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FAMILY AND GENDER RELATION AMONG ITINGUÇU FAMILY “FARMERS” AT THE JUREIA-ITATINS ECOLOGICAL STATION, São Paulo, Brasil

1. Introduction

The family agriculture
 role in the Brazilian development has been the object of discussion and has gained space in recent years, mainly because of the importance the debate on sustainable development, income and employment generation, food security and local development has acquired” (INCRA/FAO, 1999).

Results of studies based on rural systems methodology indicate a great diversity of Brazilian agriculture in relation to its environment, farmers situation, landscape potentiality, and infrastructure availability between regions and within each region. For these reasons, it becomes necessary to deepen knowledge on specific rural realities (INCRA/FAO, 1999). This study deepens in the specific reality of households in Itinguçu, a neighbourhood located inside the Juréia-Itatins Ecological Station (Estação Ecológica Juréia-Itatins - EEJI).

Due to the complexity of the transformation process occurred in the Brazilian rural area in the last decades, with the intensive diversification of the social and productive organisation forms, this research analysis focuses on relations among social agents in the social reproduction dynamic. We consider, this way, family not only as a production unit, but mainly as a social unit, focusing its internal dynamic, built by the family character of the social organisation, that allows it to formulate reproduction strategies in articulation with external conditions. It is within family relations scope that arrangements occur and strategies are established for the adaptation to social and economical conditions, be it relying on tradition, aggregating new values to old ones or even reformulating the old values seeking for solutions to crises (CARNEIRO, 1999). This was done through the analysis of lifestyle and social practices present within the family group, therefore focusing on fundamental issues to the family theme such as: marriage, maternity, sexuality and gender relations.

In accordance with CARNEIRO (1999), the idea that “the quality of the social relationships integrated by this type of family is very diverse, but it is in realm of relatives relationships and of work that the principal relationships systems that articulate and structure individuals in the family and production units are found. Furthermore, that “the family – values production and reproduction locus – integrates social relationships, whose meanings ca not be reduced to the relatives relationship logic or to economic rationality” … ”the family unit is not limited to the group of people formed by alliances or consanguinity bonds, but must be perceived also as a value (close to an “identity sentiment”) that integrates its members and gives meaning to their relationships”.

Hence, in this study, the family performs the function of integrator agent of the social relationships developed within the social group. The election of the family as observation unit is equally a fundamental procedure to understanding the peasant reality complexity of these units, in which the logic of agricultural activity is a more important value than production, inseparable in this case, from land  “ownership–possession”. The multiplicity of individual and family strategies also originates from weak production conditions, recurring to struggle and resistance to keep the production and reproduction unit.

From this perspective, this work aims to contribute to deepening the knowledge on specific agrarian realities necessary to the comprehension of the present existing diversity, by means of the case study about the Itinguçu families that live in a Conservation Unit.

As CARNEIRO (1999) indicates, “family relations (be it in relatives relationships scope, be it in production) include an ideal, of thinking or representation, that informs attitudes and behaviours. Such values compose a tradition that is activated in the family strategies formulation, directing collective choices and informing possible individual projects”, so analysis must contemplate both relations among individuals and the values that provide meaning to these relationships. By observing the families’ lifestyle in their relationships at their homes, we tried to apprehend the meaning of their actions and relations.

Family is a social fact manifested through the link established among a certain number of adults and children from the constitution of a civil society and the institution of the private property, in which alliance and marriage explain its functioning and the fundamental features are cooperation and solidarity.

In direct observation of the social group studied, it is possible to grasp that family is not only a social institution capable of being individualized, but also and mainly a “value”, a point of the system to which everything must converge, as tell us DA MATTA (1987). Moreover, we agree when he states that, despite findings shoe there is a diversity of significations associated to “family”, there is “the power of dominant models that supply fundamental social paradigms to all population, that may or may not update it in an open and concrete way”.

International statistical surveys realized in the last decades, about researches that have family as the object of study, have shown that, despite divergences and convergences there may be, as for the treatment given to their object of analysis, family is fundamentally important to the understanding of society.

