

of cattle removal, fire suppression and community expulsion pursued since the creation of 

the Conservation Units in the Jalapão region should also be held responsible. After all, in 

symmetry with the cattle, one of the effects of the prohibition on burning in the gerais has 

been an increase in both the quantity and the contiguity of combustible vegetal materials. In 

the perception of quilombolas and other inhabitants of the region, it is precisely the entan-

glement between Operação Boi Pirata and the ‘zero fire’ policy that, paradoxically, explains 

the emergence of the large wildfires that began to occur in the Jalapão after the 2000s.

Figure 2. Burn scars in the EESGT (1984, 1994, 2004 and 2014). Source: Barradas (2017).

The burn scars shown above make visible this transformation in the fire regime following the 

removal of cattle. The panel is a montage of images extracted from the EESGT’s 2017 Fire Man-

agement Report, coordinated by one of the authors of this article. The four images were captured 

by the Landsat satellite in the month of October and focus on the central portion of the CU. The 

first two images, from 1984 and 1994 — respectively seventeen and seven years before the cre-

ation of the CU — show a fire regime composed of a high number of burn scars with gradations 

in tone (indicating temporal variation in burning: pinkish tones signalling recent burns, white 

tones older ones) and a wide variety of shapes but mostly small in size. This is a pattern of burn 

scars typically associated with fires used in cattle breeding or hunting, which occur at different 

times of the year and are not usually very large. The largest burned areas during these two years 
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amounted to 3,500 and 8,000 hectares, respectively — small compared to the 80,000-hectare 

mega-fire that would strike the EESGT in September 2010, nine years after the ‘zero fire’ policy.

In the lower left-hand image, taken in the third year after the creation of the CU (2004), 

we can see few burn scars, none of them recent, indicating low-intensity fires at the beginning 

of the dry season. Also clearly visible are the effects of the CU’s territorial consolidation on 

the homogenisation of the landscape, represented by the continuity and accumulation of 

combustible vegetal materials in an almost monochromatic green tone — in other words, a 

veritable powder keg ready to explode. Finally, in the 2014 image we can again observe the 

homogeneity of the fuel load on the ground, but this time in contrast with extensive and 

likewise continuous scars indicating the occurrence of a single, large late-season fire. Un-

surprisingly, the largest fire during that year, 2014, reached 88,000 hectares, equivalent to 

twenty-five times larger than the 3,500 hectares burned in the largest fire of 1984.

The alteration of the fire regime, provoked precisely by the success of preservationist com-

mand-and-control initiatives, only served to heighten the urgency of firefighting and fire-pre-

vention actions. This recalls the argument of the philosopher Vladimir Safatle (2017: 19), 

drawing on the theses of Carl Schmitt, that what we generically call the ‘state’ operates not 

merely as a repressive instance, but acts above all as ‘the manager of the continuous reminder 

that there is something to repress.’ In this sense, state environmental management is not just 

the fire-fighter of social life but also the pyromaniac. It thus has a dual agency. While it creates 

the conditions necessary for the emergence of ecological violence as expressed in vegetation 

fires, it simultaneously legitimises its monopoly over the force used to combat and control fire. 

This takes us to the final topic of this article, namely, the disciplining of labour through the 

formation of firefighting brigades and the colonial legacy of replicant labour in the plantations.

DISCIPLINED LABOUR

Before the launch of integrated fire-management programs and their claims to a new, 

co-participatory approach after 2014, it was common among environmental managers of 

Conservation Units in the Cerrado to assume that traditional peoples and communities nei-

ther knew how to use fire nor how to manage it, because they allegedly lacked the necessary 

techniques and ecological knowledge. They therefore had to be instructed. In this context, 

shaped by broader expectations of mastery over nature, environmental management concen-

trated its efforts on training paramilitary specialists to wage war on fire. Here we refer to the 

brigadistas-combatantes, civilians — often belonging to the territory under dispute — who 

are trained to operate within a command-and-control logic, cultivating feelings of aversion 

to fire and automatised responses directed towards its suppression. These combatants come 

to be viewed as the socially accepted type of fire professional, while the more specialised 

formal knowledge about fire remains confined to the public agencies responsible for managing 

protected natural areas (Pyne 2012).
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The logic of ‘world-destruction’ identified by Ferdinand (2022a) seems to persist in the 

