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ABSTRACT 
 

The crafting of travel accounts was decisive for the implementation of exploitative 

practices towards indigenous societies and nature in the New World. The descriptions of 

flora, fauna, and local inhabitants not only informed Europeans about the magnitude, and 

exuberance of the newly discovered territories, but also reinforced stereotypical 

constructions about them. My research examines the role of hunger in some important 

travel narratives of the Americas as a way to detect ruptures in the Eurocentric colonial 

discourse. I acknowledge that the experience of hunger is characterized by a redefinition 

of anthropocentric principles throughout travel narratives – be those fictional, or not. The 

analysis of key texts produced in the Americas since the early Spanish and Portuguese 

explorations offers us evidence of contemporary neuroscientific theories of affects. 

Because emotions (which are physical), and feelings (which are mental) are vital indicators 

of the biological regulation of one’s life, I look at “hungry narratives” as a way to detect 

how the colonizer/traveler is affected by the local Other – plants, animals, or the indio. The 

implications of extreme hunger suggest a redefinition of otherness within the human and 

non-human spheres in a double fashion: within the narration of what happens to the 

colonizer/traveler through hunger experiences (their physical and moral transformations), 

and the constant shifts within the act of writing (the aesthetics, the textual construction). 
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My investigation points to the possibility of a fairer life in society by acknowledging the 

production of human feelings arisen from the help of non-humans in extreme living 

situations. This academic gesture also, at the same time, questions how the lack of such 

feelings are responsible for the maintenance of our self-destructive practices towards 

humans, non-humans, and nature.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

During the first expedition in North American territory, a Spanish conquistador 

called Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca reveals that “cinco cristianos que estaban en rancho 

en la costa llegaron a tal extremo, que se comieron los unos a los otros, hasta que quedó 

uno solo, que por ser solo no hubo quien lo comiese” (67). In 1561, during the infamous 

journey in search of El Dorado, another conquistador – Lope de Aguirre – would attack 

the Spanish Crown saying that “ninguno pudiera ir al cielo, porque aun allá seríades (los 

reyes) peores que Lucifer, según tenéis ambición y hambre de hartaros de sangre 

humana” (292). Henri Carrièrre, a French expatriate, wrote in Papillon (1969): 

“Francamente hecho [SIC] menos la culpa a la Administración de que no nos den una 

ración decorosa, que a los reclusos que distribuyen y preparan la comida. […] Para tener 

voluntad moral, hace falta cierta fuerza física” (174). Graciliano Ramos is another writer 

who talks about hunger. In his most famous novel Vidas Secas (1938), the narrator says: 

“Num cotovelo do caminho avistou um canto de cerca, encheu-o a esperança de achar 

comida, sentiu desejo de cantar. A voz saiu-lhe rouca, medonha. Calou-se para não 

estragar força” (4).      

Hunger, the foremost cry for survival, has not only shaped societies over time, but 

also established the boundaries responsible for the dynamics of life on Earth as early as 

the initial phase of the Pleistocene. With the evolution of Homo habilis and Homo 

erectus, hunger pushed humans to evolve, and develop more complex abilities. This 

affirmation has to do with two scientific facts. First, the prerogative of bipedal Homo 

erectus to develop manual skills such as gathering and amassing food – one of the main 
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traits of Homo habilis. And second, the development of social activities (such as the 

production of more complex tools, and longer travels), not possible before the 

improvement of scavenging, and food storage skills.  

 What this means is that our ancestors’ societal arrangements were influenced not 

only by the ability to carry more food with their arms and hands, but also by the fact that 

food surplus meant a shift in the way time and space were perceived and used. John 

Vandermeer (1996) mentions that the stone tools developed by Homo habilis signified “a 

major manufacturing process where resources were dramatically altered to produce 

commodities that were usable for the transformation of other resources – the first 

machines, so to speak” (80). From skinning a buffalo, or using stone spearheads to killing 

wildebeests, the technological implementation of natural resources to addressing the 

matter of hunger are scientific signs that biological satiety played an important role in the 

evolution of the human mind, and thus of consciousness.  

Therefore, the evolutionary traits that mark human ancestors in the Early 

Pleistocene can be seen as the earliest signs of the interrelation between the human body 

and mind towards the development of technology, and memory. Of technology due to the 

use of tools and fire that allowed Homo erectus to begin mass migration movements, and 

the conquest of new territories; and of memory because food surplus shifted how time 

was perceived – extra food meant more time to do other things, so that scavenging, and 

food gathering were placed in the future with relation to food surplus in the present. The 

gap between hunger and satiety is what allowed human ancestors to devote their time to 

social activities. Additionally, controlling biological hunger for longer periods of time 
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coincided with the expansion of brain sizes1 among the trends of human evolution2. It is 

key to keep this in mind because the advancement of humans’ neural system is precisely 

what divides us from other sentient beings regarding the connection between memory and 

feelings3. Thus, it is under these premises that I want to approach the matter of hunger as 

a way to understand how societies operate over time.  

My argument is that biological hunger, as a mechanism of survival, once satisfied, 

allows the development of more sophisticated types of hunger, be they socioeconomical, 

political, spiritual, and so forth. But how to approach this? And, in more methodological 

terms, how to frame such phenomena in a way that is possible for us to relate biological 

hunger with the creation or prevention of other ones?  

Contemporary neuroscience studies led by Antonio Damasio (2018) reveal that 

there is an undeniable relationship between the body and emotions, as well as the mind 

and the production of feelings. By distinguishing emotions from feelings, Damasio sheds 

light on the fact that emotions are physical responses to homeostasis (what regulates the 

equilibrium of the body, the thermometer of life), originally approached by Spinoza as 

the conatus.  

Thus, emotions are always divided into what is good to life, and what is bad to 

life in the sense that they indicate if something means the continuation of life balance, or 

a threat to someone’s existence. As Damasio explains: someone will immediately stop 

running if there is a cliff in front of them. Why? Because the emotion of fear indicates 

 
1 Tobias, Phillip V. “The Brain of Homo Habilis: A New Level of Organization in Cerebral Evolution.” 
Journal of Human Evolution 16.7-8 (1987): 741-761.  
2 Rightmire, G. Phillip. “Homo Habilis.” Encyclopaedia Brittanica, 2019.  
3 Damasio, Antonio R. The Strange Order of Things: Life, Feeling, and the Making of Cultures. First edition, 
Pantheon Books, 2018. 
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that “cliff” signifies “death,” and so the body will instantly produce a reaction that 

jumping off a cliff is not good. The legs will stop running even before the brain develops 

ideas about the cliff itself. Consequently, emotions must be understood as a physical 

occurrence because their role is to prevent life from ending.   

Now, feelings. Different than emotions, feelings are far more complex for the 

simple fact that they are abstract. Whereas emotions only work towards the maintenance 

of life regarding the wellness of the body, feelings are mental constructs. They are 

motivators, monitors, and negotiators for human creation (art, governance, justice, etc.). 

Feelings are, in fact, produced in the brain but only because the brain is in cooperation 

with the body; and this happens because what lies at the bottom of life is homeostasis 

(Damasio, 2018). Therefore, for us to grasp feelings like sadness, happiness, love, hate, 

and how they are responsible for making the societies we live in, we must look into how 

they connect to the emotions produced by our organisms.  

The main conclusion of contemporary neuroscience research is that feelings are 

the representation of what goes on in the body as far as the functioning of organs and 

chemicals. So how do we deal with concepts of hope, justice, and corruption, for 

instance, acknowledging homeostasis as the base for emotions, and the culmination of 

feelings into societal arrangements all over the world?   

To answer these questions, I decided to look into various texts produced in the 

Americas, where biological hunger functions as a pivotal agent in the production of 

specific feelings. However, the choice of narratives is not limited to a given period of 

time, nor a specific geographical area.  
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Such textual materials suggest that homeostasis and metabolism are 

responsiblefor how a given feeling can be produced and transformed through the context 

in which hunger and malnutrition take place. This is why the range of texts utilized for 

the crafting of my dissertation is spread through the Americas. They differ in language 

and style to prove that they share similar aspects regarding the aesthetics of their 

narratives, and the way humans/narrators (re)construct feelings and social concepts 

through the experience of being hungry. Texts in Spanish, Portuguese and French provide 

us with different accounts regarding the phenomenon of hunger in colonial and 

postcolonial times. This indicates that emotions and feelings are timeless in the sense that 

they always bring us back to the most essential aspect of living organisms: homeostasis – 

or the impulse to keep living. This timelessness aspect of feelings is informed by a 

European philosophical, epistemiological framework that goes beyond linguistic or 

national boundaries, not including “peripheral cultures” (Dussel 2012). 

By analyzing such diverse materials, my research acknowledges that the way 

human societies function is much more related to how homeostatically stable (or 

unstable) individual, and collective humans are. Associating biological hunger with the 

disruption of homeostasis is to say that hungry humans are either 1) prevented from 

developing more sophisticated types of hunger, or 2) inclined to produce feelings that are 

distinct/deviate from satisfied individuals.  

In the first case, other types of hunger can be positive ones if we consider that 

consciousness about food surplus allowed H. habilis and H. erectus to develop 

technology, for instance. On the other hand, the rise of negative hungers in human 
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evolution can be related to the control over other species, which has led to innumerable 

socioeconomic, religious, and racial catastrophes throughout history.  

In the second case, through the lenses of hunger we can recognize how the human 

mind works as the body produces emotions that signal the threat of death through lack of 

nutrients. “Hungry narratives,” as I call them, erode concepts believed to sustain not only 

colonial and postcolonial discourses, but also the boundaries that divide species. My 

investigation examines how a hungry individual reimagines life and questions their 

societies under near-to-death experiences triggered by hunger, as well as the role of non-

humans, like plants and animals during such process. In both cases, hunger provides us 

with a fertile terrain to understand the premises of affects in human history.   

The experience of feeling hungry, however, is not a phenomenon equally felt, or 

expressed amongst living creatures. The intricate aspects of metabolism function 

differently for every singular organism. And so do secondary, and tertiary types of 

hunger. A proper example of this idea is the work of the Brazilian cinematographer 

Glauber Rocha during the Cinema Novo. 

In 1965, Rocha wrote a manifesto called “The Aesthetics of Hunger,” which 

addressed the horrendous consequences of economic disparities in the Latin American 

countryside. His manifesto declared the independence of Latin American works of art 

from European and North American ones. What Rocha’s aesthetics of hunger aimed to 

do, as an ongoing sociopolitical and philosophical process, was to create a space where 

the voice or the experience of the marginalized Latin American could be validated. For 

Rocha, the ambition of this aesthetics was to establish an in-between space that took 

advantage of hunger, instead of suffering from it. Rocha’s aesthetics of hunger was the 
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cornerstone of the Brazilian Cinema Novo. It fostered a space for discussing 

(post)colonialism in Latin American history through art.  

The case of “The Aesthetics of Hunger” not only condemned old and new forms 

of colonialism in the film industry, it also proposed a redefinition of what hunger actually 

meant for the hungry Latin Americans. Therefore, the production of movies during the 

Cinema Novo explicitly denounced the consequences of biological hunger, but more than 

just that, it created a style that was particular to the context in which hunger took place.  

With Glauber Rocha’s aesthetics of hunger, I acknowledge two things: the 

development of an artistic type of hunger (that of demanding legitimacy in the movie 

industry), and a tool that allows us to use cinema as a means to understand how hunger 

occurs in the context of Latin America. However, my unprecedented claim is that the 

prerogatives of the aesthetics of hunger do not only pertain to, nor are they inaugurated 

by, Rocha’s Cinema Novo.  

By addressing the first chronicles written in the Americas, and advancing into 

more contemporary texts, including fiction, I present evidence that there is a unique 

aesthetics regarding the presence of hunger centuries before the Cinema Novo. The 

condition in which hungry individuals understand societies proves to be beyond 

socioeconomic and artistic marginalization, as Rocha claims. Approaching various 

narratives fabricated in the Americas indicates that hunger is not the sole cause for why 

people behave or think in a certain way. Instead, it is the production of feelings through 

the experience of hunger that dictates how individuals or peoples adapt, or not, to the 

societies they belong to. But for us to address any contemporary issues in the Americas, it 
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is crucial to take a look at how feelings have been produced and documented since the 

first encounters between the Europeans and the New World.  

The ultramarine explorations in colonial Latin America established profound 

changes in the political, social, and economic global dynamics. The sixteenth century not 

only marked the shifting of global powers, but also imposed serious changes in the way 

people and nature were to be perceived through the lenses of colonization. The remarks 

made by the first conquistadors in the Americas indicate how the project of territorial 

expansion and the exploitation of goods needed a justification centered in Eurocentric 

religious logics – that of salvation though Christianity. Such practices disregarded the 

intellectual autonomy of autochthonous societies, relegating native humans and non-

humans into a marginalized segment within the colonial enterprise. 

One of the very first notes made by Christopher Columbus following his return to 

Europe after discovering the New World relates to a sense of collectiveness amongst the 

autochthonous peoples of the Americas. In the Letter to King Ferdinand of Spain, 

Describing the Results of the First Voyage (1493), Columbus mentions: “I have not been 

able to learn if they (Amerindians) hold private property; it seemed to me to be that all 

took a share in whatever anyone had, especially of eatable things.” These observations 

not only signify the earliest impressions documented about the Americas from a 

European perspective. They also reveal the tensions between the colonizer’s point of 

view, and the social dynamics of Amerindian societies – that of being cooperative, and 

not based on individual success – a big contrast to the exploitative colonial agenda.  

Interestingly, it was not just the human, the indio, who grabbed the colonizer’s 

attention. Nature, a huge enigma for the first Iberian settlers, was also decisive for how 
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colonization took place throughout the New World. From the extraction of pau-brasil 

(rosewood) in the Atlantic coast (16th century), the Amazon rubber boom (1879-1912), to 

the increasing extensive implementation of cattle farms in nowadays northern, and 

Amazonian Brazil, the world has understood progress and modernity through the lenses 

of destruction and reckless exploitation of natural resources. The atrocities that took place 

in the making of American societies have, for centuries, been obscured by colonial and 

neocolonial practices rooted in the political and economic search for an expansion of 

power. However, climate change signals a new era in how humans understand nature.  

Over the past decades the world has witnessed the increasing threats of climate 

change throughout its surface. The profound impacts made by hasty mistreatment of 

natural reserves have cost humanity hundreds of billion dollars a year - $240 billion a 

year only in the United States in the past decade (Leahy, 2017). From the elevation of sea 

levels and the extinction of endangered species, to drastic changes in the natural 

landscape (air pollution, deforestation, etc.), we have become familiar with the 

irreparable effects of global warming. Every day news channels, radio stations, and 

newspapers bombard us with disappearing cities, variation of precipitation patterns, heat 

waves, and the projection of stronger hurricanes.  

Scientists across the globe have come to agree that the burning of fossil fuels that 

feeds our industries and means of transportation are, together with extensive agriculture, 

responsible for the production of greenhouse gases (methane, CO2, and nitrous oxide). 

According to NASA (IPCC Fifth Assessment Report, 2014), there is a 95% probability 

that the change of the Earth’s temperature over the fifty years has been caused by the 

human-produced emission of such gases. The Kyoto Protocol, and The Paris Agreement, 
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effective as February 2005, and November 2016, respectively, serve as examples to 

observe how we have acknowledged the outcomes of undeniable anthropogenic 

interferences.  

As scientists and conservationists have urged governments to take measurements 

towards the reduction of greenhouse effects, so have they emphasized the importance of 

the Amazon rainforest biome. Called by many “the lungs of the world,” the Amazon is 

not just responsible for producing more than 20% of the world’s oxygen; it is also crucial 

for absorbing the daily emissions of carbon dioxide humans produce worldwide. 

However, due to its geographical position and history of territorial occupation, the 

Amazon rainforest has suffered the human consequences of rampant deforestation, 

annihilation of wildlife, and vanishing of autochthonous communities. Remarkably, these 

phenomena are not new to the rainforest.  

For over five centuries, the Americas have undergone the superimposition of 

external agents as a result of human migration and growth. Historic documents such as 

travel chronicles and other fictional and non-fictional, texts give us a glimpse of how, for 

the most part, non-local human actions have jeopardized and destroyed what today 

remains one of the few hopes for avoiding an environmental cataclysm. Nevertheless, the 

Amazon is just one example. 

Present times offer us more than numbers and data related to how the planet has 

changed over time; it offers us a chance to change our destructive practices based on 

documents, and narratives of our own human nature. The unimportance of private 

property, and the collective eating habits described by Columbus back in 1492, were 

distinctive social features for the peoples of the Americas. However, such idiosyncrasies, 
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among others identified by different travelers over time, were not sufficient for changing 

the way most European conquistadors and colonizers understood the indigenous people 

and their relationship with nature in the Americas.  

As Peter Wade points out in Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (2010), the 

Spanish and Portuguese colonizers were already accustomed to how slavery played an 

important role in the Iberian imaginary. Wade indicates that both in the Bible, and within  

Aristotelian thinking (very up to date in the XV century) slavery was sustained by two 

reasons: that of taking someone into captivity for the sake of guerra justa (between being 

faithful, and unfaithful to the Catholic church), and for when a certain people did not 

have autonomy (Wade, 2010, p. 36-7). Most of the latter reason (for the sake of its 

arbitrariness) was historically based off stereotypical constructions made by the first 

voyages, and settlements in the New World regarding the different tribes throughout the 

Caribbean (Hulme 1986).  

The matter of those two preestablished categorizations applied by the colonizer to 

the Amerindians prevented the development of neutral and unbiased affects between the 

two. By setting forth in the New World, the Iberian explorers did not establish a change 

in the colonial practices already performed in the African territories. The indigenous 

people were looked at as potential workforce for the colonial agenda – even under the 

encomiendas, a non-slavery system that intended to disintegrate local tribes from their 

social activities, rituals, and cultural practices in order to hasten their Catholic 

conversion, and the imposition of colonial settlements (Pagden 1986).  

Moreover, Aníbal Quijano (2000) discusses the whole systematization of power 

and capitalism with the foundation of “America.” One of his strongest remarks touches 
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upon the vanishing of “history, language, achievements, memory and identity” (219) of 

the indigenous and of the African slaves with the advent of coloniality. He points out the 

reduction of those categories into two: the Indians, and the Negroes, or Blacks. What we 

witness with this phenomenon, according to him, is the abrupt vanishing of historic 

identities.  

The work of Darcy Ribeiro (1995) is an example of how the stereotypical 

construction of the Amerindians is still reflected in the contemporary way of thinking 

about such minorities in Brazil. Even though Ribeiro emphasizes their social organization 

(customs, activities, etc.), attempting to deconstruct the Brazilian idea of the indigenous 

people as the vagabundo, the lazy, ignorant, innocent, his claims are still stereotypical. 

From the Carta de Achamento do Brasil by Pero Vaz de Caminha, in 1500, to the works 

of Darcy Ribeiro, we are still presented with superficial, fragmented constructions about 

the autochthonous inhabitants of the Americas. This constant in Latin American history 

and culture has not only prevented indigenous people from occupying a decent 

sociopolitical role in society, it has also prevented the non-local from establishing a 

closer relationship with the indio, the universe that surrounds them, and their 

cosmovision.  

Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (1996), anthropologist and professor at the National 

Museum of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, dismantles the stereotypical 

sociological, and political roles attributed to indigenous groups in Amazonian 

ethnographies. De Castro discusses the Amazonian cosmovision through a concept 

coined by “Amerindian perspectivism,” which argues that the categories of culture and 

nature, for instance, can be readdressed through the differences between corporal and 
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spiritual aspects of beings. His claim takes into consideration mythical Amerindian 

stories, of when Man and animals shared no distinction, (Lévi-Strauss & Eribon, 1988) to 

prove that the way humans see animals and other subjectivities (gods, spirits, the dead, 

vegetables, objects, etc.) is completely different from how those beings see themselves.  

In more practical terms, the acknowledgement of Amerindian narratives and their 

structured anthropomorphization of animals, spirits, plants, and bodies of water (Avelar, 

2013) lead us to confront our current ecological crisis with the way concepts of non-

human rights are still grounded in anthropocentric reasoning. Avelar believes that the 

creation of rights for non-human subjects does not do much (in the case of nature) in 

terms of effective protective actions nowadays. These ineffective measures happen due to 

our construction of nature as an object doomed to reside within an anthropocentric 

concept of property (Figueroa, 2006). The problematic definition of property ends up 

favoring the ideals of economic progress and modernization, as local governments rejoice 

with anti-ecological agendas. Examples include the Bolivian construction of a highway 

across the Tipnis park and of a hydroelectric dam in the Xingu River, in the Brazilian 

Amazon. As far as literary productions, we see both Avelar, and Figueroa’s claims in O 

menino que não sabia sonhar (Daniel Munduruku, 2002), Carta Guarani-Kaiowá 

(Comunidade de Pyelito Kue/Mbarakay, 2012), and Flor brilhante e as cicatrizes da 

pedra (Jade Rainho, 2012). These are all contemporary texts that do more than just avow 

the importance of the spiritual world and animals in the making of indigenous cultures. 

They attempt to safeguard their individuals’ right to remain in territories forever 

inhabited by their peoples.  
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My primary sources – Cabeza de Vaca’s Naufragios (1537-40), Lope de 

Aguirre’s Letter to King Philip of Spain, Henri Charrière’s Papillon (2006), and 

Graciliano Ramos’ Vidas Secas (1965) – establish a timeless framework for 

understanding the abuse of nature and local (non)humans within the territories of the 

Americas, allowing me to detect the failure of (neo)colonial discourses, even if 

momentarily, through the experience of biological hunger. Consequently, my project 

analyzes the affects and feelings originated from the contact between two distinct 

protagonists in the Americas – the human, and non-humans – within the phenomenon of 

hunger. In doing so, my project identifies how such narratives employ certain textual 

strategies in order to convey the impossibility of otherness within hunger and the near-to-

death experiences originated by it.  

 “Hungry narratives” are not constrained by literary genres, languages, or 

determined countries, and cultures. These narratives present ruptures in the Western 

representation of otherness – be it towards humans (the Amerindian people), or non-

humans (animals, and plants). These ruptures occur in the texts once the continuance of 

the protagonist’s (be they conquistadors, colonizers, explorers, or travelers) life is 

determined by the help of a local Other – a plant that constantly provides water, an 

indigenous passerby that offers food, a wild animal capable of cutting through a tropical 

forest without being killed, and so forth. 

The implications of emotions and feelings in hungry narratives in the Americas 

suggest the constant redefinition of otherness within the human and non-human spheres. 

From colonial texts to contemporary migration narratives, we are presented with an array 

of materials that serve as backdrop to identify either the erosion or metamorphosis of 
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universal concepts, and social behaviors. Power and justice, for example, assume 

different meanings through the experience of hunger. Additionally, hungry narratives 

allow us to identify possible ways in which spaces, circumstances, and living things are 

capable of resignifying more ethically our anthropocentric constructs through an 

environmental approach. Vertebrates, invertebrates, plants, and other elements turn out to 

play more than secondary, or decorative roles when we look at them through the lens of 

hunger.  

Consequently, the aesthetic narrative aspect of hunger serves as an instrument to 

reveal important affects that are able to question our relationship with environmental 

agents. It also allows us to engage with different types of texts, be they chronicles of 

travels, epistolary documents, or fictions in general. From Cabeza de Vaca, Lope de 

Aguirre, Henri Carriére, and Graciliano Ramos, we find ourselves looking at hunger 

through a variety of writers in very diverse contexts. 

My primary sources help us advance from the common grounds of biological 

hunger to recognize how the Western anthropocentric arrangement of life poses serious 

threats to our understanding of not only nature, and animal lives, but also to our 

relationship with them. This by no means only signifies a one-way contemplative gesture 

that is from humans to non-humans. It means that the closer one gets to the edge of the 

living experience, one also faces a sort of revelation from unprecedented affects and 

feelings that arise from the help, company or mere presence of the other. The hungry 

narratives in the Americas are capable of demonstrating the existence of local values, and 

development of feelings that are different from the ones brought by the hegemonic self – 

the ethnocentric European. 
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In order to demonstrate how affects, and homeostasis are inseparable to 

understanding the human condition, I have divided my thesis into four distinct chapters. 

The first chapter analyzes Cabeza de Vaca’s Naufragios (1537-40), focusing on 

the failure of a socioeconomic type of hunger during Pánfilo de Narváez’s expedition to 

Florida. This chapter examines how the urge to find gold is deconstructed through the 

narrator’s portrayal of malnutrition and starvation, revealing the disappearance of gold as 

a commodity, while food is portrayed as a symbol of hope and freedom. Special attention 

is devoted to the constant presence of corn and prickly pears as they mediate the erosion 

of socioeconomic hunger, and the depiction of Spain as a living organism hungry for 

gold.  

The second chapter examines Lope de Aguirre’s Letter to the King (1561), 

connecting hunger with the rise of rage and violence in early colonial Latin America. The 

text written by Lope de Aguirre serves as a document to identify how social 

marginalization and hunger deconstruct the conquistador’s concept of justice. This 

chapter features the physical body as the core of Aguirre’s claims. First aesthetically, by 

how he textually uses body parts (legs, eyes, etc.) to condemn corruption in the New 

World, and second, by how his actual body, after being cut off in several pieces, served 

as food to the Spanish colonial system.  

Chapter three explores Henri Carrière’s Papillon (2001), where the protagonist’s 

relationship with animals uncovers a more ethical way of looking at them. With Papillon, 

hunger mediates the notions of friendship and freedom as the main character faces a jail 

sentence for life in French Guyana. Papillon’s journey in northern South America 

presents a series of encounters that help us recognize the importance of affects developed 
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by the help of animals. Ants, birds, pigs, and buffalos not only contribute to the survival 

of the protagonist, but also indicate the undeniable role of non-humans in the making of 

affects in the Americas.   

Chapter four is devoted to Graciliano Ramos’ most famous novel, Vidas Secas. 

Here, my discussion emphasizes how hunger operates within fiction. This chapter asserts 

that hunger has become an integral aspect of artistic manifestations in the Americas by 

demonstrating how fictional characters and nature are traversed by similar textual 

strategies revealed in the previous chapters. In analyzing this text, I suggestthat biological 

hunger has become an integral aspect of human cultural consciousness.  

In sum, the major implications of my research are related to the failure of 

(neo)colonial practices in understanding and respecting an imagined and constructed 

other – be it human, or not. The evidence found in my analyses align with the questioning 

of destructive human practices that makes possible the empowering of certain 

societies/peoples and the diminishing of others. More than that, hungry narratives help us 

readdress the role of human existence in moving towards a more ideal, harmonious 

environment by exposing the failure of anthropocentric logics within very specific 

contexts of near-to-death experiences triggered by hunger.  

Nowadays, we have records of impacts caused by the excessive exploitation of 

natural resources. The Anthropocene emblematizes the ultimate struggles regarding 

climate change, proliferation of diseases caused by invasive methods of harvesting, and 

of animal breeding for alimentary purposes. With enormous impacts on the environment, 

humanity has failed to end both the issue of malnutrition around the globe, and its 

ceaseless hunger for socioeconomic and political power.  
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Hungry narratives not only demonstrate the self-destructive aspect of 

(neo)colonial practices (a phenomenon only present in mankind), but also indicate the 

importance of affects and feelings in recognizing this self-destruction when one is not 

biologically satiated.  
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CHAPTER 1. HUNGRY MIGRANTS: WHAT DO THEY TELL US ABOUT 

POLITICS IN THE AMERICAS? 

 

With the ultimate goal of “conquistar y gobernar las provincias que están desde el 

río de las Palmas hasta el cabo de la Florida, las cuales son en Tierra Firme” (77) [“to 

conquer and govern the provinces that extend from the river of the Palms to the Cape of 

the Florida, these provinces being on the main land [SIC].” (Bandelier I)], Alvar Núñez 

Cabeza de Vaca joined Pánfilo de Narváez’s expedition to Florida in 1527. The journey 

departed from Sanlúcar de Barrameda with five ships, around six hundred men, and 

eighty horses. On its way to what today is Tampa Bay, the expedition lost many men; the 

vessels progressively wrecked, and all horses either died or were eaten by the remainder 

of the journey. Only three men survived at the end of almost a decade of trekking their 

way into Mexico. 

 The hostile weather, and unknown geography soon made the Spanish 

conquistadors seek refuge in Pensacola Bay, believing that the Mexican city of Pánuco 

was not too distant from there. What initially seemed to be a feasible plan ended up being 

a long journey for the remainder of the expeditioners. Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative is one 

of the most important colonial texts in the history of the Americas, being the narration of 

three man trekking across the North American territory for about 2,480 to 2,680 miles 

(Chipman, 2012) for eleven years.  

Scarcity is the central theme of Naufragios, unlike other travel chronicles that 

extol the abundance of natural resources, and the visible chances of a successful 

colonialist enterprise. The lack of water, food, warmth, and gold indicates how Cabeza de 
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Vaca’s chronicles can be seen as instrumental for two important personal goals: 

becoming an encomendero and being reinstated in the Western political life after eleven 

years. The former, according to Gómez-Galisteo (2013), is explained by how “Cabeza de 

Vaca, a conquistador seeking glory and recognition, saw his participation in the 

exploration and conquest of America as a means to receive an encomienda or important 

royal commissions in the future” (89). The latter, regaining political influence, is related 

to how there was only one way for Cabeza de Vaca to claim a better socioeconomic, and 

political status after disappearing for years: a written document capable of supporting his 

cause. Therefore, Cabeza de Vaca’s text can be analyzed from two distinct lenses: 1) 

from a European using the power of speech to convey a political, and anthropological 

discourse translatable into the prestigious title of Gobernador del Río de la Plata, and 2) 

of a text that denounces how biological hunger exposes the postponement of broader 

hungers, making narrower the boundaries between the colonizer/conquistador and the 

natives/nature. The first lens has been amply discussed by other scholars. I find the 

second one in need of more exploration because it points out to a perspective that 

combines Cabeza de Vaca’s journey with the effects of biological hunger. In Naufragios, 

the mountains, beaches, hills, the ocean, the native American societies, plants, animals, 

and even the Sun are thought, seen, remembered, filtered through his unstable 

homeostasis due to hunger; both the facts of the journey and lack of food constantly 

overlap.   

In the text, we observe shifts in Cabeza de Vaca’s behavior. These behavioral 

changes culminate into his transformed environmental, religious, and political views 

caused by hunger. Are these transformative effects of hunger what inform the experience 



 
 

21 
 

in Naufragios, or is hunger a rhetorical device in order to achieve his other goals? I 

believe that analyzing the facts documented during the eleven years in which Cabeza de 

Vaca wandered through the land, and a consideration of the lapse of several years 

between the experience and the writing of the text can help us to put into perspective how 

these questions can be addressed. 

In the first case, hunger is a phenomenon that impacted the way Cabeza de Vaca 

experienced the journey itself. The constant variations in the author’s emotions, and 

feelings as the story unfolds (which we will discuss in detail below) can be seen in how 

his empathy for others develops. Examples vary from how he narrates other men 

desperately dying from drinking sea water, to a poetical style with which he depicts the 

suffering of his own body as he becomes a slave, to how he connects the idea of survival 

with the prickly pears.  

In the second case, hunger as a rhetorical device supports his several claims of 

himself being a sort of apostle. With hunger, nudity, and healing powers, for instance, it 

seems easier for the author to manipulate the narrative’s political and economic goals, 

translating them into a claim that minimizes the atrocities of the private or imperial 

colonial agenda.  

Maria Juliana Gandini (2014) distinguishes between private and imperial 

expeditions through this pilgrimage/apostolic scope. She claims that Cabeza de Vaca’s 

Naufragios did not mean any sort of failure to the Crown at the time. Rather, the whole 

narrative indicated a switch from his role as a conquistador to a pacifier (44), 

distinguishing private expeditions from those sponsored by the State. Gandini says: “En 

torno a la pacificación de los territorios americanos se articula la redención del régimen 
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colonial, atado ahora a la legitimidad del rey y a la acción de sus verdaderos servidores 

cristianos.” (37) [“The redemption of the colonial regime is articulated around the 

pacification of the American territories, now tied to the legitimacy of the king and the 

action of his true Christian servants.” (my translation)4].  In the eyes of the king, 

Naufragios took away the guilt from the monarchy while portraying Cabeza de Vaca as 

loyal to the Christian, Iberian morals. Prieto Calixto (2007), an expert in colonial and 

Asturian studies, also acknowledges such phenomenon. He mentions that Cabeza de 

Vaca facilitates the recognition between “un ‘cristiano’ de verdad, es decir, quien los 

trata humanamente (él mismo) y los otros, los conquistadores de Nueva Galicia, que los 

reducen a esclavitud y los torturan.” (8) [“a true ‘Christian’, that is, one who treats them 

humanely (himself) and the others, the conquerors of Nueva Galicia, who reduce them to 

slavery and torture them”]. 

In this sense, if the reader of Cabeza de Vaca sympathizes with the suffering of 

the narrator, then his claims (as a pacific conquistador) tend to be closer to the benevolent 

image of the Spanish Crown – thus the constant reification of the experience of hunger as 

an affect trigger. Consequently, hunger has to be present in so many ways that it becomes 

a textual device capable of leading the reader towards a path of empathy for the narrator.  

The number of years spent by Cabeza de Vaca in North America are emphasized 

by the continuous incidence of hunger. In Naufragios, food and its absence takes center 

stage: “(el gobernador) mandó dar a cada uno de los que habían de ir con él dos libras de 

bizcocho y media libra de tocino” (91)  [he (the governor) ordered that they should give 

to each one of those who had to go with him, two pounds of ship-biscuit and one-half 

 
4 From this point on, all translations are mine unless specified.  
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pound of bacon” (Bandelier 18)], “sin hallar otra cosa que comer, salvo palmitos de la 

manera de los de Andalucía” (91)  [“without finding anything else to eat but palmettos 

like those of Andalusia” (Bandelier 19)], “veníamos muy fatigados de hambre y al 

tercero día que allí llegamos […]” (92)  [“for, as we were not used to such exposures, we 

felt greatly exhausted, and were much weakened by hunger.” (Bandelier 20)], “El 

caballo dio de cenar a muchos aquella noche” (94, emphasis mine) [“The horse made a 

supper for many on that night.” (Bandelier 23)]. To Cabeza de Vaca, not only the 

conventional European measurements facilitate such discursive goal (dos libras, tercero 

día), but also the types of food familiar to them (tocino, de Andalucía, caballo). What this 

does, to some extent, is to blur the boundaries of the experience of hunger, and most 

importantly, of a very specific type of hunger – that one experienced by the natives, or in 

the natives’ land.   

By measuring and labeling a type of food that is not European, the conquistador 

disrupts the differences for why both (the European, and the Amerindian) hungers take 

place. It even overshadows what really motivates the conquistador’s presence in Florida. 

