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ABSTRACT This study is on fish food iaboos observed
among some residenis from the banks of the Piracicaba
River (Pore Streed. Plracicaba City, Brazil). Among the
fish available from the polluted Piracicaba River. the
caborja (Muplestermam Uroraile) and the mandi {Pimealo-
drer mucreletnr) &re uaually avobded as food. Whereas the
caborja 5 avoided year round, the mandi is avoided espe-
cially when the river water bevel is bow and pollwtants may
b more coneentraned.

INTRODUCTION

Food taboos have been associated with
clean and unclean aspects of foods, in particu-
lar animal food. The classical study by Dou-
glas (1969) shows how these associations have
symbolic meanings. On the other hand, Harris
(1989) explains food laboos as trade-offs be-
tween animals as a source of food and as a
source of important services. Examples are
the studies on the sacred cow in India [ Harris,
1977, 1985).

Colding (1995) classified taboos in seven
categories: 1) taboos regulating the quantity
of resource extraction; 2) time-restricted ta-
hoos; 3) taboos on species” life history stages;
4) specific species taboos; 5) habitat-protec-
live tabpos; 6) taboos on harvesting and hunt-
ing methods, and 7) segmentary taboos, or
prohibitions for people in specific time-peri-
ods (such as menstruating women, mothers of
new borns, and ill persons, among others). In
Brazil, cspecially in rural parts, this category
of food taboo is called popularly as food ne-
imosa or carrggada.

Maritime and riverine fishing communities
from the Atlantic Forest coast and from the
Amazon have many food taboos concerning

* Correspondent author

different fish species (Begossi 1995, Smiih
1981). Many of these taboos are related to
carnivorous, lexic, or medicinal fish, as ob-
served by Begossi (1992) at Bozios Island
{southeast Brazil) and by Begossi and Braga
{1992) at the Tocantins river (northern Bra-
zil). The same authors found that the coastal
community of Buzios Island, and the riverine
communilies studied at the Tocantins river
avoid fish reimoso or carrégado in certain
time of their lives. Mosi of the fish avoided or
tabooed includes carnivorous fish, Fish con-
sidered as reimoeso 15 usually avoided when
people is ill, have wounds, skin rashes, tu-
mors, venereal diseases, or are recovering
from a disease, Women should avoid eating
meimoso fsh after giving birth. In general, this
category of food (or of fish) is believed o
have a “strong”™ flesh which may exacerbate
illnesses.

We studied part of an urban community lo-
cated im the bariks of the Piracicaba river, a
very polluted river at Piracicaba city, 8o Pau-
lo State, Brazil. There were two main objec-
tves as the focus of owr study: a) Was the pop-
ulation consuming fish from polluted areas of
the river 7 b) Were there any kind of fish food
taboos, and what were the main reasons for
these taboos 7 Our results reinforce the hy-
pothesis that toxic fish may be tabooed, such
as in the case of fish from polluted waters, and
that fish may be considered reimoso or carr-
egado when a high level of pollution is present
in the river (in the dry season]).

Study Site

The Piracicaba Basin has mMany environ-
mental problems, due to pollution caused by
sugar cane industries and by a variety of other


user
Text Box
DOI: 10.31901/24566608.1997/08.06.01

user
Text Box
PRINT: ISSN 0970-9274 ONLINE: 2456-6608


A6

industries. The area studied is a street, Rua do
Porto (Porto Street) on the banks of the Piraci-
caba river, city of Pirscicaba. Abouwt 50 fami-
lies live on this street. Iiis a type of touristic
street, with many bars and restaurants aiong
the riverside. This stretch of the river is partic-
ularly badly polluted. According to a review
made by Pareschi (1994), in 9 sampled sites
analyzed, phosphates and fecal residues ex-
ceeded what 15 allowed by Brazilian legisla-
tion, The dissolved oxygen was below 5.0 me/
I in 90% of the samples, showing the impor-
tance of organic pollution in this area. Petrere
et al, {1993) stressed that during the dry sea-
son, when Lthe waler level 15 low, about two-
thirds of the water volume is made up of or-
ganic residuals. Moreover, mercury was also
found in the flesh of carnivorous fish from the
Pirscicaba river (Sant’ Ana ct al ., 1988).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

WVisits at Porto Street were made from Au-
gust 1o November 1994 in order to interview
local people. The male and female head of the
household were interviewed separately con-
cerning the consumption of local fish and fish
preferences. Questions concerning food ta-
boos were of two kind: a) gencral fish avoided
b) fish considered as reimoso or carregado
{avoided by ill persons).

