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FLOWING INTO BEING: UNVEILING GENTLE ACTS OF RESISTANCE IN 
THE BRAZILIAN AMAZON 

ABSTRACT  The Transdisciplinary Network of the Amazon 
(RETA), comprising over 30 grassroots organizations, operates 
between the Madeira and Purus rivers, a region altered by the 
BR-319 highway’s construction in the 1970s. This 870 km stretch, 
cutting through traditional and Indigenous lands, symbolizes 
infrastructural disruption, threatening biodiversity, autonomy, and 
food security. Despite challenges, RETA resists daily, denouncing 
environmental crimes and advocating for community rights. The 
essay, written in the format of a conversation between RETA mem-
bers, artists, and designers, discusses one of RETA’s key challenges 
and actions: the continuous efforts of rendering the network visible 
while fostering awareness of its existence, integrating political and 
artistic processes to enhance community engagement and co-cre-
ation, addressing the urgent needs of the region.

KEYWORDS  Brazilian Amazon, BR-319 Highway, Modernity, 
Infrastructure, RETA Network, Relationality, Environmental 
Justice, Anti-Colonialism, Transdisciplinary Collaboration

“I have no doubt that confluence is the energy propelling us 
towards sharing, recognition, and respect. A river doesn’t cease 
to be a river when it merges with another; instead, it remains 
itself while integrating with others, thus growing stronger. When 
we converge, we don’t lose our identity; rather, we become our-
selves and others – we blend. Confluence is a force that yields, 
that augments, that expands. That’s the essence. Indeed, the word 
‘confluence,’ laden with meaning, came to me at a moment when 
our ancestry cradled me. And, truth be told, it still does! I’ve been 
feeling it.” – Antônio Bispo dos Santos (2023)

BACKGROUND  For over a decade, RETA, the Transdisciplinary 
Network of the Amazon (or Rede Transdisciplinar da Amazônia) has 
been active in the interfluve of the Cuary and Cuxiuara rivers, the 
Indigenous names for the Madeira and Purus rivers in the Brazilian 
Amazon – an extensive area that boasts 41 conservation units and 
69 Indigenous territories. Within RETA, a dynamic coalition of 
more than 30 community organizations thrives, representing both 
riverine and traditional forest communities, with a predominant 
representation of women leaders.

/ /  RETA

RETA is a collective that de-emphasizes 
individual authorship; therefore, this 
essay is attributed to RETA. Contributors 
to the writing of this text (in alphabetical 
order) include: Cláudio Bueno, Jolemia 
Chagas, Dionéia Ferreira, Ligia Nobre, 
Beatrice P. Padovan, Laura Pappalardo, 
and Eduardo Staszowski.
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 In Portuguese, “RETA,” translated as straight line, is a term 
that resonates deeply with the construction of the BR-319 highway. 
Built during the Brazilian military dictatorship in the 1970s, this 
870-kilometer stretch sliced through the Amazon, leading to 
chaotic settlements and altering long-standing living patterns of 
ecosystems, and Indigenous and traditional communities. Today, 
this disruption is amplified by widespread illegal deforestation, 
mining, and labor exploitation, with disproportionate impacts on 
women and children, further unraveling the social and ecological 
fabric of the region.

 In contrast to the destructive impact of the highway, the 
network builds connections to strengthen a dynamic web of rela-
tionships driven by shared sensitivities, affections, dignity, and 
the common good. RETA operates as a living organization where 
relationships and interactions – social, cultural, with biodiversity, 
and infrastructural – can be articulated, responding to emergent 
challenges and violations of land, water, and bodies. Drawing inspi-
ration from the late Argentine feminist philosopher and activist 
María Lugones (2010), RETA embodies ways of being that prioritize 
affirmation of life over profit, communalism over individualism, 
and estar (being) over enterprise. It champions a philosophy where 
beings are interconnected rather than divided into hierarchically 
and violently ordered fragments. These principles of existence, 
valuation, and belief stand as a resistant response to the enduring 
impacts of coloniality, showcasing the enduring power of alternative 
ways of being that resist the colonial paradigm.