Because hunger delays the encounter between the conquistador and gold, it can never be 

a positive thing in a diary like Cabeza de Vaca’s. Let us assume that hunger was crucial 

for sociopolitical arrangements in Florida due to natives’ nomadic practices. This not 

only poses the role of hunger before the conquistador’s presence, but also its 

understanding for centuries to come. On the other hand, though, these are examples of a 

sort of transition, or adjustment of Cabeza de Vaca into a new territory that is marked by 

the constant threats of death. It is clear that he uses European measurements, and food to 
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attempt expressing the context in which hunger took place at the initial phase of the 

journey.  

In other words, how can we understand hunger in those territories given that the 

texts that appropriate it do it to convey personal, or foreign common interests? Ben 

Railton (2011) affirms that Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative functions on a contradictory 

double role because it not only narrates all of his losses during the almost decade in North 

America, but it also reconnects him to the Spanish monarchy and culture. Railton names 

the experience of individuals that are part of fixed cultures but experience transformative 

shifts “across or through or toward other identities and cultures” (8) cross-cultural 

transformations – which is how I approach the affects produced in the journey. 

Therefore, I find the presence of hunger in his narrative relevant not only for the analysis 

of the chronicles as a whole, but also for me to engage with a discussion regarding faith, 

and politics – which I circumscribe within the boundaries of what happens during the 

constant experience of hunger.  

From this approach, looking into Naufragios, one can notice that in no given 

moment the gesture of being fed by the indigenous seems to cause in Cabeza de Vaca a 

deeper contemplation about hunger. According to him, hunger was a phenomenon that 

affected almost all of the tribes, and settlements where he sought shelter, had been made 

captive, or lived in. Hunger, from his European standpoint, was the impossibility of not 

only having certain foods, but also of not achieving gold and honor by successfully 

returning home. At least if we only analyze hunger in relation to a final goal (gold, or 

salvation), and not in relation to the process of getting there – which is precisely the role 

of hunger during the journey.  
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In Naufragios, we stumble upon innumerous experiences of hunger and 

starvation, but this does not mean that we understand how hunger defined certain tribes, 

indigenous routines, or their dietetic practices. Because hunger for the European writer 

signifies suffering, and early suspension in the search for (and appropriation of) gold, or 

even a delay regarding the idea of progress (the cultivation of corn, and pastures for 

cattle), the concept of hunger follows the conquistador’s logic – that of being merely 

biological. In addition, the parallel presence of biological, and socioeconomic hungers 

suggests an encompassing type of behavior/state of mind that goes even beyond the 

colonial, imperial framework. The intrinsic search, and accumulation of goods and 

fortune is part of the European condition – their endless devouring conducts, exposing the 

symptoms of insatiable, and everlasting hungers.  

There is no doubt that the impulse for geographical domination was translated 

into the overseas Luso-Hispanic enterprises dating as early as the last decades of the 

fifteenth century. This impulse for the exchange of goods in the Indias – which followed 

a tradition already set by Marco Polo and the goods brought from Asia – not only 

signified hunger for an Iberian presence in the global scenario, but also indicated the 

creation of significant socioeconomic rankings within the Portuguese and Spanish 

societies. It was not a coincidence that many explorers were awarded important titles 

after returning home. This process was a twofold one: The Crown was nurtured by the 

information acquired in those journeys, became richer and more powerful by the 

expansion of its territories, and, in turn, the conquistadors received brand new titles that 

enabled them to access broader socioeconomic, and political spheres. 
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Therefore, if not using hunger as a textual tool, we -the readers- are constrained to 

Cabeza de Vaca’s concept of hunger as being a simply biological one, as indicated 

before. Through such logic, we can only understand it as a natural phenomenon, not a 

political one. The manipulation of hunger in such fashion limits the possibilities of 

relating biological hunger with the dynamics of power in a given environment. That 

being said, do we look into Cabeza de Vaca’s experience of hunger as a postponement in 

the search for gold/return home, or do we understand it as a factor that enabled him to 

eliminate the self/other differences? I believe it is the latter.  

Chapter III, Cómo llegamos a la Florida, presents us with an excellent 

opportunity to begin analyzing the issues proposed above. There, the very first interaction 

with the indigenous people revolves around the act of feeding: “y por vía de rescate le 

dieron pescado y algunos pedazos de carne de venado” (40) [“by way of exchange they 

gave him fish and some venison.” (Bandelier 9)]. Right after this passage, Cabeza de 

Vaca illustrates the abandonment of an indigenous settlement with a hut that could fit 

more than 300 people, among other smaller ones. Following this remark, he says:  

Otro día el gobernador levantó pendones por Vuestra Majestad y tomó la 

posesión de la tierra en su real nombre, presentó sus provisiones y fue 

obedecido por gobernador, como Vuestra Majestad lo mandaba. (40) 

[The next day the Governor hoisted flags on behalf of Your Majesty and took 

possession of the country in Your Royal name, exhibited his credentials, and 

was acknowledged as Governor according to Your Majesty’s commands. 

(Bandelier 10)]   
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Taking possession of that territory seems to have been facilitated by the natives 

abandoning their settlement narrated in the opening chapter. The fact that the indigenous 

people had left their settlement the night before seems to textually justify the ownership 

of that land. Cabeza de Vaca mentions that the indigenous people returned later and, 

through speaking and signaling, the Spaniards understood that they wanted them to leave 

their land. However, since the Spaniards did not follow their request, the natives gave up, 

and left: “y con esto nos dejaron” (85) [“they went away.” (Bandelier 10)]. The lack of 

successful communication seen in this passage suggests an obstacle for the construction 

of a fairer society. Although, it is only through his hungry pilgrimage that Cabeza de 

Vaca will be able to grasp the values and virtues of the indigenous people that, at first, he 

could not understand. The more he enters the unknown territories, the more the 

experience of hunger peels off the layers of his European identity. His acquisition of 

native American languages seems to have been instrumental in this phenomenon. Gomez-

Galisteo (2013) comments that 

[…] throughout Naufragios, there is an interrelation between the hardships 

and sufferings they undergo in America and their past Sins. […] America 

became a purgatory where they found atonement for their sins. (97) 

This is not only a metaphorical occurrence – again, Cabeza de Vaca’s nudity is 

another instance of his cross-cultural transformation. I shall come back to this argument 

as my analysis unfolds.    

In chapter V, Cómo dejó los navíos el gobernador, we have one of the first 

encounters with locals that illustrate the common type of trade between indigenous 

people and Spaniards. Cabeza de Vaca mentions: “Nosotros le dimos cuentas, y 
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cascabeles y otros rescates, y él dio al gobernador el cuero que traía cubierto; y así, se 

volvió, y nosotros le fuimos siguiendo por la vía que él iba.” (46) [“We gave him beads 

and little bells and other trinkets, while he presented the Governor with the hide he wore. 

Then he turned back and we followed him.” (Bandelier 22)]. It is not surprising that 

Europeans would offer inexpensive goods in exchange for gold, silver, and other natural 

resources. Such thing had been done since Columbus set foot in Hispaniola, and it is 

mentioned in his Letter to Santángel. In Naufragios, we observe the continual presence of 

either animal’s skin, or food in the exchanges.  Cabeza de Vaca writes: “[…] otro día 

llegamos al pueblo de aquel señor, y allí nos envió maíz.” (46) [“[…] on the following 

day, we reached the chief’s village, whiter he sent us corn.” (Bandelier 23)] and “Mas 

con vernos llegados donde deseábamos, y donde tanto mantenimiento y oro nos habían 

dicho que había, paresciónos que se nos había quitado gran parte del trabajo y 

cansancio.” (47) [“But to find ourselves at last where we wished to be and where we had 

been assured so much food and gold would be had, made us forget a great deal of our 

hardships and weariness.” (Bandelier 24)]. Here, we come to understand a different type 

of hunger: the hunger for lots of (tanto) supplies, and gold. This passage might be one of 

the most important ones for my argument because it illustrates the core of what I see as 

the politics of hunger.  

The promise of material gains (food supplies and gold), as Cabeza de Vaca 

exemplifies, motivates the permanence in such hostile environment. He is indeed lured by 

the encounter with gold, freedom, or return to his home, but biological hunger makes 

claims that are more urgent: that of being alive.  
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What happens in both passages is that we have two types of hunger being satiated: 

one that is biological, and another that is socioeconomic. Cabeza de Vaca enumerates the 

biological one first not as part of the chronological sequence of facts but also, once 

satiated, as a trigger that allows the existence of a secondary type of hunger: for gold.  

In chapter VI, Cómo llegamos a Apalache, we find a hierarchy of hungers. The 

hunger for gold is not possible if the body is not physically satiated. As the journey 

progresses and Cabeza de Vaca arrives at new settlements, the presence of food seems to 

always be the first thing worth narrated. When he arrives in Apalache, for instance, he 

informs us: “Allí hallamos mucha cantidad de maíz que estaba ya para cogerse, y mucho 

seco que tenían encerrado. Hallámosles muchos cueros de venados, y […] mantas de 

hilos pequeños […]” (48) [“We found there plenty of ripe maize ready to be gathered and 

much dry corn already housed. We also found many deer skins and among them mantles 

made of thread of poor quality […]” (Bandelier 25)]. This demonstrates an undeniable 

bond between body and mind, impelling us to acknowledge the factor body/emotion vs. 

mind/feeling in the construction of not only moral values, institutions, and societies, but 

also of humanity itself. There is an undeniable sequence in the development of hungers. 

We do not witness a development of secondary and tertiary types of hunger to the extent 

we see above (accumulation of gold, and titles) in flora and fauna. The basis of nature, 

and of the animal kingdom relies primarily on the satiation of biological hunger, as well 

as coupling, reproductive purposes, which ultimately represent the equilibrium, and 

maintenance of the bios – never its destruction. 

However, if we think that other human types of hunger are only possible due to 

the very disruption of a harmonic state, we ought to consider that civilizations could be 



 
 

30 
 

measured by their metaphorical eating disorders. Cabeza de Vaca gives us some 

indications of how the distinction between a self and an other tends to follow the logics of 

comparisons. After chapter VI, which narrates his arrival in Apalache and reveals no sign 

of the promised gold, Cabeza de Vaca begins the next chapter with a sharp description 

about the land where similarities between the Appalachian environment and Spain are 

present. He says: “[...] palmitos bajos, de la manera de los de Castilla,” “[...] y las casas 

están tan esparcidas por el campo, de la manera que están las de los Gelves” (97, my 

emphasis) [“[…] low palmettos, like those of Castilla, […] and the houses are scattered 

all over the country as much as those of the Gelves.” (Bancelier 26-7)] are some of the 

examples that on the one hand could just be seen as comparisons for the King, and 

readers to be familiar with nature, and locals’ architecture. On the other hand, however, 

the act of establishing contrasts between the colony’s idiosyncrasies (nature/architecture) 

with the Spanish ones would balance out the differences regarding the construction of the 

other. The comparative textual strategy indicates the presence of similar elements in 

different contexts: that of nature, and social arrangements.  

Such comparative strategy helps in the lessening of disparities between the 

European and the native, pointing out their similar use of technology, and their 

alimentary habits. With regards to nature, even though both sides are familiar with corn, 

Cabeza de Vaca grants the natives a certain advantage in navigating their environment: 

“y por los grandes maizales que había, no les pudimos hacer daño” (98) [“on account of 

[…] the big corn patches, we could not do them any harm” (Bandelier 28)]. He also 

informs that the expedition only remained in those lands for twenty-five days, given that 

the Spaniards could not withstand the locals’ attacks, and they lacked the expertise with 
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the Appalachian landscape. Here we have the first evidence that hunger did not prevent 

locals from successfully confronting the invaders. In addition, even though Cabeza de 

Vaca narrates that some native tribes did suffer from hunger, he constantly presents 

consistent facts about their health:  

Cuantos indios vimos desde la Florida aquí todos son flecheros; y como 

son tan crecidos de cuerpo y andan desnudos, desde lejos parecen gigantes. 

Es gente a maravilla bien dispuesta, muy enjutos y de muy grandes fuerzas 

y ligereza. (100) 

[All the many Indians from Florida we saw were archers, and, being very 

tall and naked, at a distance they appear giants. Those people are 

wonderfully built, very gaunt and of great strength and agility. (Bandelier 

31-2)] 

He later comments that “[e]stán tan usados a correr, que sin descansar ni cansar 

corren desde la mañana hasta la noche […] es gente muy alegre; por mucha hambre que 

tengan, por eso no dejan de bailar ni de hacer sus fiestas y areitos” (145, my emphasis) 

[“They are so accustomed to running that, without resting or getting tired, they run from 

morning till night […] They are a very merry people, and even when famished do not 

cease to dance and celebrate their feasts and ceremonials.” (Bandelier 91)]. Cabeza de 

Vaca even mentions that “their best times are when ‘tunas’ (prickly pears) are ripe, 

because then they have plenty to eat and spend the time in dancing and eating day and 

night.” (Bandelier 91). Therefore, Cabeza de Vaca either relates the mood, and 

disposition of the Indians to their diets, or sees their hunger as a determining factor for an 

apparent inconceivable healthy behavior, and appearance. This is a phenomenon that is 
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still present in contemporary forms of imperialism in which developed countries justify 

their exploitative practices onto “third world countries, “countries in development,” 

through paternalistic discourse, and supposedly aid programs.  

In chapter VII, De la manera que es la tierra, hunger is pivotal for the narrative. 

While there are still a few hundred survivors in the expedition, the hope of continuing the 

exploration remains present. We witness the juxtaposition of biological, and economic 

hungers as the Spaniards urge to exit Aute, the last place where they had been in Florida. 

The phenomenon of hunger inaugurates a critical change in the aesthetic aspect of the 

narrative. Towards the end of the chapter, as survival needs are evident, the total 

departure from European mores and values can be noticed. By exiting Aute, the 

conquistadors experiment the disruption of homeostatic balance, where horses for 

transport become horses for nourishment, clothing turns into sails, bullets into nails to put 

together a raft. The passage below -which is worth quoting in its entirety- is the 

illustration of the dispute between body and mind, where emotions dominate feelings, 

making possible the dismantling of symbols, or mental constructions.  

Hicimos coger muchos palmitos para aprovecharnos de la lana y cobertura 

de ellos, torciéndola y aderezándola para usar en lugar de estopa para las 

barcas; las cuales comenzaron a hacer con un solo carpintero que en la 

compañía había, y tanta diligencia pusimos, que, comenzándolas a cuatro 

días de agosto, a veinte días del mes de septiembre eran acabadas cinco 

barcas, de veinte y dos codos cada una, calafateadas con las estopas de los 

palmitos, y breámoslas con cierta pez de alquitrán que hizo un griego 

llamado don Teodoro, de unos pinos. De la misma ropa de los palmitos, y 
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de las colas y crines de los caballos, hicimos cuerdas y jarcias, y de las 

nuestras camisas velas, y de las sabinas que allí había, hicimos los remos 

que nos pareció que era menester. Tal era la tierra en que nuestros pecados 

nos habían puesto, que con muy gran trabajo podíamos hallar piedras para 

lastre y anclas de las barcas, ni en toda ella habíamos visto ninguna. 

Desollamos también las piernas de los caballos enteras, y curtimos los 

cueros de ellas para hacer botas en que llevásemos el agua. […] En toda la 

tierra no vimos sierra ni tuvimos noticias de ella en ninguna manera; y 

antes que nos embarcásemos, sin los que los indios nos mataron, se 

murieron más de cuarenta hombres de enfermedad y hambre. A veinte y 

dos días del mes de septiembre se acabaron de comer los caballos, que 

solo uno quedó, y este día nos embarcamos por esta orden […] (105-6) 

[We gathered plenty of palmettos, using their fiber and husk, twisting and 

preparing it in place of oakum for the barges. The work on these was done 

by the only carpenter we had, and progressed so rapidly that, beginning on 

the fourth day of August, on the twentieth day of the month of September 

five barges of twenty-two elbow lengths each were ready, caulked with 

palmetto oakum and tarred pitch, which a Greek called Don Teodoro made 

from certain pines. Of the husk of palmettos, and of the tails and manes of 

the horses we made ropes and tackles, of our shirts sails, and of the 

junipers that grew there we made the oars, which we thought were 

necessary, and such was the stress in which our sins had placed us that 

only with very great trouble could we find stones for ballast and anchors 
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of the barges, for we had not seen a stone in the whole country. We flayed 

the legs of the horses and tanned the skin to make leather pouches for 

carrying water […] In all these parts we saw no mountains nor heard of 

any, and before embarking we had lost over forty men through sickness 

and hunger, besides those killed by Indians. On the twenty-second day of 

the month of September we had eaten up all the horses but one. We 

embarked in the following order […] (Bandelier 39-40)] 

This entire passage shows that within the boundaries of hunger, the 

conquistador’s values are in constant vulnerability. The fragment where Cabeza de Vaca 

mentions that horse skin and hair, clothes, and plant parts were used to craft rafts 

illustrates the erosion of the anthropocentric hierarchy that places humans above other 

living organisms. If there was survival for the conquistadors, it was only possible due to 

the presence, and bodies of non-humans. This important aspect of such exposure, which 

is both a physical and mental transformation/adaptation to hardships blurs the notion of 

an other. In the end, the parts of non-humans and humans’ clothes became rafts, and rafts 

meant survival. 

 The urge for survival is responsible for a literal dismemberment of the horses’ 

bodies, and also the redefinition of the cultural meaning of a horse: from a means of 

conquest and transportation to food, or from terrestrial to aquatic. The way in which the 

rafts are built not only reveals the struggles with the new environment, but also its 

supremacy over the conquistador’s presence. Whatever seems to be of basic need for the 

outsider’s survival in the new lands (palmitos) is also what helps them build their escape 

(the fibers of palms, the rocks). Furthermore, their own means of transportation (the 
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horse) turns out to be a valuable nutrient for their survival in the present (the meat) and in 

the future (a container for water); and structural parts of the rafts – horsehair, and 

horsetails as ropes.  

Chapter IX, Cómo partimos de bahía de Caballos, illustrates how the unbearable 

need for water turns out to be the urgent cause for the explorers: “[...] que la necesidad 

del agua era en extrema,” “[...] y fuimos a ella por ver si hallaríamos agua,” “[...] y como 

había cinco días que no bebíamos, la sed fue tanta, que nos puso en necesidad de beber 

agua salada, y algunos se desatentaron tanto en ello, que súbitamente se nos murieron 

cinco hombres” (108) [“[…] when we were in extreme need of water […] where we 

touched to search for water […] and it being five days since we had drank anything our 

thirst was so great as to compel us to drink salt water, and several of us took such an 

excess of it that we lost suddenly five men.” (Bandelier 42-3)]. Again, as constantly 

documented, the necessity of survival appears to transgress reason: “Como vimos que la 

sed crecía y el agua nos mataba, aunque la tormenta no cesaba, acordamos de 

encomendarnos a Dios nuestro Señor, y aventurarnos antes al peligro de la mar que 

esperar la certinidad de la muerte que la sed nos daba” (108) [“Seeing that our thirst was 

increasing and the water was killing us, while the storm did not abate, we agreed to trust 

God, Our Lord, and rather risk the perils of the sea than wait there for certain death from 

thirst.” (Bandelier 43)]. According to Cabeza de Vaca’s narration, it was not until the 

next day that salvation was providential, but interestingly, in the form of Indians that 

guided them to their houses, where great amount of food and water was provided. In this 

passage, there is also an exchange of fish and corn between the indigenous chief and the 

Spanish governor.  
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A similar episode of desolation is also narrated after Cabeza de Vaca leaves 

Apalache as the governor Pánfilo de Narváez abandons the expedition: 

Yo, como vi eso, pedíle que, para poderle seguir, me diese un cabo de su 

barco, y él me respondió que no harían ellos poco si solos aquella noche 

pudiese llegar a tierra. Yo le dije que, pues vía la poca posibilidad que en 

nosotros había para poder seguirle y hacer lo que había mandado, que me 

dijese qué era lo que mandaba que yo hiciese. El me respondió que ya no 

era tiempo de mandar unos a otros; que cada uno hiciese lo que mejor le 

pareciese que era para salvar la vida: que él así lo entendía de hacer, y 

diciendo esto, se alargó con su barca […] (61) 

[Seeing this, I asked him to give me a rope from his barge to be able to 

follow, but he answered that it was no small effort on their part alone to 

reach the shore on that night. I told him that since it was barely possible 

for us to follow and do what he had ordained, he should tell me what he 

commanded me to do. He answered that this was no time for orders; that 

each one should do the best he could to save himself; that he intended to 

do it that way, and with this he went on with his craft. (Bandelier 51-2)] 

It is clear that the despair amidst hunger, the atrocious weather, and poor 

conditions of the boats creates an environment of destruction. Different from the 

instances in which the Spaniards arrive at Indian settlements, or run into local migrants, 

here we observe the complete dismantlement of the colonial enterprise before they even 

reach land again. We ought to pay attention to how the proximity to death plays an 

important role in the whole narrative, but most importantly, that it takes place either in 
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the ocean, or in the land. Safety, a momentary state of being, happens in the moments in 

which the explorers are not cold, or hungry. At a more complex level, the narrative itself 

is a form of safety because first it is the continuous reminder of his success in being alive 

after the almost ten years spent in the journey and second because the text itself feeds us, 

as readers, allowing us to develop empathy for Cabeza de Vaca, and experience his 

suffering without really feeling it physically.  

In the case above, the terrible weather conditions allied with the lack of food 

allows the Spaniards to see the land as salvation, inverting the roles between Europeans 

and natives. The land saves them, not the other way around. Later in the text, we 

encounter “[…] y como salieron a tierra a unos barrancos, hicimos lumbre y tostamos del 

maíz que traíamos, y hallamos agua de la que había llovido, y con el calor del fuego la 

gente tornó en sí y comenzaron a esforzarse.” (62, my emphasis) [“As they took to some 

rocks, we built a fire and toasted some of our maize. We found rainwater, and with the 

warmth of the fire people revived and began to cheer up.” (Bandelier 54)]. Survival 

depends more on the natural forces as rain, warmth, good winds, food and indigenous 

help than on the European efforts at the individual level.   

For this constant aspect of Cabeza de Vaca’s journey, where death and salvation 

dwell closely, there is a special feature I point out about the text: the perils arisen 

throughout the journey do not take place because of an unbearable, harsh environment. 

They only happen because of the expectations of the journey itself (taking possession of 

the land and acquiring gold), even before the conquistador leaves their homeland. The 

journey has two ends that are symbiotic: Spain and gold. In no way the colony’s 

environment should be seen as a threat to the set of goals established by the explorers.  
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The distance between the self (the conquistador) and the goal (gold) is only 

marked by the rise or lessening of expectations, which is precisely the element 

responsible for the conquistador’s experience during the journey. So, if we take 

expectations as a regulatory indicator for one’s hunger, then the production of negative 

emotions and feelings could never be blamed onto an other, or the environment, because 

they are not responsible for distancing the conquistador from gold. Nevertheless, 

expectations are between the two extremes (Spain and gold), and thus making it difficult 

for the conquistador to acknowledge nature and natives as just elements of the journey. 

What fights against the conquistador during their exploitative voyages is the upheaval 

between fiction and reality? I call fiction the story created within those two ends (how the 

colonizer might imagine the discovery of gold, of El Dorado, of Paititi, etc.), and reality 

is what places them as mere characters in a story they do not control and where they are 

not the narrators anymore. The acknowledgement of this shifting is when an other, or the 

environment, receives the guilt for how the invader might feel and, therefore, the 

emotions/feelings produced within such phenomenon are naturally removed from the 

self, and attached to the surrounding elements. 

  On the other spectrum, positive feelings can also be understood in the same 

fashion. It is not the prickly pear, or the continuous assistance provided by Indians that 

make Cabeza de Vaca a better person. It is the role they have regarding the decrease of 

frustration, or high expectations towards finding gold. What they do is to distance Cabeza 

de Vaca from that secondary type of hunger, making him aware of more urgent matters 

(the survival of his body, for instance). Therefore, because emotions and feelings are 

internally produced, their translation into textual structures, as Naufragios, are always 
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related to how one expresses in words, the process of stabilizing one’s homeostasis. We 

could not look at Naufragios and simply disregard the role hunger has in Cabeza de 

Vaca’s journey in North America because the occurrences or the memories of them are 

attached to how the production, suppression, or destruction of emotions and feelings 

within the facts narrated.    

The constant relationship between the conquistador, and the new territory can be 

described as a symbiotic one. In Biology, the term symbiosis designates all relationships 

between two distinct organisms. Living organisms can symbiotically live through three 

different types of interaction: mutualistic, commensalistic, or parasitic (Dubinsky & 

Seckbach, 2011). John Archibald (2014), the director at the Centre for Comparative 

Genomics and Evolutionary Bioinformatics (CGEB) at Dalhouise University, makes 

symbiotic relationships more specific when dividing them into “ectosymbiotic – when 

one organism lives on another organism – or endosymbiotic, which involves an organism 

living within another” (35). Speaking of these categorizations, we could dive into 

biological hunger as one perspective to analyze the search for nutrients from symbiotic 

relationships, or acknowledge ectosymbiotic, and endosymbiotic dynamics within more 

complex types of hunger.  

The title of chapter XII, Cómo los indios nos trajeron de comer, exemplifies the 

constant feeding aspect of commensalism when only one side benefits, which does not 

mean that the other end is being harmed. This is something we can notice throughout the 

text: it is either a relation of mutualism or commensalism. In either way, both relations 

always indicate a type of benefit in both, or one side. Conversely, Cabeza de Vaca 

describes his suffering as a slave – which proposes a different sort of biological 
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relationship that is called parasitism. If we think the host organism is Cabeza de Vaca, the 

parasite is his master that lives from the nutrients brought by his slave. He says: “En este 

tiempo yo pasé muy mala vida, así por la mucha hambre como por el mal tratamiento que 

de los indios recibía, que fue tal, que yo me hube de huir tres veces de los amos que tenía 

[…]” (148). The inversion of the colonial logic here is decisive. Not only was Cabeza de 

Vaca a slave for a long time, which is the antithesis of the conquistador’s role, but he also 

documented it – written proof of the colonial failure, and also a channel that could deliver 

a message of fraternity for all the suffering one can experience as a slave. From a 

symbiotic point of view, it means that parasitism makes no distinction among the host or 

the parasite. It is a matter of survival. At the basic level, parasitism also follows the logic 

of hunger because the parasite is fed from the host’s body, even though it does cause 

harm to the host. Slowly or not, there is destruction happening in the host’s body.  

Having these biological dynamics in mind, we notice that in two other passages, 

Cabeza de Vaca emblematizes the inversion of the colonial apparatus:  

“[…] porque, entre otros trabajos muchos, había de sacar las raíces para 

comer de bajo del agua y entre las cañas sacar donde estaban metidas en la 

tierra. De eso traía yo los dedos tan gastados, que una paja que me tocase me 

hacía sangre de ellos” (133)  

[[…] among many other troubles I had to pull the eatable roots out of the 

water and from among the canes where they were buried in the ground, and 

from this my fingers had become so tender that the mere touch of a straw 

caused them to bleed.” (Bandelier 74)] 
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He also adds: “En todo este tiempo no comí bocado ni hallé cosa que pudiese 

comer; y como traía los pies descalzos, corrióme de ellos mucha sangre” (155). These 

passages illustrate the failure of the colonial project as I have discussed, plus they also 

offer the reader two major elements that can never be detached from the idea of life: food 

and blood. Here we have two ends that become one: nurturing and living. They are also 

aesthetically (and even poetically) constructed in the narrative through the polarization of 

hands and feet, plants and roots, water and blood, and of strength and fragility. By 

balancing out food and blood, Cabeza de Vaca invites us to contemplate not only the 

hostility of the environment in his experience, but also the deconstruction of race, for 

instance, and emotions or feelings like fear, despair, faith, sadness, and pain.  

The matter of race lies on the fact that he is a white European, and that he is 

expressing suffering through the experience of being a slave. So here it is not about 

phenotypes (one of the marks of race construction), but rather of the human condition – 

of the emotions (fear, despair, pain) developed within the experience of slavery. Cabeza 

de Vaca’s emotions arisen from being a slave are translated into the words in the citation 

above. We see the aesthetic process of emotions being transformed into feelings through 

writing. The passage at stake is not about happiness. The pain caused by slavery was 

responsible for creating a narrative of sadness: the injuries, and the constant hunger mark 

this very specific memory of Cabeza de Vaca. This is the moment where he realizes the 

exterior and the interior of his body simultaneously.   

There is also an inversion of power between the human and the plant: a straw 

(paja) caused him to bleed. Under no circumstance Cabeza de Vaca seems to overcome 

the hostility of the moment he narrates above. However, because there is the urge for 



 
 

42 
 

living, and moving away from destruction, the passage above points out to a new type of 

hunger, which is spiritual. Within the blurredness of the present and the future, hope is 

what nurtures the conquistador, allowing him to somehow feed off of a mental 

construction of survival: escaping, being saved, or mercy. Whatever it can be it is 

projected into the future.  

Becoming a more merciful human being can be threatening in the eyes of the 

Crown because even though the relationship between conquistadors and natives was 

usually a parasitic one, in the case just narrated it is inverted, the host for the parasite is 

the European. Overtime, it could (as it is documented in the narrative) compromise the 

definite sociopolitical boundaries between the two ends. For the colonial apparatus to 

exist, both symbiotic, and commensal exchanges should be controlled. Parasitism is the 

only biological relationship capable of guaranteeing the dynamics that sustain the 

colonial system. In parasitic dynamics, there is no room for the production of feelings 

from the parasite towards the host. 

Still on chapter XII, Cómo los indios nos trajeron de comer, after informing that 

the Indians had brought them yuca, and fish before their departure, Cabeza de Vaca says:  

Los que quedamos escapados, desnudos como nascimos y perdido todo lo 

que traíamos, y aunque todo valía poco, para entonces valía mucho. Y 

como entonces era por noviembre, y el frío muy grande, y nosotros tales 

que con poca dificultad nos podían contar los huesos, estábamos hechos 

propia figura de la muerte. (64) 

[The rest of us, as naked as we had been born, had lost everything, and 

while it was not worth much, to us it meant a great deal. It was in 
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November, bitterly cold, and we in such a state that every bone could 

easily be counted, and we looked like death itself.” (Bandelier 58)] 

The physical and mental results of becoming a slave are exemplified in the 

passage above. As a host, and almost dead, Cabeza de Vaca is an illustration himself of 

how the production of feelings is hindered by his unbalanced homeostasis. We can also 

see that, according to him, the only goal was to stay alive: “aunque todo valía poco, para 

entonces valía mucho” (64) [“although the whole was of little value, at that time it was 

worth much.” (Smith 49-50)]. Cabeza de Vaca also writes that between May and 

November (when the aforementioned event happened), he had had mostly corn daily, and 

fish for no more than ten times. 

Soon after narrating the devastating shipwreck, the text mentions the encounter 

between the indigenous and the Spaniards, focusing on how much those cried in sadness:  

y esto les duró más de media hora; y cierto ver que estos hombres tan sin 

razón y tan crudos, a manera de brutos, se dolían tanto de nosotros, hizo que 

en mí y en otros de la compañía cresciese más la pasión y la consideración de 

nuestra desdicha.” (65).  

[[…] and they continued so doing more than half an hour. It was strange to 

see these men, so wild and untaught, howling like brutes over our 

misfortunes. (Smith 50)] 

However, the same locals that helped the colonizers also meant to kill them as 

sacrificial offerings if they chose to go to the indigenous village. Here we have the 

inclusion of the natives’ spiritual hunger. Cabeza de Vaca mentions:  
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[…] aunque para nosotros no había placer, fiesta ni sueño, esperando cuándo 

nos habían de sacrificar; y la mañana nos tornaron a dar pescado y raíces, y 

hacer tan buen tratamiento, que nos aseguramos algo y perdimos el miedo del 

sacrificio. (66) 

[[…] although there was neither pleasure, feast nor sleep in it for us, since we 

expected to be sacrificed. In the morning they again gave us fish and roots, 

and treated us so well that we became reassured, losing somewhat our 

apprehension of being butchered. (Bandelier 61)] 

It is interesting to observe that throughout the entire narrative Cabeza de Vaca 

praises God for the miracle of surviving through the perils of the journey. After all, was 

not the journey itself a form of sacrificial act for the sake of the Spanish imperialism? 

The difference here relies on the constancy of the sacrifice. The indigenous sacrifice 

represents a one-time event in which the foreigner is transformed into an offering to their 

gods. The Spaniard sacrifice is a continuous offering, a sacrifice to the colonial project. 

The conquistador’s body feeds the colonial, imperial, political body.  

 In chapter XIV, Cómo se partieron los cuatro cristianos, Cabeza de Vaca 

narrates the ultimate and desperate act for survival in the text. He says:  

[…] y como las casas eran tan desabrigadas, comenzóse a morir la gente; y 

cinco cristianos que estaban en rancho en la costa llegaron a tal extremo, que 

se comieron los unos a los otros, hasta que quedó uno solo, que por ser solo 

no hubo quien lo comiese. (67) 

[As the lodges afforded so little shelter, people began to die, and five 

Christians, quartered on the coast, were driven to such an extremity that they 
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ate each other up until but one remained, who being left alone, there was 

nobody to eat him.” (Bandelier 63)] 

 This passage questions how both sides – the Spaniard, and the indigenous – 

responded to extreme situations of famine. In colonial texts where cannibalism is 

described it is always among the natives (see Columbus, Jean de Lery, Cortes, Staden 

among others), yet in Cabeza the Vaca the only act of cannibalism is committed by the 

Spaniards. As much as hunger insists in being a strong manifestation in the journey, the 

indigenous populations, even if suffering from it, are always the providers. They provide 

the conquistadors with vegetables, nuts, roots, fruits, fish, meat, and grains throughout the 

narrative. Even within passages where the colonizers reached abandoned settlements, 

they could find corn fields, or food stored. The way chapters are enumerated in the book 

also provide readers with information in the sense that they are also pacing the amount of 

“textual food” we get. An example is seen in what happened in the Isla de Mal Hado, one 

of the most intense passages regarding the experience of hunger. It says:  

Fue tan extremada la hambre (sic) que allí se pasó, que muchas veces 

estuve tres días sin comer ninguna cosa, y ellos (indigenous people) 

también lo estaban, y parescíame ser cosa imposible durar la vida, aunque 

en otras mayores hambres y necesidades me vi después, como adelante 

diré. (71).  