[ata on age, economic activities and in-
come, and degree of instruction, among oth-
ers, were also gathered. Fish were collected
by B. A. M. Silvano (Ecology/MNepam, Uni-
camp) and identified by J. C, Garavello, from
the Federal University of 5o Carlos, Sio
Paulo State.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A total of 48 individuals (21 men and 27
women) were interviewed, Excluding three
businessmen with average incomes of about
1.768 dollars per month, the average income
was 264 dollars per month for men, and 104
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dollars for women. These are low incomes by
Brazilian standards, as the minimum wage is
about 1K dollars per month,

Iliteracy is low in this area (only 7%) and
representative of Brazilian urban populations
from southeast Brazil, which include about
9% of illiterates (IRGE 1992), About 48% of
men fish (only two are full-time fishermen),
whereas only 11% of women fish at Porto
Streei. With the exception of the full-time
fishermen, the other fishers use the caich for
consumption. Many prefer to fish in the
“Summer" (verio) (September through
March), the rainy scason, when the river has a
high water level. Al this season, the water is
proportionately less polluted and fish migrate
for reproduction (called piracema).

The fish mentionad as consumed are mand(
(Pimelodus macwlarus), followed by curim-
batd { Prochilodus lineafus). These fish are
also appreciated by local people. Twenty-five
per cent of people interviewed said they do not
eat fish from the Piracicaba river, especially
because of the water pollution. Some said that
when the river level is high, they may eat the
fish, because pollution is lower and fish have a
better taste,

The fish mostly avoided are caborja
{Hoplostermum litoralle) and also mand; (Ta-
ble 1). Mandi was mentioned as avoided (re-
imosa) by 75% of people interviewed. These
people explained their fish preferences based
on smell, taste, morphology, boniness, and fat
content. Fish avoidance has a strong relation
to pollution. Mandi is considered 1o 1asie and
smell kerosene in the dry season and then, it
was considered as reimoso by interviewees
especially in this season (between April and
August, the river level drops significantly);
some said that it has the *bad taste of the river
water”. Still, some said the mand{ is oily. In
spite of being considered as *polluted” and re-
imoso, the mandi was also mentioned as a
‘preferred food' (Table 1), because it was nol
considered as a “bony fish'. In consequence,
women in general mentioned the mandf as a
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good foed for children. Among others, some
Anostomidae were also avoided because of
their boniness. Boniness is an important fea-
ture in fish: Begossi and Richerson (1992)
found that bony fish were considered as “low
status' food at Bidzios Island and that high
price fish have oftena few bones.

Table 1: Fish consumed, appreciated and avoided

{food tnboos) by at least 20% of the families
from Porto Sireel, Piracicaba river and cliy

Names Cronssmed Preferrred Aveidrd

Comson  Seienrific

Caborja Huplesternum Liferalie 1] i} i 4
(Calkichhyidae)

Catcude  many spp. 20 5 L
(Loricariidae)

Curimbatd  Prochilodir [ineanss i k1] a
(Prochilodoniidae)

Lambari  Aptyesur bhimarwlafns k1 12 h
(Characidae)

blandi Pimelodus macularr 4l 33 Fild
{Pimelodidaz]

Fiava {Anosomide ) 4 16 b

* quoded by T5% of inlerviewess &8 avoided durning illnesses {1z
imus0, carmegada)

The avoidance of caborja was related to its
morphology (Fig. 1), but its smell and tasie

ri;. L. The cabor)a (Hoplosternum liforalle), a food iaboo associated w

were also considered. Most inlerviewees nev-
er tried this fish, which is usually found in pol-
luted waters, Heavy polluted areas of the Tiéte
river, the river that passes through the city of
S0 Paulo, showed the presence of just one
species, the gaborja in experimental fishing
samples (Barrella, pers. comm.).

Interviewees stressed that fish are reimoso
especially in the "Winwer”, or in the dry sea-
son. The caborja is usually avoided year
round, but the mandi, an appreciated fish. is
avoided especially in the dry season. The food
taboos concerning those fish are stronger
when the river level is low, and consequently
the concentration of pollutants is higher.

Food taboos have served for many purposes
in native communities, from medicinal to re-
source conservation (Reichel-Dolmatafl
1976). The maintenance of fish food taboos in
this urban population and its relation to the
river level of pollution show how Mexible and
adaptive these taboos may be.

CONCLUSIONS

This brief study shows that food taboos, in

pollated waters at Piracicaba river, Sio

Paulo State, Brazil (Picture taken by B. A. M. Silvano}
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particular fish foed taboos, may have practical
reasons, An urban riverine population from
southeast Brazil (Piracicaba river) has taboos
that are stronger when pollutants are more
concentrated in the river. This occurs in the
dry season, when the water river level is low,
Food taboos may function as pollution indica-
tors, and may be considered as adaptive, in
the sense that they protect people from eating
toxic organisms. We need more comparative
data, including data from other polluted areas,
to study with more details the reasons related
with food taboos and pollution,
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