VISUALIZING AND RAISING AWARENESS ABOUT THE NETWORK   
Starting in 2021, RETA initiated a long-term initiative to address a 
fundamental challenge: visualizing the network and raising aware-
ness of its existence. Initially, this involved online conversations 
with local activists, youth, women, and environmental agents to 
share stories and explore their connections to the network’s actions.

 By 2023, these efforts had evolved into weekly online meet-
ings where RETA categorized 15 action processes into intersectional 
themes such as gender equality, agrobiodiversity, conservation, and 
anti-slavery efforts.

 The next phase of this work involved developing visualizations 
that act as counter-cartographies, mapping out RETA’s processes. 
These served as experiments in visualization, with a particular 
emphasis on developing an approach to empower these communities 
in their everyday collaborations. 

 RETA decided to use visual and artistic processes as a 
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means to articulate and engage 
individuals within the context 
of lived experiences, or what we 
prefer to call the field of the real. 
Here, visualizations and repre-
sentations play a significant role 
in highlighting RETA’s efforts to 
nurture relationships, collabora-
tions, and processes. Key among 
these initiatives are activities 
dedicated to empowering women, 
encompassing activities such as 
leadership training for govern-
mental roles, advocating for strategic involvement in gender-related 
agendas, and combating violence against women and adolescents.

 Our process also echoes other artistic and activist practices 
in Latin America, or more precisely, in the Abya-Yala territory. For 
instance, the counter-cartographies developed by Iconoclasistas 
(Julia Risler and Pablo Ares, Argentina, since 2006) illustrate the 
significance of collective mapping (mapeo colectivo) as “a process 
of creation that challenges dom-
inant narratives of territories, 
drawing on the wisdom and 
everyday experiences of partici-
pants” (Iconoclasistas 2013: 12). 
This approach involves reshaping 
visual productions and educa-
tional methods, engaging with 
communities and social move-
ments, and leading to subsequent 
actions. Similarly, Carolina Cay-
cedo’s geocoreographies (2016: 
106) of the body as resistance 
and ancestral force provide another poignant reference for RETA. 
Caycedo’s work encompasses listening processes, collective carto-
graphic narratives, writing, films, maps, and photographs, deeply 
immersing in the ways of life of Indigenous groups and communities 
persistently affected by major infrastructural projects.

 We are currently researching methods to represent actions in 
motion and challenging static forms for depicting dynamic relation-
ships. Our inability to “capture” RETA in a single representation, 
map, or image also underscores the multiplicity and complexity of 
RETA’s network.
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// Figure 1
Screenshot of online meeting with RETA 
articulators: Dionéia Ferreira, Jolemia 
Cristina Nascimento das Chagas and Fran 
Araújo in the Brazilian Amazon, and in the 
bigger picture Ligia Nobre Cláudio Bueno; 
Eduardo Staszowski, Beatrice Perracini, 
and Laura Pappalardo in São Paulo, 
Author: N/A, August 2023

// Figure 2
Screenshot of the online meeting during 
the participatory process of visualizing 
RETA’s network. N/A, October 2023
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 Take, for instance, the visualization of projects such as 
Pé-de-pincha 1) and Teçume that showcase the intersectionality 
between combating gender-based violence and territorial conser-
vation. In these initiatives, young people and women play active 
roles in strengthening communities through activities like land 
management and environmental protection. As we grappled with the 
complexities of representing these multifaceted actions in motion, 
we recognized the challenge of capturing the dynamic relationships 
within RETA. Actions flow seamlessly into one another, revealing 
the network’s inherent potentialities and the continuous nature of 
our efforts in visualization and network awareness.

 To shed light on this work and deepen the comprehension of 
RETA’s initiatives, Dionéia Ferreira and Jolemia Chagas, longtime 
members of the network, address questions regarding the impact of 
infrastructure, the importance of 
artistic and educational strate-
gies in promoting community 
involvement, and the diverse 
range of activities and method-
ologies that invigorate RETA’s 
mission.

 The formidable challenge we face in our work with RETA 
lies in rendering visible the vibrant, self-sustaining network of 
activism within the Amazon, a region disrupted by numerous 
infrastructural projects. These projects have been planned for our 
region since the 1970s, but now Pandora’s box is being opened. In 
addition, more projects are being planned for the region. How do 
you view the disruptive and harsh intrusion of infrastructure into 
traditional communities, especially in light of the BR-319 highway?