[So great was the lack of food then that I often remained without eating 

anything whatsoever for three days, and they were in the same plight, so 

that it seemed to me impossible for life to last, although I afterwards 
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suffered still greater privations and much more distress, as I shall tell 

further on. (Bandelier 70-1)] 

Here Cabeza de Vaca suggests a textual type of hunger. By using the words 

“como adelante diré,” and “y sustentarnos con tanta hambre, y poner aquellas gentes en 

corazón que nos tratasen bien, como adelante diremos” (86) he is making the reader keep 

looking for the information. To me, this is a brilliant textual technique capable of 

connecting the many types of hungers in the narrative, while also transforming it into a 

textual one. It is hunger for information, a specific type that serves political, or economic 

appetites. Ghosh (2011) approaches the matter of hunger and literature, affirming that 

hunger is “integral to literature’s survival” (144), indicating that literature plays a role in 

feeding a discourse and thoughts about an other. This author also says that “there is a 

mourning over the ‘loss’ of traditional ideas into a ‘hunger of a new becoming,’ and it is 

what makes the experience of reading literature provocative.” (148). The aesthetic aspect 

of hunger and literature is that literature relates to hunger because its affirmation is both 

“conservation and expenditure of energy” (Gosh 53).  

Cabeza de Vaca, following this technique, first mentions the importance of the 

prickly pears while waiting for the right time to escape from the local tribes:  

[…] y avisáronme que en ninguna manera diese a entender a los indios ni 

conosciesen de mí que yo quería pasar adelante, porque luego me 

matarían; y para eso era menester que yo me detuviese con ellos seis 

meses, que era tiempo en que aquellos indios iban a otra tierra a comer 

tunas. (76).  
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[[…] but they advised me to keep it secret from the Indians (as well as my 

own departure) lest they would kill me forthwith, and that to avoid this it 

was necessary to remain with them for six months longer, after which they 

time they would remove to another section in order to eat prickly pears. 

(Bandelier 81)] 

As seen before, the inclusion of a time frame for a given event (six months before 

leaving the tribe) captures the reader’s attention. Prickly pears constantly appear in the 

text, and have an emotional charge more than any other food. In this case, Cabeza de 

Vaca relates the prickly pears to the duration of time: “Esta es una fruta que es del 

tamaño de huevos, y son bermejas y negras y de muy buen gusto. Cómenlas tres meses 

del año, en los cuales no comen otra cosa alguna […]”(76) [“These are a fruit of the size 

of eggs, red and black, and taste very good. For three months they subsist upon them 

exclusively, eating nothing else.” (Bandelier 81)]. Besides Cabeza de Vaca giving us 

ethnographic information, we readers know that for three months he only ate prickly 

pears – which is textually different than when he just describes other foods as “y llegaron 

a este último ancón, decían que hallaron en él indios que estaban comiendo moras; y 

como vieron a los cristianos, se fueron de allí a otro cabo […]”(77) [“At this, the last 

cove, they said they saw Indians eating blackberries, who, upon perceiving the Christians, 

went away to another promontory.” (Bandelier 82-3)]. The difference between the two 

fruits resides in the amount of time Cabeza de Vaca spends with them. On the one hand, 

we have Cabeza de Vaca only eating prickly pears for three straight months, and on the 

other hand he describes locals eating blackberries at a particular moment:  
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Con éstos padecimos más hambre, que con los otros, porque en todo el día no 

comíamos más de dos puños de aquella fruta, la cual estaba verde; tenía tanta 

leche que nos quemaba las bocas […] (92) 

[Among these we underwent greater hunger that with the others, for we ate 

daily not more than two hands full of pears, which were green, and so milky 

that they burnt our mouths. (Smith 82)] 

Blackberries, unlike the prickly pears, do not provide any emotional attachment. 

There is a clear difference, or even a hierarchy, among edible things, and diets for 

the narrator. The inclusion of “three months” next to prickly pears establishes a type of 

affect because his survival depends on the constant proximity to that object. In Ethics III, 

Spinoza explains that we do not necessarily seek the object, but rather the pleasure it 

provokes in us. What he was trying to focus was on the result produced between the self 

and the object, which is the affect. The relationship between Cabeza de Vaca and the 

prickly pears could be an example of what Spinoza proposes. Yet it is more, with the 

prickly pear example, we argue that the affects produced between Cabeza de Vaca and 

the fruit itself translate into emotions and feelings. The emotions are the bodily responses 

to a given situation – the instinct, drive for survival when encountering it, for instance; 

the very simple gesture of stretching an arm to grab the fruit. The feeling, at the 

intellectual level, signifies the mental constructs about the object – the attachment of 

abstract concepts as gratitude, freedom, and hope, for example. Feelings are translated 

into conscious representations of the fruit in the narrative: “Hay muchas maneras de 

tunas, y entre ellas hay algunas muy buenas, aunque a mí todas me parescían así, y nunca 

la hambre me dio espacio para escojerlas ni parar mientes en cuáles eran mejores.” (84) 
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[There are many kind (sic) of pears, and among them are some very good, although they 

all appeared to me to be so, for hunger never gave me leisure to choose them, nor to 

reflect upon which were the best.” (Smith 73)].  

Moreover, the prickly pears serve both as food and as water:  

En todo el tiempo que comíamos las tunas teníamos sed, y para remedio 

de esto bebíamos el zumo de las tunas y sacábamoslo en un hoyo que en la 

tierra hacíamos, y desde que estaba lleno bebíamos de él hasta que nos 

hartábamos. Es dulce y de color arrope; esto hacen por falta de otras 

vasijas. (84) 

[We had thirst all the time we ate the pears, and to quench this we drank 

their juice. We caught it in a hole we made in the earth, and when it was 

full we drank of it until satisfied. It is sweet, of the color of must; and they 

collect it in this manner for lack of vessels. (Smith 73).] 

It is interesting to notice that they drank the juice from the ground, which might 

indicate that the liquid could also contain minerals, and other nutrients extracted from the 

soil, and necessary for the body. If we understand emotions as responses directly from the 

body without the mediation of the mind, then the gesture of eating the juice from the 

ground could imply a type of preconscious knowledge of the body. Another factor is that 

the prickly pears fruit plays a double role: it saves them both through the solid, and the 

liquid state. Hunger and thirst, during those three months, were satiated only by one 

means: the prickly pears.  
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These fruits not only sustain Cabeza de Vaca and make the journey possible, but 

also feed the text, and give the narrative impetus. They bring forth Cabeza de Vaca to 

other places, as he mentions:  

Después de habernos mudado, desde a dos días nos encomendamos a Dios 

nuestro Señor y nos fuimos huyendo, confiando que, aunque ya era tarde y las 

tunas se acababan, con los frutos que quedarían en el campo podríamos andar 

buena parte de tierra. (85).  

[The second day after we had moved, we commended ourselves to God and 

set forth with speed, trusting that, notwithstanding the lateness of the season 

and the pears were about ending, with the mast that remained in the woods 

we might still be enabled to travel over a large district. (Smith 74)] 

Thus, food in general is not a mere addition to the detailed expedition. It is the 

core for how events, and even chapters, are structured in the narrative. 

Cabeza de Vaca describes with rich details dietary practices when he narrates 

Esquivel account about the pueblos caddos (Chapter XVIII):  

Su mantenimiento principalmente es raíces de dos o tres maneras, y 

buscándolas por toda la tierra; son muy malas, y hinchan los hombres que 

las comen. Tardan dos días en ararse, y muchas de ellas son muy amargas, 

y con todo eso se sacan con mucho trabajo. Es tanta el hambre que 

aquellas gentes tienen, que no se pueden pasar sin ellas, y andan dos o tres 

leguas buscándolas. Algunas veces matan algunos venados, y a tiempos 

toman algún pescado; mas eso es tan poco, y su hambre tan grande, que 

comen arañas y huevos de hormigas, y gusano y lagartijas y 
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salamanquesas y culebras y víboras, que matan los hombres que muerden, 

y comen tierra y madera y todo lo que puede haber, y estiércol de venados, 

y otras cosas que dejo de contar, y creo que si en aquella tierra hubiese 

piedras las comerían. Guardan las espinas de pescado que comen, y de 

culebras y otras cosas, para molerlo después todo y comer el polvo de ello. 

(81) 

[Their support is principally roots, of two or three kinds, and they look for 

them over the face of all the country. These are a poor food and gripe the 

persons that eat them. They require two days in roasting: many of them are 

very bitter, and withal difficult to be dug. They are sought after the 

distance of two or three leagues, and so great is the want these people 

experience that they cannot get through the year without them. 

Occasionally they kill deer, and at times they take fish, but the quantity is 

so small, and the famine so great, that they eat spiders, and the eggs of 

ants; worms, lizards, salamanders, snakes and vipers that kill whom they 

strike; and they eat earth, and wood, and all that there is, the dug of deer, 

and other things that I omit to mention: and I honestly believe that if there 

were stones in the land they would eat them. They save the bones of the 

fish they consume, of snakes and other animals, that they may afterward 

pound them together and eat the powder. (Smith 62-3)] 

There is no emotional attachment to the foods consumed by this group of natives, 

he describes them in thorough details but without the feelings present when he narrates 

the food that for him means survival: the prickly pears. This list of animals could be 
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thought as good sources of protein, however in Cabeza de Vaca’s mind, they have a 

culturally construed connotation that preclude them from being eaten (the rocks, deer’s 

manure, worms, etc.)  

This description illustrates the array of nutritional elements eaten by a certain 

tribe. Considered the long years in which Cabeza de Vaca lived in North America, the 

vast amount of information regarding dietary practices is quite constant, and detailed. We 

can take a look at the description above and identify insects, amphibians, fish, mammals, 

roots, bones, and even manure. For the European perspective, such nutritional habits 

demand attention in various passages of the narrative, which helps shaping the whole 

account of the journey. Additionally, the focus on hunger and food seems to toughen the 

experience of the traveler more than the almost eleven years spent walking. At a textual 

level, because some of the food may cause estrangement to the reader due to their 

uniqueness (insects, and manure), the elements that surround hunger may be more 

efficient in expressing Cabeza de Vaca’s suffering.  

Another instance that corroborates to the juxtaposition of hunger and passage of 

time is: 

Toda esta gente no conocía los tiempos por el Sol ni la Luna, ni tienen 

cuenta del mes y año, y más entienden y saben las diferencias de los 

tiempos cuando las frutas vienen a madurar, y en tiempo que muere el 

pescado y al aparecer de las estrellas, en que son muy diestros y 

ejercitados. (91) 

[They are all ignorant of time either by the sun or moon, nor do they 

reckon by the month or year; but they better know and understand the 
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differences of the seasons, when the fruits come to ripen, the fish to die, 

and the position of the stars, in which they are ready and practiced. (Smith 

81)] 

For the Western reader (used to days, weeks, and months), to relate the passage of 

time with the ripening of fruits is also a way to validate the experience of the journey. To 

me, it seems that Cabeza de Vaca not only focuses on the experience of hunger because it 

was a genuine aspect of the journey; he also utilizes it to give depth to the textual fabric. 

It is not the language, or the physical descriptions of the indigenous people that make the 

core of his text – it can be said it is the relationship between hunger/food with Cabeza de 

Vaca, but also with the reader. We can see this in the passage where he describes that 

they had dogs’ meat:  

Después que comimos los perros, pareciéndonos que teníamos algún 

esfuerzo para poder ir adelante, encomendámonos a Dios nuestro Señor 

para que nos guiase, nos despedimos de aquellos indios, y ellos nos 

encaminaron […] (93).  

[After eating the dogs, it seeming to us that we had some strength to go 

forward, commending ourselves to God, our Lord, that he would guide us, 

we took our leave of the Indians. (Smith 84).] 

This reveals the proximity between food and hope, as already noted with the 

prickly pears. Biological hunger can also model other hungers such as a spiritual one. 

These survivors also need the supernatural protection. Faith and hope are, then, food for 

the spirit. Throughout the story, innumerous examples illustrate how Cabeza de Vaca 

turns to his Christian faith: he thanks God, he asks God for help, shelter, and protection, 
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etc. What we see above is the intimate relationship between food and the pilgrimage 

Cabeza de Vaca goes through. The verb “guiase” has a very powerful meaning in the 

context of the journey. Let us take the prickly pears, for instance. They are the most 

specific example of what in fact guides him to survival. Generally speaking, food as a 

whole sustains Cabeza de Vaca during the years spent in North America and guides the 

readers through his long journey. 

The relationship between God’s guidance and food is decisive for my analysis 

because Cabeza de Vaca could not detach one from another:  

Y dijo como había hallado casas de gente y de asiento, y que aquella gente 

comía fríjoles y calabazas, y que había visto maíz. Esta fue la cosa del mundo 

que más nos alegró, y por ello dimos infinitas gracias a nuestro Señor […] 

(110).  

[He told us how he had found fixed dwellings of civilization, and that the 

inhabitants lived on beans and pumpkins, and that he had seen maize. This 

news the most of anything in the world delighted us, and for it we gave 

infinite thanks to our Lord. (Smith 99)] 

Also, as they approached the region where today is northern Mexico, he mentions: 

“dijéronnos que el camino era por aquel río arriba hacia el Norte, y que en diez y siete 

jornadas no hallaríamos otra cosa ninguna que comer, sino una fruta que llaman chacan.” 

(111) [“[…] they said the path was along up by the river toward the north; and that in a 

journey of seventeen days we should not find anything to eat but a fruit they call chacan 

[…]” (Smith 106)]. Food and guidance are inextricably linked in Chapter XXXI: De 

como seguimos el camino de maíz. 
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After many prayers, and cries for help, if God was to be guiding him, as the 

narrative claims, such path of suffering, starvation, thirst, and cold, to mention a few, was 

God’s plan. The convergence of faith and hunger points out to a sort of filtering 

experience in which one does not leave the journey the same as before. The journey, 

called pilgrimage by Cabeza de Vaca himself, can only be such if he acknowledged that 

the experience of hunger was a way for salvation. But the (hungry) path for success 

allowed him to undress the layers of moral, and ethical codes from the Spanish society: 

he lost shame for being nude, he observed how homosexual couples were accepted, and 

played an important role in some indigenous societies, he served as a slave for several 

years, he adapted himself into new diets (as eating dog’s raw meat, for example), he even 

experienced healing powers. 

In conclusion, the context of hunger proposes the complete redefinition of 

Western symbolic, anthropological, and political values that do not seem to survive the 

colony’s environment. Through the eyes of the King, all of the aforementioned passages 

can be interpreted as the failure of the colonial project – albeit momentarily. They inform 

the Eurocentric reader about the hostility encountered in the new lands. However, the 

more susceptible, and destroyed the Eurocentric values become (for the ones who 

experienced the trip), the closer one gets to acknowledging autochthonous virtues. This is 

the case with Cabeza de Vaca. At the very end of chapter VIII, Cabeza de Vaca says: “y 

tanto puede la necesidad, que nos hizo aventurar a ir de esta manera, y meternos en una 

mar tan trabajosa, y sin tener noticia de la arte del marear ninguno de los que allí iban” 

(106) [“[…] so much can necessity do, which drove us to hazard our lives in this manner, 

running into a sea so turbulent, with not a single one that went there having a knowledge 
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of navigation.” (Smith 33)]. Nevertheless, in Naufragios hunger occurs at the collective 

level for the strangers, the conquistadors. As Donald E. Chipman (2012) mentions about 

the end of Cabeza de Vaca’s journey, he “had emerged a changed man. He had learned a 

fundamental truth about Indians – not all were the same, just as his Indian friends in 

Nueva Galicia had discovered that not all Spaniards were alike.” (47).  Because they are 

being traversed by hunger, they act according to the most urgent necessity: survival. 

Right here we have a transcontinental dialogue with Euclides da Cunha’s Sertões. The 

more descriptive, and scientific his discourse is (the first chapter A Terra) about the 

environmental conditions, the less it is able to justify, or sustain the controversial strength 

originated in those hungry human beings. The local victories in the first two wars of 

Canudos, and Cabeza de Vaca’s departure from Florida emanate from the same source: 

the visceral necessity of being alive. If, at any point, violence serves hunger as its 

intrinsic phenomenon, we ought to understand it as an ultimate cry for survival.  

Gomez-Galisteo comments that despite being enslaved by the Native Americans, 

suffering from “ill treatment, and physical abuse, starvation and penury, atonement, etc.” 

(112), Cabeza de Vaca, as other chroniclers about Florida “looked upon North America 

as a purgatory where one found atonement for one’s sins and finally, redemption” 

(112). Howard (1997) eve says “He (Cabeza de Vaca) became a champion and protector 

of the Indians, seeking a humane conquest which by kindness, justice, and good treatment 

would civilize (or Hispanize) and make Christians of them.” (11).  

In “Happy Objects,” Sara Ahmed (2010), talks about the incorporation of the 

things we like in the world that surrounds, shapes us: “The bodily horizon could be 

redescribed as a horizon of likes. To have our likes means certain things are gathered 
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around us […] those things we do not like we move away from” (32). According to 

Ahmed: moving away from objects we dislike helps establishing the boundaries of our 

horizons. She adds: “[…] in rejecting the proximity of certain objects, we define the 

places that we know we do not wish to go, the things we do not wish to have, touch, taste, 

hear, feel, see, those things we do not want to keep within reach” (32). What Ahmed is 

arguing, after all, is that “happy objects” are not necessarily the only things invested with 

happiness. We must take into consideration that whatever surrounds a given object is also 

traversed by the feeling of happiness (it can be a place, a context, a person, etc.); this is 

what the author calls “happy by association” (33). Such event can also happen due to an 

“unattributed happiness” (33), which can be understood as an involuntary state of 

happiness. In this case, we direct the unexpected, innate, random feeling of happiness to 

elements surrounding us. In both instances, what we must acknowledge is the boundaries 

established by a determined feeling. 

 In the case of Cabeza de Vaca, hope takes place within the edges of various types 

of food that are responsible for his survival. In such detrimental context, we can observe 

that the very idea of political, or physical survival is linked to elements that literally feed 

oneself: Gold feeds Spain, food feeds Cabeza de Vaca.  

Little by little, as the journey goes on, we witness how the feelings of Cabeza de 

Vaca are always expressed through the establishment of physical boundaries among 

natives, animals, and plants. In other words, if the initial motivation to join the expedition 

was to find gold, and during the eleven years the motivation switches to “return home,” 

then we must acknowledge that this “switch” is now marked by different agents (people, 
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places, animals, plants, objects) that also redefine Cabeza de Vaca’s feelings. Reséndez 

(2007) adds:  

 
The journey of Cabeza de Vaca, Estebanico, and the others was thus spiritual 

as much as physical. Their life depended on their ability to understand the 

basic humanity of their indigenous masters and hosts. [...] They were 

European and African by birth but were becoming American by experience. 

So profound was the survivors' spiritual journey that fellow conquistadors 

could scarcely recognize them on the radiant spring day when they finally 

reemerged from the depths of the continent. (11)  

The aesthetics of hunger points out to an incredibly beautiful, and hopeful 

manifestation that does not only pertain to the human experience – that of surviving. I 

call it aesthetic because it transforms the concept of beauty – plants, animals, and humans 

come together to one and only essential thing: life. It is also aesthetic because through 

destruction (of norms, of values, of civilizations, of the physicality of the body) it reveals 

one common aspect: survival. The aesthetics of hunger is a powerful tool that defies the 

constant establishment of invisible boundaries that divide segments of living creatures. 

With it, we come to the possibility of oneness, which seems to be the only imaginable, 

and encouraging way for living in a more just, and respectful life in society.  

If Cabeza de Vaca coins his journey as a type of pilgrimage, in which he becomes 

a better human being with a better sense of humanity and empathy towards humans, non-

humans, and nature, in the next chapter we will turn our attention to a different kind of 

pilgrim account, that of Lope de Aguirre’s. 
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CHAPTER 2. CULTURAL HUNGER: A POSTCOLONIAL READING OF 

VIOLENCE IN LATIN AMERICA 

 
 

This chapter puts Lope de Aguirre’s Letter to the King in dialogue with the 

aesthetics of hunger in Glauber Rocha’s work. The letter, written in Amazonian 

territories, is a resistance document: against institutional power, against religious values, 

against justice, and finally, against corruption. In doing so, the letter dialogues with the 

main characteristics present in the works of art produced by Glauber Rocha during 

Cinema Novo. This means that the aesthetics of hunger ought to be understood not only 

as an aesthetical phenomenon limited to the context of Cinema Novo in Brazil, but as an 

atemporal, and independent response to historical, and structural violence. In more 

practical terms, this chapter identifies the textual mechanisms characteristic of the 

aesthetics of hunger in Lope de Aguirre’s Letter to the King, demonstrating that such 

aesthetics is a collective, recurrent phenomenon in Latin America’s history since colonial 

times. The aesthetics of hunger, thus, contests not only the work of art in the 20th century 

through Cinema Novo, or a tradition of foundational documents at the end of the fifteenth 

century and during the entire colonization period, but most importantly, it allows literary 

criticism to approach the matter of hunger as a counterpoint to – not a form of 

subjugation by – (post)colonial practices. 
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WHAT IS CULTURAL HUNGER? 

The introduction of Glauber Rocha's "aesthetics of hunger" is written to justify the 

situation of hunger in Latin America. The first part of the text does not focus on the 

conditions from which hunger originates in Latin American lands, but rather, it is 

centered on two decisive positions: that of the hungry, and that of the foreign interlocutor. 

Therefore, when Rocha mentions that he is going to approach hunger in "termos menos 

reduzidos" than those adopted by the European observer, he is establishing a discursive 

space closer to the reality of those who suffer from it in Latin America. First, because he 

is Brazilian, knowledgeable of the socioeconomic and political context of the 

Northeastern region, and secondly because, as creator of Cinema Novo, he understands 

the market demand of Hollywood cinema – and its failure in understanding socio-

political issues in the Latin American confines, for example. 

In this context, the hungry, according to Rocha, laments "misérias gerais," which 

are not understood by a foreign interlocutor. The Latin American, that is, the hungry, is 

not cognizant of the root of these general miseries, allowing the foreigner – the "homem 

civilizado" – to appropriate their inferior condition as a way to exercise his 

(post)colonialist practices. In this sense, it is important to note that Rocha regards 

colonial transpositions (new forms of colonialism) to understand why Latin America 

never completely dissociates itself from colonialist practices. He says: "uma libertação 

possível estará ainda por muito tempo em função de uma nova dependência" and "e além 

dos colonizadores de fato, as formas sutis daqueles que também sobre nós armam futuros 

botes." Both affirmations allude to national politics in Latin America. 
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These cyclical phenomena translated by foreign and national colonialist forces are 

key to understanding multiple hungers in Latin America. Not only the aesthetics of 

hunger itself as a written manifesto obeying a common syntax of the Portuguese 

language, for example, but also the ideological traces that mark the artistic production of 

Glauber Rocha are capable of offering us an outlet to discuss other issues that surround 

hunger such as structural violence.  

Structural violence is generally related to how social structures or institutions 

founded on patriarchy, class, and race operate in a given society (Nigam). That structural 

violence is invisible; “it constitutes violence of a particular kind that destroys life chances 

of people at the receiving end” (Nigam 68). Hunger and poverty are powerful examples 

in the shaping of Latin America over six centuries (Kay 2007). These instances of 

structural violence need a different approach since both raise “complex theoretical issues 

of subject-formation and the consent of the oppressed in their own oppression” (Nigam 

68). If hunger is, then, already a form of violence, where do we place violent acts that 

emanate from it? Is it possible to hierarchize, or categorize these types of violence? Both 

questions lead us to discuss the issue of sociopolitical resistance. The distinct inequalities, 

and conflicts generate violence that, in turn, are the result of agrarian socioeconomic 

arrangements that take place in the outskirts of Latin American countries in general 

(Kay). 

Because what interests me here is the matter of hunger, the letter of Lope de 

Aguirre, like the work of Rocha, functions as a way to approach it. On the one hand, it is 

a written acknowledgement of one who suffers from structural violence and biological 

hunger, and on the other, it is an important textual tool that helps us navigate the 
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language in how hunger writes itself. The letter of Lope de Aguirre is an excellent 

paradigmatic example of how and in which circumstances the hungry ones communicate 

the structural violence of hunger. One would argue that each experience of biological 

hunger would be unique, meaning that each individual experiences it in a different way – 

some become more irritable, physically violent, or even quiet, and sleepy. However, it is 

important to bear in mind that the document at stake represents a discourse of resistance 

in the context it is written. Aguirre’s words are not exclusively the vital signs of his own 

hunger, but extend themselves to other individuals and circumstances.  

For this reason, my argument does not revolve around the fact of hunger as a pure 

biological condition. There is, indeed, a connection to less favored classes, or 

geographical regions that undergo a reality marked by lack of food, and access to better 

conditions of life. This is where the aesthetics of hunger departs from a collective 

suffering that is capable of making people aware of their perpetrators.  

Aguirre describes the societal dynamics of those days. His manifesto is not a mere 

repudiation about the king’s relationship with the colonies; it conveys a discourse of 

someone who has become a sufferer of structural violence. Aguirre is able to speak about 

the catastrophic arrangement of the Spanish colonization in the Amazonian region 

because he no longer is in the position of a colonizer.  His biological hunger, and as a 

victim of the corrupt political system in the colony, he is able to enter a space of clarity 

that is collective – for those who also experience it.  

Consequently, sociopolitical marginalization brings, by its very existence, the 

dissociation of certain societal codes, or values – be they honor, human rights, justice, 

dignity, and even cultural identity. Hunger, as a biological phenomenon, exists 
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intermittently between two conditions of one’s digestive system: of it being full, and then 

empty (or vice-versa). The role of food respects two different moments that are present in 

the hungry phase: the apprehension of food, and its digestion (Kass). The second phase is 

when the form (of what the food used to be before digestion) becomes part of the eater 

himself – when the food particles are broken down and entered the blood system. This 

biological transformation can be a powerful way to approach the subject of hunger as a 

metaphorical, cultural, experience for the colonized countries in Latin America. 

Aesthetically speaking, the deprivation of certain societal codes and values 

(nobility titles), that were once part of a common “diet” in the eyes of the transplanted 

Europeans (or taught to the natives by them), triggers a behavior that seeks the 

consumption (privileges associated with such titles), or retrieval of them. This is the heart 

of a “dietary crisis” that will denounce the conditions in which colonialism failed as a 

project, and that will frame the Latin American experience.  

 

 
THE LETTER 

Lope de Aguirre’s Letter to the King can only be understood when the whole 

political, symbolic, and physical universe comes to full view once we contemplate all the 

circumstances that surround the search for El Dorado. The Gold Museum in Bogotá is a 

well-known existing archive that tells the story of the myth of El Dorado, and the 

mysteries surrounding a secret society made of gold. The golden artifacts crafted by 

many ethnic groups, prominently the Muiscas, were sacred offerings to Guatavita, a pre-

Hispanic goddess. The tradition consisted in a ceremony in which the zipa (the chief) 

would cover his body with gold dust, and deposit gold treasures in the middle of Lake 
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Guatavita. The name “El Dorado” (the golden one) derived from this ancient religious 

ritual. As of today, the Gold Museum of Bogotá holds many of the artifacts offered to the 

goddess as proof of this tradition. This myth ignited the imagination, lust, and greed of 

countless Spaniards who risked their lives in pursuit of those hidden treasures.  

Over time, the ritualistic offerings were believed to have a connection with a 

wealthy and pristine society. The Europeans hoped to find not only a society that crafted 

objects in gold, but also a powerful, and prosperous empire. The existence of the El 

Dorado Empire, then, was believed for over two centuries, encouraging travelers and 

explorers from many parts of the world to search for unimaginable, hidden amounts of 

gold.  

In 1560, Pedro de Ursúa initiated a disastrous expedition that intended to find the 

mythical golden empire. Francisco Vásquez’s Crónica de la expedición de Pedro de 

Ursúa y Lope de Aguirre (1562) is a document that allowed the Crown to know the 

details about El Dorado’s expedition. However, Vásquez’s text, beyond informing 

various aspects of the journey, was also crafting his own innocence while at the same 

time portraying Lope de Aguirre’s corruption, murders, and disobedience to the Crown in 

regard to his insurgent acts. Torres (2011)  says that “Aguirre apela al antiguo derecho 

del vasallaje, aplicándolo a su relación con el monarca. Si el señor no cumple su deber, el 

vasallo puede salirse de su protección, es decir, tiene derecho a desnaturalizarse.” (208) 

[“Aguirre appeals to the ancient right of vassalage, applying it to his relationship with the 

monarch. If the lord does not fulfill his duty, the vassal can escape from his protection, 

that is, he has the right to denature himself.”] 
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Consequently, the depiction of Lope de Aguirre is of a rebellious, barbaric, and 

ruthless man – “one of the most famous traitors of Spanish colonial history […]” 

(Borchard 45). Inserted in Vazquez’s chronicle there is a letter written by Lope de 

Aguirre to the King which is simultaneously an integral part of Vazquez’s alibi and an 

original document of the infamous Aguirre. 

It is in this context that we can approach Lope de Aguirre’s Letter to the King. 

Differently than Vásquez’s text, with Aguirre we can identify the traces of the aesthetics 

of hunger I mentioned before. First, because Vásquez’s writing follows a structure 

commonly seen in travel diaries: chapter, subchapters, the narration of deeds, strategies, 

nature, natives, etc. In Vásquez’s we have a clear intention – in the form of a traditional 

travel chronicle – of the craft, and manipulation of information. Secondly, as I point out 

some passages of Aguirre’s letter, we can observe that there is a flux of consciousness 

freed from form in the latter author. There is a telling of historic aspects in a 

chronological order, but among them, it is common to notice interventions made by 

Aguirre. They can be religious, anthropological, political, biblical, to mention a few, as 

we go over the analysis of the letter.  

Let us first recall the distinction that Walter Mignolo makes about colonialism 

and coloniality in The Idea of Latin America (2005), urging us to understand the 

difference between historical occurrences versus a way of exercising power. According to 

him, the forces of imperialism mark colonialism. Therefore (mainly in the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries), the presence of armies, and institutions such as government, and 

Church point to the phenomenon of colonialism. The latter (coloniality), follows “the 
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logical structure of colonial domination” (7); it is a way of thinking that tends to lead to 

world dominance that goes beyond the time of the colonies.  

These contemporary concepts constitute important advances in the way we 

understand world history, and culture domination/appropriation. However, it is essential 

to acknowledge that these concepts come mainly from contemporary Latin American 

thinkers, and that what originates them has to do with a collective development of 

political, and cultural consciousness. Yet, I venture to say, it was somewhat already 

present in Lope de Aguirre’s experience. If that is so, then how can we connect the 

protests in Aguirre’s letter to the awakening of a political consciousness if he was the 

colonizer? Furthermore, what elicits Aguirre’s engagement with local, colonial 

struggles?  

The failure of the El Dorado enterprise left behind many aspects of the colonialist 

logics. It emblematized, for Aguirre, more than an insatiable search for wealth, and 

Spanish expansionism. It, rather, resignified the sociopolitical and religious institutions as 

the heart of a broader issue that stemmed from the failure of the royal system in Spain, 

and of its false honor codes.  

The letter starts off with Aguirre’s own profiling:  

Rey Felipe, natural español hijo de Carlos invencible: Lope de Aguirre, tu 

mínimo vasallo, cristiano viejo, de medianos padres y en mi prosperidad 

hijodalgo, natural vascongado, en el reino de España, en la villa de Oñate 

vecino. (291) 

[To King Philip, the Spaniard, son of Charles the Invincible: From Lope 

de Aguirre, your lesser vassal, old Christian, of middling parents but 
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fortunately of noble blood, native of the Basque country of the kingdom of 

Spain, citizen of the town of Onate. (Holloway)] 

The adjectives of humility and humbleness alluded in this opening paragraph 

distance the narrator from his intended reader. Even before diving into the text, we all 

know who the interlocutors are because the title of the document makes it explicit: the 

crown prince and his father the king. However, the way Aguirre opens the letter poses 

two decisive effects for the initial analysis of it: of delimiting boundaries of power, and of 

setting an ironic tone.  

In the first case, he makes clear to mention Felipe’s father, the invincible, while 

juxtaposing his own descent “de medianos padres.” At a political level, it determines a 

distance between both of them, undermining any possibility of a royal title to be related 

to prestige. This happens because Aguirre, as a rebel and the sender of the letter who has 

agency, is the one who is crafting history from the margins of the globe. Additionally, he 

is not the chronicler’s recognized writer for the Crown; that title is held by Vazquez. The 

accusations he makes are based on the failure of the royal system as the highest 

governing power to take charge of the appalling, political circumstances of the Andean 

colonies. Therefore, if the Crown is not able to sustain its own hegemony, and to remedy 

the issues of modernization, then, in other words, the hierarchical royal system is in crisis 

– hence, defeating itself.  

The term “invincible,” thus, is contesting its use even before we get to know the 

facts Aguirre brings forward. Aguirre’s gesture (of sending the letter) already proves that 

invincibility is a metonymical failure. Metonymical in the sense that the characteristics 

apply to the whole – King Carlos V was only invincible due to the effort of many 
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(soldiers, explorers, captains, etc.)  The attachment of prince Felipe to the characteristics 

of his father makes possible a certain lineage of heroic traces; he is included in that 

“invincibility.” It connects Felipe to King Felipe not only through their blood lineage, but 

also to the honorable features present in their familial bonds. King Carlos V is only 

“invincible” within the boundaries of a contextualized slice of history. When royal 

figures appear related to those traces (the Invincible, the Great, the Reckless, the Prudent, 

etc.), they impose such features to the empire as an institution. They automatically 

become qualities of the surrounding relatives too – “Rey Felipe, natural español hijo de 

Carlos invencible.” The metonymic occurrence does not exclusively limit Aguirre’s 

grievances to king Felipe whatsoever. It is an attack to the tradition and logics of nobility, 

and its correspondence to a collective construction of virtue. Such construction of titles, 

and noble virtues, also has to be thought as part of the manufacturing of the idea of 

honor, and its dependence of an “other.” Invincibility holds only while the soldiers, 

colonizers, etc., are also invincible, but when parts of that body fail then the system loses 

that characteristic.  Aguirre detaches himself from that body and opens the possibility of 

a different power logic, separated from that coloniality mentioned above. Baraibar (2011) 

adds: 

Desde un primer momento, el alzamiento de Lope de Aguirre es en sí mismo 

uma afrenta al propio rey. De hecho, en su rechazo y desprecio de la 

autoridad real Aguirre va construyendo también la imagen de su poder, que 

podríamos considerar como un contrapoder. (195) 

[From the outset, the Lope de Aguirre uprising is in itself an affront to the 

king himself. In fact, in his rejection and contempt of the royal authority 
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Aguirre is also building the image of his power, which we could consider as a 

counter-power.] 

Secondly, in the case of the ironic tone, the self-description constructed by 

Aguirre presents significant words: “mínimo vasallo,” “cristiano viejo,” “medianos 

padres.” Every single one of these adjectives puts Aguirre in a level of irrelevance when 

compared to the high status of a royal figure. This is only ironic because the adjectives 

applied are not intentionally used as a way of humility, or as a rhetorical use of the figure 

of captatio benevolentia. After reading the whole letter, one could look back at the same 

adjectives and contest their use. “Mínimo vasallo” would not be the veracious 

characteristic of Lope de Aguirre. After leaving Spain, he became an alderman in Peru, 

and by the time the letter was written, Aguirre was a recognized conquistador. Therefore, 

we could not argue that the exercise of humility happens when he disregards his 

sociopolitical status.  