2. Field research

The study was conducted in Itinguçu, a neighbourhood located inside the area of Juréia-Itatins Ecological Station
 (São Paulo state - Brazil), in the Ribeira Valley (Vale do Ribeira) region, at the border between the Iguape and Peruíbe municipalities, São Paulo state.

Itinguaçu is a neighbourhood with an area of 994,9 ha (Grupo da Terra e SEMA, 1986) that belongs to Iguape’s municipality, located in Vale do Ribeira, but is nearer to the Peruíbe, a seaside resort. The primary source of income is products sale to tourists. The neighbourhood is located in the south base of Itatins Mountain Chain, with access to Peruíbe, at the border of the Conservation Unit.  Although, it is under Iguape’s municipality jurisdiction there are no roads that link it to this 50 km distant city. 

Because of the natural force found in the social reality studied in Itinguiçu, the family became the adequate institution for intensive analysis. As an agglutinative and cohesive structure of social organisation, it remains having a strong significance to individuals as a social reproduction and survival strategy.

After a preliminary familiarization research with this universe in 1998, the fieldwork was realized (in 1999 and 2000) and collected the script-led in-depth testimonies with a space for free speech. Due to the themes tackled that referred mainly to sexuality, marriage, maternity and gender relations, interviews with women prevailed at this stage.

The interviews, in a total of 27, were done at the small farms, or at the small farmers market tents. Observation of lifestyle aimed to grasp these people everyday life.  The script adopted allowed the collection of, besides personal details, other information transmitted through the interviewees’ free speech.

Thus, it was decided to investigate its composition (how it is structured, its functioning, highlighting the family nucleus internal relations, how its member relate with each other: parents, children, men and women – gender relations.

3. The family life and gender relationships in Itinguçu

The family and relatives relationships life was and still is the great, strongest integrator agent of human grouping in Itinguçu. The family
 is the social, moral, economic and politic “locus”.

The family life oriented migration, promoted the occupational integration and the possibility of inhabiting the place. In the family group they share space, activities, resources and needs, but above all they acquire the necessary security to face the anonymity of an unknown environment. The Itinguçu population originated from regions that excel in subsistence economy: Bahia state, northeast of Minas Gerais state’s rough country or hinterland.

The family nucleus constituted around the economic production unit – the small farm – with its relative autonomy ensures to the newly comers the solution for the survival issues, in addition to strategies formulation and social ascension projects and the guarantee of a certain degree of consumption, as stated by COSTA (1993) on temporary rural workers in the outskirts of Ribeirão Preto city.

The family dynamic in Itinguçu is processed through agglutination and dispersion trends, depending on greater or lesser economic autonomy of younger adults.        

Family and “marriage”, act through which the first is constituted, are the condition for a man to be adult. It is necessary for his virility assertion. To work, to have a family, are necessary conditions. Thus, enquiries about the ideal husband among male and female residents obtained the criteria used for a good husband: being honest, working and being responsible (referring to the provision of wife and children). The moral of the family- supporter man is strongly present among the “community” values, even younger unions do not follow strictly traditional society norms, their values are preserved as ideals, even if they are not observed in their everyday practices. In the younger families, however, there are as many family-supporter women as men, and, if compared to the olders’ families, the degree of female subordination is lower.

The network of primary relationships, especially of the domestic grouping, is revealed in various forms in testimonies and survival strategies elaborated by interviewees. Data show prevalence of the family organized in traditional standards as to roles distribution and the place occupied by the woman in the family unit among the elders.

Due to difficulties of insertion in a deficient labour market and the lack of education or vocational qualification to fulfil job competences, parents home is the refuge to which they come back when they loose the job or when their generally non-registered unions are broken. The nuclear families are large and aggregate part of the new families constituted in new alliances – divorced daughters and grandchildren, mainly.     

For the families whose activities combine the small farm and commerce at tents there is a higher income margin to meet family needs.