JOLEMIA CHAGAS (JC)  Infrastructure represents the reshaping 
of landscapes through a technological lens, funded, constructed, 
and exported to nations where the concept of modernity still holds 
commercial appeal. Spreading as a web loaded with fetishes, it influ-
ences individuals and societies through emotions of attachment, 
pride, and disappointment. This establishes a shared visual and con-
ceptual understanding of modernity. With its development-oriented 
components, infrastructure forms a territorially-focused network, 
driven by economic motives and separating diverse life forms.

 In the Brazilian Amazon, one such example is the BR-319 
highway. From a technical standpoint, highways like the BR-319 link 
disparate geographical areas, facilitating the movement of vehicles, 
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// Figure 3 
Drawings of RETA’s Block elements, 
RETA: Beatrice Perracini, Cláudio Bueno, 
Eduardo Staszowski, Laura Pappalardo, 
and Ligia Nobre in dialogue with Dionéia 
Ferreira and Jolemia Chagas, August 2023

1)
The Pé-de-Pincha project is coordinated 
by Professor Paulo Andrade at UFAM – Uni-
versidade Federal do Amazonas.  
RETA is one of the project’s par tner  
in ar t iculating it to the communities.  
For more information, see “UFAM –  
Universidade Federal Do Amazonas – Pro-
jeto Pé-De-Pincha Comemora 20 Anos de 
Manejo Sustentável de Quelônios  
Na Amazônia.” Universidade Federal Do 
Amazonas, February 18, 2019.  
https://antigo.ufam.edu.br/noticias-blo-
co-esquerdo/9372-projeto-pe-de-pin-
cha-comemora-20-anos-de-manejo-sus-
tentavel-de-quelonios-na-amazonia.  
(May 8, 2024).

https://antigo.ufam.edu.br/noticias-bloco-esquerdo/9372-projeto-pe-de-pincha-comemora-20-anos-de-manejo-sustentavel-de-quelonios-na-amazonia
https://antigo.ufam.edu.br/noticias-bloco-esquerdo/9372-projeto-pe-de-pincha-comemora-20-anos-de-manejo-sustentavel-de-quelonios-na-amazonia
https://antigo.ufam.edu.br/noticias-bloco-esquerdo/9372-projeto-pe-de-pincha-comemora-20-anos-de-manejo-sustentavel-de-quelonios-na-amazonia
https://antigo.ufam.edu.br/noticias-bloco-esquerdo/9372-projeto-pe-de-pincha-comemora-20-anos-de-manejo-sustentavel-de-quelonios-na-amazonia
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goods, and people. The BR-319 traverses between two significant 
rivers in our region, the Cuary and the Cuxiuara rivers (known today 
as the Madeira and Purus). These rivers are integral to our existence 
and our bond with what’s essential, providing us with sustenance. 
To us, a river is kin, a nurturing mother offering water, fish, and 
beauty. Traveling on a river, we join the natural flow, akin to the fish, 
seeds, fertile soil, and all life it supports, obtaining nourishment 
and navigating in specially adapted boats.

 Nevertheless, landscape transformation via infrastructure 
leads to profound social and environmental repercussions. The 
BR-319 highway’s construction has notably severed traditional 
and Indigenous communities’ connections to their living environ-
ments. As people relocate closer to the highway, their lifestyle and 
traditional interactions undergo significant changes. Highways 
introduce notions of connectivity, development, and accessibility 
to local communities. Yet, their realization brings about territorial 
violations, rendering local, traditional, and Indigenous groups invis-
ible, forcibly displacing them or subjecting them to vulnerabilities, 
including exploitation.

 The Amazon fosters a network of organization where diversity 
thrives through interaction. This isn’t a static resource pool for 
exploitation but a dynamic interplay of mutual dependence among 
traditional and Indigenous peoples. Through their engagement with 
the environment, these communities cultivate and uphold their 
knowledge, customs, and actions, securing socio-environmental 
independence and preservation. They strategize against develop-
mental pressures to preserve their lifestyle and habitats. Amazonian 
family agriculture exemplifies this, deploying varied strategies in 
production and social work organization, demonstrating viable, 
environmental integration. This isn’t a utopian vision but a tangi-
ble reality. The question arises: Why are these life methodologies 
continually overlooked or consumed in the name of progress?