As such, irony can only take place in this text because, from first to last 

paragraph, Aguirre will try to prove to be more knowledgeable, more just, and braver 

than King Felipe. Someone who is a “mínimo vasallo” would not be related to the 

acquisition/development of such capabilities. This is precisely where irony resides. How 

dare a “mínimo vasallo” be questioning what a king should or should not do?  

The second adjective, “cristiano viejo,” although it refers to not being of converso 

(jewish) origin, can also work in a two-fold strategy: “old Christian” as in a long-term 

participant of the catholic faith, and “old Christian” as in emphasizing Aguirre’s age. The 

former functions as an opposition to Aguirre’s own criminal, and unjust acts (before we 

read his justifications). Being an old Christian would only indicate the embracing of the 
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catholic values, and morals – which, at first, is not the case for Aguirre. The latter would 

suggest the discrepancy between both interlocutors’ ages. In this case, the word “viejo” 

may even sound comical due to the brutal facts (Aguirre’s use of violence) one would not 

attribute to an old person.  

Thirdly, the “medianos padres y en mi prosperidad hijodalgo” evokes the 

configuration of class in the Spanish society. Traditionally, “hijodalgo” referred to the 

lower nobility in most of the Spanish kingdom.  People from the Basque country, like 

Aguirre, were all hijodalgos.  At the same time Aguirre places his origins in the 

“medianos padres'' social status, he is establishing a discourse that arises from such social 

experience. Furthermore, the addition of “y en mi prosperidad hijodalgo” only reinforces 

his presence to a less privileged social stratum, since he is not prosperous anymore. What 

becomes ironic here is the fact of Aguirre, representing the originally Basque lower 

nobility, in his present circumstances now, poor and wretched, to be delivering a 

discourse that puts the sociopolitical Spanish arrangement upside down. The euphemistic 

strategy favors his protest.  

In Nigam's argument about structural violence, he affirms that the less privileged 

classes suffer as a collective corpus. The suffering of the body  thus ascertain a very 

interesting diachronic aspect of the aesthetics of hunger.  To experience hunger (in any of 

its avatars) as an instance is very different if it is felt as a long term or permanent 

condition.  The “cristiano viejo” aludes necessarily to the passage of time. In the second 

paragraph, Aguirre says: “En mi mocedad [...] en veinte y cuatro años te he hecho 

muchos servicios en el Pirú [...] siempre conforme a mis fuerzas y posibilidad.” [“In my 

youth […] In 24 years I have done you great service in Peru.” (Holloway)]. The reader is 
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not only presented to the large number of years Aguirre had served the Spanish Crown, 

but also to the disparity of ages between him and his interlocutor. King Felipe was thirty-

four years old and Aguirre sixty-one when the letter was sent.   

As the letter unfolds, the constant deprecation of the figure of the Crown 

increases. The more Aguirre protests, the more convincing his initial allusions to the 

decadence of the imperial power are. Johnson and Lipsett-Rivera affirm that “[b]oth 

church and state taught that God had created the colonial social order and that social 

justice was the maintenance of divine intentions” (13). This way of thinking had severe 

impacts on the way honor was configured in the Iberian imaginary. The authors also find 

this as a constant in other works of fiction with regards to the tradition of honor, for 

instance “Don Juan Tenorio, Don Quixote, or the works of Juan Ruiz de Alarcón” (7). 

Contesting this tradition, Aguirre will denounce the corrupt catholic institution, showing 

how pervasive dishonesty was among religious figures: 

Pues los frailes a ningún indio pobre quieren enterrar y están aposentados en 

los mejores repartimientos del Pirú. La vida que llevan es áspera y trabajosa, 

porque cada uno dellos tiene por penitencia en sus cocinas una docena de 

mozas y no muy viejas, y otros tantos muchachos que les van a pescar, a 

matar perdices y a traer frutas. Todo el repartimiento tiene que hacer con 

ellos. En fe de cristianos te juro, rey y señor, que si no pones remedio en las 

maldades desta tierra, que te ha de venir castigo del cielo. Y esto dígolo por 

avisarte de la verdad, aunque yo y mis (sic) no esperamos ni queremos de ti 

misericordia. (294) 
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[The friars do not want to bury poor Indians, and they are lodged in the best 

estates in Peru.The life they lead is bitter and burdensome, as each one has as 

a penance a dozen young women in his kitchen, and as many boys engaged in 

fishing, hunting partridges, and bringing fruit!They get a share of 

everything.In Christian faith I swear, King and lord, that if you do not remedy 

the evils of this land, divine punishment will come upon you.I tell you this to 

let you know the truth, even though I and mine neither expect nor want mercy 

from you. (Holloway)] 

 It is clear that Aguirre’s emphasis on the exploitation of natives by the Church 

seems more aberrant than the crimes committed by him. What we have here is the rupture 

between two significant realms: the Church on one side, and the sacred on the other. 

Aguirre points out the sins committed by the clergy in the colonial lands, urges the king 

to act under the threat of sacred punishment, but, remarkably, refuses the king’s mercy 

for him and his insurgents. He can only do that because he is denouncing his opponent’s 

weaknesses. He adds: 

Por cierto tengo que van muy pocos reyes al infierno porque son pocos, que si 

muchos fuérades, ninguno pudiera ir al cielo, porque aun allá seríades peores 

que Lucifer, según tenéis ambición y hambre de hartaros de sangre humana 

[…] (292) 

[I am certain there are few kings in hell because there are few kings, but if 

there were many none would go to heaven.Even in hell you would be worse 

than Lucifer, because you all thirst after human blood. (Holloway)] 
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 Aguirre’s way of addressing the lack of honor among monarchs is diminishing his 

interlocutor, placing him, literally, in hell. If we think of hell as the least desired place to 

be in, then the insertion of a figure such as the king in that place would signify the 

disavowal of any virtues that come with his identity. It follows the same pattern of 

dishonor that happened to Lucifer himself. From the highest, brightest angelic hierarchy, 

down to the darkest, and horrendous place, Christianity witnessed the extinction of 

Lucifer’s honor. Textually, replicating this such occurrence based on the most sacred 

narrative is what allows Aguirre to support his claim of regaining his honor precisely by 

dishonoring his opponent. Furthermore, what the Crown and the clergy should be 

nurturing is a spiritual hunger for the salvation of the recently converted souls, but the 

hunger that the established power has is quite different.  

 In the context of Aguirre’s dispute of honor, “hunger” appears for the first time. 

Nevertheless, it is a hunger unlike the one suffering by the wretched and the poor 

Indiansindians, it is “ambición y hambre de sangre humana.” The hunger of that Other is 

related to the exploitative nature of the royal system. Accordingly, ambition generates the 

abuse of humans, and the suffering and deaths of them is what metaphorically feeds the 

monarchy’s hunger. 

Aguirre continues: “y gastaste tanta moneda llevada desta (sic) Indias 

descubiertas por nosotros, que no te dueles de nuestra vejez y cansancio siquiera para 

matarnos el hambre un día!” (294) [“and should spend so much money from these Indies 

discovered by us, and that you should not concern yourself with our old age and 

weariness enough to provide for our daily bread.” (Holloway)]. Here, hunger is not a 

metaphorical one. It is biological, and it is attached to adjectives that add a bad 
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connotation to Aguirre and his companions. When “Vejez y cansancio” appear followed 

by the word hunger, they are, then, in the same sphere of suffering. One never not suffers 

from hunger. In this sense, the experience of hunger, accentuates the experience of being 

old, and tired 

Aguirre, like the indigenous peoples, feeds on corn and water: “nos hallamos acá 

mas (sic) contentos con maíz y agua solo.”  [“We over here are happier with just corn and 

water.” (Holloway)]. He immediately joins the corporal food with the spiritual one: “más 

en ningún tiempo ni por adversidad que nos venga, no dejaremos de ser sujetos a los 

preceptos de la Santa Madre Iglesia de Roma, (294)” [“Never, no matter what adversity 

might come upon us, will we cease to be subject to the teachings of the Holy Mother 

Church of Rome.” (Holloway)], ascertaining a relationship between lack of food and 

religious clarity. Food continues to have center state in his discourse here: “y estos tus 

malos Oidores y Oficiales de tu real persona, por aprovecharse del pescado, como lo 

hacen para sus regalos y vicios, lo arriendan (el lago) en tu nombre.” (295) [“Your evil 

judges and officials, to profit from the fish for their pleasures and vices, leased them in 

your name.” (Holloway)]. Aguirre strongly denounces the manipulation of biological 

nourishment by the political members of the colonial institution. First, there is  moral 

decay in the legal system marked by the “malos Oidores” and “Oficiales,” which are part 

of the royal body. Thus the indictment is to the king himself. We could even say that 

Aguirre enters into the religious discourse by an allusion to gluttony  and greed, two of 

the capital sins.  Those officers not only rent the lake but eat its fish!!  It seems to 

me  that what Aguirre is pointing towards is that there cannot be a claim to honor while 

simultaneously being a capital sinner. 
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As stated before, the matter of honor has a narrow relation with immaculacy. In 

Aguirre’s case, some could argue that the stain on his honor would be his betrayal to the 

Crown, and not necessarily the deaths committed by him. However, the only way he can 

reclaim his honor, since he is fighting with an old conception of honor, is to denounce the 

corruption of colonialism as a project. Oidores, frailes, chroniclers, all contribute to the 

stains on his opponent’s honor. The strategy of assembling all the stained aspects of the 

Spanish sociopolitical, and religious arrangements help Aguirre define a body for his 

enemy. The text starts with the head of such a body, the Crown, and keeps adding other 

members that are vital for the existence of this metaphorical organism. If we think of this 

body as being defined by a head (the monarch), the members (oidores, soldiers, captains, 

etc.), and the heart (the Catholic church), then we have a full picture of how the matter of 

honor can be disputed.  

Having established this honorless body of his enemy, he will now confront it with 

his own physical body.  On one side, we face Aguirre’s incessant murders narrated by 

him: “y en nuestra compañía hubo un alemán llamado Monteverde y le hice hacer 

pedazos” (293) [“In our company there was a German named Monteverde, and I ordered 

him cut to pieces.” (Holloway)]. On the other, we come to think that those same deaths 

resulted from a colonialist ambition, which, in turn, emanated from an endless desire for 

power. This leads us to contemplate that if all deaths come from this common desire – 

that of the Crown – then Aguirre’s crimes follow a colonialist logic inaugurated, and 

perpetuated by his superiors.  

A stainless reputation, endorsed by fiction as revealed before, would signify one’s 

preservation of honor. Johnson and Lipsett-Rivera state that: 
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[t]he societies of colonial Latin America had inherited from the founding 

Iberian cultures the belief that honor emanated from the top of the 

imperial order, a hierarchy that began with God and flowed through the 

monarch and the nobility to the commoners. (13) 

Nevertheless, how does one question honor in this intricate context if the Church 

and the monarchy are compromised by their dishonorable conduct? Johnson and Lipsett-

Rivera make a strong argument about the retrieval of honor in colonial Latin America. In 

the case of men, the transgression of certain invisible boundaries such as “wealth, age, 

skill, occupation, color, and physical strength” (13) would lead to “explosions of 

violence”.  When not through physical violence, or the judicial system, the restitution of 

honor would happen according to humiliating manners: “[...] men sometimes effectively 

feminized an enemy or rival by forcing him to accept a passive or subordinate role” (13). 

That is precisely what Aguirre’s letter does. His text is a resilient discourse that reclaims 

the restitution of his own honor.  

Aguirre’s gesture, beyond anything else, questions the grounds of morality and 

honor within the Iberian tradition during the Age of Discoveries. In other words, his 

honor could not be questioned by a society who’s religious, and political conventions 

were permeated by dishonor. The political body is infested just as the physical body will 

show instances of decay.  

The physical body plays a central role in Rocha’s aesthetics of hunger because it 

is in/from the body that affects are produced. For Rocha, “a mais nobre manifestação 

cultural da fome é a violência,” violence that is not limited to its physical occurrences. In 

the case of Cinema Novo, Rocha offers to the audience “personagens comendo terra, 



 
 

77 
 

personagens matando para comer, [...] fugindo para comer.” There is a relevant 

manipulation of the body in regard to the construction of the aesthetics of hunger. In a lot 

of cinematographic productions of Cinema Novo, we face the aging of characters, the 

weakness of their bodies, the dirt on their faces, their torn, filthy clothes, and their bony 

physiques. Therefore, all of this constant suffering of the body is at one level a form of 

aesthetic violence, and at another a tool to represent that aesthetic violence.  

The same pattern of attempting to produce affects from the corruption of the body 

is also found in Aguirre’s letter. As he usually does, he starts by trying to clear himself of 

any wrongdoing.  For instance, he underscores his sustenance by his own means and 

never relying on the help of the imperial agencies: “[...] siempre conforme a mis fuerzas y 

posibilidad, sin importunar a tus oficiales por paga mi socorro, como parescerá por tus 

reales libros.” (291) [“always to the best of my power and ability, without requesting of 

your officials pay nor assistance, as can be seen in your royal records.” (Holloway)]. This 

self-portrayal as a loyal subject is contrasted with the conduct of other colonial 

agents that do otherwise: 

[…] el no poder sufrir los grandes pechos, premios y castigos injustos que 

nos dan tus ministros, que por remediar a sus hijos y criados han usurpado 

y robado nuestra fama, vida honra, que es lástima Rey el mal tratamiento 

que se nos ha hecho. (292) 

[[…] we can no longer tolerate the great oppression and unjust 

punishments of your ministers who, to make places for their sons and 

dependents have usurped and robbed our fame, life, and honor.It is a pity, 

King, the bad treatment you have given us. (Holloway)] 
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The lack of honor and dignity is pointed out by Aguirre as a result of a corrupt, 

and nepotistic government. Notwithstanding, the claim about honor and dignity appears 

right in between Aguirre’s comments about his body. The question of the aging of the 

body has a valiant, though desperate tone: valiant due to the years of loyal service, and 

desperate in the sense that he becomes aware of age, and the fragility of his life. The 

disappearance of physical abilities during the twenty-four years of service, “estoy cojo de 

una pierna derecha de dos arcabuzazos que me dieron [...],” [“I am lame in the right leg 

from the arquebus wounds I received […]” (Holloway)] corroborate that mind and body 

indissolubility. The physical constituents of honor, manifested by the body are also 

evoked by Aguirre: “[...] te han dado tus vasallos a costa de su sangre y hacienda […] que 

en ello han trabajado y sudado […]” (292) [“[…] your vassals, at the price of their blood 

and fortune, have given you all the kingdoms and holding you have in these parts.” 

(Holloway)]. Again, “sangre” and “sudado” (sudor) indicate the constant negotiation of 

honor. Aguirre focuses on the accomplishments he and his companions have made in the 

name of the Crown – something that is not acknowledged by Vásquez’s diary.  

The relationship between honor and body in Aguirre is inseparable. On the one 

hand, we could relate his physical aging to the long-lasting colonial enterprises in Peru – 

which would provide him recognition (fame, honor, loyalty, etc.). On the other hand, as 

Aguirre is depicted as a rebel, and leader of insurgent forces, the loss of the same 

physical abilities could be seen as a punishment. The fact that after his capture his body 

was cut into pieces is proof of this. Aguirre’s strategy, however, is to relate the decadency 

of his own physical forces as a way to recuperate his honor. The letter itself is a 

categorical way of destroying the Spanish government as a metaphoric body. Dishonor, 
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as I have discussed, is achieved through the denigration of physical traits. The same logic 

would apply to the attack Aguirre makes towards the political imperial body. While 

Aguirre’s lameness, the severance of his leg, was the result of fighting for that body, the 

decay of its members was provoked by the system itself. 

Aguirre’s conception of honor will be held until death, “[...] siguiendo tu voz y 

apellido contra Francisco Hernández Girón, rebelde a tu servicio como yo y mis 

compañeros al presente somos y seremos hasta la muerte […]” (292) [“answering your 

call against Francisco Hernandez Giron, rebel from your service as I and my companions 

are presently and will be until death [...]” (Holloway)]. Death will destroy his body, but 

not his honor.  The traditional Christian logic of the closer one gets to death, the more 

inclined one feels to repent on one’s sins does not apply here. The more Aguirre 

approaches death, the closer he gets to the repossession of his honor. This is a gesture of 

denial of the traditional catholic practices since there is no regret, and of the societal 

arrangement that defines what honor is, and how it is construed. He even mentions:  

En fe de cristianos, te juro, rey y señor, que si no pones remedio en las 

maldades desta tierra, que te ha de venir castigo del cielo. Y eso dígolo por 

avisarte de la verdad, aunque yo y mis no esperamos ni queremos de ti 

misericordia. (294) 

[In Christian faith I swear, King and lord, that if you do not remedy the 

evils of this land, divine punishment will come upon you. I tell you this to 

let you know the truth, even though I and mine neither expect nor want 

mercy from you. (Holloway)] 
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The importance of the body for the aesthetics of hunger relies on the development 

of the self-consciousness of the sufferer, the audience, and the reader. Throughout 

Aguirre’s letter, we are able to identify the presence of such consciousness. The physical 

degradation of one’s body here is a product of a failing project of colonization. In this 

case, it is not only the physical destruction of indigenous people, and nature. It is, more 

importantly, the degradation of the colonizer’s body. Perhaps this is where otherness – 

the distinct way the colonizer, in the case of Aguirre, sees the natives, and the new lan – 

begins to fail as a sociopolitical, anthropological phenomenon.   

Furthermore, at a textual level, Aguirre uses the senses to connect the bodily with 

the ethical.  Aguirre says “Mira, mira, Rey español, que no seas cruel a tus vasallos ni 

ingrato [...]” and “Mira, mira Rey, que no creas lo que te dijeren [...]” (293) [Look here, 

King of Spain! Do not be cruel and ungrateful to your vassals [...] Look here, King, do 

not believe what they might tell you.” (Holloway)]. In both instances, the repetition of the 

word mira is decisive for Aguirre to indicate the lack of political clarity regarding king 

Felipe. In the first instance, he points out the cruelty exercised by hierarchical forces; it is 

a matter of class, indeed. In the second excerpt, the verb “mirar” is related to the crafting 

of narratives. Aguirre is signalizing the danger of believing in everything one is told or 

offered to read (in the case of travel chronicles). At first, we could argue that the 

repetition of the verb mirar would be an artifice for adding a comical tone to the text. 

However, it plays an important role in the establishment of a metaphorical body I have 

been discussing.  

Again, we stumble upon the verb mirar later in the text: “duélete señor, de 

alimentar los pobres cansados en los frutos y réditos desta tierra, y mira rey y señor, que 
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hay Dios para todos e igual justicia, premio, paraíso, infierno.” (295) [“Remember, King 

and lord, that God is the same for all, and the same justice, reward, heaven, and hell.” 

(Holloway)]. The presence of biological hunger is related to the ability of seeing only 

because Aguirre, having  suffered under the hegemonic system, has developed an 

empathy for those who suffer under the imperial oppressiveness (natives, destitute 

Spaniards, pious clergy).  Here is where Aguirre’s text conflates Rocha's main argument 

on the Estética da Fome.  

The consequences caused by both a biological, and metaphorical hunger, in the 

case of Aguirre, lead him to be able to look around and consider the “other.” Otherness 

here relates to the textual, social, cultural construction of the natives, and their nature 

throughout the foundational texts of Latin America. There is another interesting aspect of 

this act of “looking at” the “hungry” context of the colonial lands. In the moment Aguirre 

demands king Felipe to pay closer attention to their miseries, he is indirectly questioning 

the morals and values of his time – what is justice, recompense, paradise, hell? Aguirre 

inquires the meaning of such values by voicing the struggles of the Andean region. 

Hunger enables Aguirre to see that “hay Dios para todos.” [“that God is the same for all” 

(Holloway)]. 

Remarkably, the relationship between hunger and the act of looking at (mirar) is a 

very present characteristic of Glauber Rocha’s Cinema Novo. In innumerous shots, we, 

as the audience, are challenged by random images of eyes. Juxtaposed with the ongoing 

scene, they usually mark the tension, and delirious moments a character is going through. 

What is that they see? What is that the image of the eyes elicit in the audience? These 

questions are sternly related to the textual mechanism adopted by Aguirre in his letter.  
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It is not in vain that the repetition of the verb mirar questions king Felipe’s 

attitude towards the colony. What is it that Aguirre is able to see, and the king not? 

Regardless the way we approach the use of such textual device, be it for irony or not, 

there is the establishment of two definite spaces: that of the one who sees, and that of the 

one who is being shown. This is a very significant aspect of the writing of travel 

chronicles as juxtaposed to Aguirre’s letter, for instance. At this point, king Felipe has 

evidence from different writers: Vásquez, and Lope de Aguirre. This gesture of 

“showing,” or making king Felipe “look at” himself and the other is not only limited to 

the reevaluation of Aguirre’s honor. It questions the veracity of travel chronicles in 

general. Whatever Lope de Aguirre presents on his rebellious letter to king Felipe triggers 

the validity of information of Vásquez’s text.  

Franz Fanon talks about the constant act of looking at, from the colonized 

perspective: 

The look that the native turns on the settler’s town is a look of lust, a look 

of envy; it expresses his dreams of possession all manner of possession: to 

sit at the settler’s table, to sleep in the settler’s bed, with his wife if 

possible. The colonized man is an envious man. And this the settler knows 

very well. (39)  

The matter here is not only of Aguirre’s recuperation of honor, but of how the text 

itself contains devices that, in its entirety, reveal Aguirre’s sensibility in understanding 

the struggles of his time. It is precisely here that the aesthetics of hunger take place 

because the letter is an indicative that “otherness” is not only limited to the boundaries of 

colonizer/colonized, imperialist/native. The letter introduces the perspective of a 
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marginalized colonizer that speaks from these confines unknown to the king. It is 

noteworthy for us to observe how the concept of envy in Fanon’s view is surrounded, or 

surrounds the aesthetics of hunger.  

Almost at the end of his letter, Aguirre presents evidence that justifies his 

rebellious acts, among them is the establishment of an alternative royal system in 

Amazonia.  They almost reproduce the imperial system, where he shows his role: “en 

estas Indias a mi me nombraron su maestre de campo y porque no consentí en sus 

insultos y maldades, me quisieron matar y yo maté al Nuevo rey, y al capitán [...]” (296) 

[They appointed me their field commander, and because I did not consent to their insults 

and evil deeds they tried to kill me, and I killed the new king [...]” (Holloway)]. These 

rebels not only reproduce formally the system, but according to what Aguirre says they 

suffer from the same shortcomings. Aguirre lists several people he has killed and at the 

end, he adds his desire to continue fighting, even if it cost him his life because of the 

cruelties inherent in any imperial body: that of the Spanish Crown, or the ones imposed 

by the Marañones in the middle of the jungle.  

The letter ends with an enormous list of captains and official’s’ names, as well as 

Aguirre’s remark “que podamos alcanzar con nuestras armas el precio que se nos debe, 

pues nos ha negado lo que de derecho se nos debía” (297) [that we might obtain with our 

arms the reward by right due us, but which you have denied.” (Holloway)]. The word 

“derecho” is fundamental for the aesthetics of hunger. As for Aguirre’s time, honor was 

crucial to the definition of one’s character, as we have seen throughout the analysis of the 

letter. Notwithstanding, the use of the word “derecho” is related to a collective concern. 

If we agree that almost the whole crafting of the letter orbits around Aguirre’s 
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justification of his rebellious acts, and the recuperation of his honor, we must also agree 

that by documenting the names of his companions on the penultimate paragraph, he is 

collectivizing a concern that was up to then singular. The demand for “derechos” is 

strictly related to the characteristic he gave to the men mentioned in the letter: “como 

hombres lastimados” (296) [“like pitiful men” (Holloway)]. 

Lastly, Aguirre signs the letter as “el peregrino” which is the ultimate rupture 

between the privileged space of king Felipe and the marginalized context of the rebel.  A 

pilgrim comes from a particular meaning in the Christian tradition. On Pilgrimage: 

Roman Catholic Pilgrimage in Europe, Pierre Sigal defines that 

[p]ilgrimage is a process, a fluid and changing phenomenon, spontaneous, 

initially unstructured and outside the bounds of religion orthodoxy. It is 

primarily a popular rite of passage, a venture into religious experience 

rather than into a transition to higher status. A particular pilgrimage has 

considerable resilience over time and the power of revival. Pilgrims all 

over the world attest to the profundity of their experience, which often 

surpasses the power of words. (712) 

Sigal also mentions that there is a momentary release from social bonds when one 

goes on a pilgrimage with other pilgrims. For him, “the middle stage of a pilgrimage is 

marked by an awareness of temporary release from social ties and by a strong sense of 

communitas (‘community, fellowship’) [...]” (709).  

The author adds that from the Medieval Ages onward 

[p]ilgrimage, making one’s way to holy places, is above all as ascetic 

practice that lets the Christian find salvation through the difficulties and 
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dangers of a temporary exile. It is also a means of coming in contact with 

that which is divine and thereby obtaining grace because of the 

accumulation of supernatural power in the pilgrimage site. (713) 

 Aguirre’s gesture of signing the letter as “el Peregrino” indicates the final 

detachment from the Iberian social ties. It signified an internal travel (both personal and 

geographical) fueled by the lack of whatever fed the Spanish body and soul. It also 

configures the geographical space of the colony as his pilgrimage site. What later became 

Latin America is precisely the space that promoted his pilgrimage endeavor.  

 As by the body, I mean the material food, or sustenance, symbolized by gold 

itself. As by the soul, I mean the moral principles that nourished the Spanish society. 

Aguirre’s pilgrimage conflates with the matter of hunger because both, in their very core, 

redefine the role of oneself in the brief, though conflicting, experience of life.  

Aguirre’s letter, in its entirety, inquires, among all the issues I have analyzed, and 

the role of travel chronicles in general. Ingrid Galster and Oscar Sola comment that in the 

El Tocuyo sentencing Aguirre was culpable of “crimen lesae magestatis”, which led to 

his execution and body dismemberment (42). They also observe that “sus bienes pasan a 

la Corona, sus casas serán derribadas y los terrenos cubiertos con sal, sus hijos pierden el 

honor y no podrán por tanto llegar a ser caballeros ni a ocupar cargos públicos” (42) 

[“their assets go to the Crown, their houses will be demolished and the land covered with 

salt, their children lose their honor and will therefore not be able to become knights or 

hold public office.”]. 

What this indicates is the necessity of the total elimination of Aguirre’s 

materiality. His physical disappearance, including what extended to his possessions, did 
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not address the issues he signalized in his letter. In addition, the letter itself is found 

among the pages of Vásquez’s narrative. At that time, Aguirre’s words would be read 

through the context Vásquez offered. Galster and Sola add: “Fama y memoria de Aguirre 

deben borrarse así para siempre” (42) [“Fame and memory must be erased like this 

forever.”]. Furthermore, Human Ibrahim informs: “the native is angry, hungry, 

oppressed, and therefore cannot be trusted to act rationally towards the real enemy, the 

colonizer, the imperialist” (60). Aguirre was not a native, but he shared the same 

struggles indicated by Ibrahim. What this tells us, after all, is that the experience of 

hunger is a polarizing phenomenon. It is about one’s location in the marginal spaces of 

societal arrangements in relation to the lack of basic needs, and values. The imperialist 

and (post)colonial powers seem to find it very problematic to deal with such claims – 

though the destruction of Aguirre’s body, and the imprisonment of his narrative within 

Vásquez’s text. 

The aesthetics of hunger, as I argue, ought to be understood as a phenomenon that 

captures the consciousness of Latin America with regards to its existence as a failing 

project of (post)colonialism. It transitions from early instincts – Aguirre’s letter – to 

contemporary interrogations – Rocha’s Cinema Novo – about the role of national and 

international forces that subjugate the less fortunate ones.  

If we compare Aguirre’s claims, and revalidation of his honor to Cinema Novo in 

Brazil we witness similar manifestations. The promises of governments to remedy, and 

satiate the socioeconomic, and political needs of the marginalized Sertão only deepen 

social inequalities, and physical suffering. Gold was food to the colonial body (in 

Aguirre’s days) as cattle were for the postcolonial one (in Rocha’s time). The structural 
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violence implied in such scenario is not only the increase of poverty and hunger, but also 

of physical manifestations of violence. Sebastian de Grazia explains that when it comes 

to the use of violence in societal arrangements, the Machiavelli’s logic indicates that the 

people need their ruler to be the source of power and strength. He adds: “How else could 

he protect and provide for them and punish evildoers?” (85). Aguirre’s letter is quite the 

example for this. In his view, the colonial representatives of King Felipe were the 

evildoers without punishment. Logically, all the heinous acts perpetrated by Aguirre 

himself were accomplished for the sake of an original plan – that of finding El Dorado. 

Gold was the food that never existed under the promise of El Dorado. The matter of 

justice here becomes blurred due to the disappearance or indifference of the royal figure 

towards those who made incontestable efforts to satisfy the monarchy’s hunger – and so 

happens in the confines of the Brazilian Sertão.  

Since the modus operandi is very similar both in the colonial, and postcolonial 

contexts, it is vital to acknowledge the aesthetics of hunger as an indicator of a central 

issue in Latin America regardless the change in its dietary habits. John W. Warnock 

already made the case for it in 1987, when he acknowledged the endurance of 

neocolonialism through food trade and distribution politics around the globe. Part of his 

argument was to provide situations in which hunger still affects the dynamics of the 

contemporary world: Tunisia’s constant riots against bread’s price, Brazilian strikes 

under the late years of the dictatorial regime, and the common increase of water prices in 

Bolivia, for instance.  

The importance of the aesthetics of hunger is that it contests the tradition in which 

Latin America has been written, painted, sung, filmed, and so on. The power behind such 
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an atemporal phenomenon is that it always arises as a specter of (post)colonial practices. 

In no way can the aesthetics of hunger be seen without its relationship to a political body 

that disregards the other as part of a collective organism. The violent acts perceptible 

within the aesthetics of hunger only indicate the unequal distribution of nutrients 

throughout a living organism that can be labeled as Bolivia, Peru, Brazil, or Latin 

America. Therefore, as long as such unequal distribution exists, the sickened, hungry 

portions of this organism will be continuously denouncing the suffering of areas unevenly 

nourished. 
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CHAPTER 3. HOMEOSTASIS OF THE MIND: AN ANALYSIS ON PAPILLON’S 

HUNGER FOR FREEDOM 

 

 As we move forward with the distinction between emotions and feelings, I 

dedicate this chapter to the function of feelings for one’s survival, especially the ones 

related to nature. What I propose with this chapter is the possibility of looking into 

feelings as accountable for either nurturing or hindering the mind since they evolve from 

positive and negative emotions. Since the well-functioning of the mind depends on a 

stable body, here I investigate the opposite, the consequences of mental constructs in 

relation to the physical body, a phenomenon which I shall call “homeostasis of the 

mind.”  

 In chapter one, we saw how plants and animals were responsible for Cabeza de 

Vaca’s survival. Corn, horses’ meat, prickly pears, among others that populate the text, 

functioned as biological fuel for his body, they provided nutrients for his physical self to 

keep existing. In the case of Lope de Aguirre, we observed Spain’s uncontrolled hunger 

for power, and gold. Aguirre’s obstinacy with El Dorado did not serve as food for his 

body. Rather, it fed a delusional idea of power, and an uncontrollable search for honor 

that, in turn, helped him criticize the corruption in the Spanish colonies. On the one hand, 

some could claim that the Amazonian hostile environment was responsible for the failure 

of Aguirre’s enterprise, and even his madness. On the other hand, we could claim that the 

development, and consumption of certain feelings (anger, hatred) can affect the 

equilibrium of one’s mind in a given context. With Aguirre, these feelings are evident in 

how he attacks the corrupt Church and royal administrators. In turn, these institutions saw 

Lope de Aguirre’s feelings as acts of treason, or proof of his insanity. We could affirm 
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that feelings are, in fact, accepted or denied by a given society according to their capacity 

of becoming a collective state of mind – we notice this in artistic movements, and 

fashion, for instance. In sum, feelings are responsible for changing the functioning of 

how a society behaves or expresses themselves.  

By taking into account that the prickly pears allowed Cabeza de Vaca’s body to 

stay alive, and his mind active, it is relevant to consider instances in which the mind is 

capable of adjusting to a given situation so that the body can function – a reverse though 

complementary order. Happy reminiscences surrounded by taste, touch, sight, hearing 

and smell can be seen as mental regulators that can affect biological phenomena in the 

body. In order to demonstrate such occurrences in another material produced in the 

Americas, I analyze a French text in which buffalos, birds, pigs, sharks, insects, coconut 

trees, and food mediate positive affects that are essential for the protagonist’s mental 

health, and his eventual freedom. 

First published in 1969, Papillon is an autobiographical novel that narrates the 

fourteen years of Henri Carrière’s unjust imprisonment in French Guiana. The book 

about Papillon’s (Henri Carrière’s nickname) experiences between 1931 and 1945 

encompasses more than the illustration of the prison system in French Guiana; it offers 

sociopolitical commentaries on human rights, gender, and the relationship between 

humans and nature.  

Sentenced to life labor from a crime he never committed, the alleged murder of a 

man in France, the writing of Papillon symbolizes the materialization of the author’s 

freedom. Papillon loses not only his freedom, but gradually his strength,  all his social 

bonds, until he touches rock bottom, when nothing is left but his mental power to 
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reconstitute his personhood. His condemnation of life in prison marks the first phase of 

his social and physical degradation. Papillon falls into the category of a marginalized 

human being within his own society.  

Papillon is thrown into the world of the condemned, losing his rights as a French 

civilian. Papillon’s initial remarks are dedicated to how he criticizes the loss of his socio-

political status: 

The machinery conceived by the French Republic was now in its second 

phase. It functioned wonderfully well; the first phase had eliminated a 

troublesome man. But that wasn't enough. The man must neither die too 

quickly, nor must he escape by committing suicide. They needed him. 

What would the Penal Administration do if there were no prisoners? (32) 

Then he loses the right to be in his motherland, and thus is sent to South America 

to the Cayenne’s prison system, in colonial French Guiana. The penal colony, which 

included several prisons in the mainland and offshore, was established by Napoleon III in 

1854, and closed in 1938 after hosting 80,000 convicts (Smithsonian Magazine 2010). 

Karen Larkins mentions that “[t]he penal colony was also known as the ‘Dry Guillotine,’ 

owing to the high mortality rate from disease, harsh working conditions and hunger. 

(Prisoners who failed to meet daily work quotas in the timber camps were denied food.) 

An estimated 50,000 inmates died” (1). 

