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_____________________________________________________________________________ 

Resumo: This paper deals with the processes of (re-)invention of one of the most common work 

implements in the Brazilian rural world, ever since the earliest stages of colonization: the oxcart. 

Focussing on the Milk Basin region in the State of Alagoas, in Northeast Brazil, we have combined 

different research methods and techniques to sustain the working hypothesis that the ox-cart, from an 

ancient vehicle at the service of a subsistence economy that was once held to be a symbol of national 

backwardness, is nowadays understood as a representation of a bucolic world which serves as an 

identity reference to the people in the Alagoas outback. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
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1. Introduction 

This study's purpose is the process of cultural (re) significance of a type of ancient transport, 
dating back to antiquity, who was instrumental in Brazil's history and still present in Brazilian 
rural areas: the ox cart. 

Our research locus is the backwoods of Alagoas State of the Brazilian Northeast, especially 
among the cities of the territory of the Milk Basin – set of farms dedicated to producing cattle 
bovine milk and its derivatives in Alagoas semiarid region. According to the Territorial 
Information System of the Ministry of Agrarian Development (2015), the Milk Basin Alagoas 
consists of eleven counties: Jacaré dos Homens, Minador do Negrão, Batalha, Cacimbinhas, 
Monteirópolis, Palestina, Major Isidoro, Belo Monte, Jaramataia, Olho D’Água das Flores and 
Pão de Açúcar. In this list, we add in our research surrounding hinterland cities of Milk Basin 
where there are significant cultural events that celebrate the oxcart as Santana do Ipanema, 
Olivença and Inhapi. 

We examined to understand the meaning that people give to ox-cart Alagoas existence in this 
territory marked economically and culturally by dealing with livestock. The starting point was 
the following question: how the ox-cart maintains its existence outside the process of 
modernization of the dairy region of Alagoas? 

Combining different research methods and techniques, such as bibliographic and 
documentary, we did a survey about where and how to place the ox-cart parties in hinterland 
region of Alagoas. The bibliographic step was to gather, read and fichar historical, sociological 
and anthropological references involving the ox cart and your parties. Desk research focused 
on photographic sources, and audiovisual materials published in local news portals to view the 
present-day conceptions of representing the ox carts in the backcountry-Alagoas landscape. 

On the conditions of possibilities presented here, we hold the following hypothesis: the ox 
cart, old vehicle to service a rural subsistence economy, which was once considered a delay 
symbol, is currently understood as a representation of a rural world It serves as an identity 
reference for the backcountry people of Alagoas. 

2. Ox cart: means of transportation transformed into a cult object in the backwoods of 

Brazil 

In Brazil, there is a saying: “Do not put the cart before the horse”. I mean that one should not 
take hasty decisions. Regardless of how the phrase can be intepreted, there is the ox cart 
figuring in the Brazilian daily, even just as a metaphor. No wonder, when one thinks that the 
ox-cart is intrinsically linked to Brazilian history, from the primeval Lusitanian colonization. 

Existing in the world from time immemorial, the ox cart was linked to the history of ancient 
Oriental civilizations. There was present in ancient Crete, Greece and Rome. Plaustrum called 
by the Latins, the vehicle was spread throughout the Empire, reaching the Iberian Peninsula. 
According to Bernardino José de Souza, based on the study of Raphael Altamira about the past 
of Spain, “amid the magnificent rigging that there is relocated, did not miss the modest 
working tool that was plaustrum” (Souza, 1958 71). 

Introduced by the Portuguese in the mid-sixteenth century, the vehicle were assigned multiple 
roles in the development of Brazil: 

We see it in the origins of our civilization, carting building materials for the lifting of the first 
towns and cities, for the building of houses and chapels, farms and belfries, leading to the 
beaches to the towns goods coming of overseas and charging for the shipping ports the first two 
products of our wealth - Brazil wood and sugar. Since that time begins to exert significant 
economic role that lasted until the days running (Souza, 1958, 173). 
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Now, from the nineteenth century, the indispensable tool to work in the cities and 
countryside, the cattle drive begins to be considered “outdated”. The process of 
industrialization / uneven modernization of Brazil, where Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro made 
up the axis of economic, cultural and national political, turn the ox-cart in the “national 
backwardness” symbol. 