DIONÉIA FERREIRA (DF)  In our communities, infrastructure 
projects are often designed and executed without engaging those 
who have long inhabited these areas, making adaptation and 
dialogue challenging. The BR-319 and BR-230 (Transamazonian) 
highways serve as examples, abruptly and destructively imposed on 
the local populace and ecosystem in the 1970s, inflicting a profound 
and enduring impact. These infrastructural projects, synonymous 
with aberration and unchecked devastation, have decimated mil-
lions of hectares of forest, adversely affecting countless life forms 
that call this place home.

FLOWING INTO BEING: UNVEILING GENTLE ACTS OF RESISTANCE IN THE BRAZILIAN AMAZON
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// Figures 4 & 5 
Posters with RETA’s processes and artic-
ulations such as Teçume, RETA: Beatrice 
Perracini, Cláudio Bueno, Eduardo 
Staszowski, Laura Pappalardo, and Ligia 
Nobre in dialogue with Dionéia Ferreira 
and Jolemia Chagas, August 2023
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 Ref lecting on the imposition of these 
structures reveals their profound impact. After 
five decades, there is a misconception that these 
roads have always existed and become integrated 
into local lives, which is misleading. If roads are 
considered part of local life, they represent a 
tragic chapter for Indigenous inhabitants. Over time, communities 
have inadvertently organized around these roads, lured by the 
prospect of economic opportunities, distorting their perception of 
the roads’ benefits.

 By establishing communities along these highways, locals 
gradually disconnect from their ancestral lifestyles, posing a sig-
nificant risk to their autonomy. Moreover, the BR-319 and BR-230 
have not only negatively impacted local lives but have also served 
primarily as conduits for illegal agricultural expansion rather than 
as standard roadways, further complicating the lives of those in 
the vicinity.

 How does RETA confront the aggressive spread of infra-
structures like the BR-319, given its role in weaving together 
various ways of life in the Amazon? How has RETA been effective 
in fostering and preserving the dynamic, organic networks within 
the Amazon?

DF  RETA is more than an organization; it symbolizes the 
very foundation that emerges beneath our feet, guiding us towards 
ongoing conversations between our actions and the lifestyles of our 
community. It unifies us, shielding us from alliances or collabora-
tions that could harm local interests. Moreover, RETA enables us to 
engage with diverse actors across multiple levels within the territory, 
essentially acting as a complex infrastructure for social interaction 
and cohesion. Unlike typical infrastructures designed to facilitate 
development, RETA does not cater to any specific sector or agenda. 
Our network is deeply rooted in the tangible, living environment 
and stays clear of processes that cater to capitalistic development 
often justified by invasive projects in our land.
JC  For over a decade, RETA has been operating in the campo 
real (real field) of the BR-319 highway, prioritizing conservation 
and bem viver (good living) in our places of life. As an autonomous 
grassroots network, we are committed to elevating our societal and 
political contributions. By avoiding formal legalisms that might 
detach us from our territorial identity, we lay the groundwork 
for meaningful social participation and the reinforcement of 
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// Figures 6
Visualization of some of RETA’s actions, 
RETA: Beatrice Perracini, Cláudio Bueno, 
Eduardo Staszowski, Laura Pappalardo, 
and Ligia Nobre in dialogue with Dionéia 
Ferreira and Jolemia Chagas, October 
2023



// Figures 7 
Visualization of some of RETA’s actions, 
RETA: Beatrice Perracini, Cláudio Bueno, 
Eduardo Staszowski, Laura Pappalardo, 
and Ligia Nobre in dialogue with Dionéia 
Ferreira and Jolemia Chagas, October 
2023
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governance over our living spaces. Our operation 
as an unincorporated network brings to light our 
diversity and proactive stance as individuals 
who are either directly or indirectly impacted by 
infrastructural developments. The broad range 
of participants we mobilize helps mitigate risks 
and threats to individuals.