Brazilian context, enacted by actors within public environmental management. Although 

ICMBio has no systematisation of the profile of its firefighters, our research with CU man-

agement indicates that those who are hired are mostly people living in rural areas: men, 

racialised, with incomplete primary schooling, yet possessing exceptional physical aptitude 

and skills in handling agricultural tools. Unlike IBAMA, which explicitly composes brigades 

with people hired from indigenous, quilombola and INCRA rural settlements, ICMBio is 

notable for assimilating inhabitants of traditional communities under the predicate of merely 

being ‘local residents,’ stripped of their own worlds.

Under the contractual category of ‘temporary public employees,’ work as a firefighter 

(brigadista) is one of the major sources of income in the Jalapão region — not only in Rio 

da Conceição, the base of the EESGT, but also in Mateiros and other small towns bordering 

the Conservation Units that make up the region’s mosaic of protected areas. A significant 

proportion of local youths alternate between firefighting and operating machinery for the 

planting and harvesting of soybean and cotton crops in the gerais da Bahia, as they custom-

arily refer to the large monocultural estates located on the Serra Geral plateau, one of the 

major regions of agribusiness production in Brazil. Within the wider regional economy in 

which brigade labour is embedded, the soy/cotton frontier in the gerais da Bahia can be read 

as a contemporary afterlife of plantation work: not a return to the colonial plantation as 

such, but the persistence of a labour regime organised around extractive monocultures and 

preservationist mononatures, both characterised by large-scale landholdings and racialised 

hierarchies of management and execution. 

As other researchers of the Plantationocene have pointed out (Chao et al. 2023), labour 

relations are critical sites through which the plantation persists in the contemporary world. In 

the Jalapão context — which also encompasses the western portion of the state of Bahia, the 

gerais da Bahia — these dynamics have been examined by Andrew Ofstehage (2018, 2021). In 

his ethnography, Ofstehage shows how foreign-capital industrial farms around the city of Luís 

Eduardo Magalhães mobilise a segmented workforce: Black field and gin workers alongside 

white tractor operators, agronomists, accountants, and lawyers. In this large Cerrado biome, 

the alternation — so common among local youths — between seasonal firefighting contracts 

and machine work on the plateau’s monocultures is not merely a livelihood strategy, but an 

articulation between two contemporary technologies for ordering labour and land: one that 

disciplines bodies for the suppression of fire within a command-and-control logic, and another 

that disciplines landscapes and workforces for the reproduction of commodity agriculture. 

In addition to undergoing a training and evaluation course, candidates — including the 

few women — for the temporary position of brigadista must perform well in the physical 

aptitude and tool-use tests. During the theoretical and practical sessions of the course, their 

attitudes in class are assessed, along with their behaviour towards fellow trainees and squad 
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leaders, their skills and the care shown in handling tools and equipment, among other as-

pects. On the fifth and final day of training, candidates are given a written test composed of 

multiple-choice questions through which their assimilation of the material taught is evaluated.

Throughout the entire selection and training process, the residents of the small town of Rio 

da Conceição form the audience for a veritable rite of passage. The town quite literally comes to 

a halt just to watch the prospective brigadistas march past in columns, chanting their numbers 

and parading in front of friends and relatives who watch from their doorways. Precisely for 

this reason, the event holds great significance as part of the process of assimilating the values 

and modes of relating to fire propagated by the brigade technology. This stage of the selection 

is highly revealing of the way in which the operations underlying the transition from local res-

ident to brigadista rely on the standardisation of gestures and the disciplining of behaviours.

Figure 3. Star jump exercise during the 2016 brigadista training course at the EESGT. Source: Fagundes (2019a).

