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A Multispecies History of Agricultural Modernization in Brazil’s 
Southern Frontier Region during the Great Acceleration

Abstract: The historiography of the Anthropocene suggests, at least in a generic way, 
the dramatic contribution of humans to the transformations of the planet, especially 
in recent centuries. One of the contemporary criticisms of the Anthropocene concept 
and its approach within the humanities is its failure to incorporate certain epistemo-
logical advances developed by areas such as post-humanism or the study of relations 
between humans and non-humans. Based on this perspective, this study analyses 
agricultural modernization in the Southern Frontier (Fronteira Sul) region of Brazil 
during the Great Acceleration, arguing that conflicting episodes involving human and 
non-human elements exemplify disputes in the scientific, technological, and industrial 
fields like that between the dominant but ‘decadent’ animal fat (lard) and the more 
versatile vegetable oil made from soy. This battle between oils and fats also gave rise 
to social struggles and new hierarchies – not just regionally, but on multiple scales. 
Methodologically, this study intersperses the analysis of regional events with national 
and global changes linked to economic, political, and scientific debates and the associ-
ated intentions regarding the management of pigs, soybeans, and viruses. In addition 
to the bibliography on the subject, I use articles from contemporary newspapers and 
scientific journals as well as technical articles and an interview.

Zusammenfassung: Die Geschichtsschreibung des Anthropozäns weist, zumindest 
in allgemeiner Form, auf den dramatischen Beitrag des Menschen zur Transforma-
tion des Planeten hin. Einer der zeitgenössischen Kritikpunkte am Anthropozän-
Konzept und seiner Rezeption in den Geisteswissenschaften betrifft die mangelnde 
Berücksichtigung von erkenntnistheoretischen Entwicklungen aus dem Posthuma-
nismus beziehungsweise der Erforschung von Beziehungen zwischen menschlichen 
und nichtmenschlichen Elementen. Ausgehend von dieser Perspektive analysiert der 
Beitrag die landwirtschaftliche Modernisierung in der südbrasilianischen Grenzre-
gion (Fronteira Sul) während der Great Acceleration. Er argumentiert, dass Episoden 
von Konflikten zwischen menschlichen und nichtmenschlichen Elementen Ausei-
nandersetzungen in wissenschaftlichen, technologischen und industriellen Feldern 
exemplarisch veranschaulichen können, wie etwa jene zwischen dem dominanten, 
aber ,dekadenten‘, Tierfett (Schmalz) und dem vielseitigeren Pflanzenöl aus Soja. Die-
se Auseinandersetzung zwischen Ölen und Fetten brachte nicht nur auf regionaler, 
sondern auf mehreren Ebenen soziale Kämpfe und neue Machtverhältnisse hervor. 
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Methodisch verschränkt die Studie die Analyse regionaler Ereignisse mit nationalen 
und globalen Entwicklungen, geprägt durch wirtschaftliche, politische und wissen-
schaftliche Auseinandersetzungen und den damit verbundenen Vorstellungen wie 
mit Schweinen, Sojabohnen und Viren umzugehen ist. Neben Forschungsliteratur 
stützt sich die Untersuchung auf zeitgenössische Zeitungsartikel, wissenschaftliche 
Fachzeitschriften, technische Berichte sowie ein Interview.

Keywords: Anthropocene, Great Acceleration, multispecies approach, agricultural 
modernization, African swine fever

On 27 August 1978, around 200 settlers gathered to prepare a traditional Sunday barbecue 
in the small community of São João belonging to the municipality of Xanxerê in the interior 
of the Brazilian state of Santa Catarina. Their menu, however, was modified: Instead of the 
usual beef barbecue, several Large White pigs from the local herd were slaughtered and 
roasted, possibly over an open fire (fogo de chão), and around noon the meat was served to 
the pig owners themselves, their neighbours in the community, and progressive members of 
the Catholic Church. This change to the traditional fare had a political motivation – namely, 
to draw societal attention to the controversy regarding an outbreak of African swine fever 
(ASF) affecting Brazilian herds. The pigsties in the community of São João had been declared 
infected by the health authorities 86 days earlier, even though no new potential cases had been 
registered. For the group of rural producers, eating pork from their herds thus symbolized 
a challenge to the authorities declaring the existence of an outbreak of swine fever at their 
location. A few days later, on 1 September, a platoon of the Santa Catarina military police 
invaded the property in question and shot the entire herd; the pigs were thrown into a mass 
grave to be burned along with the entire pigsty they had occupied.1 

The case reported above is a microcosm of what had been happening in Brazil since 
10 May 1978, when pathologists from the Brazilian Animal Institute (Instituto Brasileiro 
Animal – IBA) were asked to investigate the death of 150 pigs from a herd of 1,000 animals 
in Paracambi in the state of Rio de Janeiro. The Rio de Janeiro outbreak triggered a major 
health alarm throughout the country, and during the four subsequent years until the last case 
of ASF was officially reported, similar brutal culling occurred at numerous rural properties 
in Brazil. Between June and October 1978, within just a few months after the identification 
of the infections in Paracambi, further occurrences of ASF were diagnosed in the states of 
Pará, Piauí, Pernambuco, Espírito Santo, Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, Minas Gerais, and Goiás 
in addition to the mentioned case in Santa Catarina. Between March and July of 1979, new 
cases of the disease appeared in Santa Catarina, São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Bahia, and Minas 
Gerais; in 1981, outbreaks occurred in Santa Catarina, Espírito Santo, and Pernambuco. 
Officially, health authorities reported that around 70 per cent of all outbreaks occurred in 
the southern and southeastern regions, and the most immediate result was that the Brazilian 
government mandated the slaughter of a total of 66,000 pigs across the country during the 
four years of the epidemic.2 In many of the affected communities, a collective trauma was 

1	 Interview with Wilmar D’Angelis and Juracilda Veiga, 13 December 2022. 
2	 Carlos Tokarnia et al., O surto de peste suína africana ocorrido em 1978 no município de Paracambi, Rio de 