 RETA’s initiatives are responsive to the 
immediate and critical needs of the local commu-
nity, addressing the structural aspects of public 
policies. State oversight and private agribusiness 
ventures have adversely affected traditional communities, leading 
to escalated deforestation, land invasions, increased forced labor, 
and violence in rural areas.

 In response, RETA focuses its efforts on regions facing intense 
pressure and the threat of destruction, particularly along the 
BR-319 and BR-230 highways. We collaborate with governmental 
enforcement agencies to call out environmental offenses and rights 
violations.

 Through dialogue and conservation activities, we aim to 
safeguard the essential components necessary for biodiversity, 
self-sufficiency, and food security. Our collaboration extends to 
communities, villages, and associations, emphasizing the partici-
pation of women and youth in non-partisan political actions.

 We advocate for transparency from institutions operating 
within the territory, urging them to share project details and 
data with local communities. This approach allows us to generate 
informed content on environmental issues relevant to local advo-
cacy. Such efforts have solidified our presence in areas vulnerable 
to agribusiness expansion.

 Operating within an unstructured network enables various 
stakeholders, affected by the BR-319, to mobilize. This collective 
action reduces the risks faced by local communities. However, despite 
RETA’s progress, regions, particularly in southern Amazonas, are still 
under threat from land encroachment and agribusiness expansion. 
It is crucial for collectives to recognize their role within the network.

 RETA encourages us to critically assess our political engage-
ments in sustaining our livelihoods. It defends against the dilution 
of genuine grassroots initiatives. As we expose territorial realities, 
some institutions may exploit local resources, converting them into 
commercial products. Hence, it is vital for interactions between 
local networks and formal bodies to be participatory and democratic, 
focusing on empowering local capacities.
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 RETA views artistic and cultural practices as closely 
attuned to the territory and the concept of bem viver (good living), 
sparking our ongoing effort to visualize and raise awareness 
about the network. Can you elaborate on when and how this 
collaboration began?

DF  Our lives in the Amazon are deeply intertwined with the 
arts. Every day in the forest, local populations engage in a continu-
ous artistic collaboration with nature. This stems from the constant 
experience of beauty, immersion in various sensory stimuli, and the 
harmony with the natural rhythms of the river waters. For those in 
traditional communities, beauty is not just an occasional encounter 
but a daily and constant experience, shaping their existence.

 However, the intrusive and harsh invasion of modern tech-
nologies into traditional communities threatens to silence the deep 
meanings associated with the forest that generations have preserved. 
The narrative of modernization, accompanied by the imposition of 
modernity, undermines vital cultural aspects such as food, clothing, 
and music, disrupting the continuity of local life culture.

 Recognizing this challenge, RETA identified the urgent need 
to act by integrating local content and specificities into the formal 
education system within the communities. This effort required 
individuals sensitive enough to grasp the multidimensional aspects 
of places and ways of life. Artists, with their deep connection to 
sensory experiences and their commitment to social causes, were 
natural allies in this mission.

 In 2014, an alliance was formed with Cláudio Bueno and Tainá 
Azeredo, artists and curators from São Paulo. This collaboration was 
initiated amidst mounting pressures and threats on our territory, 
consolidating RETA’s struggle for the preservation of our cultural 
heritage. Our initial project, Intervalo-Escola, was a dynamic artis-
tic residency that produced significant outcomes, including the new 
Igapó Açu school. The pedagogy of this school, shaped by continuous 
dialogue among staff, community members, and artists, nurtures an 
atmosphere of play and communal sharing, even during class breaks. 
Moreover, Rádio Floresta, a web radio station, originated from this 
residency, currently involving young people in programming and 
presentation endeavors, with a focus on collective interests.

 Recently, we have embarked on a journey to visually articulate 
RETA’s essence. Teaming up with RETA’s architects, designers, 
and artists such as Ligia V. Nobre, Beatrice Padovan, Laura Pap-
palardo, Cláudio Bueno, and Eduardo Staszowski, our objective is 
to understand RETA’s multifaceted nature, embracing its diverse 
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scales, actors, and layers. By diving into each of our processes at the 
heart of this understanding, we aim to foster a sense of belonging 
and ownership among community members, enabling them to 
contribute to and benefit from RETA’s initiatives.