The first phase of his marginalization is his actual sentencing, the second one is 

where the affects I analyze take place – it is his actual years of imprisonment. Papillon, 

being a prisoner, can be seen as food for the French Penal Administration at the same 

time the colonies in French Guyana feed France.  
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As discussed in the previous chapters, the way how European colonies were 

conquered, and colonized reinforced a necessary, and constant moral separation between 

colonizer and colonized so that power could be exercised. This colonized otherness, 

evidenced in Cabeza de Vaca’s chapter, allowed European countries to subdue 

autochthonous life, and local affects.  

 However, the erasing of local affects was possible only because the 

conquistadors’ and colonizers’ freedom allowed them to redefine and regulate both 

institutions and collective feelings over time. The experience of Cabeza de Vaca was not 

one of complete freedom since he was initially trapped in an unknown territory, and then 

enslaved by Native Americans. With Papillon, unlike the previous texts analyzed, the 

experience of incarceration poses a unique scenario to approach affects.  

Without the right to control his own body, Papillon depends on mental effort to be 

free and healthy again. We have evidence that the only way for him to survive his life 

labor sentence is to avoid the production of negative feelings. In order to summon those 

positive thoughts, memory will play a fundamental role.  As Papillon awaits the departure 

from France, and faces his sociopolitical death and exile, he reminisces:  

[…] the flowers in the fields, the murmuring of the streams, the taste of 

the nuts, peaches and plums that our garden produced in quantity; the 

perfume of the mimosa which bloomed by our front door each spring […] 

all of it filed through my mind. (86) 

His sadness and sense of loss are opposed by the fond memories of his childhood 

because those personal memories function as a mental escape from the terrible present. 

Papillon’s deception with the penal system and his undeniable prisoner status are not 
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simply mediated by the past. In the passage above, taste, and hearing function as triggers 

to evoke the positive feelings that dwell in his memories. Papillon, then, makes a 

statement about the future: “Our beautiful country doesn't have a beautiful sense of 

justice, Dega. Maybe we'll get to know other countries, not so beautiful, perhaps, but with 

a more humane way of treating offenders” (90).  

What we see above is that the present time is marked by either a mental escape to 

the past, or optimism toward the future. Because Papillon’s physical homeostasis is not in 

equilibrium, his attachment to positive feelings is what feeds the motivation to escape. 

Therefore, since the present is a harsh environment, we can notice how Papillon 

turns his attention to surrounding elements that are not human. While in jail in France, he 

writes: “A butterfly flew past, light blue with a thin black stripe, and a bee bumbled not 

far from the window. What were these little beasts looking for?” (52). He questions the 

free will of the insects as he observes them from his cell. There is a poetic content to this 

passage, and even a metaphor of freedom since the word “papillon” means butterfly. He 

adds: “Drunk with the winter sun, perhaps, unless they were cold and wanted to get into 

prison. A butterfly in winter is like life after death. Why wasn't it dead? And why had the 

bee left its hive? How foolishly bold of them to come here!” (53). What needs attention 

here is that these animals have a double affect with Papillon. The first time, when the 

writer sees them while waiting for exile, and the second time is when they are 

documented as part of the story. Both the butterfly and the bee bridge the actual 

image/body of the insect itself with positive feelings that surround it. They bring 

happiness to Papillon because they entail freedom. As far as their role in the text, they 
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connect us to the narrator’s affects.  The detailed attention and the punctilious description 

of animals are key to understand the production of positive affects in Papillon.  

In either case, the butterfly and the bee are central to the poetic passage above. 

Like other animals in the story, they are symbolic because they do not share the same 

human sense of justice. When Papillon questions himself why the insects would fly to a 

prison, the text is offering us an alternative to understand why humans have created 

systems to prevent the development, or repetition of both physical, and mental affects 

related to crimes. The judgment of right and wrong does not seem to suffice humans’ 

approach to justice; the imprisonment of the criminal’s body is needed so there is a full 

control of affects, meaning that the real penal sentence aims at the deprivation of positive 

feelings for the inmates.  

Another instance in which animals play an important affective role is during 

Papillon’s first escape. As Papillon’s first successful cavale (escape) takes shape, he and 

his friends Maturette, and Clousiot hide in the woods before sailing away from the coast 

of French Guiana. This experience reveals close observations made by Papillon in 

relation to other animals: 

We spent the first day talking and getting acquainted with this new 

unknown, the bush. Monkeys and a small species of squirrel made 

terrifying somersaults over our heads. A troop of small wild pigs came to 

drink and bathe in the creek. There must have been at least two thousand 

of them. They came down to the creek and swam, tearing at the hanging 

roots. An alligator emerged from God knows where and caught one of 

them by the foot. The pig started to squeal like a lost soul, and the other 



 
 

95 
 

pigs attacked the alligator, climbing on top of him and trying to bite him at 

the corners of his enormous mouth. With each whack of his tail the 

alligator sent a pig flying. One of them was killed and floated on the 

surface with its belly in the air. His companions immediately set to eating 

him. The creek was full of blood. The spectacle lasted twenty minutes, 

until the alligator took off through the water. We never saw him again. 

(142-3, emphasis mine) 

The passage above documented in Papillon’s narrative sheds light on the brutality 

of animals, and also on their capacity of empathy seen in how the wild pigs fought 

against the alligator. The passage creates a sense of natural balance as living things’ main 

goal is to survive. There is also a parallel with the convicts’ lives when the alligator 

attacks and kills one of the pigs, and the rest of the troop begins to eat one of their own 

kind. A similar dynamic is seen in the prison system, where the prisoners not only have to 

fight against the harsh treatment of the guards, but also against the criminal groups 

formed by other inmates.  

As time goes by in the woods, Papillon narrates a crucial event involving insects. 

This time, the ants take central stage because they offer a better sense of justice to the 

protagonist. Because all of the three friends needed to take turns watching out for the 

guards, Papillon gets distracted with ants making their way to an anthill. He notes: 

First there were the cutters, who did nothing but cut up the pieces. With 

great speed they sheared through the enormous leaves, which were similar 

to those of a banana tree, cut them with amazing dexterity into pieces of 

the exact same size, then let them fall to earth. Below them was a line of 
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ants of the same general species but a little different. They had a gray 

line running down the sides of their jaws. These ants formed a semicircle 

and observed the carriers. The carriers approached in a line from the 

right, then headed left toward the anthill (140 emphasis mine) 

 The categorization of ants only shows how Papillon is lured by how the ants’ 

workforce functions. The details are not just focused on what the insects are doing; they 

reveal their bodies, their behavior, and social function. As the description follows, 

Papillon observes another type of ant: 

First, they loaded up, then they got in line, but from time to time, in their 

hurry to claim their burden and get back into line, there was a traffic jam. 

This brought on the police ants, who shoved the worker ants into their 

proper places. It wasn't clear to me what grave error one of the worker ants 

had committed, but it was pulled from the ranks and two police ants took 

over, one cutting off its head, the other slicing its body in two at the waist. 

The police then stopped two worker ants, who dropped their bits of leaf 

and made a hole with their feet. Then the ant's three sections-head, chest 

and the rest-were buried and covered with earth. (140-50) 

The whole description above offers us an important commentary on justice. The 

detailed description of the ants’ bodies and skills indicate the author’s attention to how 

their bodies and social function are linked to the affects related to their society. To 

mention how the police ants intervene on the traffic jam passage, and how the issue is 

solved is to attribute to those insects a sense of justice that seeks the well-functioning of 

their society’s body. If we compare the immediate action taken by the police ants, it 
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seems to be a fairer gesture than the condemnation of Papillon’s supposed crime 

throughout the novel.  

Papillon’s current situation – negatively affected by his political status – is what 

provokes an urge to understand how one can interpret a sense of justice in nature. We can 

see how the police ants even bury the cutters’ bodies, which is in itself a gesture that did 

not seek to use body pieces to create fear, or negative affects in the rest of the insects.  

Not only Papillon is fascinated by how the animal kingdom functions, but his 

narrative is filled with the affective relationships humans have with animals. His being in 

the jungle seems to have changed his focus: all sorts of animals become the main 

characters in this physical and textual environment. His prose also changes not only 

semantically, but in the way the lens approaches this animal universe. It is almost 

cinematic when the author zooms in on what he is observing. He is so enthralled that he 

seems to be absent from his human surroundings. It is the voice of the Masked Breton 

that brings him back. Breton, a liberated convict that “[…] was bald, sunburned, of 

medium height, thickset, and his eyes and nose were masked by a bright blue tattoo. A 

cockroach was tattooed in the middle of his forehead.” (151).  

The Masked Breton shows Papillon that the boat he had bought for his escape is 

rotten.  Breton is central to this passage because he navigates two different worlds: the 

jungle and civilization. Physically, because of his sunburned skin and tattoos, he appears 

as integral part of an isolate, and wild environment, a walking figure that migrates from 

civilization to the wilderness: “He loved the bush and his whole life centered around it: 

snake skins, jaguar skins, collecting butterflies and, most of all, catching hoccos 

alive   (the bird [they] had eaten).” (153). In almost complete isolation, the Masked 
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Breton used the hoccos in order to protect his hens. As with the ants, there are other 

animals that operate as the bridges or paths to an alternative animal reality that displays 

important moral issues such as justice, solidarity, love and/or empathy.  The hoccos act 

like prison guards, but unlike them they are generous protectors: 

You don't clip his wings, you don't do anything to him, you just put him in 

a coop at the end of the day and in the morning, when you open the door, 

there he is right in front, looking as if he were counting the hens and 

roosters as they file out. He follows them, and as he pecks along with 

them, he watches them high, low and in the surrounding bush. He's the 

best watchdog there is. In the evening he stations himself by the coop 

door, and how he knows that one or two of the chickens […] (153-4) 

 The information about the hoccos can also be seen as a parallel to what happens 

in the story. It suggests a symbolic meaning to how a chickencoop can be understood as a 

place of animal confinement, and at the same time, through the hoccos’ behavior, a place 

of safety. The way the wild bird counts the hens and roosters, making sure they are all 

present, is not a systematic procedure of imprisonment, it is rather an act of protection. If 

we compare the prison guards and the hoccos, both establish distinct affects with the 

inmates, and birds, respectively. Within the animal realm, the focus is in protection rather 

than in torment, or punishment.  

From insects, to the Masked Breton, to birds, we notice how Papillon documents 

the many affects present outside the human reality. I find it important because he is 

establishing different contexts, and distinctive bodies where positive affects take place. 

These instances feed him knowledge for his eventual escape, and at the same time help 
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him integrate unique and positive affects to the story, which are textually responsible for 

setting the tone in the book. As readers, we feel compelled to believe that there is hope 

for his freedom; there is a constant construction of empathy towards the narrator because 

he makes the case for his innocence based in affects he documents page after page. In 

other words, Papillon’s empathy and respect toward others is what, reversibly, make us 

have empathy and respect for him. His mental and textual efforts make us want his body 

free because as living things we must seek positive emotions to keep living. The same 

pattern happens within the experience of reading: we look for his success because his 

success makes us feel good. Such empathy for Papillon is constructed by the constant 

positive affects we develop towards his search for freedom through his multiple cavales.  

During the first cavale Papillon and the other inmates encounter the lepers in Ile 

aux Pigeon. Papillon and his friends try to leave the jungle, negotiating a boat with the 

lepers in Ile aux Pigeons.  A very graphic description of the islanders ensues: deformed 

bodies with missing parts, overall decay and horror, filling in the pages where interaction 

takes place between escapees, and lepers.  If in other passages the animals are the 

conveyors of meaning in the encounters, with the lepers we find that the objects take that 

place: “We smoked, we drank some rum. The lepers had given us six straw-covered 

Chianti bottles filled with it. It was odd, but not one of us mentioned the lepers' terrible 

deformities. We talked only of their kindness, their generosity and honesty, and our luck 

in meeting the Masked Breton.” (181). 

 The cigarettes, rum and wine connect both the lepers’ acts of generosity, and 

Papillon’s memories about them. As the positive feelings of kindness, generosity and 

honesty overshadow the physical deterioration of the lepers’ bodies, they gain more 
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importance in the author’s memories. They are not only responsible for changing how we 

perceive Papillon’s experience with the lepers, but they also prove that despite their 

physical health, both lepers and the fugitives have empathy for one another. Both the 

lepers’ confinement and their physical disintegration reveal a collective urge for a 

successful future emblematized by the cavale. At the affective level, this evens out any 

physical advantages there may be between the inmates and the lepers because what really 

matters, in this specific situation, is the achievement of freedom – even if it is through 

someone else’s body. It is the possibility of living through success, or memories that both 

helpers and fugitives are able to transcend into the abstract realm of life – which is 

precisely what distinguishes humans from other species (Damasio 2010).  

The Ile aux Pigeon’s passage is not limited to the exchange of money for a boat, 

nor just of a physical escape. Papillon explains: “And the lepers of the ile aux Pigeons! 

Those wretched convicts with their terrible scourge, who still had the nobility to help us!” 

(484). Since the feelings produced from this interaction exist at the mental level, we have 

to consider that the psychological depiction of bodies responds to the affects stored in 

memories. In other words, as much as Papillon describes how the lepers’ faces and limbs 

disintegrate, his text succeeds in transforming their physical ugliness into an image of 

beauty due to their actions.   

 In the second cavale, after being arrested in Curaçao, Papillon makes his way into 

the isolated Guajiros’ tribe, where he lives for almost a year in complete harmony with 

new friends, and two indigenous wives, Lali and Zoraima. His experience with the 

Guajiros right after his negotiations in Ile aux Pigeons, and the long distance he covered 
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by foot provides the narrative with information about how the natives’ way of thinking 

differs from Europeans’. Papillon says: 

Those who haven't been exposed to the hypocrisies of a "civilized" 

education react to things naturally, as they happen. It is in the here and 

now that they are either happy or unhappy, joyful or sad, interested or 

indifferent. The superiority of pure Indians like these Guajiros was 

striking. They could outdo us in everything: when they adopted someone, 

everything they had belonged to him; and when anyone showed them the 

least attention, they were profoundly moved. (342) 

 The commentary above makes it explicit how Papillon sees the Amerindians way 

of living as built on the binary function of emotions. For him they are either “happy or 

unhappy, joyful or sad, interested or indifferent.” It is interesting to look at how a more 

emotion-oriented society seems to lack sociopolitical issues, and thus living in a more 

harmonic state. In addition, Papillon notes their different approach to material things, and 

private property as “they could outdo us in everything: when they adopted someone, 

everything they had belonged to him.” (342). The text, being also an ethnographic 

document, does not give any explanation about why the feared Guajiros’ tribe accepted a 

white man into their society. However, as the tribe’s chief patted Papillons shoulder, 

showing a sign of welcoming, it was not until they saw Papillon’s tattoos that he is finally 

adopted by the locals.   

The tattoos in Papillon’s body depict “a tiger's head; on [his] spine, a crucified 

sailor, and across the kidneys, a tiger hunt with hunters, palm trees, elephants and tigers.” 

(306). With no common language, or customs with the Guajiros, Papillon mentions that 
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they closely observed his body: “the men pushed the women aside, touched me and 

examined each tattoo minutely. The chief expressed his opinion, and everyone else gave 

his. From that moment on it was clear that I'd been adopted by the men.” (306). 

Papillon’s body acquires different meanings depending on which context it is found. For 

the French authorities, his body signifies the source of his alleged crimes, and thus an 

object through which justice should be exerted. For the Guajiros, his body is a walking 

narrative which comprises images of human behaviors, animals, and palm trees, a 

narrative that speaks to them. The French penal system rejects Papillon’s body at the 

same time that the indigenous tribe welcomes it.  Both crime and justice rely on a 

physical body to actually acknowledge its agency. What is socially considered to be bad 

and good, just or unfair take place always first at a mental level, the body only represents 

an instrument through which bad and good actions, or behaviors can exist. For this 

reason, we must ask ourselves why the body is historically seen as the main end for 

punishment, or correction. This sheds light on how Western institutions and social 

systems, perhaps subconsciously, acknowledge that the production of either bad or good 

feelings have to do with the body and therefore they punish it as a way to suppress such 

feelings. In the same kind of questioning, Hopfensitz & Reuben (2009) explain that 

recent studies reveal that anger promotes retaliatory behaviors by punished individuals, 

and that for punishment to be effective, guilt must be present as a social emotion. 

Therefore, if guilt is a key ingredient for punishment to be effective, then convicts can 

only feel guilty if they actually take part in their society’s concept of justice. Feeling 

guilty of a crime or not does not simply mean punishment will prevent humans from 

evildoing. Guilt and justice (or the lack of them) reside at the mental level, such feelings, 
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subsequently, must relate to the emotions developed in the physical body. The 

motivations for why a given body acts violently or seeks harm to others must be linked to 

how individuals develop affects in the contexts they live or come from.    

Orth (2004) reveals that studies conducted with 174 crime victims suggest that 

“perpetrator punishment only partially, and moreover only transitorily, satisfies victims’ 

feelings of revenge.” (62). An example of this is seen in Papillon’s perspective during his 

early months as a convict because his view of freedom is linked to revenge. It is only 

through constant failure to free himself in order to return to France, and the suffering that 

ensues that he eventually gives up on the idea of returning to his country to vindicate his 

past.  

Even when we look into his experience with the Guajiros being portrayed as 

paradise, the time spent with them is not sufficient for Papillon to give up his thirst of 

revenge. After deciding on leaving the locals, he tells them: 

Because I must punish the people who hunted me down like an animal. I 

have found refuge in your village, I have eaten well, I have had noble 

friends, and wives who filled me with happiness. But I must not allow this 

to change me into an animal who, once he's found a warm refuge, stays in 

it the rest of his life for fear of being hurt. I am going to face my enemies 

and return to my father who needs me. (371) 

 This passage illustrates the early phase of Papillon’s affect journey, in which he 

still looks forward to revenge, and physical punishment of his enemies. Even being 

accepted into a new society that does not care for his past, and instead offers him dignity, 

Papillon’s feelings still represent a vicious cycle of materializing justice through the 



 
 

104 
 

suffering of one’s body. This becomes even more apparent as he still, even after 

successfully escaping from prison, cannot live without vengeance to the point of risking 

his own life and freedom. He even mentions this sort of paradox: “There I had found 

love, peace, tranquility and nobility of spirit. Farewell, Guajiros! Be grateful that your 

vast lands are free of civilization. Your way of life has taught me something of great 

importance to my future: it is better to be a savage Indian than a judge with all his 

honors.” (372). It is clear that it is not the lack of healthy emotions and feelings produced 

in such positive environment like the Guajiros’ tribe that could explain Papillon’s 

departure. This Guajiro paradise is not enough for a post-lapsarian Western man, his 

Judeo-Christin myth makes him seek something else.  Once man was expelled from the 

Garden of Eden, he became a city dweller, a civilization-oriented person who will seek 

that exile rather than the paradise that the non-civilized men can offer. His search for a 

France that comes from his memory is a purely mental construct. Rather, it is the lack of 

guilt that fuels his search for life in a society that is not isolated. He believes he has the 

right to belong to the Western social arrangement.   

We can interpret his stay with the Guajiros as a source of both physical and 

mental nourishment. Papillon physically recovers from his escape by being well fed, and 

able to rest and even have sex. At the mental level, the recovery of feelings such as love, 

peace, tranquility, and nobility of spirit are indicators that he is fully rehabilitated. 

However, despite his physical and mental balance resulted from his time with the tribe, 

Papillon does not adapt to their understanding of happiness. As the months go by, his 

narrative shows signs of boredom. To counteract the different local’s rhythm of life, he 

turns his attention to material objects that, in his view, possess value in the outside world 
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– the world he comes from. His participation in trading and catching pearls with his first 

wife are signs of this shift.  

Another aspect to be considered is not just his increasing interest in the pearls, but 

the accumulation of them. In multiple passages, Papillon mentions, and describes the 

labor of finding pearls:  

Thanks to the pearls and the occasional turtles, the tribe lacked for 

nothing. It's true they had some useless things and lacked some they could 

have used. For instance, there wasn't a single mirror in the village. I had to 

salvage one from a shipwreck--a nickel-plated board about fifteen inches 

square--so that I could use to shave or look at myself. (326) 

 A coincidence or not, the accumulation of pearls converge to the end of Papillon’s 

stay with the Guajiros. Interestingly, they are also the reason why the Mother Superior of 

the convent in Santa Marta calls the police to arrest him because she intends to keep the 

pearls. Lastly, such objects are important to the narrative because it is with them that 

Papillon buys explosives in a last attempt to escape from Colombian authorities. The 

pearls, returned to the police warden by the Mother Superior, are symbolic because they 

never free Papillon. Rather, it is because of them that he is able to envision his insertion 

back into civilization. As mentioned above, there was little value attributed to the pearls 

by the Guajiros; they were only exchanged for daily goods. However, the objects did not 

corrupt the Guajiros’ feelings about them – they were mere objects of trade.  As for 

Papillon’s point of view, they could buy things that were not just “useless.”   

The purchase of the mirror is another relevant aspect. Papillon writes that it is an 

object that he could either use to shave or to look at himself. Here, both the pearls and the 
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mirror reify the complex role of feelings in one’s mind. If we take into consideration that 

the pearls are never used for individual benefit in the Guajiros’ tribe, and that at the same 

time they embody a successful future for Papillon, we must agree, then, that corruption 

does not reside on the object itself, but on how we attribute, or alter our feelings that 

surround this same object. It is not a coincidence that Papillon leaves the tribe with an 

amount of four to five hundred pearls. Is future, then, based on the embodiment of 

feelings? In other words, do objects, or physical things somehow represent the 

achievement of something in the future? An example is Papillon’s pearls in relation to his 

freedom. The feeling “freedom” is positioned in future, whereas the pearls are in the 

present. However, because both future and freedom are abstract things, Papillon look for 

alternatives to embody them: the pearls. If the pearls bridge Papillon to an upcoming 

freedom, then this same idea of freedom is shaped by whatever the pearls can buy: a 

house, a boat, clothes, a document, explosives, etc. Whatever it may be, future seems to 

be more grounded in space than in time because the very things that shape it cannot be 

anything but physical. This is why the Guajiros’ tribe does not view the pearls in the 

same way the European does. Given their collective way of living, the tribe is not in 

search of anything in the future; the eternal present and environment already fulfill their 

most necessary needs. Papillon makes this explicit: “[…] the territory of the Guajiros 

Indians, where I'd known love in its purest and most spontaneous form. They saw things 

with the clarity of children, those Indians, and they were rich in human understanding and 

simple love.” (483). Their resources are capable of satisfying the most essential needs for 

survival, considering their stable homeostasis.  
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This happens only because future, like feelings, dwell in the mental realm. So, for 

future to take shape, the feelings that pertain to things in the future (success, 

freedom) must be attached to physical objects in the present. The pearls, and the money 

inside Papillon's plan can be, then, physical objects that bring him closer to his freed 

future.  

What happens after Papillon decides to leave the Guajiros is a complete physical 

and psychological tragedy. In Santa Marta, after trusting the Mother Superior of a 

convent, Papillon is handed to the Colombian police and sent to Barranquilla. As he first 

contemplates the two societies, he shows signs of regret: “The sea – when it wasn't green 

or almost black – those dawns and sunsets that brought such sweet serenity, living 

without money yet lacking nothing essential – all that I had spurned. And for what? A 

society that had no intention of helping me.” (403). Again, Papillon is only able to bridge 

his fond memories of the past through elements of nature. The aesthetic aspect of his 

narrative centers on the colors of both the sea and the sky as indicators of serenity. 

Lacking nothing essential juxtaposed with the idea of living without any money may 

seem paradox if we think of how our societies function. This can also be seen in how 

Papillon goes from having everything to nothing, and vice-versa. While in prison, he 

misses the outside world, and as he is free, he feels incomplete. Yet Papillon refers to 

nature as responsible for his happy state of mind, it is not until he finds himself in trouble 

that he realizes this constant inversion of status.  He adds: “Men who couldn't be 

bothered to find out if I was worth salvaging. A world that had rejected me and cast me 

beyond the reach of hope, into holes like this, where they had only one thing on their 

minds: to kill me off, no matter what.” (403).  
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To understand how Papillon slowly gives up on his idealized future, the text 

presents the inhumane reality of this confinement in the Iles du Salut, the offshore prisons 

of French Guiana.  

The succession of prisons after the first cavale only substantiate Papillon’s 

disenchantment with his European conceived idea of justice. The aggravation of this 

disenchantment is his newer sentencing of two years in solitary. As he walks into the 

solitary complex prison, Papillon observes: “It was hard to believe that a country like 

mine, France, the cradle of liberty for the entire world, the land which gave birth to the 

Rights of Man, could maintain […] an installation as barbarously repressive as the 

Reclusion of Saint-Joseph.” (531-2). 

The excruciating experience in solitary unfolds a reckless deprivation of affects. 

Lacking light and sound only intensify the vacuum of affects with the outside world. 

Because making any type of noise is highly condemned, the only sounds produced in the 

solitary confinement are those of despair coming from prisoners that go crazy, or who 

commit suicide. Schaefer (2015) affirms that Papillon finds ways to produce affects to 

counteract the desperate void in solitary, like marching in rhythm, or indulging 

hallucinatory fantasies. Schaefer also says that it is not Papillon’s human dignity that 

allows him to “fly” like a butterfly tattooed on his chest, but rather the compulsions that 

encompass his animality. This animality is related to the necessity of basic emotions so 

that his body can be stable again. The warmth and love he found with the Guajiros is the 

same emotional food that can keep him alive in the solitary, when he visits his childhood. 

Besides his total isolation, the lack of food is a daily threat to his life. According 

to Gutiérrez (2014): “El peligro está sobre todo en que en la celda el régimen alimenticio 
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es muy precario para sostener la actividad que Papillon realiza hasta agotar sus fuerzas, 

una fatiga que podría ser un subproducto del ejercicio oscila para convertirse en un déficit 

nutricional.” (43). It is not only hunger that is threatening to Papillon’s life; the lack of 

external input, and his complete social isolation converge to an almost physical and 

mental annihilation. Such factors are responsible for a new shift regarding how Papillon 

thinks about the future.   

As I mentioned before, if the idea of future proves to be related to the 

materialization of ideas through concrete objects, then the lack of any material thing 

places future in a more abstract territory. Hunger relates to future because time, as edible 

things, is also consumed. Our ancestors began to manage their time because of food 

surplus, and hence be able to develop more complex tools. As our nervous systems 

became more complex, and feelings came to play, future began to be filled with them. 

There cannot be a future if we cannot attribute feelings to it.   The narrative offers us an 

example of such phenomenon as Papillon steps into his solitary cell, after being handed 

to French Guiana by the Colombian authorities: 

One year equals three hundred and sixty-five days, two years, seven 

hundred and thirty days, unless one's a leap year. I smiled at the thought. 

One day more wouldn't matter much. The hell it wouldn't! One day more 

is twenty-four hours more. And twenty-four hours is a long time. And 

seven hundred and thirty days each made up of twenty-four hours is one 

hell of a lot more. How many hours does that make? Can I figure it in my 

head? No, I can't; it's impossible. (535) 
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A sentence to the solitary is not an exclusive terror, and despair felt by our 

protagonist. The solitary prison complex on the Island of Saint Joseph means such horror 

to any prisoner because a man would hardly ever leave it alive, or sane. Nicknamed as La 

Mangeuse D’Hommes (Men Eater), the solitary epitomizes the almost impossible 

probabilities of prisoners to stand a chance against physical and psychological insanity. 

Signs of mental instability are shown in multiple passages in the story. The one above, 

where Papillon attempts to mathematically make sense of time is one example. Later, 

when he narrates the constant centipedes’ visits, the amount of time, in hours, are also a 

way to evoke a sense of pain. He says: “When I was lying down, I learned to let them 

walk over my naked body without disturbing them. I had learned what a tactical error 

could cost. One sting from the revolting beast and you had a terrible burn for almost six 

hours and a raging fever for twelve.” (537-8).  

One of Papillon’s techniques to fight La Mangeuse D’Hommes is to exhaust 

himself so that he can mentally move away from his cell, and experience the affects 

produced in his recent past with the Guajiros: 

I automatically resumed my endless walk and, with the help of fatigue, 

took flight into the past. To fight the darkness of my cell, I sat down in the 

full sunlight of the beach with my tribe. The boat Lali was fishing from 

rocked on the opal sea about two hundred yards offshore. I dug my feet into 

the sand. Zoraima brought me a large fish cooked over the coals and 

wrapped in a banana leaf to hold in the heat. I ate with my fingers, and she 

watched me as she sat cross-legged in front of me. She was happy to see 
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that the big flakes separated neatly from the fish, and she read in my face 

how good it tasted. (541) 

He, then explains his method of escaping his physical reality: 

So I worked on splitting myself in two and developed a foolproof method: 

in order to roam among the stars, to summon up various stages in my life 

or build my amazingly realistic castles in Spain, I first had to tire myself 

out. I would walk for hours without sitting down, never stopping, thinking 

about nothing in particular. Once I was truly exhausted, I stretched out on 

my bunk and wrapped the blanket around my head. This way, the little air 

there was in my cell was further cut off. My lungs became asphyxiated, 

and my head started to burn. Suffocating with the heat and lack of air, I 

suddenly found myself in flight. Ah! What indescribable sensations! I 

spent nights of love that were more intense than real ones. I could sit down 

with my mother, dead these seventeen years. I could play with her dress 

while she stroked my curls, which she had left long to make me look like a 

girl. (552) 

Both passages above show two relevant aspects of affects. Firstly, Papillon 

mentions his ability to experience the senses through mental constructions, be they real 

occurrences in the past or not.  From digging his feet into the sand, and building castles in 

Spain, to watching Lali fishing, and tasting Zoraima’s cooked fish, the mind seeks the 

absolute opposite of what the physical body goes through in the solitary. Secondly, the 

piece of information Papillon gives us about his foolproof method may indicate that the 

closer one gets to the verge of dying, the more positive affects are those seek by the 
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mind. This has a strong relationship with the binary function of homeostasis – that of 

indicating if something is good or bad to life. The physical exhaustion due to extensive 

walks, plus self-asphyxiation are signs perceived by the body as threats to the 

continuance of life. Therefore, as textually documented above, Papillon’s flight into vivid 

mental constructions can be seen as the ultimate chance for the body not to die – an 

affective distraction. Below is the description of how the mental encounter with his 

mother ends: 

Hand in hand, we followed the river home. I was actually there, in the 

house of my childhood. I held my hands over my mother's eyes so that she 

had to play the piano without looking at the music. I was there; it wasn't 

my imagination. I was with her, standing on a chair behind the piano stool, 

and I pressed my small hands against her large eyes so she couldn't see. 

Her nimble fingers continued to skim over the piano until she had played 

"The Merry Widow" to the end. (553) 

 The elements of this specific “flight” are very symbolic because they all represent 

the vitality Papillon is deprived of physical affection, a home, a maternal figure which is 

in itself a means of life, sound. “Hand in hand,” and “I pressed my small hands against 

her large eyes” are images that bring about the possibility of experiencing touch. The 

house of his childhood is both the destination where Papillon and his mother walk to, and 

the place in which the rest of the passage takes place. The song represents hearing and 

encompasses both the house and his mother. The ramifications of affects produced from 

every single element in the “flight” only converge to positive feelings in the present 
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time.  Even the river is crucial in this mental experience because it is literally what leads 

them home – something Papillon will substitute with the ocean in his recurrent cavales.  

 As the two years in solitary go by, Papillon mentions: “I'm hungry; I feel weak. 

What do you expect? How can you be strong on what you've been eating?” (570). Then 

he adds:  

Twenty more days. I was very weak. My bread ration seemed to be getting 

smaller. Who could lower himself to such a dastardly trick? For several 

days now my soup had been hot water and a bone with a tiny piece of 

meat or a bit of skin attached to it. I was afraid of getting sick. It was an 

obsession. I was so weak that I dreamed while I was wide awake. This 

deep weariness and the depression that went with it worried me terribly. I 

tried to fight it, but it was hard to get through the twenty-four hours of 

each day. (572) 

The whole experience of incarceration in solitary reveals that the homeostasis of 

the mind is just the last resource to sustain life.  In his flights he brings back all that can 

provoke good affects, his memories are what are feeding his body.  His body is almost 

dying, yet in his flights he returns to his mother,  to an initiation of life while being at 

the  threshold of death.  His memories are not  just  an escape from his dark cell, the work 

of his mind has a logic, the logic of the homeostasis: opting for life and denying 

annihilation. In his almost hallucinations we have the juxtaposition of castles and the 

solitary cell, his dying body with his infant, healthy one, almost a return to the womb, the 

source and initiation of life.  In his flights music compensates for the absence of sound he 

is suffering in his cell.  Yet, we can observe how Papillon’s attention turns to food as his 
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ultimate goal because without food, his freedom, revenge or happiness cannot exist. As 

his mind fights an almost death experience, producing memories, and flights replete of 

positive feelings, Papillon acknowledges the necessity of physical nourishment.  

Similar to what we saw previously, with the pearls and the mirror passages, other 

objects construct meaning after Papillon leaves the solitary. He informs us about life in 

Iles du Salut: 

The life of the convicts on the Iles du Salut was entirely different from 

what you might imagine. Most of the men were in the "dangerous" class. 

They ate well because there was a black market in everything: alcohol, 

cigarettes, coffee, chocolate, sugar, meat, fresh vegetables, fish, shellfish, 

coconuts, etc. As a result, everybody was healthy – as was the climate. 

(589) 

 As we can see, the predominance of power takes place among those who can eat 

well, as well as being able to maintain vices such as drinking, and smoking. The range of 

food and licit drugs Papillon references in the passage above is related to how social class 

is built within the Iles du Salut criminal’s society. Therefore, food is the precondition to 

better living conditions. This is also evidenced in how gardening and fishing helped 

Papillon corrupt people as we will see in the case of the warden’s wife, the doctor, the 

masons, the garden workers. Among the duties imposed on him by the prison system, 

fishing, more importantly, made Papillon learn about the geography of the island. Where 

people saw food, he saw hope, as he mentions:  

My fishing took me everywhere. I'd been on latrine duty for three months 

and I knew every corner of the island. I examined the gardens on the 
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pretext that I wanted to exchange my fish for some vegetables and fruit. 

(637) 

 The strategy used by Papillon to maneuver the prison system in the Iles du Salut 

sheds light on how power is strictly related to people’s eating habits. From being able to 

wander freely in the island, Papillon learns two decisive things: how the tide and winds 

moved, and how food was the element, the key for him to access freedom. Papillon 

understands that food worked as a trigger to people’s emotions and feelings. He 

constantly applies such knowledge with the chief warden’s wife, who would do anything 

for Papillon’s daily seafood batch. Shrimp, shells, lobster, fish, all sorts of seafood were 

used to nurture the lady’s memories of her life in France, as well as her friendship and 

trust in Papillon.  

It is through food that Papillon is able to create affective bridges that eventually 

lead him to his final escape. From lobsters to reminiscences of France to a friendship 

between the chief warden’s wife and Papillon, we must pay attention to how the 

relationship between the body (smelling, seeing, touching, tasting the lobsters) and the 

mind (the happiness provoked by eating them) is central to Papillon’s success – even 

more than his nautical knowledge.  