Janeiro, in: Pesquisa Veterinária Brasileira 24/4 (2004), 223–238. 
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evident in their memory, exemplifying the brutality of the civil-military dictatorship in rela-
tion to small independent rural producers as reported by D’Angelis.3

It was precisely this aspect – the fact that the pig producers affected by the slaughter of 
their herds were not associated with the growing agro-industries or food cooperatives in the 
Southern Frontier region of Brazil4 – that influenced the first generation of academic work 
on the subject. In the eyes of historians, social scientists, and memorialists linked to progres-
sive social and political movements, the mass killing of animals was driven by the interests 
of the agro-industry system in introducing exotic breeds and controlling the entire produc-
tion chain of meat and derivatives.5 In a dictatorial context, the military adopted a model of 
agricultural modernization that aimed to create a small elite of rural producers with access 
to abundant credit and machinery while most of the peasantry would be expelled from the 
countryside to serve as unskilled labourers in nascent urban centres. Over the subsequent 
decades and the accompanying changes in the political-institutional system, however, a dif-
ferent subset of explanations on the subject developed. These interpretations consider aspects 
of scientific and technological changes which – according to their advocates – may likewise 
have influenced the repeated events of pig culling by the government.6 It is important to 
note that these two approaches do not conflict in their fundamental aspects: Both agree that 
the mechanization and intensification of pig production reinvented the entire production 
chain. For followers of the former, however, African swine fever in Brazil was – in most 
cases – a hoax invented by political authorities and business groups to disrupt the structure 
of pig producers who resisted integration into the agro-industrial system, the adherents of 
the latter approach argue that, despite the arbitrariness of the sanitary and governmental 
authoritarianism focused on the diagnosis and subsequent killing of pigs, there actually were 
outbreaks of swine fever.

For the purposes of this contribution, I will disregard neither approach; my aim is to 
consider the events during the mentioned period as representative for the analysis of human 
and non-human relations controlling (or not controlling) the flow of materials at the local, 
national, and global scale, and to observe how the growing agro-industry, food cooperatives, 
and national governments faced changes in dietary regimes during this period. Therefore, 
rather than taking a stand on whether the ASF epidemic was a hoax or not, my argument 
is that this episode involving human and non-human elements exemplifies disputes within 
the scientific, technological, and industrial fields between antagonists such as the dominant, 
but ‘decadent’ lard and the more versatile vegetable oil derived from soybeans. Following 
this line of thinking, the late 1970s constitute a crucial moment of transition away from the 
trading and use of lard at the national and global scale for several reasons; these include the 

3	 Interview with Wilmar D’Angelis and Juracilda Veiga, 13 December 2022. 
4	 This region covers the north of Rio Grande do Sul, the west of Santa Catarina, and the southwest of Paraná in 

an area bordering Argentina; it comprises 381 municipalities with a total area of 139,000 km2 and an estimated 
population of 3.7 million inhabitants in 2010. See Paulo Zarth, Fronteira Sul: História e historiografia, in: Paulo 
Zarth/José Carlos Radin/Delmir Valentini (eds.), História da Fronteira Sul, Porto Alegre/Chapecó 2015, 9–24, 
10.

5	 As summarized by André Luís Zanotto, Senhores e criadores: Uma história do combate à Peste Suína Africana 
em Santa Catarina (1978), Florianópolis 2013; and Odilon Poli, Leituras em movimentos sociais, Chapecó 2008.

6	 See Tokarnia et al., O surto de peste suína africana. See also Francisco Cecílio Viana, História e Memória da 
Peste Suína Africana no Brasil: Passos e descompassos, Belo Horizonte 2008.
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Brazilian national policy of discontinuing the production of animal fat due to successive 
epidemics, the production of pigs with lower fat content at an industrial level, the adoption of 
refrigerators to replace animal fat as a food preservative, and finally the rise of the vegetable 
oil industry – and here especially soy. Thus, if specific geopolitical factors – the Cold War, the 
Brazilian civil-military dictatorship, and the advance of capitalism – placed certain ‘Brazilian’ 
pigs, exotic pig breeds, a specific virus, and oil made from plants in the same conflict arena, 
the results are unique and indicative of a multi-species resource historiography including its 
political aspects.

Therefore, whether it actually happened or not, the outbreak of African swine fever that 
supposedly began in 1978 stimulated, on the one hand, the intensification over the following 
decades of an industrial elite dominating part of the world’s animal protein market. On the 
other hand, it promoted the emergence of social struggle movements that would be founda-
tional for social, political, and environmental resistance at the national as well as the global 
scale. A prime example of the latter is the emergence of the Movement of Landless Rural 
Workers (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra). In this sense, my methodological 
concern is to make it clear that the slaughter of pigs is not the sensu stricto key event for the 
formation of both interest groups. Rather, I suggest that the battle between the vegetable oil 
and animal fat industries intensified the conditions of existence of both sides, as will be dis-
cussed throughout the text. But any historiography of the Anthropocene – contrary to what 
this human-managed geological era might suggest in its name – must also address aspects 
of a growing post-humanist concern in historical analysis. More specifically, environmental 
history as a field responds to successive theoretical and methodological calls to acknowledge 
the role of non-humans in historical agency.7 Therefore, this work is an exercise in dialogue 
between the fields of history and the environmental humanities; it defines humans as diverse 
beings who are co-constituted and act together with the social, material, and ecological envi-
ronments they are located in.8 

This contribution seeks not only to broaden the range of questions about what this entan-
glement implies for the analysis of human beings, their agency, and power imbalances in the 
Anthropocene, but also to understand what constitutes the mentioned material and ecologi-
cal environments that involve them. The environment is not a stage, a static space in which 
humans have acted throughout history. In contrast to the singularized environment analysed 
by the natural sciences studying the Anthropocene, this text addresses the multiple and 
possibly unfair worlds arising together with the imagination and practices of the humans 
living within them. Critically, by understanding human beings and their environments as 
co-constituents, we can observe the (post)colonial power relations and inequalities in the 
formation of a human and environmental world on multiple scales.9 Furthermore, how do 
these relationships converge or conflict with aspects of science and technology, which in 
turn connect diverse postcolonial trajectories? In order to complement this methodological 

7	 Bruno Latour, Reagregando o social: Uma introdução à teoria Ator-Rede, Salvador/Bauru 2012; Donna Har
away, Quando as espécies se encontram, São Paulo 2022; Anna Tsing, O cogumelo no fim do mundo: Sobre a 
possibilidade de vida nas ruínas do capitalismo, São Paulo 2022.

