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Abstract

This photographic essay explores the engagements between crabs, crab-harvesters (carangue-
jeiros) and their bosses in the e Parnaíba Delta Marine Extractive Reserve. Through its images, 
the essay shows a crucial moment in the conversion of crabs into commodities: the cut, when 
crabs in poor condition for sale are separated from the rest. The aim is to demonstrate how the 
cut simultaneously brings into relation labour practices, technical processes and interactions be-
tween humans and other living beings in contemporary capitalism. Hence, the crab-commodity is 
not produced solely through a commercial relationship but is mediated by an orchestrated set of 
dynamics involving people, crustaceans and the paths along which they circulate.
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O caranguejo condenado: 
dilemas da conversão de 
crustáceos em mercadorias

Resumo

 Este ensaio fotográfico se debruça sobre os engajamentos entre caranguejos, caranguejeiros e 
seus patrões na Reserva Extrativista Marinha do Delta do Parnaíba. Através  das imagens, o 
trabalho mostra um momento crucial na conversão dos caranguejos em mercadorias: o corte, 
quando caranguejos em más condições de comercialização são separados do restante. A ideia 
do ensaio é mostrar como o corte relaciona, a um só tempo, relações de trabalho, processos 
técnicos e interações entre humanos e outros viventes no capitalismo contemporâneo. Assim, o 
caranguejo-mercadoria não se faz apenas a partir de uma relação comercial, mas mediado por um 
conjunto orquestrado de dinâmicas entre pessoas, crustáceos e os caminhos pelos quais circulam. 

Palavras-chave: Relações Humanos-animal. Mercadoria. Capitalismo. Pesca artesanal. Carangue-
jo-uçá. Etnografia visual. 
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After roughly seven hours spent in the mangroves, the crab-harvesters make their way back to 

their canoes. The men carry with them dozens of crustaceans that will be passed on to their 

patrões (bosses) and later sold on to other intermediaries. However, the conversion of a crab 

into a commodity involves a set of processes that resist reduction to what appears to be – an 

appearance only – a simple act of buying and selling. This essay explores this question through the 

idea of the corte, the cut, a specific moment in the cycle via which crustaceans are transformed 

into commercially selected products. In this sense, the cut is the cut-off point that determines 

which live crabs will continue along the commercial pathway and which will be discarded.

 Discussing the cut through this visual essay leads to a reflection on two points. First, the 

relations among diverse living beings (human and non-human) that constitute the production 

of the caranguejo-uçá, the swamp ghost crab (Ucides cordatus), in northeastern Brazil; and 

second, the crafting of visual ethnographies in collaboration with traditional fishing communities 

– specifically, groups of artisanal fishers engaged in crab harvesting, the caranguejeiros. In the 

Parnaíba Delta, crab harvesting is an overwhelmingly male occupation, carried out predomi-

nantly by black men. Here it is worth noting that the mangroves of northeastern Brazil are a 

source of life and labour for diverse fishing communities, especially for black and indigenous 

collectives – usually organised in the fight for freedom and autonomy, rooted in their relations 

with the mangroves, the land and the waters (Silveira 2020, 2023, Sacramento 2019).

The images presented here were taken over fourteen months of fieldwork conducted between 

2018 and 2019 in the Parnaíba Delta Marine Extractive Reserve (Resex Delta do Parnaíba), 

located on the border between the states of Piauí and Maranhão in northeastern Brazil. This 

conservation unit was created in 2000 amid a series of debates about the harvesting of the 

swamp ghost crab and the conservation of local coastal ecosystems, especially the mangroves 

(Coelho Pereira 2021). The reserve covers an area of 27,000 hectares and includes parts of the 

municipalities of Ilha Grande, in Piauí, and Água Doce and Araioses, in Maranhão. 

In the Resex Delta do Parnaíba, I was able to accompany the crab-harvesters (carangue-

jeiros) in their everyday fishing activities. My hosts organised themselves into turmas, the 

term used for groups of crab-harvesters led by a patrão, a boss, who in this case is the first 
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buyer of the crustaceans they capture. It is common for bosses to be people within the cr-

ab-harvesters’ own kinship or friendship networks: neighbours, uncles, compadres. People 

who are very close and generally live in the same community. Sometimes, the boss provides 

the crab-harvester with the boat and the fuel needed to travel to the mangrove. He may 

even distribute food for the harvesters and their families when searching for crabs demands 

spending days away from home. None of this, however, creates an unbreakable bond between 

fishers and their bosses. A caranguejeiro may switch turma, or even form his own, whenever 

he wishes (or has the means to manage other crab-harvesters).

The broad notion of the ‘fisher’ – as well as characterising collectives with their own 

forms of labour and political organisation (Colaço 2012, Maldonado 1986) – is generally 

employed in the anthropological literature to refer to subjects who inhabit the conflictual 

space between the uncertainty of the catch and mercantile production (Alencar 1991, Di-

egues 1983). Yet it is only possible to apprehend the full meaning of this category when we 

also attend to the engagements of fishers with very specific kinds of ‘catch’ (Sautchuk 2007, 

Silveira et al. 2013, Ramalho 2016). By this I mean that each specific fishing practice shapes 

distinct kinds of fishers through their interactions with an assemblage of living beings, tools, 

materials and environments (Sautchuk 2010). This in turn leads us to use methodologies that, 

beyond humans, attend to the pathways and engagements of other beings: fish, plants, fungi 

and so on (Tsing 2015, 2019, Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010). Pursuing this line of inquiry, 

the following question also arises: given the multispecies assemblages that constitute them, 

how are crabs transformed into commodities? This photographic essay focuses on a crucial 

point for understanding this issue, since the crab-commodity does not come into being only 

at the moment when the animal reaches its final buyer, but is constituted through a series 

of transformations starting the moment it is captured. In the corte, questions related to the 

crab’s size and quality, for instance, are brought into play. It is the moment when the com-

modity or mercadoria – as my caranguejeiro friends would say – arrives in the hands of the 

boss, the first in the sequence of intermediaries that will follow.