JC  Design and art serve as catalysts for our perceptions and 
sensations, enabling us to comprehend the meaning and signifi-
cance of the Amazon for local communities. Art integrates with 
the environment, bridging what is often perceived as external to 
the realm of the real. Through art, we can navigate the intricate 
relationships and interactions within the Amazon, revealing its 
nuances and complexities.

 Our collaboration aims to visualize the organic, autonomous 
network of activism in the Amazon territory disrupted by man-made 
infrastructures. The “noisy and cruel invasion” of infrastructure, 
exemplified by the BR-319 highway, presents profound challenges 
for traditional communities. These infrastructural interventions, 
while intended to connect geographical regions, often overlook 
the profound connections between local populations and their 
environment.

 The construction of highways like the BR-319 disrupts the del-
icate balance of traditional and Indigenous communities with their 
places of life. The physical alteration of the landscape and the intru-
sion of highways into these areas not only displaces communities but 
also undermines their cultural heritage and socio-environmental 
autonomy. Indigenous peoples, however, demonstrate resilience by 
maintaining their ways of life and developing strategies to resist 
these disruptive forces.

 In contrast to the objectification imposed by infrastructure, 
traditional communities and Indigenous peoples transform these 
interventions into poetry, weaving their existence into the fabric 
of the Amazon. Yet, their voices and perspectives are often mar-
ginalized in the name of development, raising questions about the 
disregard for their lived realities in favor of progress-driven agendas.

DF  Therefore, based on our experiences, we can only describe 
infrastructure as an aberration or rampant destruction, consid-
ering the extensive destruction of millions of hectares of forest 
and the detrimental impact on diverse forms of life. It is crucial to 
critically examine how these infrastructures were established, as 
the passage of time may create a false perception that roads have 
always been integral parts of people’s lives. However, if roads have 
become integrated into communities over time, they represent a 
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tragic chapter in the history of those who have long inhabited these 
regions.

 Communities often form along highways, driven by the hope 
that the increased traffic will bring opportunities for employment 
and income. However, this perspective can distort the community’s 
perception, leading them to believe that the presence of roads is 
beneficial. Unfortunately, this integration with highways poses a 
significant risk to the autonomy and traditional ways of life of local 
populations.

 Moreover, these highways have primarily served the interests 
of criminal agribusiness activities rather than facilitating safe travel 
for local populations. This realization underscores the dispropor-
tionate negative impacts of these infrastructures on the lives of 
Indigenous and traditional communities, further exacerbating their 
vulnerability and marginalization.

CONCLUSION  This essay represents just a snapshot of the 
invisible labor and ongoing collaboration dedicated to addressing 
the complex challenges faced by RETA and the myriad collectives 
it represents. By enhancing visibility, representation, and aware-
ness, we aim to illuminate the intricacies of physical, moral, and 
epistemological violence, alongside the diverse forms of resistance 
that emerge in response. Similar to the interfluve delineating the 
region, our collective work mirrors a river, flowing into being and 
intertwining the currents of advocacy and solidarity.

 In our quest for justice and equity, we also draw inspiration 
from Audre Lorde’s words. Lorde’s call to consciousness resonates 
profoundly with RETA’s ethos, particularly her reminder of the 
need for tenderness and care within marginalized communities. 
She writes:

“We have to consciously study how to be tender with each other 
until it becomes a habit because what was native has been 
stolen from us, the love of Black women for each other. But 
we can practice being gentle with ourselves by being gentle 
with each other. We can practice being gentle with each other 
by being gentle with that piece of ourselves that is hardest 
to hold, by giving more to the brave bruised girlchild within 
each of us, by expecting a little less from her gargantuan 
efforts to excel. We can love her in the light as well as in the 
darkness, quiet her frenzy toward perfection and encourage 
her attentions toward fulfillment. Maybe then we will come to 
appreciate more how much she has taught us, and how much 
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she is doing to keep this world revolving toward some livable 
future.” – Audre Lorde (1984: 175)

 As we look to the future, united in purpose, we continue our 
journey, unwavering in our pursuit of justice, equity, and sustain-
ability for the Amazon and its communities, always mindful that 
what we capture here is but a glimpse into the vast, dynamic network 
of collaboration and the gentle acts of resistance at play.
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