More explicitly, we can distinguish two important aspects of Papillon’s text that 

contribute to affect studies: the relationship between food and other people’s feelings, 

and the connection of those same feelings with Papillon’s own ones. On the one hand, 

Papillon’s ultimate feeling is happiness, which is only possible through freedom. On the 

other hand, happiness for the chief warden’s wife happens through eating seafood. So 

how do we go from lobsters to freedom? How two apparently independent things can be 
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interrelated? It is not seafood that solely takes Papillon into freedom. Instead, it is the 

chain of affects built from seafood that does.  

By taking this chain of affects into consideration, we can better understand how 

certain animals, objects and natural elements, such as the ocean and the winds, help us 

approach the abstract complexity of how emotions evolve into feelings. The manipulation 

of objects that anchor certain individual emotions, as joy and sadness for instance, is what 

determines what I previously coined as “homeostasis of the mind.” At the mental level, 

we humans have developed ways to avoid detrimental paths that lead to the end of our 

both physical and mental existences. Papillon’s text takes a step further in comparison to 

Cabeza de Vaca’s and Aguirre’s narratives because it shows that regardless of the 

presence of any sort of physical food, humans are capable of relying on complete mental 

strategies to keep living.  
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CHAPTER 4. HOMEOSTATIC LITERATURE: AN APPROACH TO THE 

EVOLUTION OF AFFECTS 

  

The motivation for looking at various texts in the Americas through the lenses of 

hunger finds its roots in the Cinema Novo, more specifically with the work of Glauber 

Rocha and his urge to help Brazilian cinema to become modern. However, for us to 

understand the context of Cinema Novo in Brazil, it is critical to consider how modernity 

has been imagined by Brazilians since the expansion of Napoleon’s empire in Europe.  

The Portuguese royal family’s arrival in Rio de Janeiro in 1808 changed a society 

that had always been and behaved like a colony. Despite the abrupt change in 

architecture, the construction of universities, museums, and the opening of ports, the 

modernization of Brazil only happened in Rio de Janeiro. Little actually changed in the 

countryside, or even in the outskirts of Rio, and social stratification was only reinforced 

by the arrival of the royal family (Malerba 2018). The politicians and military officials 

that proclaimed the Republic in 1889 aimed at authoritarianism to achieve modernity, and 

to also integrate indigenous people to civilization (Oliven 2001). For them, there was a 

linear way of thinking in which Brazil would eventually become as modern as Europe, 

and Brazilian indigenous people would be civilized in relation to the rest of the country. 

This is why the idea of modernity in Brazil has to do with such an elite-oriented approach 

to positivism, still present in the Ordem e Progesso message in the country’s flag.   

In literature, romantics like Gonçalves Dias and José de Alencar wrote about 

regional identities, like the gaúcho, the sertanejo, and the indigenous people, embracing a 

sentiment of national belonging. However, it was not until the Semana da Arte Moderna, 
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in 1922, that artists were able to break with European artistic trends. Until then, literature 

in Brazil had, overall, followed a Eurocentric perspective. Succeeding Brazil’s 

independence in 1822, we have the novel Iracema (1865) written by José de Alencar, as 

an example of how intellectuals attempted to create a sense of national identity by 

exulting the union between the autochthonous people and the Portuguese colonizer. 

Later, with the proclamation of the Republic, in 1889, the desire of becoming a civilized 

and modern society pushed Brazilian writers and intellectuals away from the 

romanticized national identity idealized by authors contemporary to José de Alencar. 

Euclides da Cunha is one of the intellectuals who envisioned new aesthetics as a path to 

modernity.  

Both Iracema and Euclides da Cunha’s Os Sertões belong to transitional moments 

in Brazil’s history. They represent specific contexts in which writers turned their 

attention to a national sentiment of brazilianess – one that is also present in the Cinema 

Novo. In what follows, I analyze Iracema and Os Sertões to discuss their relationship 

with the constant pursuit for modernity in Brazilian society. Both texts help us identifying 

a type of hunger that is cultural that goes beyond biological hunger, like the one 

discussed in chapter one. That cultural hunger traverses the Semana da Arte Moderna as 

well as the Cinema Novo. It is important to revisit the texts produced before the Cinema 

Novo to realize that the Cinema Novo is not a beginning but a continuity of themes that 

are already discussed in other cultural manifestations that have to do with the creation of 

a Brazilian modernity and identity, which is itself rooted in coloniality. That is why in the 

next section I succinctly discuss certain texts that are representative of this phenomenon. 
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LITERARY RUPTURES AND THE CASE OF CULTURAL IDENTITY IN BRAZIL 

After Dom Pedro I proclaimed Brazil's independence in 1822, the need for a local 

identity became indispensable for the newly born nation’s agenda. In this scenario, no 

other school served as well as Romanticism to find values that could represent a Brazilian 

essence. Thus, taking as an example the medieval knights being European identity 

figures, Brazilian writers turn to what could express the values of the new independent 

nation called Brazil: the Indian. According to Alfredo Bosi (1972): 

O índio, fonte da nobreza nacional, seria, em princípio, o análogo do 

“bárbaro”, que se impusera no Medievo e constituíra o mundo feudal: eis a 

tese que vincula o passadista na América ao da Europa. O Romantismo refez 

à sua semelhança a imagem da Idade Média, conferindo-lhe caracteres 

“romanescos” de que se nutriu largamente a fantasia de poetas, narradores e 

eruditos durante quase meio século. (110) 

[The Indian, the source of the national nobility, would be, in principle, the 

analogue of the “barbarian,” who had imposed himself in the Middle Ages 

and constituted the feudal world: this is the thesis that links the passadista in 

America to that of Europe. Romanticism remade the image of the Middle 

Ages to its similarity, giving it “romanesque” characters from which the 

fantasy of poets, narrators and scholars was largely nourished for almost half 

a century.] 

 It is in this nationalist/indianista panorama that authors such as Gonçalves Dias, 

José de Alencar, Gonçalves de Magalhães, Father José de Anchieta and Araújo Porto, 
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who exalt the historical past, showing the Brazilian roots and the essence of their values, 

can be found. Doris Sommer (1991) mentions that 

The vast production was [...] a Project to portray the entire country from the 

earliest conquest, through colonial times, to the present. The novels included 

regionalist and urban novels set in contemporary Brazil as well as the 

“historical” encounters between whites and Indians. [...] There was so much 

that Alencar’s work, like the Bible, is a collection of foundational books too 

heterogeneous to build on together. (140) 

   José de Alencar, for instance, only became notorious in 1857, when he launched 

O Guarani – which set the tone for his following novels about the diverse regions of 

Brazil, with greater emphasis on his Indianist works such as Iracema (1865) and 

Ubirajara (1874). Historian Therezinha de Castro, in her words, claims that Alencar 

[...] retratava a natureza com ampliações exageradas. O índio de seus 

romances era sempre o herói, fato esse que estava bem ao sabor dos leitores 

do período imperial quando o sentimento patriótico era a tônica constante. 

José de Alencar foi admirado pela linguagem musical e colorida que o tornou 

verdadeiro poeta, escrevendo em prosa. (228) 

[[...] portrayed nature with exaggerated magnifications. The Indian of his 

novels was always the hero, a fact that was well liked by readers of the 

imperial period when patriotic sentiment was the constant keynote. José de 

Alencar was admired for the musical and colorful language that made him a 

true poet, writing in prose.] 
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 For this reason, Iracema is not only seen as a metaphor for the colors that 

comprise the national flag, but also as an establishment of the myth of an independent 

Brazilian homeland’s birth. 

Iracema, written by José de Alencar and published in 1865, tells the story of the 

romance between Iracema, a Tabajara Indian from the northeast (Portuguese colony state 

of Ceará) and Martim, a Portuguese colonizer. The story begins with the idea of a 

forbidden romance, a revamped Romeo and Juliet. The Portuguese are allied with the 

Pitiguaras tribe, great enemies of the Tabajara nation. Through the unfolding of their 

love and the generation of a child, Iracema and Martim change the course of the colony 

and forge a new, modern Brazil. 

This book, the first in a series of three written by Alencar, has become one of the 

most important references to “Indianism,” a literary trend that aims to establish national 

identity as opposed to the liberated colony. The book is structured after the arrival of the 

Portuguese in Brazil, while they tried to establish their presence in the northeast. In 

addition, the work was published during a period of intense Brazilian nationalism. Brazil 

had been independent for 43 years in 1865 and was looking for ways to define itself. The 

country had recently started the Paraguayan War in an effort to determine its sovereignty, 

which was expanding and becoming incredibly powerful. Brazilian writers, like Alencar, 

wrote in order to help define what it meant to be Brazilian. From this demand for a 

national identity came Iracema, and the legend of the first Brazilian. 

As a result, it is necessary to highlight the commitment that José de Alencar 

demonstrates to Brazil and to Brazilian literature from the prologue to the work Iracema. 

The book is divided into thirty-three chapters preceded by a prologue and closed with a 
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letter. It is in the prologue that his intention to write something about his land Ceará 

becomes clear. In a sort of captatio benevolentia he justifies his work as giving in to 

someone else's demands: 

Acolha, pois, esta primeira mostra para oferecê-la a nossos patrícios a quem é 

dedicada. Este pedido foi um dos motivos de lhe endereçar o livro; o outro 

saberá depois que o tenha lido. (46-7) 

[So, welcome this first exhibition to offer it to our countrymen to whom it is 

dedicated. This request was one of the reasons I addressed the book to you; 

the other one, you will know after you have read it.] 

José de Alencar, following the last chapter, writes a letter to Dr. Jaguaribe, a 

friend of his from Ceará, to whom he attributes the creation of Iracema in contrast to 

other texts by Gonçalves Dias (Timbiras) and Gonçalves de Magalhães (Confederação 

dos Tamoios) who made use of either the excess of classical language, or the exhaustive 

indigenous vocabulary. Thus, Alencar not only seizes the moment to criticize his 

predecessors, but also to exalt his creation: “Não é bonito? Não está aí uma joia da poesia 

nacional?” (192) [“Isn’t it lovely? Isn’t there a gem of Brazilian poetry there?” (Landers 

164)] and “Verá realizadas nele minhas ideias a respeito da literatura nacional; e achará aí 

poesia inteiramente brasileira, haurida na língua dos selvagens.”  (194) [“You will find 

realized in it my ideas about Brazilian literature, and you will find there poetry entirely 

Brazilian, absorbed from the language of the savages.” (Landers 166)]. 

Consequently, in his 128 footnotes, José de Alencar not only enriches his work 

with indigenous terms and etymological explanations, but also justifies his way of 
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building, and basing his literary project on a solid and coherent plan; and not something 

ethereal of simple love and fantasy: 

A etimologia dos nomes das diversas localidades e certos modos de dizer, tirados 

da composição das palavras, são de cunho original. Compreenda você que não 

podia eu derramar em abundância essas riquezas no livrinho agora publicado, 

porque elas ficariam desfloradas na obra de maior vulto, a qual só teria a novidade 

da fábula. (194) 

[The etymology of the names of the different locations and certain ways of saying 

it, taken from the composition of the words, are of an original nature. You 

understand that I could not pour these riches in abundance in the booklet now 

published, because they would be deflowered in the greatest work, which would 

only have the novelty of the fable.] 

What he claims above is evident right from the beginning, Iracema’s description 

is unquestionably linked to the American landscape. Her description is filled with 

elements of nature, with what is intrinsic to the local landscape, and which establishes the 

composition of the Brazilian environment, that is, the homeland that is being painted 

through the colors that Alencar chooses to describe the protagonist India: 

Iracema, a virgem dos lábios de mel, que tinha os cabelos mais negros que a 

asa da graúna e mais longos que seu talhe de palmeira. O favo da jati não era 

doce como o seu sorriso; nem a baunilha rescendia no bosque como seu hálito 

perfumado. Mais rápida que a ema selvagem, a morena corria o sertão e as 

matas do Ipu, onde campeava sua guerreira tribo, da grande nação tabajara. O 
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pé grácil e nu, mal roçando, alisava apenas a verde pelugem que vestia a terra 

com as primeiras águas. (56) 

[Iracema, the maiden with lips of honey, whose hair was darker than the 

graúna’s wings and longer than her torso, straight and slender as the palm. 

The jati’s honeycomb was not as sweet as her smile, nor did the vanilla 

sending forth its fragrance in the forest match the perfume of her breath. 

Swifter than the wild ema, the tawny maiden traversed the interior and the 

woodlands of Ipu, where dwelled her warrior tribe, of the great Tabajara 

nation. Her graceful, naked feet, scarcely touching the ground, merely 

smoothed the green plush that carpeted the earth with the first rains. (Landers 

33)] 

Besides, he focuses on words such as mel, graúna, palmeira, jati, baunilha, ema, 

matas, terras and águas, concrete nouns that facilitate the illustration of the narrative 

space and also the categorization of the Iracema as belonging to America. Linked to this 

thought, Afrânio Peixoto (ibid Braga Montenegro in Alencar 1965) proposes the idea of 

an anagram in the name of India: Iracema – America; “[...] seja Iracema, pelo simbolismo 

que encerra, o anagrama de América.” (32) [“[…] be Iracema, for the symbolism it 

contains, the anagram of America.”]. 

We should also highlight the fusion between the representative Brazilian character 

(Iracema) and her homeland (Brazil); so that the construction of both takes place 

symbiotically, that is, both -one and the other- share the elements of nature to constitute 

themselves. Therefore, there is this symbiotic relationship with regard to their 

constitution of identity as America, Brazil and Iracema. This fusion between the three 
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elements is the key piece of Brazilian nationalism during the Romantic Indianist period, 

as they concentrate the essence of a nationalist project in Brazil: the meaning of being 

Brazilian from its origins, or the idea of descending from indigenous heroes. 

In the construction of his Indianist project, José de Alencar introduces Iracema 

and Martim to his readers. His text unfolds from the romance between the two characters: 

the diversity between the white man and the Indian, the native and the foreigner. Now, if 

Iracema is constituted by and in Brazil, would Martim be an analogy to Portugal, then? 

Undoubtedly. Alencar, through his characters, depicts the colony-colonizer relationship. 

Thus, Martim is taken as the representation of the Portuguese presence in the lands of 

Brazil. This fact is also related to the participation of the Dutch in northeastern Brazil and 

their union with the Tabajara tribe (indigenous people from the beaches), while the 

Portuguese maintain friendly relations with the Pitiguaras (indigenous people from the 

mountains). 

In this way, having Martim lost himself in the lands of the Tabajara territory, the 

reader is led to his meeting with Iracema: “Diante dela e todo a contemplá-la, está um 

guerreiro estranho, se é guerreiro e não algum mau espírito da floresta.” (58) [“Standing 

before her and contemplating her was a strange warrior, if warrior he was and not some 

evil spirit in the forest.” (Landers 33)]. 

Through this loss and this encounter, the “knot” in the plot will take place; the 

real starting point for the legend of Ceará and the birth of the first Brazilian to be 

fulfilled, even if the story begins in “flashbacks”, starting with: 

O moço guerreiro, encostado no mastro, leva os olhos presos na sombra 

fugitiva da terra; a espaços o olhar empanado por tênue lágrima cai sobre o 
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jirau, onde folgam as duas inocentes criaturas, companheiras de seu 

infortúnio. Nesse momento o lábio arranca d’alma um agro sorriso. Que 

deixara ele na terra do exílio? (54-55) 

[The warrior youth, leaning against the rigging, maintains his captive eyes on 

the fleeting shades of land: from time to time his graze, glazed by a tenuous 

tear, falls upon the jirau where rest the two innocent creatures, companions of 

his misfortune. What had he left behind in the land of exile? (Landers 31)] 

Martim is seen as a stranger by the tribe and, although he was benevolently 

received by Araquém (a shaman whom Iracema serves with the secrets of Jurema, a local 

herb), and also as an enemy by the Indians who fought for the Tabajara nation. However, 

protected by Iracema and the shaman, he falls in love with her. 

The union between Martim and Iracema reprtesents, metaphorically, the union 

between the old and the new, the indigenous native and the white man. Linked to the 

feeling of love between the nobleman and the India, José de Alencar explores, in 

Iracema, the lyrical elements that are reinforced in passages about the longing for her 

beloved, her tribe and her love for Martim: “Iracema lembrou-se que tinha sido ingrata 

para a jandaia, esquecendo-a no tempo da felicidade; mas a jandaia vinha para consolar 

agora no tempo da desventura.” (163) [“Iracema recalled that she had been ungrateful to 

her jandaia, forgetting it in its time of happiness; but the jandaia came to consulate her 

now in her time of misfortune.” (Landers 120)] and also in “Martim partia para a caça 

com Poti. A virgem separava-se dele então, para sentir ainda mais ardente o desejo de vê-

lo.” (146) [“Martim left for the hunt with Poti. The maiden would separate herself from 

him at such times, the more ardently to desire the sight of him.” (Landers 107)] 
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Allied to the protagonism of love and the historical nature to which Iracema 

undertakes, there are other characters who are part of the progressive development of the 

narrative and who play essential roles in the plot. They are Caubi, Poti, Andira, Araquém, 

Irapuã, Jacaúna, Batuireté, Jatobá, other Indians of both tribes and Moacir, the first 

mythical Brazilian. These characters establish the struggle between the survival of the 

primitive and the imposition of the new, of the unknown. In general, both the Tabajaras 

and the Pitiguaras Indians portray the native roots of Brazilian identity - imbued with 

sacred rituals, courage, knowledge of the land and nature. The representation of the pre-

Cabralian society and the myth of Rousseau's good savage are illustrated in this 

indigenous setting of virgin forests and white sand beaches where Araquém (connoisseur 

of spiritual mysteries and shaman of the Pitiguara tribe), Andira (his brave brother) and 

other warrior Indians defend their territories. 

Nevertheless, animals and plants play more than decorative roles in Alencarian 

texts; these elements of nature are also characters, as they play both figurative and 

supporting roles. Firstly, figurative because they ornate the social spaces and the 

environment where characters’ actions take place. Secondly, they function as supporting 

roles because even though they are not the focus of the narrative, they contribute to the 

creation of characters and plot (physical descriptions, metaphors). 

It is to these secondary and figurative characters that much is due in relation to the 

configuration of space in Iracema. They set the tone for the colors and textures of 

America and, concomitantly, Brazil through the different shades of blue, green, yellow 

and white that allegorically color the Brazilian flag. “Verdes mares bravios de minha 

terra” (53) [“Green, impetuous seas of my native land.” (Landers 30)], “Onde vai como 
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branca alcíone buscando o rochedo pátrio nas solidões do oceano?” (53) [“Where is it 

bound, like a white kingfisher seeking the native cliff in the ocean’s solitude?” (Landers 

30)], “O favo da jati” (56) [“The jati’s honeycomb” (Landers 32)], “Os ramos da acácia 

silvestre esparziam flores sobre os úmidos cabelos” (57) [“The branches of the wild 

acacia scattered flowers on her damp hair.” (Landers 33)] e “As roupas da manhã, alvas 

como algodão, apareceram no céu” (119) [“The raiment of the morn, as white as cotton, 

appeared in the heavens.” (Landers 84)] are some examples.  

 José de Alencar communicates that his work - which was initially thought of as 

poetry, but ended up becoming a mixture of lyrics in prose - is something innovative and 

striking for the identification of a nationality in Iracema. In his words, “[...] a principal 

condição de estilo é sua concisão e simplicidade: o que não exclui, antes realça-lhe a 

graça ou elegância, a grandeza ou majestade.” (210) [“[...] the main condition of style is 

its conciseness and simplicity: what does not exclude, but rather enhances its grace or 

elegance, grandeur or majesty.”]. 

With regards to the literary parameters of the 19th century, Montenegro (1965) 

states that “Iracema não é nem um poema, nem um romance, nem uma epopeia. É uma 

novela de gênero intermediário ou misto, isto é, uma composição ambígua de romanesco 

e inspiração poética.” (42-3) [Iracema is neither a poem, nor a novel, nor an epic. It is a 

novel of an intermediate or mixed genre, that is, an ambiguous composition of romance 

and poetic inspiration.”] 

Therefore, Iracema embraces both the history of Brazil's civilizing process, as 

well as the love between Martim and the indigenous heroine. However, we note that, 

from the prologue to his postscript, Alencar clarifies his intentionality towards the 
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narrative: the need for the Brazilian Indianist project that bears Portugal in its blood and 

the bravery of an old, autochthonous, Brazil. In addition to the presence of the European 

white man in primitive lands, there is also the question of evangelization and salvation 

for the old country: “Poti foi o primeiro que ajoelhou aos pés do sagrado lenho: não sofria 

ele que nada mais o separasse de seu irmão branco. Deviam ter ambos um só Deus, como 

tinham um só coração.” (188) [“Poti was the first to kneel at the foot of the sacred wood; 

he would allow nothing more to separate him from his white brother. Both must have a 

single god, as they shared a single heart.”  (Landers 141)] . To this, Moacir is referred to 

as “O primeiro cearense, ainda no berço, emigrava da terra da pátria. Havia aí a 

predestinação de uma raça?” (187) [“The first child born in Ceará, still in his cradle, had 

left his homeland. Did this presage the destiny of a race?” (Landers 140)] so that the 

reader can infer that the new Brazil is in search of its salvation, leaving behind the past of 

a homeland that was virgin and primitive, giving way to a heroic and Christianized 

identity that now pulsates in the blood of the first Brazilian son: Moacir. In regard to such 

transformation, Sommer comments: 

Alencar and his readers wake up to Moacir, to many Moacirs, Iracemas and 

Peris; they are material proof that fiction is not exactly unreal. The pain for 

which Iracema names her baby, and the saudade that he will surely feel for 

her, are as quintessentially Brazilian as his mestizo mix of races. (171) 

 Iracema bears the responsibility of being a mother, enclosing the nationalist 

intention of giving birth to an idealized myth of brazilianess. Iracema, together with all 

the other characters, and nature, becomes the mother of the Brazilians who will populate 

and build the homeland of their successors. Iracema, romantic by nature, proposes the 
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birth of the Brazilian through the union between the white man and the native heroine. 

An old Brazil dies, and a new Brazil is born in Moacir, Iracema’s son, who is no longer 

primitive, but framed within the dogmas of the Catholic religion and within the idea of 

salvation brought to the land of the natives. 

Although the Alencarian romantic Brazilianness fueled a sentiment of 

nationalism, the novel Os Sertões (1902), by Euclides da Cunha, deals with the concepts 

of civilization and barbarism in the Brazilian social panorama of the 20th century. This 

narrative reflects the Brazilian idealization that civilization and progress are seen as a key 

to achieving modernization, which seems paradoxical in Brazil's socioeconomic and 

cultural scenario. It also reveals the role of geographical nuances in the handling of the 

country's political forces that are addressed by Brazilian literary expression from time to 

time. 

 Firstly, let us note that between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Brazil is 

experiencing a moment of recent proclamation of the Republic and also of great 

adaptation to economic capitalism, further leveraging its agrarian production as a result 

of the economic monopolies among Minas Gerais, Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. 

Secondly, with the outbreak of the First World War, the prominent rubber cycle ends up 

serving as a crucial factor for the growth of the national economy. However, despite the 

proclamation of the Republic, the handling of the political and economic power was still 

centralized in the southeastern region, continuing the poor distribution of income across 

the country, especially in the northeast. 

Set in this historical context, the novel Os Sertões addresses a different and exotic 

side of Brazil, an identity not known to its citizens. Antônio Conselheiro, a local messiah, 
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is seen as outdated according to the ideals of the coastal capitals of Brazil, such as São 

Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. Regardless, the narrative speculates how it was possible for the 

backlands to forge a society with an army capable of surviving three major military 

expeditions. Cunha's novel reveals shocking aspects of the newly instituted Republic in 

the country, whose motto “progress” is seriously questioned by regional movements and 

rebellions: The Federalist Revolution in Rio Grande do Sul (1893-1895), First and 

Second Armada Uprising (1893-1894), The Canudos War (1896-1897) and, later, the 

Chibata Uprising (1910) as well as the Contestado War (1912).  

Os Sertões not only reflects the mentality of the new republic from a 

socioeconomic perspective, but also of the marginalized backwoodsmen. The matter that 

such people in the Brazilian hinterlands could be stronger and, therefore, more resistant 

than those who inhabited coastal areas – supposedly more civilized – also has to do with 

different types of cultural hunger within the same society. The style in which Os Sertões 

is written also denounces the result of such deterministic and pre-modernist thinking in 

Brazilian literature at the beginning of the 20th century. 

What is essential about the origin of this search for a Brazilian identity in both 

Iracema and the conflicting socioeconomic organization in Os Sertões is precisely the 

incoherence of a possible homogeneous Brazilian identity idealized by the novelists. The 

Brazil in which Os Sertões is inserted is a Brazil of political, socioeconomic and cultural 

disparities. It is a side of the national identity that the oligarchies do not want to see. 

Euclides da Cunha sees the need to reveal a Brazilian face that does not share the 

exuberance of nature, and national heroic values based on the solidification of an 

extremely centralizing republic. 
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In “A Terra,” the first chapter of the novel, the author portrays this exotic nature 

unknown to the Brazilian reader. The undergrowth, twisted, thorny branches, determined 

by the geological and human factors that cause local drought, appear as an emblem of a 

positivist thinking. The Brazilian army’s march from the fertile and prosperous southeast 

to the arid Brazilian hinterland amid the descriptive minutiae also reflects the scientific 

principles of Cunha’s days – strongly influenced by Hippolyte Taine's naturalist 

aesthetics5 that races possessed determinant characteristics. As we saw in Iracema, here 

in chapter “O Homem,” the discourse on the impossibility of the miscegenation of races 

proposed by the nationalist project of Romanticism is most evident. The peoples from the 

backlands are depicted as stronger than the coastal Brazilians. 

Euclides da Cunha's considerations open the way for the modernist avant-garde 

project that urges to reveal a less coastal Brazil. Post-Euclides da Cunha writers such as 

Graciliano Ramos (Vidas Secas), Raquel de Queiroz (O Quinze), José Lins do Rêgo 

(Menino de Engenho) are some of the thousands of citizens who grew up close to sugar 

mills and who experienced the decay of northeastern economy. Therefore, as much as the 

writing of Os Sertões is solidified in the positivist and scientific thinking of its time, it 

opens the way for the formation of a Brazilian conscience about an almost unknown 

Sertão, or the backlands. In “A Luta,” Cunha presents the rebel Antônio Conselheiro as a 

result of the abandonment of the State of this large slice of Brazilian territory. Antônio 

Conselheiro, and his absurd prophecies, is seen as an outlet from the social abandonment 

strengthened by the positivist mentality which rejects Brazilian minorities. The sertanejo 

people who follow the plans of Antônio Conselheiro contest, even if indirectly, the logics 

 
5	The triad means, race, historical factors.	
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of race domination defended by the Brazilian oligarchies. As much as the oligarchies are 

hungry for understanding why such poor Brazilians that live in the backlands can 

confront the coastal government, the sertanejo, hungry for justice, envisions a fairer 

society where supplies and profits are divided equally. 

The importance of going back to the novels by José de Alencar and Euclides da 

Cunha is precisely to signal the incompatibility of literary discourses in relation to the 

formation of the identity of the Brazilian. Both texts show that, over time, Brazilian 

society seeks an ideal nationalistic feeling, an identity. Euclides da Cunha’s journalistic, 

anthropological and literary documentation reveals the use of Brazilian regionalisms as 

paradoxical in the construction of the so-called Braziliannes. An interesting aspect to 

note is that literature, different from the Brazilian economic logics, goes through a 

process of maturation in regard to the approach of national regionalisms. From Iracema 

to Os Sertões, the values of purity and heroism give space to discourses of equal rights, 

which question the uninterrupted prevalence of political and economic forces in the 

country's coastal region. Os Sertões marks the triggering of textual productions coined as 

Romances de 306, which strongly denounce the typification of the social strata, of class in 

relation to geographic regions and of the social and economic problems faced by local 

characters. 

Os Sertões marks a geographic, linguistic and ideological division in Brazilian 

literature in terms of looking at what comes to be the national identity of Brazilians. It 

launches different possibilities of reflecting the problematic concept of modernity in 

Brazil, which discursively appropriates the forests of Ceará and the exuberance of a 

 
6	I want to include here, for information, the notable novels of that period: A Bagaceira, São Bernardo, 
Menino de Engenho, Dead Sea, Vidas Secas, among others less known, but still substantial in proposal.	
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heroic mother called Iracema, but which, in its conjuncture, rejects the possibility of so 

many other less favored “Moacirs” who live in the backlands of the very same country. 

These two novels together with all narratives of that time pave the road for more 

contemporary representations of the same ruptured brazilianness. Vidas Secas, the 

original novel by Ramos and its cinematic rendition are an excellent case to explore an 

array of hungers that culminate in hunger for modernity in the minds of the Brazilian 

people.  

 

VIDAS SECAS:  LITERARY AND CINEMATOGRAPHIC AFFECTIVE 

AESTHETICS 

The experience of hunger can be approached from a biological and theoretical 

point of view to discuss the relationship between humans and non-humans within the 

fictional realm in Brazilian literature. I analyze Graciliano Ramos’ Vidas Secas (1938) in 

order to demonstrate how hunger has become a central aspect in fictional texts in the 

Americas. The concept of affects provides for the indissolubility between mind and body 

in terms of the formation of emotions and feelings (Damasio). From the connection 

between body and emotions, and mind and feelings, new questions are projected about 

the formation of human institutions and concepts such as justice and freedom, as I argued 

in the previous chapters.  

My last chapter converges this current of thought in which feelings are formed (or 

not) by the satiety of certain impulses, or metabolic needs vital to the functioning of 

organisms, and how they translate into fictional production. Homeostasis, the 

thermometer of life, points to the limits between what is no longer an emotion and what 
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begins to be understood as a feeling – a phenomenon that can even be observed in 

literature. Let us remember that an emotion is movement, it indicates what is good or bad 

to life, while feelings are mental constructs based on the understanding of such 

emotions.  For example, a reaction to danger will be an emotion, while the contemplation 

or the mental result of it is a feeling. It is, therefore, in this crossroad where my argument 

about the experience of hunger resides. What emotions do hungry characters go through? 

What feelings do they produce? How does this translate aesthetically into literature 

produced in the Americas? I seek to find these answers by looking at the role humans and 

non-humans play in this particular context of fictional homeostatic disharmony. 

With Cabeza de Vaca, Lope de Aguirre and Henri Carrière, we acknowledged the 

homeostatic process in the making of sociopolitical institutions or affective concepts 

(friendship, love, empathy, etc.) to better understand how their texts share a similar 

affective pattern despite the territories in which they take place. With Graciliano Ramos’ 

Vidas Secas, we observe how fictional characters suffer physical and mental 

consequences for being exposed to constant hunger. At a broader scale, Vidas Secas 

functions as a cultural thermometer, indicating the needs and struggles of different parts 

of Brazil’s physical body. 

Vidas Secas tells the story of a family of five migrants in the arid northeastern 

Brazil. The characters Fabiano, his wife Sinhá Vitória, their two sons, and Baleia (the 

beloved dog) wander in search of a place to live where they can find work and food. The 

everlasting search for abandoned houses where they can momentarily settle down and be 

able to eat and work runs on a vicious cycle, always following the time of the rainy 

season. Because the family’s situation is never biologically or socially stable, the 
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characters are not able to free themselves from either the environment or the enslaving 

working conditions of the Sertão. Hunger and drought deprive the family of basic living 

conditions that could allow them to progress and develop more complex affects. By 

joining the second phase of Brazilian modernism in 1930s, Graciliano Ramos enters the 

northeastern regional novel realm to denounce social inequalities and injustices that have 

shaped the sertanejo experience. The imminence of death prevents Fabiano, Sinhá 

Vitória, and the children from possessing abstract feelings, or dreams, serving as a case in 

point to demonstrate the main argument of hunger as a constant to understand Brazil in 

particular and Latin America in general.  

In the context of Brazil, the cultural and political engagement with the region 

called Sertão exemplifies one possibility to approaching the aesthetics of hunger. It 

demonstrates within its specific environmental limits and historical milieu that the 

applicability of the aesthetics of hunger allows broader debates that are not limited to 

local socio-political issues (poverty, famine, lack of healthcare, and access to education). 

In other words, problematizing the Sertão through the aesthetics of hunger offers us more 

than just the unequal human dynamics of power among Brazilians. It reveals interactions 

between humans and non-humans that are responsible not only for one’s survival in the 

backlands, but also to the survival of affects necessary for physical and fictional 

existence. 

In Vidas Secas, literary strategies such as language, narrator, and space mark a 

constant inversion or amalgamation of human and non-human individualities. As we will 

see below, actions, or verbs, are frequently interchangeable among characters, animals, 

and plants in the narrative. We will see as well that there is almost an inversion between 



 
 

137 
 

the role of humans and animals throughout the story, as if this space of constant hunger 

and thirst blurred the boundaries of species. Family members sleep where goats are 

supposed to sleep, Sinhá Vitória licks Baleia (the family’s dog), the fire licks the 

firewood, Baleia trots around, the birds bring the drought and kill the cattle. All of the 

non-human animal, mineral, and vegetal aspects either attributed to the family or noticed 

by the narrator can be seen as the family’s becoming, as proposed by Deleuze and 

Guattari (1997): 

To become is not to attain a form (identification, imitation, Mimesis) but to 

find the zone of proximity, indiscernibility, or differentiation where one can 

no longer be distinguished from a woman, an animal, or a molecule – 

neither imprecise nor general, but unforeseen and non-preexistent, 

singularized out of a population rather than determined in a form. (1) 

This metaphysical experience addressed by Deleuze and Guattari is “a process 

through which a zone of proximity made up of affects between entities is found” 

(Beaulieu 75). However, I shall agree with Baker (2000) that “separate bodies enter into 

alliance in order to do things, but are not underdone by it” (133) and that the family’s 

animal aspect is also evident when they interact with people in the village or the farm’s 

owner by their obedience or strangeness in how they dress, communicate, or walk. 

Fabiano occasionally makes fun of Sinhá Vitória’s walk when she has shoes on because 

she moves like a parrot. Similarly, the narrator constantly focuses on Fabiano’s 

animality:  

Vivia longe dos homens, só se dava bem com animais. Os seus pés duros 

quebravam espinhos e não sentiam a quentura da terra. Montado, confundia-
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se com o cavalo, grudava-se a ele. E falava uma linguagem cantada, 

monossilábica e gutural que o companheiro entendia. (20) 

[Living far away from other men, he got along well only with animals. His 

feet were hard enough to crush thorns and be quite insensitive to heat. On 

horseback he was one with steed, as if glued to it. His was a sing-song 

language of guttural monosyllables, of cries and interjections, which his 

animal companions had no trouble in understanding and with which he 

occasionally addressed humans.” (Dimmick 16)] 

This symbiotic relationship between humans and animals, or the environment (the 

dry soil, the thorny plants, the scolding sun), not only allows us to connect Vidas Secas to 

Cabeza de Vaca, Aguirre, or Papillon, but also to the similar experiences that both 

fictional, and non-fictional protagonists go through. At the fictional level, Fabiano, the 

human, embodies the animals and the environment: his feet do not get hurt by thorns or 

the dry ground, or him and the horse seem to become one figure, for instance. In the case 

of Cabeza de Vaca, or Papillon, they do not become the straws (paja), or the bees, ants, 

buffalo that are part of their texts, respectively. They either develop a direct affect with 

animals and nature or use them to bridge past affects through the memories they evoke. 