The majority of men, not only from Itinguçu, but from the region, are single, but have one or two families. The disagreements in constituted families happen between descendants of the different families over the “inheritance possession rights”. When they live in separated houses, the children of both families spend time in each other homes. 

The majority of residents marry consensually. Couples legally united are rare. Not so rare are the cases of husbands with two constituted families, simultaneously, with children of the same age.

The consensual union like a marriage in the traditional societies, is an act of economic and sexual interest, and the first step for adult life. There is no greater embarrassment for the fact of not being legally married, although contradictions were detected in respect to the greater value of this social act, as women testimonies reveal.   

Consensual unions seem to indicate a “transitory nature” related to the condition of inhabiting an Ecological Station that, legally, can not hold residents, but it does hold residents, that can not extract heart of palm, but in reality, the heart of palm is extracted. This suggests the same transitory ties they have with the land. What defines their property right condition is not law but possession. Possession, the effective occupancy, is what defines their resident farmer condition. This is a coherent rationale with the principle behind the unregistered union. The life in common, the constitution of a family, provides the “married” marital status. The existence of children, associated to the common life project consolidates this status. All interviewees, men and women, stated “married”, although only two of them have the official record.

Given the restrictive conditions of a Ecological Station that hinders the construction of new “residences”, the descendants that get married do not have the right to build a house for themselves, having as alternative to leave the area or to live in the same rooms of the house originally designed for the first family, very scanty by now. This is the origin the residents’ statement that those who get married must leave home, making an allusion to the need to establish themselves independently of their parents.

In this family disposition, the “occupier” is the family-head. His condition of offering a house that shelters everybody puts him in a superior hierarchical position. He is the authority, followed by his wife, but at the same time, he faces limited authority when he is forced by circumstances to receive a son or a married daughter to live in his house. At this moment, husband’s and wife’s opinions differ. Usually the woman is favourable. For the family-head that already struggles with the difficulties of supporting his large family with the small farm production, the difficult situation of not affording to support a higher number of people, weakens his condition of family-head.

The situation of residence scarcity, land to cultivate, place to market, is the reason of numerous family conflicts inside these large families. It also leads to the sought of other means of survival, not always approved. It is not rare that children initiate on delinquent activities. The lack of perspectives for the young often induces them to delinquency and drugs consumption.

Marital relations of the first “marriage” can persist without explicit social disapproval or social restriction by the local group. Children are brought up in both houses and the owner transits from one to the other, and, as they are not legally married, they do not make any difference between legitimate and illegitimate children. Conflicts can come up regarding assets and land possession rights.

In this family organisation, there are cases in which the husband does not support any of the families. Women make their own living. In others, the husband gives money to the most recent wife, whilst the precedent one has to fight to get it. Women of the first marriage usually are assisted by the older children who also help their father.

In Itinguçu families’ life, signs of traditional organisation still prevail, intrinsically related to the economic organisation forms. The subsistence family agriculture plays an important role on the maintenance of these moulds. Even, those who make a living from commerce have family business, alternating themselves at the tent: father, mother, and children. In the family economy, a remarking feature, is the behaviour pattern. Nevertheless, it is already noticeable that there are adaptations of this traditional forms to the new values disseminated through the communications means and to the new ways of obtaining income, especially among young couples.

The coexistence of traditional values is noted – in an allusion to sexual division of work, in which the man is the provider and the woman is the responsible for the home and children care – and the relations modernity, older women admit sexual freedom to the younger ones, as much as the female necessity of having a man.

The Juréia-Itatins Ecological Station settlement, by discarding the occupiers’ perspective of owning the property rights of their rural land and performing extraction and commercial agricultural activities, altered family cohesion. In its relation with the external environment, it changes their condition of residents to “transgressors”, and weakens the family-head role, whilst provider and authority in the family interior.