8	 Evelien de Hoop/Aarthi Sridhar/Claiton Marcio da Silva/Erik van der Vleuten, Introduction. Historicising Ent-
anglements: Science, Technology and Socio-Ecological Change in the Postcolonial Anthropocene, in: Global 
Environment 15/2 (2022), 194–208, 200.

9	 De Hoop/Sridhar/da Silva/van der Vleuten, Introduction, 202.
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concern, I view the episode of the slaughter of pigs in São João in 1978 as an event indicative 
of technical transformations promoted by authoritarian governments (especially in Brazil), 
which in turn stimulate new technological developments leading to the abandonment of 
humans, animals, and materials, among other historical consequences – sometimes char-
acterized as ‘conservative modernization’.10 In this sense, the Green Revolution11 itself is an 
opportunity to consider how technological changes have enabled the advancement of capital-
ism without altering agrarian structures – a historical agenda for Brazilian social movements, 
which were in turmoil in the years leading up to the 1964 military coup. In summary, within 
an authoritarian historical context, modernization programmes such as the Green Revolu-
tion overshadowed agrarian reformism; complementarily, inspired by Tiago Saraiva’s work 
on non-humans and fascism, I engage in a multi-scale discussion about how non-humans 
are integrated and possess (albeit limited) agency in the making of historical processes.12

In a brief genealogy, soybeans and the oil derived from them, as well as the production of 
lard and ASF, came to exist in the same territory based on commercial and industrial relation-
ships built in imperial and neocolonial contexts. Originally, soy was a plant domesticated in 
northeastern China which already served as a staple food for families in the region between 
5,000 and 6,000 years ago before initially expanding to the current territories of Japan and the 
Korean peninsula.13 European scientific expeditions introduced soy into botanical gardens 
and experimental institutions within the imperial context of modernity. In the eighteenth 
century, it arrived in the United States, where it was used in industry and saw new varieties 
being discovered whose seeds began to compete with China in international trade. Finally, 
in order to exploit vast tracts of land for the intensification of profits, the colonialism and 
neocolonialism of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries introduced or expanded soy mono-
cultures in Latin America and Africa, in addition to countries in Asia that had previously 

10	 In summary, the term ‘conservative modernization’ addresses how some countries modernized their socio-
economic structures, with a hallmark of transformations from above lacking effective popular participation 
and under the command of landlords. (See Juliana Lemos Faleiros/Sílvio Luís de Almeida, O coronelismo de 
Victor Nunes Leal e a modernização conservadora: Colocações iniciais, in: Revista de Direito 12 (2020), 1–26, 
3.) In the Brazilian case, there is a kind of consensus to approach historical events such as the agro-industrial 
expansion through the lens of Barrington Moore, Jr.’s concept of conservative modernization. Although authors 
such as Carlos Fico have critiqued the decontextualized uses of this concept in the Brazilian case, the genealogy 
used by these authors obliterates or undermines how transformations in the Brazilian countryside through 
intensification of technology could coherently redefine Moore’s concept in dialogue with authors overlooked by 
Fico in his prolix text, such as Alberto Passos Guimarães and Graziano Neto, among others. For authors both 
affiliated with and critical of the concept of conservative modernization – Ridenti and Sá Motta, according to 
Fico – the conservative transformations in rural Brazil are ignored, which suggests a focus on analyses of the 
national state, the dictatorship, and political repression, notably in urban centres, rather than on an approach 
incorporating other elements. See Carlos Fico, Ditadura militar brasileira: Aproximações teóricas e historio-
gráficas, in: Revista Tempo e Argumento 9/20 (2017), 5–74.

11	 For a more comprehensive understanding of the Green Revolution, see Wilson Picado-Umaña, Breve his-
toria semántica de la Revolución Verde, in: Agriculturas e innovación tecnológica em la Península Ibérica 
(1946–1975), Madrid 2011, 25–50. 

12	 Tiago Saraiva, Fascist Pigs: Technoscientific Organisms and the History of Fascism, Cambridge 2016.
13	 Brian Lander/Thomas David Dubois, A History of Soy in China: From Weedy Bean to Global Commodity, in: 

Claiton Marcio da Silva/Claudio De Majo (eds.), The Age of the Soybean: An Environmental History of Soy 
During the Great Acceleration, Winwick 2022, 29–47.
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not produced the grain on a large commercial scale.14 The growing contexts of commercial 
exchange in turn stimulated the spreading of ASF to new territories. Named after a colonialist 
conception – the name of the family Asfarviridae and genus Asfivirus are derived from the 
English acronym for African Swine Fever (and Related Viruses) – this type of swine fever is 
endemic to regions in the east and south of the African continent. The virus spreads by way of 
a sylvatic cycle involving transmission between wild suidae (Phacochoerus africanus and Pota-
mochoerus larvatus) and a tick species (Ornithodoros spp). With the introduction of domestic 
pigs in Kenya during the 1920s, it infected new herds throughout sub-Saharan Africa, eventu-
ally reaching Portugal (1957) and Spain (1960s), where it has likewise become endemic. In 
1971, an outbreak in Cuba wiped out nearly half of the country’s livestock, and in addition 
to the aforementioned Brazilian case, the disease was officially identified in the Dominican 
Republic and Haiti until 1980. Highly contagious and haemorrhagic, ASF differs from clas-
sical swine fever (CSF), which is caused by a virus of the genus Pestivirus in the Flaviviridae 
family, in the severity of its symptoms and its lethality. In general, the disease attacks suidae, 
the family of artiodactyl mammals ranging from domestic pigs (Sus scrofa domesticus) to 
those considered feral (wild boars, or Sus scrofa scrofa). In the Brazilian case, as we will see 
below, CSF was already known to health authorities and pig farmers and affecting the lard 
production chain since the mid-twentieth century.15

As an indication of a broader history of the flow of materials being transformed into eco-
nomic resources, however, it is necessary to analyse the social, environmental, and cultural 
importance of different types of fat in the regional society of the area under scrutiny. This will 
serve as a foundation for understanding the economic integration of the Southern Frontier 
region of Brazil in the national and global economy.