Vidas Secas allows us to observe how, over time, the aesthetics of hunger has evolved 

into a central element within Brazilian culture. To acknowledge that the literatura 

sertaneja in Brazil’s twentieth century is still replete with affects that emanate from the 

experience of constant hunger is to recognize that hunger foregrounds the experience of 

living in the Americas. From historic figures (i.e. Cabeza de Vaca) to fictional characters 

(i.e. Fabiano), hunger is depicted as present in both physical and mental levels. 
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  By taking this into account, we can only observe that the diet of Fabiano’s 

family is in constant flux; they eat preás, roots, and even their pet parrot. Food is like 

their pilgrimage after rain, nothing solid is ever certain in the novel. Besides, the colors 

and textures blur over the presence of characters, making the protagonists haze into the 

landscape; they assume the color of the soil, Fabiano steps on thorns and does not feel 

them, the kids transform mud into oxen. In the previous passage, we encounter Fabiano 

riding a horse, but they seem to be one creature. From the sons, who watch the scene, and 

the narrator’s point of view there is no distinction between the human and the animal 

because both Fabiano and the horse have the same color. At the beginning of the story, 

the narrator mentions that they “precisavam ser duros, virar tatus […] os calcanhares, 

duros como cascos, gretavam-se e sangravam.” (12) [“They had to be hard, like 

armadillos […] the skin of his heels, though hard as a hoof, has split and was bleeding.” 

(Dimmick 6)]. Another essential aspect in Vidas Secas is how the family communicates 

(or does not). Guttural sounds mark the whole text, mainly when it comes to Sinhá 

Vitória and Fabiano. The erosion of language is also perceived through mumbles, and 

absolute silence. According to Gonzaga (2002), only language can confer meaning to 

human existence.  

In the novel, we witness the family struggling with language: they make sounds 

and gestures understood among themselves, including the animals, like the horse in the 

passage above. The contrast between the language of the narrator and the lack of it in the 

family forces us to constantly observe, yet rarely hear Fabiano, Sinhá Vitória and the 

children. Let us for a moment consider what happens to our relationship with pets. We do 

not speak their language, nor do they speak ours, but we are forced to interpret their 
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emotions: tail wagging, ear positioning, tilted head, lip smacking, etc. The lack of an 

interspecies language makes us identify basic emotions so that we can feed, walk, or 

entertain them. With Fabiano and the family, we depend on the narrator to understand 

what they want or dream of. The family is emotion, the narrative is feeling. Even when 

Fabiano or Sinhá Vitória do say something, it is always preceded by the narrator’s 

omniscient words. The feelings that surround the family’s speech are always evoked, 

interpreted by the narrator: 

 Os juazeiros aproximaram-se, recuaram, sumiram-se. O menino mais velho 

pôs-se a chorar, sentou-se no chão.  

- Anda, condenado do diabo, gritou-lhe o pai. 

(9) 

[The jujubes seemed to advance, then to retreat and disappear. The older boy 

sat down on the ground and began to cry. 

“Get going, you limb of Satan!” his father yelled at him. (Dimmick 373)] 

 

 In this passage, it is not explained why the youngest child began crying, or why 

Fabiano scorned him. However, the narrator uses the disappearance of the jujubes trees to 

emphasize the family’s distance from shade, which coincides with the little child’s 

deception with the journey. The illusion of approaching the trees is seen as a motivator 

for the child to keep walking, as well as an element that helps the narrator create a sense 

of hopelessness. Therefore, the feeling of hopelessness is only possible because of a set 

of words and images that precede the character’s speech. 
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An additional aspect to the questionable humanity of the family is the inversion of 

roles among the protagonists: the pet feeds the human. The fact that Baleia -the dog- 

hunts for the family only demonstrates the existence of an affect that surpasses our 

understanding of relationships between pet/animals and humans. The dog saves the 

family at a very critical moment of their journey. Conversely, from humans to animals we 

do not witness the same irrefutable gesture of devotion. As mentioned before, the parrot 

becomes food, and as Baleia gets sicker, Fabiano can only offer her a quicker death, not 

salvation. The killing of Baleia is the killing of certain values or feelings as love, 

friendship, and motherhood – which are almost missing affects within the human sphere 

in the novel.  

As a whole, the protagonists are surrounded by a hostile environment to which, 

when the family reacts linguistically, they do so with very rudimentary language or 

guttural sounds; they seem to be unable to develop affects and go beyond the mere 

emotions needed for simple survival.  Overall, the family’s lack of affects can also be 

explained by how they must be physically resilient in the sertanejo environment. In order 

to reinforce such a trait, the narrator engages with the local vegetation and the animal life 

that belong to the backlands. Both human and non-human lives present in the narrative 

are resilient. Biological hunger does not allow the characters to develop desires that are 

more complex: the children end up desiring to be just like the father: “Quando fosse 

homem caminharia assim, pesado, cambaio, importante, as rosetas das esporas 

tilintando.” (53) [“When he was grown to be a man he would walk like that, heavily, 

swaying, with an air of importance, the rowels of his spurs jingling.” (Dimmick 53)]. 

Sinhá Vitória’s biggest dream is to have a bed: “[...] tinham se acostumado, mas seria 
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mais agradável dormirem numa cama de lastro de couro, como outras pessoas.” (40) 

[“[...] they had got used to it; but it would be better to sleep on a leather-bottomed bed, 

like other people.” (Dimmick 36)], and Fabiano aspires to acquire the ability of speaking: 

“Admirava as palavras compridas e difíceis da gente da cidade, tentava reproduzir 

algumas [...]” (20) [“He marveled at the long, difficult words used by town folk, and 

sought vainly to repeat some of them […]” (Dimmick 16).]. Moreover, the narrator’s 

incessant attention to the soil, trees, flowers, thorns, and rocks help emphasize empathy 

toward the family. This is a technique already observed in Papillon’s almost endless 

cavales: the harsher his surroundings are, the more we want him free. In Vidas Secas, this 

is evident because the environment’s heat and drought only make us look back to the 

family. The space in the novel is a sensorial experience; it cannot be any different, 

otherwise we are not able to feel uncomfortable, hence expecting either rain (and the 

affects it brings about), or the family’s departure.   

 This is evident as soon as the story begins because the narrator insists on 

informing us about the presence of juazeiros (jujubes tree). Aesthetically, the juazeiro 

marks a change in the text because it adds the color green to the scenario, which makes 

an allusion to life. The tree itself becomes a symbol of hope because it is the only living 

thing in the surroundings: “As manchas dos juazeiros tornaram a aparecer, Fabiano 

aligeirou o passo, esqueceu a fome, a canseira e os ferimentos [...] Fazia tempo que não 

viam sombra.” (12) [“The dark spots of the jujube trees reappeared. Fabiano’s step grew 

lighter; he forgot hunger, weariness, and sores […] It was a long time since they had seen 

any shade.” (Dimmick 6-7)].  As the whole family is depicted as an almost dead, walking 

group, the green jujubes tree functions as the main characters’ body temperature’s 
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regulator because it provides shade, and also a source of hope due to the possible 

presence of water/rain. Therefore, it is critical to observe that throughout the whole story, 

colors are the textual regulators for the homeostatic aspect of the narrative itself. Both 

emotions and feelings produced by Fabiano’s family are mediated by the change of 

colors as the story progresses: “A catinga estendia-se, de um vermelho indeciso salpicado 

de manchas brancas que eram ossadas. O voo negro dos urubus fazia círculos altos em 

redor dos bichos moribundos.” (10) [“The brushland stretched in every direction, its 

vaguely reddish hue broken only by white heaps of dry bones.” (Dimmick 4)]. The 

vegetation marked by red and white offers nothing more than death. Hovering over the 

family, black vultures remind them of an imminent end, right before hope comes back in: 

“As manchas do juazeiro tornaram a aparecer, Fabiano aligeirou o passo, esqueceu a 

fome, o cansaço e os ferimentos.” (12) [“The dark spots of the jujube trees reappeared. 

Fabiano’s step grew lighter; he forgot hunger, weariness, and sores.” (Dimmick 6)]. 

The closer the family is to the juazeiro, or rain, the healthier, happier they 

become. The noticeable shift from dull colors to green, and blue variations in the textual 

palette, reveal more than the survival of Sinhá Vitória, Fabiano, the children and Baleia; 

they represent the survival of the very text we read. Similar to the construct of empathy in 

Papillon’s narrative, here such empathy for the family is built on the premises of a hostile 

environment that could be responsible for the end of both the characters and the text’s 

life.  

            Hunger and drought, being constant reminders of death, are responsible for the 

analogous flight experiences we observed in Papillon’s solitary cell. As Fabiano 
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examines the terrain in search of food and shelter, Sinhá Vitória awaits, and the narrator 

informs us:  

Sinhá Vitória, queimando o assento no chão, as mãos cruzadas segurando os 

joelhos ossudos, pensava em acontecimentos antigos que não se 

relacionavam: festas de casamento, vaquejadas, novenas, tudo numa 

confusão.” (11).  

[Sinhá Vitória had been seated on the warm earth, her hands crossed on her 

bony knees, her thoughts occupied with confused recollections of bygone 

days – wedding celebrations, roundups, novenas. (Dimmick 5-6).] 

Her thoughts are replete with happy memories that oppose the family’s current 

situation: wedding parties, cattle gatherings, and novenas. Her happy thoughts about 

wedding parties diverge from her current marriage’s situation, in which she and Fabiano 

only exchange guttural sounds. The mental images of cattle gatherings differ from the 

lack of such animals in the surroundings. The novenas, a Catholic form of worship during 

nine successive days, oppose Sinhá Vitória’s current situation by a possible lack of faith, 

or healthy conditions to actually devote her time to spiritual rituals for nine days. 

Curiously, the family’s sudden salvation comes from an animal: 

Iam-se amodorrando e foram despertados por Baleia, que trazia nos dentes 

um preá. Levantaram-se todos gritando. O menino mais velho esfregou as 

pálpebras, afastando pedaços de sonho. Sinhá Vitória beijava o focinho de 

Baleia, e como o focinho estava ensanguentado, lambia o sangue e tirava 

proveito do beijo. Aquilo era caça bem mesquinha, mas adiaria a morte do 

grupo. E Fabiano queria viver. (14) 
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They were aroused from the lethargy into which they were falling by the dog, 

who came with a cavy in her jaws. Everyone arose with a shout. The older 

boy rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Vitória kisses the dog’s muzzle and, 

finding it covered with blood, licked it, profiting from her demonstration of 

affection. (Dimmick 8) 

            Akin to the previous chapters, in Vidas Secas there is also a pursuit of life both 

through a biological and mental standpoint. Fabiano’s family, including Baleia, seek the 

continuance of their living experiences by looking for shelter, food, or rain. At the mental 

level, they all have dreams and aspirations: a house, a herd of cattle, a mattress, preás, 

education. As much as the family’s aspirations arise with the flourishing of life that 

comes with the rainy season, their dreams are not very complex. This is apparent when 

Baleia hunts the first preá, and Fabiano notices clouds in the sky:  

Os meninos, gordos, vermelhos, brincariam […] as vacas povoariam o curral. 

E a catinga ficaria toda verde [...] eram todos felizes. Sinhá Vitória vestiria 

uma saia larga de ramagens. A cara murcha de Sinhá Vitória remoçaria, as 

nádegas bambas de Sinhá Vitória engrossariam [...] (15-6) 

[The boys, rosy and rosy-cheeked, would play in the goat pen […] cows 

would fill the corral and the brushland would be covered with green […] 

happiness filled them all. Vitória would have a long-flowered skirt to wear; 

her withered face would grow young again; her flabby hauches would fill out 

[…] (Dimmick 8-10)] 

Everything that Fabiano imagines in this passage is related to the fattening of his 

family, the increase of cows in the corral, the thriving of the vegetation (even in Sinhá 
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Vitória’s skirt foliage pattern). The dimension of affects in Vidas Secas is more limited in 

comparison to the texts in the previous chapters. This happens because the family, as 

pointed out by Fabiano, has been doing the same labor as their ancestors. To be born in 

such physical and cultural environment means that the idea of freedom, justice, and honor 

are explicitly different than those we discussed in Cabeza de Vaca, Aguirre, and 

Papillon’s chapters. Fabiano’s family is not able to claim better living conditions because 

they were born into hunger and poverty. Therefore, the positive feelings produced by 

them are limited to the enlargement of their bodies, and the inconstant vitality of the 

Sertão. Here, the idea of happiness has to do with going back to a state of being fatter and 

satiated. Unlike Cabeza de Vaca, whose textual production aims at recovering a better 

biological and political life, or Papillon who searches for a lost free life, the characters of 

Vidas Secas have never experienced a better life or the promise of it. 

If we compare Vidas Secas to Papillon, for instance, Fabiano does not have 

previous exposure to more advanced feelings that arise when living in a society that has 

institutions. He cannot seek freedom, and lasting happiness if the hostile Sertão has been 

the only environment he knows. In Papillon’s case, he is able to distinguish that Iles du 

Salut are, in fact, a physical and mental prison.   

            It is for such reasons that with the feeble happiness that comes after eating the 

preá hunted by Baleia, and the signs of rain in the sky, that Fabiano utters: “Você é um 

homem, Fabiano.” (18) [“Fabiano, you are a real rancher” (Dimmick 14)]. However, as 

he concludes he is not more than a “cabra” (half-breed) that took care of other people’s 

lands and animals, he says: “Você é um bicho, Fabiano.” (19) [“Fabiano, you’re a crack 

ranch hand.” (Dimmick 15)]. Then, as he observes the surroundings, the narrator adds: 
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“Aparecera como um bicho, entocara-se como um bicho, mas criara raízes, estava 

plantado [...] ele, Sinhá Vitória, os dois filhos e a cachorra Baleia estavam agarrados à 

terra.” (19) [He had appeared like a stray animal and had holed up like one. Now he was 

firmly planted there […] he, Vitória, the boys, and the dog were deeply rooted in the 

land.” (Dimmick 15)]. 

  From being a man, to an animal, to possessing roots like plants, Fabiano cannot 

distinguish what he really is. It is evident that the daily condition requires a certain level 

of equilibrium, though in Paradoxos do Imaginário, Castor Ruiz (2020) asserts that the 

fracture between humans and the world can never be repaired: “[...] esse equilíbrio 

natural jamais poderá ser reconstituído do mesmo modo” (62) [“[…] this natural 

equilibrium cannot ever be rebuilt the same way.”]. Although Fabiano considers himself -

at times- to be an animal, at others, as when Baleia licks his hand, he speaks to her, yet he 

recognises the dog as the animal by saying: “Você é um bicho, Baleia.” (20) [“You are a 

fine dog, you are.” (Dimmick 16)]. From being an animal, to being felt like a family 

member, the dog also exemplifies such body/mind hybridization I have already 

identified. This tripartite division reveals that his identity is mediated by the human, the 

animal, and the plant – a hybrid combination. Though the family becomes hybrid living 

creatures, this very fact prevents them from developing stable emotions that could 

liberate them from such terrible living conditions, and the oppression of the farm owners 

for whom they work. This constant hybrid transformation also allows Fabiano to think 

about his life and society, yet his self-image is built on a linguistic exile (Felinto 2007): 

Não queria morrer. Estava escondido no mato como tatu. Duro, lerdo como 

tatu. Mas um dia sairia da toca, andaria com a cabeça levantada, seria 
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homem. Um homem, Fabiano. Coçou o queixo cabeludo, parou, reacendeu o 

cigarro. Não, provavelmente não seria homem: seria aquilo mesmo a vida 

inteira, cabra, governado pelos brancos, quase uma rês na fazenda alheia. (24) 

[He didn’t want to die. He was hidden in the brush like an armadillo – as hard 

and as clumsy as an armadillo. Someday, though, he would come out of his 

hiding place and walk with his head up, his own boss. (Dimmick 20)] 

            As mentioned before, the lack of stable emotions that could eventually lead to a 

liberation from the enslaving politics of the Sertão are never present in the narrative. 

Fabiano, and Sinhá Vitória may have a sort of political awakening at times, but it is short 

lived, and does not prevent them from falling into hunger again. Even those who seem to 

have education, like Tomás da bolandeira, do not escape such tragic experience. Fabiano 

contemplates Tomás da bolandeira’s situation: “Para que lhe servira tanto livro, tanto 

jornal? Morrera por causa do estômago doente e das pernas fracas.” (25) [“What use had 

al his books and newspapers been to him? He had died of a sick stomach and weak legs.” 

(Dimmick 21)]. Fabiano cannot see the fact of being educated, and literacy as a path of 

salvation from the Sertão. Aditionally, as signs of drought are visible, the narrator 

mentions that:  

Dentro em pouco o despotismo de água ia acabar, mas Fabiano não pensava 

no futuro [...] A catinga amarelecera, avermelhara-se, o gado principiara a 

emagrecer e horríveis visões de pesadelo tinham agitado o sono das pessoas. 

(65)  

[“It wouldn’t be long before that deluge was gone, but Fabiano wasn’t 

thinking of the future […] The brush had turned yellow and then rusty brown, 
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the cattle had begun to grow thin, and horrible nightmares had filled the 

family’s dreams.” (Dimmick 65)] 

Here, we can see that the sertanejo is affected by the lack of water both in the 

vigil and during slumber. The impact of water on the two states – consciousness and 

unconsciousness – also creates a sense of fusion between the two. The family life is 

almost an endless nightmare – and perhaps that is why Sinhá Vitória’s biggest dream is to 

have a proper bed because her sleep is the only moment when she can escape from the 

Sertão. The bed also symbolizes Sinhá Vitória’s desire to distance herself from the 

natural order of things, and somehow experience desires that are human (Hess 2018). 

            The characters’ emotions are entirely based on their relationship with water. 

Awake or asleep, water regulates both their physical ability to keep surviving, and their 

considerations about life in society. Fabiano daydreams about the consequences of 

drought: 

Se a seca chegasse, ele abandonaria mulher e filhos, coseria a facadas o 

soldado amarelo, depois mataria o juiz, o promotor e o delegado. Estivera uns 

dias assim murcho, pensando na seca e roendo a humilhação. Mas a trovoada 

roncara, viera a cheia, e agora as goteiras pingavam, o vento entrava pelos 

buracos das paredes. Fabiano estava contente e esfregava as mãos. (67) 

[If a drought came, he would leave his wife and sons and would cut the 

policeman to bits. Afterwards he would kill the judge, the district attorney, 

and the chief of police. He had been that way for days, dejected, thinking of 

the drought, and with the recollection of his humiliation gnawing at his soul. 

But then the rumble of thunder had come, followed by the floodwaters, and 
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now the gutters were dripping, and the wind was coming in through the holes 

in the wall. Fabiano rubbed his hands in contentment. (Dimmick 67)] 

             This passage shows two important things. The first one is his imprisonment by 

not saying goodbye to a police officer in the village, after playing cards and losing all his 

money. The second one is the change of Fabiano’s behavior as the drought approaches, or 

distances itself. It is not until there is rain that his thoughts become more positive toward 

life. If the drought persuades him to turn his thought into negative past experiences, the 

rain compels him to think about a literal colorful future, replete with life and positive 

feelings: 

[as vacas] iriam engordar com o pasto novo, dar crias. O pasto cresceria no 

campo, as árvores se enfeitariam, o gado se multiplicaria. Engordariam todos, 

ele, Fabiano, a mulher, os dois filhos e a cachorra Baleia. Talvez Sinhá 

Vitória adquirisse uma cama de lastro de couro. Realmente o jirau de varas 

onde se espichavam era incômodo. (67-8) 

[They would get fat on the new grass and would have calves. Grass would 

grow in the fields, the trees would take on new leaves, the cattle would 

multiply. They would all put on weight – Fabiano, his wife, their two sons, 

and the dog. Perhaps Vitória would have her leather-bottomed bed. Realy, the 

bunk of tree branches on which they slept was anything but comfortable. 

(Dimmick 67)] 

            The only moment the same happy phenomenon occurs is when the dog’s family 

dies.  The narrator attributes the following feelings to the dog: 
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Sentiu o cheiro bom dos preás que desciam do morro, mas o cheiro vinha 

fraco e havia nele partículas de outros viventes. Parecia que o morro tinha se 

distanciado muito. Arregaçou o focinho, aspirou o ar lentamente, com 

vontade de subir a ladeira e perseguir os preás, que pulavam e corriam em 

liberdade. [...] Baleia queria dormir. Acordaria feliz, num mundo cheio de 

preás. E lamberia as mãos de Fabiano, um Fabiano enorme. As crianças se 

espojariam com ela, rolariam com ela num pátio enorme, num chiqueiro 

enorme. O mundo ficaria todo cheio de preás, gordos, enormes. (89-91) 

[A good smell of cavies drifted down to her from the hill, but it was faint and 

mingled with that of other creatures. The hill seemed to have frown far, far 

away. She wrinkled her muzzle, breathing the air slowly, desirous of 

climbing the slope and giving chase to the cavies, as they jumped and ran 

about in freedom. […] The dog wanted to sleep. She would wake up happy, 

in a world full of cavies, and would lick the hands of Fabiano – a Fabiano 

grown to enormous proportions. The boys would roll on the ground with her 

in an enormous yard, would wallow with her in an enormous goat pen. The 

world would be full of cavies, fat and huge. (Dimmick 90-1)] 

            With Baleia’s death, the narrator devotes special attention to the animal’s 

thoughts and feelings. We observe how food is strongly present even in her last mental 

images. Her smell identifies the preás, and other animals that ran freely in the hill. The 

word “feliz'' divides her living experience from death. What follows her death is the 

presence of her family, pigs, and preás. They are all seen as “enormes” by the dog. Her 

past-life experience is a world covered in fat, enormous animals that have served as food 
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for her, and the family in the past. Regardless of whether the construction of such a 

paradisiac idea could be interpreted as Baleia’s or the narrator’s, the fact is that hunger 

only ends in death – both for the animal and the human. In this case, happiness and 

satiety depend on the death of the physical body. Antônio Candido (1992) mentions that: 

Cada um desses desgraçados, na atrofia de sua rusticidade, se perscruta, se 

apalpa, tenta compreender, ajustando o mundo à sua visão – de homem, de 

mulher, de menino, até de bicho, pois a cachorra Baleia, já famosa em nossa 

literatura, também tem seus problemas, e vale sutilmente como vínculo entre 

a inconsciência da natureza e a frouxa consciência das pessoas. (87) 

[Each of these wretched people, in the atrophy of their rusticity, peers around, 

touches each other, tries to understand, adjusting the world to their vision - of 

man, woman, boy, even animal, because the dog Baleia, already famous in 

our literature, also has its problems, and subtly holds as a link between the 

unconsciousness of nature and the loose conscience of people.] 

This reveals a cultural ressignification of feelings, happiness in this case, made 

possible by the specific context of extreme hunger and poverty in the Sertão. The 

animal/narrator’s image of this paradise is strongly marked by the change of bodies. The 

children would even “roll” in the garden, playing with Baleia. The word “sleep” is also 

relevant: “Baleia queria dormir” (91) [“The dog wanted to sleep” (Dimmick 91)]. Here, 

the desire for sleeping only reveals that because death is so present for the sertanejo, the 

dog does not even make sense of her actual death. Similar to what happens in Papillon’s 

flights, Baleia’s positive affects take place at an almost physical death experience. 
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However, in Baleia’s situation, collective happiness only happens after death, in a fat, 

fictional limbo. 

            Converging with Baleia’s death, there is the drought. It is not in vain that with 

Baleia’s end, we witness the switch of feelings in the story. Because Baleia is the 

character that possesses the noblest gestures in the text, her death takes away all 

happiness and life from the story. The river dries up, the vegetation loses its leaves, the 

sky changes its colors: “Antes de olhar o céu, já sabia que ele estava negro num lado, cor 

de sangue no outro, e ia tornar-se profundamente azul. Estremeceu como se descobrisse 

uma coisa muito ruim.” (119) [“Even before looking at the sky, he knew it was black in 

one direction and blood red in the other and that it was going to turn right blue. He 

shuddered as if he had discovered something profoundly evil.” (Dimmick 121)].  Again, 

the aesthetics change completely, and we go back to the same initial colors and texture 

that permeated the family’s arrival at the farm. 

Intentionally or not, this textual turn in the whole environment and the death of 

positive affects as Baleia disappears is key to understanding how literature can possess 

homeostatic functions such as revealing the sickening of a political body, for instance. 

Fabiano, observing this complete change in the surroundings, thinks about their situation:  

Desejaria imaginar o que ia fazer para o futuro. Não ia fazer nada. Matar-se-

ia no serviço e moraria numa casa alheia, enquanto o deixassem ficar. Depois 

sairia pelo mundo, iria morrer de fome na catinga seca. (99)  

[He would like to imagine what he was going to do in the future. He wasn’t 

going to do anything! He would wear himself out working and would live in a 

house that belonged to someone else as long as they let him stay. Then he 



 
 

154 
 

would have to take to the road and would die of hunger out in the dry 

brushland. (Dimmick 99)] 

For Baumgarten (1986), Fabiano’s behavior is related to “uma existência que é 

comum a todos aqueles injustiçados socialmente, a todos aqueles que trabalham a terra 

sem, no entanto, possuí-la.” (191) [“an existence that is common to all those socially 

wronged, to all those who work the land without, however, owning it.”]. 

            Differently than Baleia, Fabiano does not possess good feelings once drought and 

the idea of death gets closer: 

Tirou do bolso o rolo de fumo, preparou um cigarro com a faca de ponta. Se 

ao menos pudesse recordar-se de fatos agradáveis, a vida não seria 

inteiramente má. Deixara a rua. Levantou a cabeça, viu uma estrela, depois 

muitas estrelas. As figuras dos inimigos esmoreceram. Pensou na mulher, nos 

filhos e na cachorra Baleia. Era como se ele tivesse matado uma pessoa da 

família. (99) 

[He took a piece of rope tobacco from his pocket and cut some off with his 

knife to make a cigarette. If he could at least recall some pleasant things life 

wouldn’t be all bad. He had left the street behind him. He raised his head and 

saw a star, then many stars. The figures of his enemies faded away. He 

thought of his wife, of his sons, of the dead dog. Poor thing! It was as if he 

had killed a member of the family. (Dimmick 99)] 

            Fabiano does not have “fatos agradáveis” to remember either. Even the idea of his 

enemies fades away, as death overshadows the end of the family’s time in the farm: “A 

manhã, sem pássaros, sem folhas e sem vento, progredia num silêncio de morte. A faixa 
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vermelha desaparecera, diluíra-se no azul que enchia o céu.” (120) [“She longed for a 

sound of some sort, but no voice of bird, rustle of leaf, or whisper of wind broke the 

deathlike silence of the morning. The red band of the horizon had disappeared, melting 

into the blue that filled the sky.” (Dimmick 122)]. 

The only thing he can think of is an escape from the farm, a return to their cyclic 

pilgrimage: 

A verdade é que não queria afastar-se da fazenda. A viagem parecia-lhe sem 

jeito, nem acreditava nela. Preparara-a lentamente, adiara-a, tornara a 

prepará-la, e só se resolvera a partir quando estava definitivamente perdido. 

Podia continuar a viver num cemitério? Nada o prendia àquela terra dura, 

acharia um lugar menos seco para enterrar-se. (118) 

[The truth was that he didn’t want to go away from the ranch. The trek 

seemed a bungle to him; he didn’t really believe in it. He had prepared for it, 

slowly; he had put it off and had again prepared for it; and he had finally 

resolved to leave only when everything was definitely lost. Could he go on 

living in a cemetery? Nothing bound him to that hard earth; he could find 

some place less dry to be buried. (Dimmick 120-1)] 

            Since the farm’s environment becomes a literal cemetery, the characters recover 

the same features as they did at the beginning of the text. Burying himself at a less dry 

place, as the narrator mentions above, is an allusion to the vegetation of the Sertão. 

Fabiano, like the catinga plants, has to adapt to survive, hence his hardened, thick skin 

and endurance to keep on living in such a hostile place. The narrator even compares 

Sinhá Vitória to a mandacaru plant: 



 
 

156 
 

Sinhá Vitória precisava falar. Se ficasse calada, seria como um pé de 

mandacaru, secando, morrendo. Queria enganar-se, gritar, dizer que era forte, 

e a quentura medonha, as árvores transformadas em garranchos, a 

imobilidade e o silêncio não valiam nada. [...] Falou no passado, confundiu-o 

com o futuro. Não poderiam voltar o que já tinham sido? (120) 

[Vitória simply had to talk. If she kept silence, she would be like a cactus 

plant, drying up and dying. She wanted to deceive herself, to cry out that she 

was strong and that all this – the frightful heat, the trees that were no more 

than twisted branches, the motionless and silence of the rage – meant nothing. 

[…] She spoke of the past, confusing it with the future. Couldn’t they go back 

to what they had been? (Dimmick 123)] 

            As the environment changes in the Sertão, the family, repeatedly, seeks the rain. 

Their cyclical moving, like the rainy season in Northeastern Brazil, makes Sinhá Vitória 

confused between past and future. This passage focuses on how hunger, and poverty are 

responsible for preventing the development of more perennial affects among the family 

members, and the villages they pass through. The lack of communication and expression 

of feelings among the family members reveals their conflicting relationships (Negreiros 

2007). There is not a more complex chain of feelings resulting from the emotions they 

experience. Life in the Sertão is binary; it is either the long months of drought, or the 

hopeful, though short months of rainy season that impinges directly on their bodies. As 

the story ends, and Fabiano feels impelled to leave the farm, the narrator mentions: 

“Baixou os olhos encandeados, procurou descobrir na planície uma sombra ou sinal de 

água. Estava realmente com um buraco no estômago.” (124) [“Lowering his half-blinded 
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eyes, he sought to make out a sign of shade or water on the plain. He felt as if he had a 

hole in his stomach. (Dimmick 126)]. The ultimate return of hunger is marked by 

Fabiano’s desire to find water, and the sensation of emptiness in his stomach. The 

narrator, despite describing the family as being strong, ends the narrative on a pessimistic 

note by predicting their imprisonment in an unknown land: 

Chegariam a uma terra desconhecida e civilizada, ficariam presos nela. E o 

sertão continuaria a mandar gente para lá. O sertão mandaria para a cidade 

homens fortes, brutos, como Fabiano, Sinhá Vitória e os dois meninos. (125) 

[They were on their way to an unknown land, a land of city ways. They 

would become its prisoners. And to the city from the backland would come 

ever more and more of its sons, a never-ending steam of strong, strapping 

brutes like Fabiano, Vitória, and the two boys. (Dimmick 130)] 

To say that the family would be stuck in an unknown, civilized land is to affirm 

that regardless of the sertanejos’ exit from the Sertão, they would still be imprisoned by 

the politics of class domination. Lack of education and basic belongings to even begin a 

life in civilization indicates a change of environment, though not a shift in how the 

sertanejo is still a subaltern within their own society. Unlike the birds that fly south and 

are certain of their destiny, the family has to choose the uncertain (Ferreira 2008). Bueno 

(2015) criticizes the narrator’s attitude for overshadowing the family’s first step out of 

their enslaving condition. Bueno affirms that: 

(e) o narrador [...] dizendo como as coisas são, que a vida deles, mesmo que 

seu projeto vingue, pouco mudará. O pessimismo, portanto é dele [...] porque 
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pela primeira vez se insinua na mente daquelas pessoas um projeto maior do 

que o de simplesmente sobreviver. (150) 

[(and) the narrator [...] saying how things are, that their lives, even if their 

project is successful, will change little. Pessimism, therefore, is his [...] 

because for the first time, a project bigger than that of simply surviving 

insinuates in those people's minds.] 

            If we agree with Bueno that pessimism is so embedded in the harsh reality of the 

Sertão and that the narrator cannot recognize the family’s agency by leaving such an 

environment, we must also agree that even the voice that narrates the story is hopeless – 

the ultimate sign of a collective body, named Brazil, that agonizes. This agony becomes 

more dramatic in the cinematic adaptation of the novel, to which we now turn. 

 

 CINEMATOGRAPHIC AFFECTS IN VIDAS SECAS BY NELSON PEREIRA DOS 

SANTOS          

 First released in 1963, Nelson Pereira dos Santos’ Vidas Secas (Barren Lives) 

depicts one of the most famous novels in Brazilian literature. Besides being acclaimed by 

many critics as one of the cornerstones of the Cinema Novo, the movie aims at distancing 

Brazilian cinema from Hollywood productions by proposing a national aesthetics. The 

application of an aesthetics of violence (Johnson 1984), characteristic of the initial phase 

of the Cinema Novo, is responsible for the construction of affects in Santos’ Vidas Secas. 

We observe that such affects are translated into how the camera focuses on natural 

lighting, soundtrack, and local actors to be as real as possible in order to reveal Brazilian 
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poverty and hunger. The aesthetic violence translates into how abruptly the camera 

moves, or how thin branches, thorns, dry plants and soil appear constantly in the scenes.  

Therefore, the construction of emotions and feelings throughout the movie is 

marked by how effectively the camera constructsthe economic and biological suffering 

caused by poverty and hunger in the Brazilian backlands. Differently from the written 

texts we have analyzed in the former chapters, the difference in Santos’ film resides in 

actual images and sounds instead of words. For such reason, how can feelings such as 

sadness, happiness and hope be compared and constrasted both in Graciliano’s novel and 

Santos’ film? What are the techniques in Santos’ film that are able to evoke those 

feelings?  

There are two key factors of hunger and affects that are recurrent themes in this 

dissertation. First, a Brazilian hunger for modernity – observed in Iracema’s analysis 

since the country’s independence in 1822, culminating in the Semana da Arte Moderna in 

1922 – and artistic independence with the Cinema Novo in the sixties. Secondly, the 

cinematic rendition of Vidas Secas illustrates what António Damasio (2018) claims about 

the physical aspect of emotions, and the mental property of feelings. Unlike the texts 

analyzed in previous chapters, here we are able to see how body movements emit signs of 

ongoing good/bad emotions in the characters, yet their feelings are sparse and volatile 

due to the threats of biological hunger. The predominance of emotions is seen in how 

their facial movements or gestures denote positive or negative affects with little or no 

expression of feelings – a result of hunger, and the instinctive behaviors that come with 

it.    
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Overall, despite the shifts in the story’s chronological order, the film portrays 

Graciliano Ramos’ novel with constant attention to the intricate reality of the sertanejos, 

that of heat and lack of water. Both issues are indicators of how the sertanejo people 

behave and express emotions, and sometimes feelings, in the film. In the following 

analysis, I choose specific clips in order to demonstrate how biological hunger prevents 

the development of feelings in Vidas Secas’ characters, while considering their emotions 

(physical actions) as proof of a cyclic socioeconomic dilemma in the Brazilian backlands. 