New constituted families present different characteristics from older families. Firstly, because they do not have the economic base around which all members agglutinate. Young couples begin their lives without a piece of land that guarantee their survival. When they remain in the area, they get employment as housekeepers in the existing summerhouses. These opportunities, however, are limited and insufficient to supply all demand. There are cases in which young adults remain in a precarious employment situation. They do small jobs at tents, during the high season, fix a fence or something alike in exchange for a day cash payment which ranges from R$ 5,00 to R$ 15,00. These alternatives to get resources are unstable and precarious, insufficient to maintenance of a family.

Concubinage means another woman subordination situation in this group, the condition of not being entitled the security offered by the legal situation. Such circumstances are found among couples in which the woman is closer to the traditional pattern of secondary sex, therefore, complementary, and in which the minimum social and economic autonomy does non-existent.

The restrictions that surround sexuality nowadays are loose. There are no records of more appalling paternal reactions facing sexual initiation of young girls, an ordinary fact. Escaping is a resource used by the young to get “married”.

Sexual transgression of youth does not indicate the alteration of present and symbolically strong and traditional rules of conduct whilst ideal reference that, in practice, they follow according to their possibilities.

The values and the family-head authority coexist with offspring’s non-registered unions and the sheltering of grandchildren at home, displaying the traditional values looseness in respect to the young women sexuality. Maternity is not always accompanied by union, be it legal, be it consensual. The starting point of a family is choosing the spouse. Observation of this group suggests that getting married is necessary in the current sexual life conditions of the environment. Nevertheless the young ones enter consensual unions as much as the elder ones. Choosing the spouse is an initiative of the interested parts, although some families have stated it is a group decision. In many cases spouses are from the same region and same nucleus. There are frequent escape cases in order to define marital situation.

The constitution of a new domestic unit brings advantages to men and allows preserving their freedom of movement, with sexual transgression, but, overall, solving basic daily needs: place to sleep, to eat, laundry, etc.

From an economic point of view, it represents a mutual support. The free union of couples correct individual fragility before a society that does not offer opportunities for citizenship. As there is no condition of belonging as a citizen, the coupling, even if unregistered, provides an identity, a role inside the family that begins. Belonging to a family is a way of seeking a social identity.

What is noted, in Itinguçu, is a change of the social structure founded on the family work, the land, the subsistence agriculture
, replaced by commerce and temporary services only for a small part of the households, with no future perspectives. In addition, a gradual change of a society’s values reference framework is noticed as an adaptation to a diverse and adverse reality where this is applied. Hence, the structural principles remain as model: marriage, “patrimony” inheritance, rights and duties contained in inter-families relations but adapted to concrete and practical obstacles. For marriage, there is the alternative of consensual union, for ownership there is possession and the transmission of its rights, for the work there are new non-rural activities like: “car watcher”, guides, etc. The family composition is not constituted in its traditional model anymore. Families aggregate other “broken” families, children from different husbands, children from different wives, gathered in the same residential nucleus. Besides those, there are families headed only by women, headed by lone men, and “husband” and “wife” living in separated houses. In the nucleus studied there are, also, people who looked for isolation, men and women that did not get married again.

In Itinguçu, some female gender heterogeneities deserve attention. Besides age ranges differences among old residents over 40 years: married younger women, single younger women, single teenagers and girls, observation shows behaviour differences especially among older married women. There is no pattern among them. One type is more similar to the traditional woman, subordinated, farmer’s wife, typical housewife dedicated to the family, to children, delegating the decision power and the couple public representation to the husband. Another type, equally subordinated, is the “tent owner” and farmer’s wife, who is dedicated to the tent work, combining children care with market, who has left some signs of domesticity, children went loose, without much care, without fixed times for meals, sometimes without meals, delegating equally, the power of decision and the couple public representation to the husband, but presenting a behaviour of dispute and resistance to male decisions, that result in beating and violence.

There are women who differ from the traditional and local woman pattern. They are economically independent, with more initiative, do not wait for anything from men, do not subordinate and do not restrain to family situation. However, they do not do without male work force help.