Global insertions and singularities: Pigs and lard in the  
Southern Frontier region of Brazil

The Brazilian civil-military dictatorship (1964–1985) invested heavily in expanding the agri-
cultural frontier, focusing on the production of commodities of interest to the foreign market 
such as soy, wheat, corn, and rice in addition to the traditional coffee and rubber. Given the 
governmental desire for industrialization based on urbanization, construction of industrial 
centres, and intensifying the exploitation of natural materials after the end of the Second 
World War, intense mechanization and introduction of technology guided the connection 
between the urban and rural worlds.16 In this conjuncture, Brazil – with the majority of its 
population living in rural areas during the first years after the end of the Second World War – 
was radically modified over the following decades, albeit with some fundamental differences: 

14	 Claiton Marcio da Silva/Claudio de Majo, Towards the Soyacene: Narratives for an Environmental History 
of Soy in Latin America’s Southern Cone, in: Historia Ambiental Latinoamericana y Caribeña 11/1 (2021), 
329–356.

15	 Josélio de Andrade Moura, A Peste Suína Africana no Brasil: A epidemiologia, os registros históricos, a erra-
dicação da doença e o desenvolvimento da suinocultura pós-ocorrência, Brasília 2009.

16	 Claiton Marcio da Silva, The Making of Modern Agriculture: Nelson Rockefeller’s American International 
Association (AIA) in Latin America (1946–1968), Winwick 2023, 34.
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In subtropical Brazil, or more specifically in the interior of the three southern states of Paraná, 
Santa Catarina, and Rio Grande do Sul, the state governments had begun a process of occupy-
ing the regions bordering on Argentina during the first decades of the twentieth century. The 
descendants of Italians, Germans, and Poles who had originally settled closer to the Atlantic 
regions were encouraged to migrate inland and replace – through the use of violence – the 
peasant and indigenous populations and ultimately occupy the newly conquered lands in 
dispute with Argentina. This form of state enclosure appropriated the lands of squatters who, 
due to the state’s own lack of action, had no titles to the lands they occupied. The affected 
caboclos or simply brasileiros were descendants of indigenous peoples, of formerly enslaved 
individuals, and of Portuguese who had settled in small rural communities; they were relega-
ted to the margins of society as the government’s objective of civilizing the sertões (backlands) 
pursued a model of agriculture based on family work and subsistence polyculture.17

This difference between the two farming models – small rural properties worked by neo-
European migrants versus larger properties with salaried work – is one of the specificities in 
our analysis. In the sixty years preceding the African swine fever episode, the different gov-
ernment spheres stimulated the creation of a society dominated by white farmers and their 
alleged agricultural-technical superiority in relation to the poor peasants historically living in 
the region.18 In the decades following the borderland occupations, only a relatively small and 
sparse caboclo population subsisted in the region, growing mainly wheat, corn, and beans on 
a family scale, complemented by citrus fruits, indigenous-influenced foods like pumpkins, 
native corn, and cassava seeds, and animals including cattle, mules, goats, chickens, and 
‘Brazilian’ pig breeds such as Piau, Canastra, Caruncho, and Pirapitinga – breeds that had 
been ‘Brazilianized’ over several centuries. Three characteristics of this historical process are 
fundamental to the central argument of this text: the slow but continuous growth of urban 
centres in the Southern Frontier region, formed around a commercial elite relatively skilled 
in the disposal of surplus production; the decline of the figure of the family settler previ-
ously viewed by governments as the ideal model of civilization, which was equated with the 
“backward” caboclo in many aspects after the Second World War; and finally, the fact that 
both neo-European and caboclo settlers managed non-humans and the materials produced 
from them in a way that created surpluses connecting these farmers – albeit in a subaltern 
relationship – to regional urban centres and national markets.19 Pork lard is a prime example.

In Brazil, swine herds were historically domesticated to adapt to new ecologies; in addi-
tion to meat consumption and the use of leather, states such as São Paulo and Rio Grande 
do Sul developed industries focused on jerky – meat that is dried and salted to increase its 
storage life. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, the US pork slaughter and commer-
cialization industry had also exerted a considerable technological and financial influence on 
Latin American countries, notably through the invention and dissemination of the concept 
of efficient industrial slaughterhouses and cold storage for meat conservation by Armour & 
Company in the 1870s. In this context, the oligopoly of industries in the United States began 

17	 Zarth, Fronteira Sul.
18	 José Carlos Radin, Companhias colonizadoras em Cruzeiro: Representações sobre a civilização do sertão, 

Florianópolis 2006.
19	 Elisandra Forneck/Aline Lubenow, De fábricas de banha a agroindústrias internacionais: A construção da 

cultura agroindustrial de Chapecó, Chapecó 2021.
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a process of acquiring slaughterhouses in the Plata region in the late nineteenth century, 
taking advantage of the growth of pig herds in the region even though Brazilian lard was 
considered to be of poor quality at the turn of the twentieth century and faced problems in 
foreign trade, with exports declining from 8 tonnes in 1896 to just 1.2 tonnes in 1899.20 The 
lard used in Brazil had previously been imported in wooden barrels from the United States. 
During the last decades of the nineteenth century, however, the development of a national 
Brazilian industry was facilitated when Italian businessman Francesco Antônio Matarazzo 
began using metal packaging, which increased the product’s storage life and allowed consum-
ers to buy smaller quantities.21