Take the case of São Paulo, where in 2005 a law overturned the veto to the ox-cart, after 111 
years of prohibition of its circulation. In the nineteenth century, the population of São Paulo 
still lived with the presence of the most diverse species all public and private spaces. According 
Aprobato Filho (2011), while the wooden fairs held weekly, about three hundred ox-carts ran 
the downtown area. With increasing urbanization, from the 1870s, it became a very serious 
problem: 

The government, even before the 1894 law tried to regulate the ever-growing traffic ox-carts. 
Legal measures were taken, largely because of complaints that were beginning to emerge. 
There were those who could not stand the shrill hiss produced by the vehicles drawn by 
animals. Others do not tolerate manure buildup. In a single day, they could be collected over 
36 wagons of the product. Not to mention that heavy cars were gradually destroying the 
fragile paving of the city (Aprobato Filho, 2011). 

Ironically, the ox carts that destroyed the streets were the same who carried the heaviest 
building materials of modern Sao Paulo. In the early twentieth century with the introduction of 
vehicles such as automobile, the cable car and truck, ox cart has lost its importance as a 
transport between São Paulo, becoming celebrated as the symbol of an archaic Brazil. 

From São Paulo, politicians and writers helped nationally consolidate this ox-cart image as a 
metaphor of the rural past, archaic and colonial Brazil. It was a shame that offended many 
paulistanos that time, they did not like to be associated with rednecks customs. One of the 
writers who have touched on the subject was Monteiro Lobato (1882-1948), who in the 1920s 
wrote, in The World of the moon and Miscellaneous: 

The conversation in the pharmacy This questionnaire was yesterday about the United States, his 
greatness, his millions, its skyscrapers, its Theodore Roosevelt (...). And degenerated into a hymn 
to the eagerness of yankee progress when the squeaky wheezing of a ox-cart passing him off. 
And everyone, pointing the car, had the same phrase: We! (...) That's right. Brazil is an ox cart 
(Lobato cited Aprobatto Filho, loc. cit.). 

In a way, it was as if to ignore the fact that, during the colonial times and the centuries that 
followed, “was always present the ox-cart across the mobilization of our economic wealth, but 
even in all our social evolution” (Souza, 1958, 103). 

In the twenty-first century, however, the ox-cart is experiencing its most recent process of 
cultural (re) significance in Brazil. The first vehicle to run on Brazilian soil has been transformed 
into a symbolic good of the backcountry-Northeastern popular culture. Constant hosting 
events that celebrate Brazil around the vehicle, empirically reinforce this claim. 

Elevated to a work of art, the ox-cart becomes, in dairy cultural basin Alagoas, one of the 
residences of the backcountry-Northeastern tradition that does not fall apart because the 
mechanical reproduction of modernity was not able to take your domain object. According to 
Walter Benjamin, which defines the auratic status of a work of art is its cult character, that is, 
its mystical character of aura: 

What is crucially important is that this way of being auratic of the artwork never stand out 
completely from its ritual function. In other words, the unique value of the artwork "authentic" 
always has a theological foundation, however remote it is it can be recognized as secularized 
ritual even in the most profane forms of the cult of the beautiful (Benjamin, 1980, p. 64). 
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To sustain the hypothesis of construction of the cult value of a vehicle used less and less as a 
commodity in the sociocultural territory here delimited, we will present, the following are 
some events that occur in the region and analyze the discourses about them, in order to 
identify how they are seen by the various agents involved with their accomplishments. 

The Alagoas pioneer in the genre festivals is Pão de Açúcar, city bathed by the waters of São 
Francisco, the “River of National Integration”, where the Ox Cart Festival takes place every 
year since 2002, aiming to stimulate the tourism potential of the riverfront area. The festival 
starts with a Mass, and unfolds with a parade of vehicles through the main thoroughfares of 
the city. There are cheerleaders and a jury evaluating criteria such as the ability of the path, 
with the whim vehicle accessories and beauty of the animals, which are the car's engine. Who 
opens the show is the “Queen of the Ox-Cart”, accompanied by horsemen and horsewomen. 
For the creators of the event, told the news portal of the Association of Municipalities Alagoas 
(2006), the farmers double Marcondes and Veronica Araujo, 

We were able to show for the younger generations the importance of the ox-cart to the economy 
and culture of our people. It is a way to recover and keep alive this rustic transportation vehicle 
that overcame the barrier of time and remains present and useful part of our day-to-day. The ox-
cart is not a legendary figure, but symbolizes a cultural heritage that comes from our distant 
ancestors. 

On September 5, 2010, as recorded audio-visually by Pernambuco filmmaker Genaldo Barros, a 
Boi Car Festival with a procession from the town Minadorzinho and the city of Cacimbinhas 
was held in honor of Our Lady of Penha, with the support of the City Municipal and some local 
farmers. However, the continuity of the party was committed by infighting organization, 
spearheaded by families who no longer understand. 