Among married young women, there are also cases of domestic violence, caused by alcohol and unemployment, however young women bear less these situations, finding an alternative in separation and/or in finding another partner. For this reason, it is common to find young families with children from previous marriages.

4. CONCLUSÃO:

Gender relations among older families evidenced a strong power relation, in which the man commands and the woman obeys. Men and women know what are their positions in social and family context.

The characteristics of the hierarchical relations between men and women in families constituted more than 20 years ago – women subjection, intense work for many years without rights, male infidelity, threats and physical violence in face of disagreement – are modified in newly constituted families (second generation in Itinguçu). Acceptance of bad treatment by women is lower and partners change is more frequent.

The marriage as a norm is desirable and it is the project of every adult woman, but in face of the objective conditions a variant is adopted, living together or concubinage, that is, the consensual marriage, without legal register, without religious ceremony, without party nor gifts. This social condition, they denominate “marriage”.

The family disorganisation resulted from the land unavailability does not allow residents’ reproduction as agricultural producers occupiers. There is no space given the Ecological Station’ legal restrictions for descendants’ new cultivation. As a result, the practice of emigrating when they get married takes place. Agricultural production is only enough for the precarious supply of a family. Hence, it is observed a family dispersion in the occasion of descendants’ maturity, when they marry.

Regarding the exposed facts, it is observed a decomposition of production family relationships founded mainly on non-agricultural practices integrated to subsistence family agriculture, that has increasingly developed. In this sense, families are becoming less agricultural and would point out the author’s above mentioned contradiction “between the work force individualization and the collective character of “family economy”. In this case it is not possible, however, to speak about “the rescue of intra-family solidarity ties” for the “combination of individual work with collective interests represented by the family production unit
”. Not only because of the Conservation Unit legal conditions that jeopardize the material property transmission (inheritance) and the agricultural exploration transmission (succession), but also due to the weakening of family evaluative ties referring to an economic common project.          

It is important to add that the disorder here presented is due, among other factors, to the reference of the traditional family model, whose values still remain. Nevertheless, in the everyday practice of this social group new forms of living are elaborated.

We can affirm that, this population, by living their history with the gradual transformation of family support bases – agriculture - the introduction of urban values, the consumption society and the development of non-rural activities, produced other forms of family organisation, among which we can identify what CORRÊA (1982) defines as “modern conjugal family”, product of urbanization process, reduced to the couple and their children in which marriage purpose is to satisfy sexual and affective impulses. This is what was observed in young constituted families.

 The reports hitherto mentioned, about family, marriage and sexuality, reveal that collective norms that determine the local society individual behaviour are no longer regulated by clear and coercive norms.

The contact, primarily of youth, with the wider, modern society, the intensification of tourism-related and consumption world activities, without the necessary fundamentals creates a superficial evaluative framework that gives autonomy to the social agents. An induced autonomy also by the lack of reproduction perspective, that discontinues the mechanical
 solidarity, leading to value and authority crisis, and consequently, to risk exposure.

Taking into account the tradition and trajectory of Itinguçu farmers’ families, we identified a descending family trajectory
 trend, with the gradual decline of the agriculture weight for the family/domestic group reproduction.

Looking at residents’ family and professional trajectory, observation shows that given the impossibility of reproducing the ideal behaviour patterns under their poor conditions they develop feasible alternative “models” to their lives.

With the agricultural production devaluation, the land “ownership–possession” is kept not as value stock, for the conditions of occupiers and “residents” of a Conservation Unit do not allow such prerogative, but yet as a symbolic asset associated to the family, although the production yield is not enough to the domestic group maintenance.

In the political and values arena, it is observed the neutralization of the family role in the mediation between individual and society and the entry of concurrent and antagonist strategies between individual and family, in an accelerated individualization process.    

The increasing complexity of the social system for these rustic life residents, their members individualization, especially of the younger ones, generate permissiveness effects as they do not count on means to accomplish the realization of their objectives.