In the southern states of Brazil, pig breeds suited for lard production – that is, with a more 
harmonious morphological distribution between their front and rear parts, depending on 
nutritional management, selection of animals, and age at slaughter – became widespread. In 
this region, until the 1970s, a live pig considered ready for sale was expected to provide an 
average of 50 per cent lard.22 This was because pork lard served as an additional source of 
energy for local families and as a way of preserving their own meat. In the absence of electric-
ity (and therefore refrigerators), small non-commercial producers would usually butcher one 
or more pigs and, in the style of the caboclos, distribute the meat among their neighbours, 
who returned the kindness when they slaughtered their own animals.23 To preserve the meat 
intended for family consumption, the settlers would fry medium-sized pieces in large pans 
capable of holding up to 100 kg; after cooling, they kept the pieces in lard-filled cans of the 
type created by Matarazzo, which were readily available around the time of the Second World 
War. For consumption, the pieces of meat were removed from the can and usually fried again, 
then kept in dishes covered with towels and taken to the fields to be served at lunchtime. In 
cooking, the preference for pork lard shared by country people from the interior of the state 
of São Paulo and caboclos as well as settlers from the south of Brazil was based on it being 
better “for providing slow digestion and, therefore, a feeling of prolonged satiety, whereas 
vegetable oil was considered thin and poor”.24 Lard was also appreciated for its flavour, since 
cottonseed and vegetable oils did not possess a pleasant palatability according to the cultural 
standards of these social groups.

Pork lard was thus a non-human matter transformed into a resource that furthered the 
economic integration of regions in southern Brazil – and the entire La Plata Basin – along 
with salami, unprocessed meat, and an incipient agricultural production. The establishment 
of this market was based on the creation of free-ranging herds by settlers and poor caboclos. 
As a result of their small production surpluses, capitalized traders of Italian origin became 
interested in acquiring animals, founding small butcher’s shops and agro-industries that 
slaughtered pigs and cattle – and to a lesser extent, sheep, and goats – with the aim of pro-
ducing meat, salami, sausage, and cheese, including adaptations of Polish and Ukrainian 
recipes such as the Kraków special salami made with pork shoulder and pork shank. There-
fore, between the 1930s and 1960s, the number of small butcheries that became slaughter-

20	 P. F. Teixeira, A banha de porco, in: Revista Chácaras e Quintaes (December 1915), 427.
21	 Forneck/Lubenow, De fábricas de banha.
22	 Ibid., 10.
23	 Arlene Renk, A luta da erva: Um ofício étnico no oeste catarinense, Chapecó 1997.
24	 Nichole Ramos da Silva/Fabiana Bom Kraemer, Alimentação na obra “Os parceiros do Rio Bonito”: Mudanças 

nas práticas alimentares dos caipiras frente à urbanização, in: Revista IDeAS 13 (2019), 1–15.
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houses or agro-industries grew dramatically, with the capital generated by a few companies 
bringing together smaller establishments, initiating an era of conglomerates with their own 
headquarters and plants for production and slaughter in multiple cities in the region. Within 
this dynamic, lard consolidated its position as the only by-product with commercial value.25

With some butcher shops and agro-industries reaching a certain degree of capitalization 
between the 1950s and 1970s, they played a role in mediating the construction of infrastruc-
ture by the state and national governments – building roads, expanding the electricity net-
work, managing water, and in a secondary sense, stimulating the establishment of schools and 
hospitals. Small agricultural cooperatives created by descendants of European immigrants 
also embarked on similar trajectories of expansion. Importantly, while they initially only 
traded the surpluses of local production, these agro-industries and cooperatives eventually 
began to control which types of animals were raised, how they were reared, what they were 
fed, and to whom the producers allocated their products. This radical change will be the 
subject of the next section.

Agricultural industrialization

The turning point in this assemblage interrelating humans and non-humans for at least six 
decades in a specific territorial region came by way of the expansion and modernization of 
the agro-industrial complex and the way in which it was articulated with the financial and 
political support of the civil-military dictatorship.26 With the suppression of the popular 
vote, Attílio Fontana, founder of food producer Grupo Sadia, was indirectly elected Deputy 
Governor of Santa Catarina for the 1971–1975 fiscal period. In the city of Concórdia, where 
the Sadia headquarters were located, his nephew Victor Fontana mediated the installation 
of one of 42 centres of the Brazilian Agricultural Research Corporation (Empresa Brasileira 
de Pesquisa Agropecuária – Embrapa) – in this case, specializing in research on poultry and 
swine – by the Ministry of Agriculture of the civil-military dictatorship in 1975. In this tangle 
of relationships increasingly based on intensive capitalization of agro-industrial production, 
the device used by Sadia – and later by other cooperatives and agricultural companies as 
well – was the so-called “integration model”: Pork production slowly began to become homo-
genized by adopting exotic breeds and confining animals previously raised in free-ranging 
herds in individualized or semi-individualized pigsties.27 Little by little, producers introduced 
controlled grain-based feeding and, eventually, special feed for pigs; in addition, a series of 
inputs such as vaccines, medicines, drinkers, feeders, curtains, and the like were incorpo-
rated28 with the intent to produce an animal model distinct from the ‘lard pig’ in terms of 
weight and height. With the creation of the Brazilian Association of Pig Breeders (Associ-
ação Brasileira de Criadores de Suínos – ABCS) in 1958, a period of genealogical control of 
pigs began, with non-endemic breeds being imported to increase the proportion of meat in 
slaughtered animals. Some breeds such as the American Duroc Jersey and, already in the 
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early 1960s, ‘white’ breeds like the British Landrace or Large White were spread across the 
country to differentiate the prices paid for animals by slaughterhouses. In this scenario of the 
introduction of new breeds, pigs in Brazil began to be classified into ‘meat type’, ‘mixed type’, 
and ‘lard type’: ‘meat’ pigs were white animals – Landrace and Large White; the ‘mixed’ type 
included pigs of various red hues like Duroc, as well as animals with some white stripes like 
Wessex and Hampshire; finally, the ‘lard’ classification covered the rest of all pigs – usually 
black, with characteristics typical of the so-called national breeds.29