In Olivença, the procession that brings together hundreds of paths to each issue takes place 
every year since 2004, following the tradition begun by paths Sebastian “Benevá” and Manoel 
Tomaz. Its thirteenth edition took place on January 10, 2015. The procession started from an 
urban community called Barragem, followed leading the image of the patron saint San 
Sebastian through the streets and ran ten kilometers to the village Fazenda Nova. The event 
was organized by the local parish, with the support of trade and families linked to the Fazenda 
Nova foundation. 

In Inhapi the Ox-Cart Festival has been held since 2009. It was created by the Union of Rural 
Workers of Inhapi, under President José Cicero, who, under the celebrations of the 30th 
anniversary of the founding entity, chose to honor the means of transport instrumental in 
building the city. According to the federal deputy Paulo Fernando dos Santos, Paulão, “until 
the bricks to build the church were brought by ox-carts, which also carried the cotton 
produced in the region for Stone Factory in Delmiro Gouveia, a journey of more than ten 
o'clock” (Santos, 2015). 

On the last Saturday in July of that year happened to 1st Party Inhapi Ox Cart, considered one 
of the biggest cultural events of Alagoas hinterland. Even as Paulão, “José Cicero recalls that 
expected 20-30 ox carts, but was surprised to find that 132 of them came to the city to 
commemorate the 30th anniversary of the union.” 

In 2014, the party gained national fame after winning the title of largest gathering of Brazil's ox 
carts, six hundred ox cars participants, designing Alagoas next to My Gerais, Espírito Santo, São 
Paulo, Goiás and Tocantins, where are the celebrations of the genre best known. The 7th 
edition of the event was held on July 25, 2015, brought together an audience of about thirty 
thousand people and had the support of city hall (now administered by José Cicero, creator of 
the party), the State Government and Nestle. For the mayor, "the scale of the event is a great 
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achievement of the hinterland, but its greatest importance lies in drawing attention to a 
traditional means of transport, helping to keep it alive." 

The largest number of participants of ox-carts parties in Alagoas hinterland was recorded on 
July 16, 2015, during the feast of Lady Anne (Viana 2015). One thousand four hundred and ox-
carts left in procession carrying a litter with the image of the patron saint of Santana do 
Ipanema Park Isaiah Vieira Rego, where is located the headquarters of the Association of 
“Carreiros” the Hinterland, to the city center. There were pilgrims from the municipalities of 
Olivença, Monteirópolis, Canapi, Inhapi, Dois Riachos and Senador Rui Palmeira. 

According to one of the two parish priests of the city, Adauto Vieira, the procession dates back 
to 1815, when the founders of the city, the brothers Martins and Pedro Vieira Rego, broadcast 
their devotion to the saint. Then emphasize the religious character that is common in all these 
parties, “Religiosity these parties is impressive. We are very happy with this year's edition. This 
high number of paths shows that people are still sensitive to the religious character of the 
party, not just the folk matter.” 

The discourse of the state government was represented at the talks by the Secretary of State 
for Agriculture, Fisheries and Aquaculture, which stated: 

Renan Filho governor asked me to come to Santana to declare our support for the backcountry 
people and their traditions. Traditional festivals like this can never disappear. They must grow 
and serve as an example to future generations. This is a tradition that must be maintained and 
honored as cultural heritage of the semi-arid man. 

The speech Cleide Souza Ferraz, president of the Association of Carreiros the Hinterland, brings 
the emphasis that characterizes the fact that the ox cart to get religious devotion between the 
hinterland community: “The paths are very happy. We deliver our destiny once again in the 
hands of St. Anne and I am sure she will continue to bless us.” 

On the whole, the views expressed by cultural operators involved in the realization of these 
events, endowed with too religious sense, indicate the emergence of a discursive formation 
(Foucault, 1986) marked by the realization that the ox-cart constitutes a sign / symbol of 
backcountry-Alagoas popular culture, which is expressed in terms of “tradition” and 
“authenticity”. 

3. Conclusion 

The completion of the parties and ox-carts, a phenomenon increasingly present in rural areas 
of Brazil, has been the axis of the creation of a new meaning process for the vehicle. Such 
actions have been a feature of the hinterland in the fight against the homogenisation imposed 
by cultural globalization as preserve local identities as resistant core. 

In the specific case of Alagoas hinterland, where dealing with dairy cattle is a key economic 
activity and the vehicle is still used for the carriage, one of the same purposes when rolled for 
the first time in these lands, the ox-cart there / endures in our times It is mainly seen as a 
religious devotion instrument of regional integration, with the potential for tourism, cultural 
and economic development of cultural Milk Basin of Alagoas, becoming one of the most 
representative symbols of identity backcountry-Alagoas community. 
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