Although the instructors assume the role of taskmasters during the performance, this 

enactment cannot be comprehended separate from the field of relations in which they are 

embedded throughout the rite. It is the internal characteristics of disciplinary technology that 

demand hierarchy and submission to various initiation-like ordeals. The military aesthetic 

employed by the instructors, directed at disciplining the body, combined with the recourse 

to hierarchy and the accompanying ordeals, is a technology mobilised in order to organise 

the brigades, in contrast to a training model deemed ‘too soft’ (muito solto). As one of the 

instructors for the EESGT 2016 firefighter training course put it:
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The brigade has a paramilitary organisation, similar to the military. You’re very lucky I’m not 
a soldier. We won’t be as strict as the military, but we won’t be that loose either. You need a 
minimum of organisation. This organisation brings discipline and hierarchy. (Fagundes 2019a)

The construction of a disciplined corporeality through exercises, hierarchised in the form 

of squadrons, is fundamental to the formation of what the instructor called ‘organisation.’ 

His discourse reproduces to the letter the prescriptions found in Brazilian manuals on wildfire 

prevention and suppression, according to which ‘fighting a fire closely resembles a military 

operation, in which hierarchy and discipline are fundamental to the success of the action’ 

(Soares et al. 2008: 40).

Even though the course is taught by environmental analysts who have been certified to act 

as instructors, the examination also involves a team of monitors composed of management 

agents or brigadistas with recognised experience. They are tasked not only with recording the 

time taken to complete a given task, but also with observing inappropriate chatter or joking 

around, sloppiness in the handling of tool, and the overall comportment of the candidates. 

Despite their friendships — and, in some cases, kinship ties — with the candidates, monitors 

are required to minimize proximity during the examination and to adopt the hierarchical 

perspective of management. In this way, a configuration of distributed surveillance is institut-

ed, through which the apparatus of power is generalised beyond the figure of the CU chief.

Whenever an instructor ‘corrects’ a candidate’s answer in the classroom or a squad leader 

‘aligns’ his brigade, the discipline exercised on the course operates through constraint, rewarding 

the ‘normal’ while correcting the deviants. The long treks carrying tools, for example, serve 

to weed out those with lower performance during the course. As one management agent who 

acted as a monitor put it, ‘it’s important to tighten things on the physical side because there 

are a lot of good people here.’ Even the candidates expressed a desire for the course to be 

demanding from the outset, so that the weak would give up early. Their frequent assertions 

that ‘in IBAMA’s time it was tougher’ celebrated the pride of those who had been submitted 

to the even more militarised regime in the past: ‘in IBAMA’s time the instructor would or-

der a hundred star jumps and anyone who failed had to pay with push-ups.’ Hardships and 

overcoming them are elements that heighten the pride of the neophytes.

To refer to this set of techniques operating at the level of the body, taking it simultaneously as 

the object and instrument of the exercise of power, enhancing its physical aptitude and training 

its conduct, Foucault consolidated the term ‘disciplines’ or ‘disciplinary technology’ (2007: 118). 

The resources furnished by this kind of disciplinary formation remind us of the ways in which 

institutions operate power relations not only at the level of law, but also through techniques that 

turn the body into the receptacle of procedures. Analysed in continuity with the cattle-culling 

actions and the ecological simplification that marked the implantation of the EESGT, this tech-

nology for shaping brigade labour also reinforces what Mbembe (2017: 137) describes as the 

concatenation of necropolitical, biopolitical and disciplinary powers within colonial occupations.
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FINAL REMARKS

This article set out to demonstrate how the principles of ecological simplification, homo-

genisation and disciplinary that characterise the Plantationocene (Chao 2022a: 362) can be 

identified not only in agricultural monocultures but also in the mononature fashioned and 

managed within full protection Conservation Units. Read through this lens, the Cerrado case 

examined in this article suggests that preservationism “in” the Plantationocene is one of the 

privileged historical configurations of protection as exploitation.