Hence, as pork production was industrialized, incorporating changes in production meth-
ods and technologies as well as in the amount of space used – and by extension, transforming 
the producers themselves from being considered isolated and backward to becoming the 
equivalent of rural entrepreneurs – the intensified production system pushed the traditional 
model of pig farming to the margins.30 For marginalized or independent farmers, raising pigs 
continued to serve as an income supplement, with a small number of animals forming part 
of a polyculture. But there was no longer any room for them to compete in the increasingly 
restricted market, not least due to sanitary requirements favouring producers integrated into 
the agro-industry. It is important to clarify in this context that with the capitalization, indus-
trialization, and standardization of agricultural production, even commercial producers who 
raised pigs independently of the Incentives and Integration (Fomento e de Integração) model 
began to adopt confined husbandry due to the reduction in required property size and the 
scarcity of food available in the forests. By the end of the 1970s, indoor rearing had therefore 
become the standard for virtually all subclasses of pig producers in southern Brazil31 – which 
incidentally also constituted a facilitating factor in the transmission of diseases such as Afri-
can swine fever.

If the relatively rapid expansion and mechanization of the agro-industry had a dramatic 
impact on pig production schemes, a fundamental element of the functioning of the new 
model provoked a further shock in the system: the likewise dizzying growth in the produc-
tion and uses of soy, one of the items in a balanced diet for swine – particularly for confined 
animals. Soybean production in the Southern Frontier region of Brazil, as well as throughout 
the country, was relatively marginal until the end of the Second World War, although the 
experiences gained in the municipality of Santa Rosa in the state of Rio Grande do Sul are 
considered a turning point in soy cultivation at the commercial scale.32 In the 1940s, farmers 
in the state introduced soybean cultivation during the interval between cycles of wheat – the 
main crop at the time – in plantations that took advantage of the entire industrial structure 
of the cereal, managing to export a few tons to Europe at the beginning of the Second World 
War. By planting soybeans in succession with wheat, it was possible to employ the same land, 
machinery, equipment, warehouses, and labour.33 At the same time, an outbreak of classical 
swine fever in 1946 affected lard production, particularly in the states of Minas Gerais, São 
Paulo, and Rio Grande do Sul. To compensate for the shortfall, Brazil had to import lard 
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from the United States again. In Rio Grande do Sul, although the outbreak of swine fever did 
not destroy the lard production chain, it brought about an intensification of public health 
campaigns and, most importantly for our topic, triggered a timid policy of discontinuing the 
production of lard.34 As a result, the area used for lard production slowly began to diminish, 
though it has not completely disappeared from the market even today. Shortly after the end of 
the Second World War, the increasing production of soybeans was thus able to provide oil as a 
substitute for lard – though not without debates and conflicts, as we will see in the next section.

The battle of the fats: From swine fever to human heart  
disease

In the second half of the 1970s, pig breeds considered exotic were on the rise, as was soy 
production. This development was fuelled by the organization of breeders’ associations, 
agricultural research companies (the civil-military dictatorship created a specialized soy 
research unit in Londrina, Paraná, in 1975), technical assistance service, agricultural credit, 
and instruments promoting subordination of producers to the agro-industry, such as the 
Incentives and Integration programme.

In addition, the intensification of capital in agriculture and livestock drove a consider-
able number of families away from rural areas for reasons such as accumulation of bank 
debt due to property management problems, but also due to droughts or intense rains or 
frosts, generating a dramatic continuum of rural exodus.35 The share of producers who at 
least partly adopted commercial pork production by introducing technical modifications 
such as confinement as well as breeds such as Large White or Landrace while not participat-
ing in the Incentives systems would have been most strongly affected by the African swine 
fever epidemic. The example cited in the introduction refers to Large White pig producers 
not integrated into any of the agro-industries. This case, in turn, is similar to the first ASF 
outbreak registered in Paracambi, from where the disease spread and caused approximately 
5,000 animals to be culled throughout the state of Rio de Janeiro. The origin of the plague was 
reported at a small farm site named Floresta, where animals were fed a mixture of uncooked 
restaurant food waste collected by their owner from the warehouses of airlines maintaining 
flights to Portugal and Spain. The suspicion of ASF was raised by South African veterinarian 
Wilhelm O. Neitz, author of a study on the subject. In the case at hand, pigs vaccinated against 
classical swine fever developed symptoms, indicating that they had no immunity to the new 
disease; within the following three days, after involving several researchers in the debate, a 
sample was sent to the Plum Island Laboratory, which confirmed the diagnosis.36 According 
to the researchers, the clinical signs caused by the Asfivirus pathogen were “haemorrhages 
of various forms, in various organs, lymph nodes, and serosa, which were impressive in their 
extent, severity, and frequency, in addition to marked pulmonary lesions”.37 Shortly after the 
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start of the outbreak, the military police quarantined the affected farm and began to burn 
the animals and pigsties.

In the months following the health alarm triggered by the Paracambi outbreak, defend-
ers of independent producers – including politicians, the Church, and unions – attributed 
the issues to factors such as the introduction of even more new swine breeds by the hybrid 
corn company Agroceres, a Brazilian enterprise created with capital from the International 
Basic Economy Co. (IBEC) founded by Nelson Rockefeller in 1947.38 At least in part, the 
remembrance of the epidemic in the press and social memory related the outbreak to the 
expansionist dynamics of soybean cultivation. At the time, there were many interpretations: 
Some said that African swine fever had been deliberately introduced; in a conjectural exercise, 
the literature on the subject demonstrates that the reduction in international soybean stocks 
began as early as 1971 with the growth of cattle herds in Western Europe and the United 
States, stimulating the bran market. The entrance of the Soviet Union into the worldwide 
grain market between 1972 and 1973 also stimulated an increase in international prices. 
Finally, the 1972/73 harvest in the United States faced unfavourable weather conditions, 
threatening domestic supply; the government reacted by imposing restrictions on exports 
of soy and its derivatives.39