 

 

 

Figure 1. The family migrates. 

 

 Filmed in black and white, the movie begins with an indistinct, almost annoying 

wheel noise that antecedes the appearing of the characters. The first image offers us the 

catinga landscape: the sparse vegetation, rocks, and a dead tree. Slowly, Fabiano’s family 
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appears walking towards the camera, as we hear their footsteps on the dry soil. The 

sequence of noises is followed by the family’s parrot sounds right before Sinhá Vitória 

kills it for a meal: “Também não servia pra nada. Nem sabia falar.” (5:26) [“It was 

useless anyway. It didn't even know how to speak.”]. While in the novel the narrator 

describes the parrot’s death in a compassionate tone, addressing the bird as “coitado” 

(poor thing), in the movie, Sinhá Vitória’s movements to kill the animal are fast and 

aggressive, similar to a predator attacking its prey. This is the first time in the movie 

where a human behaves like an animal, indicating an inversion of roles since the dog 

Baleia is sitting right next to the youngest child: 

 

 

Figure 2. Baleia and the youngest son watch the meal. 
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 It is not a coincidence that Baleia observes the scene right next to Sinhá Vitória’s 

son. The dog and the child are at the same level, as if there is no boundary between the 

human and non-human. Both watch the adults roast the parrot, which goes from being a 

pet to becoming food for the four humans and the dog. This passage is also a metaphor 

for the sertanejo’s condition because Sinhá Vitória’s words “It was useless anyway. It 

didn't even know how to speak” actually mirror the family’s situation in the Brazilian 

northeastern context. The parrot is as much food for the family as they are food for the 

oppressive society they are part of. There are multiple levels of digestion in the parrot’s 

passage because the family eats the animal for survival at the same time the family is 

“eaten” by the landlords for whom they work. The family feeds their landlords with their 

work, their youth, their sweat, their animals that are taken away for interest owed, and 

even their dreams (education, a bed). There is also digestion in the process of watching 

the movie, or discussing it because, after all, these materials are nutrients for the body of 

this very dissertation. The family’s instinctive drive to eat their own pet leaves us plenty 

of room to scrutinize why their lack of feelings place them at the same level as the 

animals.    

In the film, the family does not contemplate the absence of the parrot like we see 

in the novel, where the narrator, from Baleia’s perspective, misses the bird when staring 

at its empty cage. Although both the novel and the film share a common plot, their 

aesthetics toward affects are quite unique. If we compare the sense of longing for the bird 

in the novel, and the family’s urge to build a fire and eat the parrot after Sinhá Vitória’s 

violent attack onto the animal, we notice that the novel makes use of feelings, whereas 

the film takes on emotions to deal with the death of the parrot. In the novel, we rely on 



 
 

163 
 

Baleia’s saudade of the bird to determine the seriousness and sadness of the family’s 

extreme hunger situation. In the film, what determines the affects between images and the 

audience is the actual emotions behind each character during the parrot’s death passage: 

Sinhá Vitória’s hostility, Fabiano and the elder child’s indifference, and Baleia and the 

youngest child’s excitement as they watch the bird being roasted.  

 Regardless of the use of feelings or emotions in the same passage, both renditions 

approach the matter of hunger by connecting the readers’ or the audience’s attention to 

the same end: the constant sadness that accompanies hunger. The loss of a pet or the loss 

of a family member is what bridges the actual feeling of sadness to the family’s context. 

In other words, it is not the preponderant misery of the family that is responsible for our 

empathy towards them. As readers or audience, we do not feel terrible for the family’s 

situation just because they are poor and hungry. If we are able to say that we are terrified 

or saddened by their condition, it is only because terror or sadness are created by specific 

textual elements that trigger universal homeostatic functions. We do not desire to eat our 

pets to keep surviving, but that is exactly what we see in the passage above. Our sadness 

for the loss of a family member, which is a universal feeling, is bridged by the parrot and 

applied to the family. The negative feelings that surround the matter of death, then, 

become a specter of the family’s situation. This is why Cabeza de Vaca dialogues with 

Graciliano Ramos in the sense that the prickly pears work in a reversible order. We feel 

happy with Cabeza de Vaca’s finding of tunas because fruit means nutrients, it means life 

for the protagonist, making us naturally attach positive feelings to the text. The more 

Cabeza de Vaca eats, the closer the narrative gets to a happy ending. The success of his 
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return home is not only limited to his physical survival, but also to the positive feelings 

that push him (and the narrative) toward happiness.  

 After roasting the parrot and getting back on track, Sinhá Vitória adds: “Besteira 

continuar. Não vamos chegar nunca.” (9:50) [“It’s bullshit to keep on going. We will 

never arrive.”]. Besides the harsh environment that surrounds the family, Sinhá Vitória’s 

words contribute to a feeling of hopelessness. Yet she only speaks a couple of times, her 

words are mostly adverbs of negation: “não,” “nada,” “nem,” “nunca.” [“no,” “nothing,” 

“neither,” “never”].  There is no image, or sound that can offer the audience any sign of 

happiness or hope for the family. Barros (1997) affirms that:  

[...] Vidas Secas não pretende contar acontecimentos notáveis e complexos, 

ao contrário, constrói-se de fragmentos nos quais, mais do que a narração dos 

eventos, encontramos simplesmente sons, memórias esparsas e devaneios [...] 

(157)  

[[...] Vidas Secas does not intend to tell remarkable and complex events, on 

the contrary, it is constructed of fragments in which, more than the narration 

of the events, we find simply sounds, sparse memories and daydreams [...]] 

They go nowhere, and seem to eat anything, including their own pet. Sinha 

Vitória and Fabiano are constantly irritable. She kills the parrot, utters negative words 

nonstop; Fabiano kicks his elder son, and pokes him with the shotgun as the child cries 

on the ground. Fuzinelli (2010) points out: 

Eles vivem em condições de miséria e acabam sendo explorados por uma 

classe superior a deles, com maior prestígio. São "acomodados" a uma 

situação nada humana, beirando ao animalesco. As imagens nos demonstram 
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a subnutrição desse povo. Todas essas características são realçadas pela 

valorização estética que é dada ao ambiente, através do filme. (598-9) 

[They live in conditions of misery and end up being exploited by a class 

higher than theirs, with greater prestige. They are "accommodated" to a non-

human situation, bordering on the animalistic. The images show us the 

malnutrition of these people. All of these characteristics are highlighted by 

the aesthetic appreciation that is given to the environment, through the film.] 

The heat is marked by natural lighting, which contributes to an atmosphere of 

desperation. As Bomfim (2011) says, “O calor, presença constante, maléfica, a 

desencorajar o prosseguimento da vida das personagens, é muito bem retratado, descrito e 

narrado, por intermédio da iluminação natural.” (89) ["The heat, a constant evil presence, 

discouraging the continuation of the life of the characters, is very well portrayed, 

described and narrated, through natural lighting."]. This is mostly seen throughout the 

movie, though in take 3 it is more apparent due to brightness of the family’s clothes, and 

the surrounding dry plants: 
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Figure 3. The family wanders. 

 

 The path where the family walks through can either be seen as an abandoned 

road, or a dry river. In any case, it is empty, like the leafless trees that surround them, 

adding even more hopelessness to the family’s journey. Differently than Cabeza de Vaca 

and Papillon, the sertanejo environment does not offer any possibility for positive affects 

to be developed. Because nature is so hostile throughout the movie, we observe constant 

tensions among the characters: Sinhá Vitória constantly fights and argues with Fabiano, 

both adults reprimand the children, and at times act violently towards their sons. As an 

example, take 3 precedes Fabiano poking his elder son with a shotgun after the boy gave 

up walking. Miranda (2019) explains that 
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Graciliano busca colocar seus viventes de forma a dar condições de seu 

narrador aperceber-se dessa finalidade da ação. Mas como prever a intenção 

de uma ação para a qual não houve, em regra, uma verbalização interna, pois 

a palavra, para suas personagens, é precária tanto interna quanto 

externamente? Ele encontrará tal sentido na origem quase que fisiológica dos 

pensamentos de suas personagens. Por isso a constante associação delas com 

animais e sua extrema brutalidade, pois a ação que surge apenas da vontade e 

não do raciocínio aproxima-se do que se concebe por instinto. (44-5) 

[Graciliano seeks to place his living beings in such a way as to enable his 

narrator to become aware of this purpose of the action. But how to predict the 

intention of an action for which, as a rule, there was no internal verbalization, 

since the word, for its characters, is precarious both internally and externally? 

He will find such a sense in the almost physiological origin of his characters' 

thoughts – hence their constant association with animals and their extreme 

brutality, because the action that arises only from the will and not from 

reasoning comes close to what is conceived by instinct.] 

This observation resonates in both Glauber Rocha’s manifesto on hunger (1965) 

and Damasio’s publications over the past decade. These violent instincts, filled with 

extreme brutality, are precisely what distinguishes the poor sertanejo’s condition from 

the rest of their society. For Rocha, the specific aesthetics (lighting, sounds, camera 

positioning, etc.) that attempt to capture the causes and effects of hunger are central 

elements to a possible modernization of Latin American cinema. Unlike José de 

Alencar’s exuberant, colorful, rich Iracema, Rocha’s focus remains on the dryness of the 



 
 

168 
 

land, the dullness of colors, and the absence of characters’ feelings. For Damasio, who 

applies neuroscience research to explain how societies operate, such lack of feelings are 

also indicators of the wellness or malfunctioning of a given culture. The instinctive 

behavior of Fabiano and his family is key to demonstrate how the movie is replete of 

emotions, while characters’ feelings, like in the novel, are scarce. To a broader level, this 

can be applied to how Rocha envisioned the Cinema Novo as a way for Latin Americans 

to understand the lack of agency within cultural, and artistic cinematographic 

productions. In a way, we could affirm that Santos’ Vidas Secas itself is a metaphor of 

Glauber Rocha’s aesthetics of hunger. Like Fabiano’s family, Latin Americans serve as 

food for the Hollywoodian machinery, which imposes socioeconomic boundaries, and 

cultural limitations that impede possible local artistic independence. Miranda (2019) 

adds: 

[…] o procedimento estético não resolverá uma situação problemática real, 

pois não há isso acontecer no plano literário ou cinêmico sendo que, na 

realidade, no mundo pragmático, isso não se deu; pois, do contrário, não 

passaria de uma superação imaginária de um problema real. Contudo, Vidas 

secas ensina que esse ciclo a que as pessoas foram submetidas não se repete 

do mesmo jeito a cada vez, e chegará o momento em que os indivíduos 

adquirirão esclarecimento suficiente para interromper o mover da roda da 

fortuna, a única e legítima forma de se tentar acabar com o sofrimento 

coletivo advindo das relações sociais sob a égide do capitalismo. (56) 

[[…] The aesthetic procedure will not solve a real problematic situation, as 

this does not happen on the literary or cinematic level and, in reality, in the 
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pragmatic world, this did not happen; otherwise, it would be nothing more 

than an imaginary overcoming of a real issue. However, Vidas secas teaches 

that this cycle that people have been subjected to does not repeat itself in the 

same way each time, and the moment will come when individuals acquire 

sufficient enlightenment to interrupt the movement of the wheel of fortune, 

the only and legitimate way of if we try to end the collective suffering arising 

from social relations under the aegis of capitalism.] 

 As the family finally finds some shade, take 4 depicts Sinhá Vitória and Baleia 

sitting almost next to each other, only separated by a box, where the woman keeps the 

family belongings.  

 

 

Figure 4. Baleia and Sinhá Vitória as maternal figures. 

 



 
 

170 
 

Here, as both children sleep, Baleia and Sinhá Vitória can be seen as the two 

maternal figures in the movie, who are responsible for nurturing everyone. It is not by 

chance that Sinhá Vitória is the one who cooks, and prepares the meals in the movie, and 

that Baleia hunts preás to feed the family. The box itself symbolizes the responsibility 

that both female characters have. In this take, it is also possible to observe a fence in the 

background. Though the most solid part of the fence is closer to the ground, the family 

can never cross the socioeconomic boundaries that place them as subalterns. Besides, the 

fence is used by the sertanejo farmers to confine their cattle, but on this take we can see 

that the family is the one being held captive physically and socially.  

 The fence is a leitmotif in the movie. Take 5 presents the family still wandering in 

the backlands, though this time they approach the house they will soon live in. Irregular, 

though solid, the fence is also what guides them to the abandoned house where they are 

finally able to stay, even if momentarily.  
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Figure 5. The family wanders in search of a home. 

 

In take 5, we can observe that the family walks in between the thin, dry vegetation 

and the tall fence that limits Fabiano’s future boss’ lands. Although this scene offers little 

hope for the family, they manage to navigate these two worlds. They not only have to 

constantly adapt to the harsh conditions the sertanejo nature offers them, but also live 

according to the boundaries, and social exclusion imposed by their society. We can notice 

this by how Nelson Pereira dos Santos plays with the shade, and lighting. The family’s 

shadows are overwhelmed by the ongoing shadows of the fence in the ground. By 

positioning the family on this side of the fence, Santos offers us an allegory that applies 

to the Brazilian working class, where extreme poverty walks right by the boundaries of a 
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private, more developed side of society. The human shadows never cross the limits of 

these two such different worlds. Instead, they are projected towards nature – a universe 

the sertanejo belongs to. 

Another aspect of take 5 is that the sun, a major cause for the family’s suffering 

throughout the novel and the movie, is not responsible for the same affects with the other 

side of the fence. The relationship Fabiano’s boss develops with the sun is one that allows 

him to control both the lands he owns and the workers that maintain his property, and 

lifestyle. The sun hits both the boss and Fabiano’s family differently. Even if we look at 

take 5, we can see that the sun is on the boss’ side, which means that power is projected 

onto the family, and not the other way around.  

As I have indicated before, like in the case of Cabeza de Vaca and the prickly 

pears, the feelings developed by someone, or a given society, must be seen through the 

lenses of the affects they develop with certain things, or living creatures. Differently than 

the prickly pears that meant hope and survival for Cabeza de Vaca, the sun/rain shapes 

Fabiano’s family feelings according to social constructs that are responsible for their 

situation. We must pay attention to how feelings are constructed according to the specific 

contexts in which they take place. To say that Cabeza de Vaca became a more humane 

colonizer and governor in Rio de la Plata because of his experiences walking from 

Florida to Mexico is to acknowledge that his feelings towards indigenous people and 

nature have changed. Therefore, how do we expect that the sertanejo overcomes their 

situation if the surrounding elements they interact with, and context they live in are 

manipulated by others? In other words, their feelings about the sun are not quite positive 

only because their relationship with it depends on the chance of having jobs. The case of 
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sadness, hopefulness, anger and violence in Vidas Secas is aesthetically built around 

natural elements (the sun, the clouds, the rain) and climate. However, the family’s 

biological hunger, and hunger for progress are not the result of the sertão as the only 

agent for such conditions. Rather, their hunger is manipulated by local authorities, thus 

political and cultural practices. In take 6, the fence is finally open, but only to an illusion 

of freedom and power projected by Fabiano riding a horse that is not his. His youngest 

son, observing Fabiano ride the horse, is given access to the boss’ private farm yet he will 

replicate Fabiano’s fate.  

 

 

Figure 6. The fence as a fork. 
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         The little boy appears holding the gate as his body is cut through by two wooden 

spears. One of the spears crosses his neck, as the other one his stomach, becoming an 

allusion to the family’s linguistic and nutritional hardships. The privileged society, from 

which Fabiano’s boss is part of, attacks their workers at their most vulnerable parts: 

education and health. By undermining the sertanejo’s ability to eat, their society is 

preventing them from developing other skills (and hungers), such as speaking for 

instance. It is not a coincidence that the lack of food is such a central element both in the 

novel and the movie: without a stable body, the family can never seem to develop 

complex feelings, or draw clear conclusions about the society in which they live.  

It is not by chance that the gate itself has the shape of an enormous fork, as if the 

child was food for the coronelismo system. By portraying Fabiano already inside the 

boss’ farm as the young child observes him with pride is to also say that the child will 

soon follow his father’s destiny. The movie, as a whole, develops affects with the 

audience by including explicit and implicit references to the family’s inability to speak, 

or eat properly. When Fabiano’s family can speak or eat, it coincides with the rainy 

season, which is when they are able to take part in their village festivities (take 7). 
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Figure 7. The family goes to the village. 

 

 As we can see, the only time when the family goes to the village, and interacts 

with other people, coincides with Fabiano’s first salary. Their appearances change, as 

they are able to dress up for the local catholic festivities. Although they are able to enter a 

space of sociability, we can notice that the fence is still present in the background. It is 

interesting that the more formally Sinhá Vitória, Fabiano and the children dress up, the 

sturdier the fence becomes. Fabiano’s striped suit is a reference to such impossibility of 

overcoming their socioeconomic reality. The climax of the family’s visit to the village 

happens when Fabiano is arrested, and literally is shown behind bars.  

Furthermore, later as the family finds the abandoned house they move into, and 

the rain fills up the background sound, we notice a shift in their mood. Reunited in the 

house, lying by the fire Fabiano and Sinhá Vitória say: “A casa é forte. O pasto é bom.” 
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(18:51). They all laugh, including the children. Fabiano then repeats “O pasto é bom” 

(19) as if the reason for such momentary happiness is limited to the presence of rain, and 

the possibility of pasture to grow. The sequence of shots reveal water falling from the 

roof, filling up a clay vase, and then we see the house from the outside as it still rains. 

The dialogue between Sinhá Vitória and Fabiano is then marked by her question: “Que 

fim levou seu Tomás?” (19:20). Both she and Fabiano begin speaking at the same time. 

Sinhá Vitória reminisces about Tomás’ leather bed, Fabiano questions if he had taken his 

bunker with him.  

This intricate conversation becomes parallel monologues about distinct things that 

belong to Seu Tomás da bolandeira. It reveals that the rain is responsible for the family’s 

change of mood, and for a sort of escape from the present time. The memories of objects 

that belong to Seu Tomás da bolandeira are bridged by the presence of rain, which is 

happiness in the present time, and that is also the reason why Fabiano and Sinhá Vitória 

are able to be connected to other “happy objects” from the past. The last words we hear 

from this scene is Sinhá Vitória’s words: “Um dia vamos ter uma cama de couro 

igualzinha a de Seu Tomás.” (20:29) [“One day we will have a leather bed just like Seu 

Tomás’”]. Her observations about Seu Tomás da bolandeira’s bed are not limited to the 

desire of admiring such object; the projection she makes of having a bed into the family’s 

future is also mediated by the presence of hope that comes with the rain. As the raindrops 

fill up the clay vase, and the background sounds, they also make possible the flourishing 

of the family’s memories, and dreams.  

 Besides the change of the characters mood after the rain, as the movie progresses, 

we notice a drastic shift in the sound design as a whole. Cowbells, birds, chickens, 
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whistles, horses neighing, cows mooing, and even a violin enrich the movie sounds. 

During the family’s first visit to the town, Jacques (2018) observes:  

A ausência da música extradiegética, de fundo, também parece apontar para a 

relação do filme com o neorrealismo e para a não adesão de Nelson Pereira 

dos Santos ao paradigma da construção de som hollywoodiano. Ouvimos o 

canto de boiadeiros, a música executada por um violino, uma banda de 

pífaros, uma missa na qual se canta Ave-Maria e a música da festa de bumba-

meu-boi. (6) 

[The absence of extradiegetic music, in the background, also seems to point 

to the film's relationship with neorealism and Nelson Pereira dos Santos' non-

adherence to the Hollywood sound construction paradigm. We hear the 

singing of cowboys, the music performed by a violin, a band of fife, a mass in 

which Ave Maria and the music of the bumba-meu-boi party are sung.] 

 It is not until Fabiano receives his first payment at his boss’ house that we are able 

to see an actual meal. As Fabiano questions the amount of his salary, his boss is eating 

nonstop. This is the first time Fabiano or anyone from his family is close to a table full of 

food. As a result of the unfair payment, Fabiano gets in trouble for trying to sell pork in 

town, and then for not greeting a police officer, who later arrests him after playing cards 

and drinking.  
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Figure 8. Fabiano gambling with the policeman. 

  

 Take 8 depicts Fabiano and the local police officer gambling together. They both 

are depicted sitting on the ground, at the same level, just like Baleia and the youngest 

child in the previous take. We notice that Santos has the urge to destabilize the political 

boundaries among the characters. Fabiano and the police officer gamble and drink as the 

village’s catholic festivities go on all day long. Having no luck, Fabiano loses all his bets, 

and ends up in jail for the whole night until his boss, the local coronel, orders the police 

station to free him. The family, having arrived at the village with little money, goes back 

home without anything. The coronel deserves close attention because he imprisons and 

frees the sertanejo family at will. Fabiano’s boss offers the family a house, and Fabiano’s 

job, but at the same time he charges him high interest rates, leaving the family little hope 

for progress. The coronel’s cattle do not serve as food for the family because they 
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basically never eat, and when they do, their food is manioc flour, grains, or rodents 

Baleia hunts for them. In sum, the cows, which should be seen as food, only 

metaphorically denounce the role of Fabiano’s family as food for the sociopolitical 

system they are part of. The affects derived from this human/animal relationship result in 

feelings of hopelessness and delusion throughout the film, but more clearly in take 9: 

 

 

Figure 9. Sinhá Vitória and Fabiano blame the birds. 

 

 As Sinhá Vitória and Fabiano watch birds migrating, both predict the end of their 

stay at the ranch. For them, the birds are responsible for the water to end and, thus, their 

urgency in moving away, leaving their plans and dreams behind. The fence, once again, 

appears on the screen, making the couple’s background – reminding us of their constant 
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imprisonment. Controlled by this oppressive society, as the rainy season ends, the family 

even loses Baleia, a symbol of constant affection.   

 

 

Figure 10. Baleia’s agony. 

 

 As for Baleia’s death, Canizal (2007) points out that 

[a] transição do plano de Baleia agonizante-morta para o plano dos preás 

gera, portanto, um significado que transcende a denotação, percebida numa 

primeira leitura do filme, e introduz nela, rompendo as aparências, toques de 

tenuidade por meio dos quais se manifesta uma intensa pregnância poética. 

(12) 

[The transition from the agonizing dead Baleia plane to the preá plane, 

therefore, generates a meaning that transcends the denotation, perceived in a 
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first reading of the film, and introduces in it, breaking appearances, touches 

of tenuousness through which intense poetic pregnancies are manifested.] 

 The movie ends with the same annoying sound with which it began. This time, 

there is no vegetation at all, not even dry trees, or rocks. All we see is the family walking 

towards the horizon in a totally arid scenery until they become indistinct figures and 

“1942” appears on the screen.  

 

 

 

Figure 11. The last migration. 

 

Benvenuta (2011) says that “Ao desenvolver um enredo tão carregado de marcas 

sociais, políticas e econômicas, Graciliano contribui com o anseio da denúncia do 
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Modernismo [...]” (52) [“By developing a plot so loaded with social, political and 

economic marks, Graciliano contributes to the desire of denouncing Modernism [...]”]. 

She also mentions that: 

É nesse panorama nada favorável que surge o movimento denominado 

Cinema Novo. Influenciado pela Nouvelle Vague francesa, e pelo Neo-

realismo italiano, os cinemanovistas buscam estruturar seu projeto. Tal 

programa tem como cerne o desejo de fazer um cinema nacional, no sentido 

de criar filmes com uma abordagem voltada para a realidade brasileira, 

buscando contribuir para a melhoria do país, ou seja, desejava-se alcançar, 

através destas obras, uma conscientização e urgências da população. (54) 

[It is in this unfavorable panorama that the movement called Cinema Novo 

appears. Influenced by the French Nouvelle Vague, and by Italian Neo-

realism, cinemanovistas seek to structure their project. Such program is at the 

heart of the desire to make a national cinema, in the sense of creating films 

with an approach focused on the Brazilian reality, seeking to contribute to the 

improvement of the country, that is, it was desired to achieve, through these 

works, an awareness and population emergencies.] 

 This modernist gesture that aims at a collective consciousness about national 

issues is also present in how the movie ends. After the death of Baleia (take 10), and with 

drought taking away any signs of hope, the family returns to this unknown place they 

come from.  Andrade (2007) affirms that: 

Assim, a família que, inicialmente, vem ao longe, enquanto se passam os 

créditos do filme, agora, na sua parte final, não é registrada de longe, mas vai 
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para longe, recomeçando uma longa jornada, que também principia um novo 

ciclo. (89) 

[Thus, the family that initially comes a long way, while the credits are being 

shown, now, in its final part, is not filmed from distance, but goes away, 

beginning a long journey, which also inaugurates a new cycle.] 

 Santos’ Vidas Secas ends with Fabiano’s family walking away from the audience, 

establishing a boundary that is marked by their disappearance into the horizon. Like the 

sertanejo vegetation, the family’s emotions and feelings flourish during the rainy season. 

We get to see and learn about their dreams and fears as the rain approaches. Their hunger, 

a unique experience for each one of them, denounces the sickening of a physical, 

political, and socioeconomic Brazilian body. 
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CONCLUSION 

  

            Hunger divides human existence from that of other species. The capacity of 

amassing food, and developing bipedal skills, respectively, allowed humans to develop 

social activities based on food surplus, and extra time. For this reason, the rise of 

manufacturing processes related to humans’ first machines (spearheads, and other small 

tools) resulted in an undeniable evolution of the human mind, and consciousness. The use 

of fire, which assisted Homo erectus to migrate, and conquer vast territories, was also one 

of the first technologies that contributed to controlling hunger for longer periods of time.  

            At the same time such changes took place in the Early Pleistocene, brain sizes 

began to expand among the trends of human evolution, indicating the improvement of 

humans’ neural system. Biologically speaking, the formation of our very complex human 

neural system is what allowed us to develop feelings, dramatically distinguishing us from 

other living organisms. Based in contemporary neuroscientific investigations led by 

António Damasio, studies show that the complex regulators of life conditions, called 

homeostasis, are strictly linked to emotions and feelings.  

            The main thing I have tried to accomplish with my dissertation is the complete 

integration between physical responses (emotions) and mental constructs (feelings) in the 

making of societies in the Americas. Through the lenses of hunger, I have analyzed texts 

in which emotions and feelings are more evident, and therefore more approachable for us 

to include the role of homeostasis at a collective level.  

Even at the bacterial level, we observe the urge of life defense through 

homeostatic strategies. Bacteria, noncellular organisms, will feed off a certain organism, 
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or even group together in case there is a threat to their existence. The impossibility for 

feelings to exist in this scenario is evident since bacteria do not have minds. However, 

such less developed organisms have purpose in the maintenance of life, continually 

seeking survival. We must agree, then, that more complex beings, such as humans, only 

play a more distinctive role in the arrangement of species because of the evolution of 

nervous systems that allow them the development of feelings, and their application into 

concepts, and institutions that regulate life in community.    

Nonetheless, the feelings that result from the experiences of constant or extreme 

hunger question such a distinctive role from humans to non-humans. Hungry narratives, 

as I coined them, indicate a redefinition of affects within a disharmonic homeostatic state. 

Happiness, freedom, honor, friendship, among other feelings, are reinterpreted with the 

help of people from the native lands as well as from plants and animals. Not only historic 

protagonists like Cabeza de Vaca, Lope de Aguirre, and Henri Carrière, but also fictional 

characters such as Fabiano, Sinhá Vitória, and Baleia prove that positive feelings depend 

on stable homeostasis. Their texts reveal that secondary and tertiary types of hunger 

depend on physical wellness for the mind to construct them. Hunger for power, spiritual 

hunger, or cultural hunger are examples of this. Political, religious, and sociocultural 

appetites either disappear or are reconfigured within extreme living situations, which is 

exemplified by a historical lower-class Latin American apathy in politics, and the 

impossibility of a healthy construction of the State. 

The less privileged classes in Latin America have been deprived access to a 

human’s basic needs since colonial times. Not only the lack of biological nutrients found 
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in different types of food, but also the positive feelings resulting from the actual act of 

eating are facts that deserve further consideration. 

As we saw in Cabeza de Vaca’s chapter, corn and prickly pears mediated his 

understanding of faith. It is not God that saves Cabeza de Vaca from death; it is the 

prickly pear. Therefore, the feelings related to the possibility of an existing spiritual help 

are constructed due to the presence of such foods. The affects that circumscribe such 

spiritual help arise every time Cabeza de Vaca narrates passages with the foods that save 

him. Freedom and happiness are feelings that, during his journey, are filtered through 

hunger, and resignified by nature, not by any human institution or the memory of it.  

Simultaneously, as Cabeza de Vaca seeks survival in the digestion of such foods, 

he exposes Spain’s hunger for gold. Cabeza de Vaca’s eleven-year pilgrimage reveals the 

possibility of feelings to be completely detached from certain objects or thoughts and 

applied to others. Yet, his initial search for gold meant success and power for both him 

and Spain; the journey became a complete disaster, making impossible the fulfilment of 

those initial goals. The ongoing tragedy forces Cabeza de Vaca to turn his attention to the 

source of his existence: his physicality, his body. It is in complete cooperation with the 

emotions produced by his body that he is able to reconfigure his feelings and thoughts 

about the New World and its peoples. The urgent necessity of ingesting the prickly pears 

has an influence on how Cabeza de Vaca devotes his time to search for them. By using 

his time to essentially nourish his body, the feeling of happiness only becomes a result of 

eating.  

It is precisely this distancing of happiness from gold or conquering of territories 

that brings happiness to things like fruit or vegetables. This process is responsible for 
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Cabeza de Vaca having empathy for nature and condemning Spain’s exploitative 

practices.  

In the case of Lope de Aguirre, his hunger is not necessarily biological; he finds 

plenty of edible things in the exuberant Amazonas. His hunger is for justice and honor.  I 

have demonstrated how that hunger can be a trigger to rage and violence. Aguirre’s 

deception with El Dorado, and the corruption within the royal administration and Church, 

are only originated by his hunger for justice and honor. In his narrative, the more he 

enters the Amazonian hostile territories due to his search for El Dorado, the more he is 

able to denounce the Crown and its administrators.  

The chapter devoted to Lope de Aguirre also sheds light on the main concern 

present in Glauber Rocha’s Aesthetics of Hunger claims – that of a political body that 

neglects otherness. Aguirre is able to recuperate his honor, even if textually, by 

denouncing the sickening of Spain’s metaphorical limbs in the Americas. For this reason, 

Lope de Aguirre’s Letter to the King inaugurates the actual Aesthetics of Hunger written 

by Glauber Rocha during the Cinema Novo. Social inequalities and physical suffering are 

the result of structural violence Rocha points out in his cultural manifesto – issues already 

addressed by Lope de Aguirre four hundred years before.  

In chapter three, the analysis on Papillon displays the power of feelings towards 

the maintenance of homeostasis. Papillon’s narrative presents an array of instances in 

which feelings are responsible for producing positive emotions so that he can survive and 

be finally free. The protagonist’s time in solitary confinement proves that his “flights” are 

capable of counteracting his almost physical death. Regardless of Papillon's lack of 
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nutrients, chapter three demonstrated how mental constructs, such as memories, can aid 

in producing homeostasis in critical biological conditions.  

In chapter four, the inclusion of texts such as Iracema and Os Sertões indicates 

that a Brazilian hunger for modernity is not only present in the Cinema Novo. An urge to 

become modern, in the case of Brazil, relates to a constant search for a national identity, 

something unique that, after Brazil’s independence, took into account the strength of 

indigenous people, the bravery of the Portuguese colonizer, and the uniqueness and 

exuberance of nature. Iracema represents an initial phase of such hunger for a modern 

cultural identity in its days. Os Sertões reflects the failure of coastal Brazilian 

deterministic thinking by documenting the difficulty of the state and the country’s elite in 

understanding the sertanejo resilience and strength given the hostile environment in 

which they live.  

Both in Iracema and Os Sertões, we observe how non-humans, like plants, 

animals and climate, are used to create or question the feelings present in the narratives. 

Iracema uses local plants and animals to construct feelings of love and friendship. Os 

Sertões questions the soil, the dry vegetation, the thorny plants of the backlands to 

understand how the sertanejo’s emotions and feelings can be as legitimate as the ones 

present in the Brazilian coast.  

With Graciliano Ramos’ Vidas Secas, we were able to see how, at a 

cultural/fictional level, specific affects have become the core of literatura sertaneja. The 

representation of human characters with non-human physical aspects and behaviors 

proves that fiction acknowledges the biological signs of physical suffering and 

homeostasis. Vidas Secas displays an almost metamorphosis of Fabiano’s family by 
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applying non-human characteristics to them, which is seen as the deterioration of their 

humanity. This metaphor places the sertanejo in the same condition of local plants and 

animals that either resist or perish in the Sertão. The novel suggests a historic and 

continuous adaptation of humans in hostile environments, while denouncing collective 

malnutrition and homeostatic issues within the Brazilian body. 

On the one hand, homeostasis functions according to what is favorable or 

unfavorable for life, safeguarding physical existence. On the other hand, culture reflects a 

level of usefulness for the collective. The core of my chapters lies in the possibility of 

using biology to understand how the lack or production of certain affects can hinder or 

improve our life in relation to our societies and nature.  

The choice of texts for my dissertation reveals that governance, socio political 

institutions, and religion must be seen as complex extensions of homeostasis. Feelings 

are, after all, human’s mental advances that signal the occurrences in the body. A similar 

phenomenon is identified at a broader level. Politically and culturally, countries and 

regions behave as physical bodies that seek the maintenance of their well-being.  

My dissertation, more than anything, invites us to integrate biology and 

neuroscience with literary criticism. I believe that cooperative studies between science 

and the humanities can only broaden discussions regarding the way humanity has 

evolvedin its treatment of nature and non-humans.  

Hunger, being a tool for my dissertation, proves that we can also investigate other 

phenomena such as sleep, thirst, and sex to understand how basic drives are attuned to the 

building, or control, of human societies across time and space. I hope to continue with 

this research that has been opened by me with this dissertation, and to keep investigating 
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other contexts in which hunger and affect can contribute to a better understanding of our 

societies.  

The progress of chapters in this dissertation reveals that we can depart from very 

specific contexts of individuals – such as Cabeza de Vaca’s, Aguirre’s and Papillon’s – in 

order to analyze communities such as the Sertão in chapter four. Specific cases of hunger 

help us identifying collective states of hunger – be they spiritual, economic, political, etc. 

The future of this project resides in exploring the relationship between homeostasis and 

the making or maintenance of societies, foregrounding more debate on regional diets, 

appetites and the production of specific affects that regulate communities and culture 

over time.  
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