The ‘production’ of the swamp ghost crab involves entanglements of vital processes, be-

ginning in the mangrove and marked by developmental cycles such as birth, fattening and 

growth (Pitrou 2017a, 2017b), followed by technical processes (like those involved in the 

capturing of the crabs) and market processes. In this last regard, the corte occupies a special 

place: it is at this moment that crabs that fail to meet commercial standards, or conform to 

the regulations established by environmental agencies, are discarded. Crabs must be sold 

alive: it is thus a commerce organised around careful attention to the crustacean’s vitality, 

since they generally die between two to four days after being extracted from the mangroves. 

A trade conducted with living beings, then. This enables us to perceive – inspired by Bear, 

Ho, Tsing and Yanagisako (2015) – how capitalism transforms people, vital processes, plants 

and animals into resources, through productive dynamics capable of encompassing both 

humans and non-humans. 
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The visual essay presented below was produced as part of my doctoral research (Coelho 

Pereira 2021) and primarily accompanies the movements of Zequinha. who, at the time, was 

a middle-aged man and one of the bosses with the largest number of caranguejeiros in his 

turma, based in the community of Torto, municipality of Araioses, Maranhão, within the 

Parnaíba Delta Marine Extractive Reserve. 

Following Zequinha’s movements around the mangrove – including his gestures and the 

multiplicity of interactions he establishes – affords a reflection on the production of images 

with different peoples and traditional communities (Fagundes 2019, Villas Boas 2016, Cardoso 

2018). In this context, the making of photographic images, far from being a mere visual record, 

becomes an ethnographic tool that enables us to inquire into the ways our interlocutors relate to 

their environment, other living beings and, indeed, the capitalist and commercial dynamics that 

traverse their everyday lives. Understanding the corte as part of the crab trade means attending 

to the processual character of the conversion of crustaceans into commodities.

***

Image 1. In the community of Torto, located within the Parnaíba Delta Marine Extractive Reserve, the caranguejei-
ros or crab-harvesters usually leave the mangrove around 1 pm, the exact time varying according to the day’s tidal 
conditions. Zequinha, one of Torto’s patrões, knowing roughly when the crab-harvesters from his turma will arrive, 
wanders down to the riverbank. He needs to receive the merchandise.
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Image 2. Not all caranguejeiros travel to the mangrove on foot. Those who choose to harvest crabs in more distant 
mangrove areas use boats. 

Image 3. At least two kinds of intermediaries are involved in the crab trade: those who live within the community, 
as in Zequinha’s case, and those who reside in nearby urban centres, such as the city of Parnaíba, in Piauí. The latter 
resell the crabs to markets and restaurants along the coast of Piauí and Ceará. 
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Image 4. A ‘crab string’ (corda de caranguejo) is composed of four crustaceans and is assembled while still in the 
mangrove. Defining the exact moment when the living crab is converted into a commodity is difficult. In fact, this 
ambiguity – living being/commodity – is constitutive of all relations between my crab-harvester hosts and the crabs 
themselves. In the corda, this ambiguity becomes even more pronounced.
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Image 5. Only male crabs may be harvested, a regulation established by environmental agencies and a practice 
traditionally followed by the harvesters themselves. Within the Resex Delta do Parnaíba, the minimum size for cap-
tured crustaceans is seven centimetres. In addition, in the corda – a string of four crabs – the larger ones are placed 
on top and the smaller ones below, in order to make the string more appealing to the bosses and other buyers. 

Image 6. External intermediaries order crabs by the unit, not by the corda. Zequinha was perhaps the only boss in 
Torto who selected his crabs before selling them to outside buyers. In this way, he maintained greater control over 
how many crabs in perfect condition he was selling, he told me. Suspicious.
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Image 7. The smaller bucket holds the crabs that have been condenados, condemned, those that do not make the 
corte or the cut – that is, the boss’s selection – either because they are too small, they have lost their larger claws, or 
they display weak vital reflexes due to the exertion involved in their capture.

Image 8. Condemned crabs are not purchased by the boss. This is one of the main points of conflict between caran-
guejeiros and turma leaders. Complaints that the boss is discarding crabs in good selling condition, merely because 
they are not as large as he would like, are a constant refrain among the crab-harvesters. 
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Image 9. Not every crustacean captured becomes a commodity. Some die along the way, while others are returned 
alive to the mangrove because they are too small for their meat to be useful. As in this case, in which the crab is still 
alive.

Image 10. The crab must remain alive throughout the commercialisation process. From the Resex, in the municipa-
lity of Araioses, Maranhão, the crabs are taken to the neighbouring town of Ilha Grande, in Piauí, where they are 
placed in basquetas – plastic crates – lined with layers of moistened foam. 
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Image 11. Generally, each harvester passes on one amarrado (bundle) to his boss at the end of the day. An amarrado 
is, par excellence, a bundle of crab-commodities. It is also a unit of measurement: it corresponds to forty crabs or 
ten cordas. After the corte, the crabs continue their journey. 

Translated by David Rodgers.
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