The recovery of grain production in the United States in 1977, so the spin, was accompa-
nied by a biological warfare offensive of sorts in Brazil, with the introduction of swine fever 
representing a strategy to stop exports of Brazilian soy for the international market. Accord-
ing to another interpretation, the disease outbreak interrupted pork exports, thereby also 
affecting the export of grains produced in southern Brazil, a region with a large number of 
records of outbreaks. As an example, at the end of the 1970s, ten ships loaded with 20,000 tons 
of pellet feed and Brazilian soy bran had to wait for sanitary release in the port of Hamburg, 
Germany. In similar fashion, Poland, Romania, and Bulgaria began to demand certificates 
from the Brazilian authorities that the respective soy-producing region had not been exposed 
to the African swine fever virus40 during the last six months. When both of these interpreta-
tions are taken together, the outbreak of swine fever not only interrupted the commercializa-
tion of pork meat for international trade but also impacted the export of grains – especially 
soybeans – due to the industrial proximity between the cultivation of plants and the breeding 
of animals.41 Therefore, the increase in soy production was interpreted as a triggering factor 
for the epidemic outbreak – and as a reason for ‘biological warfare’ supporting the domi-
nance of the United States on the soy market by hampering competition from Brazil. Finally, 
in another line of argumentation, the independent producers – affected by authoritarian 
truculence and forced to sacrifice their animals – identified grain production as one of the 
destabilizing factors for pork production: In their view, the federal government was encour-
aging the planting of hybrid corn and soybeans to the detriment of combating swine fever.42
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A series of events on the national and international markets corroborate or question these 
interpretations: Firstly, the end of the 1970s marked the peak of the expansion of commercial 
soybean production in Brazil that had begun in the 1940s, increasing the production area 
continuously until the 1979/1980 harvest. In the period between 1979/1980 and 1982/1983, 
soy acreage decreased by 636,911 hectares, returning to growth only with the following har-
vest. Secondly, the southern region of Brazil registered a more significant loss of soy-growing 
area – the total reduction in the states of São Paulo, Paraná, Santa Catarina, and Rio Grande 
do Sul reached 1,225,180 hectares, while the area under cultivation in central Brazil grew by 
588,269 hectares. This decline in the south was primarily caused by an increase in soybean 
production costs by around 20.7 per cent together with a decapitalization of producers, who 
received up to 24.6 per cent less for their grain. Given these factors, producers began to invest 
more intensively in corn production during this period.43 As a result, the Brazilian dictator-
ship briefly prohibited exports of soybeans and their derivatives between the end of 1979 and 
the beginning of 1980 due to the lack of supply in the domestic market compared to growing 
demand.44 Also, despite a brief decline during the swine fever episode, Brazil occupied second 
position in the worldwide ranking of soybean producers since 1976, guaranteeing a viable 
market for exports of derivatives such as oil.45 Therefore, soybeans found favourable market 
conditions until the 1970s, especially abroad. A further factor was the aforementioned policy 
of discontinuing animal fat production following the outbreak of CSF during the 1940s. In 
this context, the national market found itself between a decline in the production of animal 
fats – replacing ‘lard type’ with ‘meat type’ pigs – and a concurrent shortage of edible vegetable 
oils to replace them.46

The relatively fast growth of the soy processing industry guaranteed total absorption of the 
raw material; it also caused an increase in the participation of cooperatives in production and 
commercialization, as well as of companies specialized in the processing of oil. As a direct 
or indirect result of the swine fever outbreak, however, the supply and domestic consump-
tion of soybean oil did not increase from 1980/81 onwards. By contrast, before these events, 
supply had increased by 162.28 per cent compared to the average of the 1970s since 1974, with 
domestic consumption growing by 123.04 per cent in the same period. Statistically, another 
indication of the change between the 1960s and the 1970s is that all soybean oil production 
was absorbed by the domestic market until 1969; in the following decade, when exports inten-
sified, the domestic market consumed only 67.68 per cent of the annual supply. Fundamental 
to understanding how soy oil came to occupy an essentially unrivalled place in the market, 
however, is that between the onset of the ASF epidemic and 1987, it accounted for 87.02 to 
92.67 per cent of the total production of vegetable oils, reaching a share in consumption of 
around 93.81 per cent.47 In other words, from being practically unknown in the 1940s, soy-
bean oil had developed into a ubiquitous product on the shelves of both large supermarket 
chains and small businesses by the 1980s.
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In summary, at the time of the slaughter of pigs in Brazil due to a possible epidemic of 
African swine fever, the breeding of animals for human consumption began a long process 
of increasing its dependence on soy bran for animal feed on the one hand and of competition 
between animal fat and vegetable oil on the other. In territorial terms, the area used for soy-
bean plantations grew while productivity simultaneously increased, thus quickly positioning 
soy as an alternative to pig farming for non-integrated farmers. This factor alone does not 
suffice to explain the preference for soy oil over lard, however: Firstly, industry and scientific 
production followed a trend originating in the United States, valuing this vegetable oil with 
its high protein content that needed only improvement of its methionine levels to become 
suitable for commercial and industrial purposes.48 In addition, the Brazilian industrializa-
tion process induced a nutritional transition in the domestic market, facilitating the supply 
and consumption of processed and ultra-processed products rather than in natura products. 
These transformations in the food production chain included different types of lipids and, 
consequently, different types of fatty acids. Between the end of the 1970s and the beginning 
of the 1980s, government statistics indicate a decrease in non-communicable chronic illnesses 
such as cardiovascular diseases.49 The reason for this was the publication of studies such as 
those by North American cardiologist Lester J. Morrison. Based on the initial research by 
Russian scientist Nikolay Nikolayevich Anichkov on the relationship between cholesterol 
and arteriosclerosis, Morrison concluded from an experiment with animals in 1946 that 
lower cholesterol levels in the blood could be therapeutic; he subsequently began what was 
probably the first study testing the possible benefits of reducing cholesterol.50 By the end 
of the 1960s, Morrison’s thesis was circulating in agricultural magazines such as Chácaras 
e Quintais, arguing in favour of soy oil which, according to the cardiologist, “is protective 
against the pernicious effects of pork fat, butter, milk, eggs, and meat”. The same publication 
claimed that “soy attacks and prevents rheumatic fever, liver diseases, ulcers, and cancers” 
and “protects the heart, brain, and kidneys, and lowers cholesterol”, among other benefits.51 
Another study after Morrison’s, carried out by the Multiple Risk Factor Intervention Trial 
group and published in 1962, indicated that animal sources of fat such as pork lard should be 
avoided due to the saturated fat and cholesterol in their composition. It related “high intakes 
of saturated fat and dietary cholesterol to increased plasma cholesterol concentrations, as 
well as increased risk of chronic non-communicable diseases”.52 In Brazil, the differentiation 
between saturated and unsaturated fats dominated the debate and gave a certain gain to soy 
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oil – or rather, to all vegetable oils, but the domestic market practically only offered soy oil 
after it had been hyper-popularized in the scenario of the late 1970s. According to national 
health associations, which in a sense replicated international medical indications, saturated 
fats elevate the risk of cardiovascular diseases by increasing the levels of LDL in the body. 
Among the corresponding products, lard, bacon, whole milk, and red meat in general stand 
out. By contrast, the intake of unsaturated fats is considered essential for maintaining health – 
with an emphasis on soy oil, a polyunsaturated fat.53

