Humanist Readings Club Session XII, Brazil - Radical Multiculturalism

In the 1920s in Brazil many people felt that the old traditions of Catholicism and its enemy,
anti-clerical rationalism, weren't working. Many looked to a pragmatic humanism for an
alternative. This humanism would support reason and reject imposed authority. But it
would also embrace all aspects of humanity, including people's religious feelings and
traditions if they were not destructive. But how to combine traditions in a country like Brazil
where so many different cultures were important and many people had roots, including
biological ancestry, in more than one? How does this work?

A group of artists and intellectuals created a movement called Antropofagia, the Greek
word for cannibalism. At one level this was a joke, a play on the 16th century European
fascination with the Tupi, an indigenous Brazilian ethnic group which did indeed eat people.
On a serious level, they were calling for a new culture based on digesting and incorporating
everything they could find.

The first expression of this idea was a 1928 painting by Tarsila de Amaral, which she named
"Apaporu", a Tupi word for "person who eats people."

Tarsila de Amaral Apaporu



The concept was developed by Tarsila's partner, poet Oswald de Andrade, in his essay

"Manifesto Antropofago", the cannibal manifesto.
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The most famous line is, in English::
Oswald- Tupi or not Tupi, that is the question

Mixing the native American name with Shakespeare's famous line illustrates the key point,
we steal from everybody.

Other famous quotes are:

Oswald- Only Anthropophagy unites us. Socially. Economically. Philosophically.

Oswald- | am only interested in what is not mine.



Originating in painting and poetry, the spirit of antropofagia has had its greatest impact in
Brazilian music. The most famous style developed in the period was samba, a complex
mush of multiple styes with prominent African, Native American, and European roots. The
intellectuals did not invent samba. It was happening anyway. But they made it a defining
example of Brazilian culture. In the language of the contemporary United States, the
antropofagists rejoiced in all "cultural appropriation" and had no interest in any sort of
"authenticity". If Carmen Miranda's putting silly fruit on her head helped sell samba in the
United States, that was just fine.

In the 1960s, Brazilian musicians, led by Gilberto Gil and Caetono Veloso, invoked the spirit
of antropofagia as the inspiration for the wildly syncretic musical style, "Tropicalismo"

In 2002 Veloso wrote.

Veloso- We Brazilians should not imitate but rather devour new information from wherever
it comes... Oswald launched the myth of anthropophagy, bringing the cannibal ritual into
the arena of international cultural relations.

The idea of cultural cannibalism fit tropicalistas like a glove. We were "eating" the Beatles
and Jimi Hendrix.

(Spelling note: Antropofagia is a Portuguese transliteration of a Greek word.
Anthropophagia is an English transliteration of the same word.)

Background - 16th Century European Response to Brazilian Cannibalism

From 1555 through 1567 the France had colony called France Antarctique at the location of
modern Rio de Janeiro. This resulted in the visit of several Tupi leaders to France. In 1562 in
Rouen, three Tupi had a long conversation with the writer Montaigne. In 1580 Montaigne
wrote of the Tupi in glowing terms.

Montaigne- It is a nation, | would tell Plato, in which there is no form of commerce, no
knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no name for magistrate or political superiors,
no customs of servitude, or riches, or poverty, no contracts, no inheritance, no division of
property, no occupations, other than leisure ones, no respect for kin relationships, except
for common ties, no clothing, no agriculture, no metal, no use of wine or wheat. The very
words which signify lying, treason, dissimulation, avarice, envy, slander, and

forgiveness are unknown.

Montaighe was using the Tupi to support the classic humanist argument that because
humans are basically good, there is value in all cultures even ones as different as the Tupi.
The moral quality of Tupi culture demonstrated that people did not need Christianity in



order to be good. Montaigne made that point explicitly by comparing the relative humanity
of Tupi cannibalism to the Catholic Inquisition:

Montaigne- | believe that there is more savagery in eating a man when he is alive than
eating him when he is dead, more in tearing apart by tortures and the rack a body full of
feeling, roasting it piece by piece, having it mauled and eaten by dogs and pigs—treatments
which | have not only read about but seen done a short time ago, not among ancient
enemies but among neighbors and fellow citizens, and, what is worse, under the pretext of
piety and religion—than there is in cooking and eating a man once he is dead.

In 1603 Montaigne's work was translated into English. Shakespeare read it and adapted the
first passage quoted above in his 1610 play, The Tempest. In Act I, scene i, Gonzalo
describes an idyllic state:

Shakespeare- Letters should not be known; riches, poverty,
And use of service, none; contract, succession,

Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none;

No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil;

No occupation; all men idle, all,

And women too, but innocent and pure;

All things in common nature should produce
Without sweat or endeavor; treason, felony,
Sword, pike, knife, gun, or need of any engine
Would | not have; but nature should bring forth
Of its own kind all foison, all abundance,

To feed my innocent people.

Montaigne is stealing ideas from the Tupi. Shakespeare is stealing from Montaigne. And
with "Tupi or not Tupi, that is the question" the antropofagists are stealing from
Shakespeare.