The juxtaposition of agro-industrial frontiers and strict “integral protection” areas does 

not simply dissolve the contradiction between the exploitation and the protection of nature; 

rather, it fabricates a single technological regime that distributes land, labour, and life be-

tween spaces devoted to monocultural production and spaces devoted to the cultivation of a 

purified “nature”. In this sense, the Brazilian case extends Stepanoff’s (2021; 2024) argument 

beyond the European hunting grounds that inform his analysis, by showing how a similar 

division of moral and territorial labour underwrites the overlapping of agribusiness expansion 

and conservation units established on quilombola and other traditional territories. The very 

sites where modern naturalism seeks to stage its redemption — national parks and ecological 

stations — appear, here, as the apparent “reverse side” of the plantation that is nonetheless 

constituted by the same technical, legal and epistemic operations of simplification and ex-

clusion that make large-scale monocultures (and mononatures) possible. Far from standing 

“against” the Plantationocene, preservationism in this context exemplifies its inner logic. It 

is precisely by intensifying protection that the Plantationocene can legitimate and deepen 

exploitation, thereby enacting in the Cerrado the ecological and moral regime that Stépanoff 

designates as “exploitection” (Stépanoff , 2021; 2024).

In this article we align ourselves with recent attempts to expand the conceptual reach of the 

notion of the plantation. On one hand, there are those that track the transformations of ‘nature’ 

that have occurred in its wake, beyond any historical or geographical exclusivity (Tomich 2011). 

On the other, there are others that seek to expose the continuities of colonial inhabitation and 

its machinery for producing ‘off-world lands’ (Ferdinand 2022a). In this article, however, we 

have taken an alternative route, based on an operative treatment of the notion of the plantation. 

Although heterodox within the debates on environmental conflicts and territorial overlaps 

produced by conservation, this path remains a classical approach within the anthropology of 

technique (Sautchuk, Fagundes and Barreto, 2025), seeking to apprehend the meaning of tools, 

devices, machines and other technical objects through what they do and what they make others 

do, rather than through what they are or signify (Ingold 2011, Ferret 2014).

It is true that the Brazilian history of full protection areas has its own contours, forged in 

struggles between authoritarian preservationism and popular, grassroots socio-environmen-

talism (Santilli 2005). A more exhaustive analysis of the phenomenon would require us to 
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also consider contemporary transformations in environmentalism, which displace the idea of 

nature preservation towards new socioeconomic conservation arrangements and even towards 

environmental restoration premised on the monetisation of ecosystem services (Caldeira, Sekula 

and Schabid 2020) — or even, more recently, towards the horizon of a post-capitalist convivial 

conservation (Büscher and Fletcher 2020). In any case, the military technoaesthetic, the decrees 

‘guaranteeing law and order’ — which authorise the deployment of the armed forces in environ-

mental enforcement —and the culling operations directed at undesired forms of life continue 

to be mobilised in defence of ‘nature,’ including by sectors of Brazilian socioenvironmentalism 

that like to place themselves on the left of the political spectrum.

The premise guiding this article is that, even though preservationist coloniality is no 

longer the only grammar available within the contemporary repertoire of environmental 

management, its dispositifs of ecological homogenisation, racial violence, and the disciplining 

of labour continue to reverberate among us through selective wars against certain forms of 

life. In the case of the EESGT, we show that full protection can function as the plantation’s 

only apparent opposite. Even as it promises to protect biodiversity, it reiterates technologies 

of enclosure, administrative terror, ecological simplification, and the capture of racialised 

labour, producing wildfires, precariousness, and worlds rendered disposable. For this reason, 

repairing the ecological harm generated by this arrangement — including that stemming from 

the establishment of the EESGT — should not be reduced to restoring environments and 

quantifying “ecosystem services.” What is required is to disable the very technical regime that 

produced unworlding in the name of “nature.” Without incorporating truth commissions, 

practices of memory, and measures of historical and territorial reparation into environmen-

tal restoration programmes, restoration will remain unable to recover the forms of life that 

were, and continue to be, wounded by plantations, both in their agricultural and in their 

preservationist expression
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