Based on factors such as the increase in soy production, changes in the pig production 
chain and the breeds employed in it, the predilection for processed foods to support the 
industrialization process, and finally the medical discourse condemning pork lard, soy oil 
gained its place as a sovereign product in the Brazilian national market. At the same time, 
lard as well as fresh meat became objects of questioning based on the new sanitary standards.

Final considerations: Materials, non-humans, and social 
struggles

The process of replacing lard with soy oil as the dominant product in the Brazilian market 
was relatively quick – although in the mid-1970s, some scattered newspaper articles indicated 
that the development was merely the result of a “sophisticated advertising technique.”54 The 
outbreak of African swine fever in Brazil mobilized government and health authorities to 
intensify measures to eradicate the disease – and from there, resume the country’s role as 
a rising exporter of soy products and pork. In the Southern Frontier region of Brazil, two 
other historical processes were likewise influenced by the ASF outbreak and the subsequent 
killing of animals. On the one hand, the organization of breeders’ associations as well as 
agro-industries, cooperatives, and national as well as international input companies began 
to lobby directly with local and national governments for homogenization of the production 
chain. This factor contributed to an agro-industrial elite consolidating itself in the region and 
dominating a large share of the national and international market over the following decades 
by creating the largest Brazilian swine herd.55 The former small lard factories and slaughter-
houses entered the era of globalization at the end of the 1980s, receiving decisive assistance 
from government bodies to open up markets such as Russia, the Middle East, and Southeast 
Asia. Faced with increased agro-industrial demand, companies such as EMBRAPA – Suínos 
e Aves (swine and birds) developed “light pork” in the 1990s, a pork variety with a minimum 
of fat.56 At the same time, cooperatives began to pay better prices for animals with lower levels 
of fat through the “carcass typification” policy. This scheme gradually decreased the average 
slaughter time alongside other changes, demonstrating the sophistication of the economically 
hegemonic productive chain.
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On the other hand, the African swine fever episode brought together independent produc-
ers around a very concrete agenda of demands. Previously relatively dispersed and without 
mobilization power in the face of the capitalization of the rural environment and the pro-
letarianization of the peasantry, the Pastoral Land Commission and other progressive civil 
society groups gathered 20,000 rural producers in Chapecó in 1979 to denounce the “farce 
of African swine fever”57. Even in this context where breeders were fighting for their rights, 
however, with the closing of the agricultural border in the 1970s, the Southern Frontier region 
of Brazil – more specifically, the west of Santa Catarina – saw 664,375 people in a situation 
of extreme poverty. The share of impoverished people eventually reached around 15 per 
cent of the total population and about 24 per cent of the rural population around 1990.58 If 
structural conditions such as the mechanization of agriculture and integration into the agro-
industry initiated a rural exodus of dramatic proportions, events such as the ASF outbreak 
contributed decisively to the expulsion of independent farmers – as well as to their struggle 
for their rights. Small farmers who invaded indigenous lands in the north of Rio Grande do 
Sul and were expelled from them by the resistance in the late 1970s later occupied Fazenda 
Sarandi in 1978. Some of the families that were unable to settle there subsequently created the 
Encruzilhada Natalino camp on 8 December 1980 – the same year in which the Burro Branco 
farm in Campo Erê, Santa Catarina was occupied. Finally, in this scenario of opportunity for 
social mobilization, the Movement of Landless Rural Workers and the Movement of People 
Affected by Dams (Movimento dos Atingidos por Barragens – MAB) were founded, enabling 
the creation of a new environment of social struggles.59

Therefore, the analysis of social struggles or the creation of agro-industrial elites must, in a 
relevant historiographical proposal for a better understanding of the Anthropocene, observe 
the ecological-cultural mediations that involve humans, non-humans, and resources/materi-
als. The analytical resource in this article consisted of turning viruses, pigs, lard, and oils into 
historical agents; therefore, modifying the composition of these agents or the relationships 
between them opens up new perspectives on historical processes. Finally, this small micro-
cosm of the Anthropocene can insert bio-ecological singularities, as it exercises analysis on 
multiple scales of space and time, positioning itself as a frontal criticism of diffusionism. In 
this critique, instead of perceiving border regions only as recipients and at most as regions 
for the re-elaboration of Westernization, this article has organized its narrative as a place of 
‘passage’ in which technique and science are transitory: Although they do influence the for-
mation of local society, the results produced in these contexts – based on a multispecies his-
tory – extend through other trajectories of space and time and produce new socio-ecological 
changes. A broader study, therefore, could invert the diffusionist question that sometimes 
guides Anthropocene historiography: To what extent do animals, plants, bacteria, viruses, 
waters, soils, or – no less important – subaltern populations promote significant changes in 
the governance of bio-geochemical cycles on multiple scales of space and time?
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