 The reflection about overlapping and the reflexes of macro-social policies measures on the everyday lives of these people evidenced, equally, the extreme necessity of local action of the populations as reaction and balance to the decisions taken in national and global levels.

The impacts of Juréia-Itatins Ecological Station settlement over its resident population, observed from the angle of their lifestyle and gender and family relations, that constituted the privileged inquiry focus, allowed the observation of conditioning factors found in legal devices that rule a Conservation Unit. This reinforces the need to consider the observed social and economic phenomena, as much as to seek inclusive solutions for this population.
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ABSTRACT: The purpose of this research is to analyze the changes in the family and gender relationships among the residents of Itiguçu due to the change of their lifestyle and their occupier condition since the creation of the Ecological Station Juréia-Itatins (EEJI), state of São Paulo during three decades (from 1970 to 2000). These changes were caused not only for the station’s creation impact but also for the intensification of the community relationship with the urban environment (Peruíbe), for its proximity and for the frequency that relationships are established with the modern world through the region tourism, due to the existence of the Paraíso Fall. The focus on family and gender relationships, tries to apprehend the objective form, the sexual division and the underlying gender relationships and their meanings. The research is based on information obtained in field survey with direct observation and with interviews and/or with free speech, applied in several periods between 1998 and 2000, to the residents of Itinguçu, mainly the women. The analysis concludes that the family continues playing a fundamental role in the Itinguçu residents’life. It presents a decomposition in its tradicional form in order to the abandonment of family agriculture, besides the impacts of Ecological Station creation, above all in that concerns the ownership rights. The no agricultural practices, integrated into the subsistence agriculture, that grows progressively,  more the introduction of “modern values” in the way of life, promote also the variation in family form organization.

� PANZUTTI (2002).


� According to IBGE, 1985 and 1999, the basic conception of family agriculture is defined based on its production social relations, that is, defined based on three main characteristics: a) productive unit is managed and investments are made by individuals linked by blood or marriage bonds; b) family members furnish the largest part of work; c) production means ownership, not always land, belongs to the family. Inheritance transmission occurs inside the family, in the occasion of retirement or death of the production units responsible. (INCRA/FAO, 1996).


� According to the Act 24.646, dated 20/01/86, the Ecological Stations created by Executive, are representative areas of the Brazilian ecosystem, destinated to the ecology research, natural environment protection and conservationist education development. Through this Act, it is designated that 90% or more of the area of each Ecological Station will be destinated to the biota protection and the remaining can be used after a zoning plan is made, for ecologic researches that may cause modifications in natural environment. According to the first paragraph of article 7, in the area reserved to the Ecological Stations it is prohibited: a) presence of private domestic livestock; b) natural resources extraction, except for experimental ends that does not imply in native biota loss; c) use and hold of weapons of any kind; d) use and hold of nets and other devices for hunting.


� Regarding family as a private and atomised space of social life, reserved to intimacy, where affectivity and sexuality take place, and where subjectivity is built (ALMEIDA, 1987).   


� Agriculture is performed among family members, it is a non-specialized work, in which all participate in a way or another. There are no functions specialization forms given the low levels of work division and of social stratification, as described by FRANCO (1969) referring to country society: “The culture poorness reinforces this trend (of an economy that does not rely on work division, does not sustain specialization or social stratification forms). Simple and routine tasks can be completely dominated by all family members.” The tools currently employed are still rudiment: manual planters, axe, scythe, hoe, grub hoe, without animal force or tiller. It is common to raise small animals such as hogs and chicken for own consumption and even for an incipient market.      


� For CARNEIRO (1999), “what distinguishes the majority of social production forms as family production is the preponderant family role as fundamental organisation structure of the social reproduction, through the family and individual strategy formulation (consciously or not) that are directly concerned with the transmission of material or cultural property (the inheritance) and to the transmission of agriculture exploration (the succession)”.   


� DURKHEIM, E.  A divisão do trabalho social. Lisboa/São Paulo: Presença/Martins Fontes, 1977.


� According to CARNEIRO (1999)’s classification proposal.





