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ABSTRACT
This paper aimed to analyze the importance and the challenges of the extractivist activity of babassu 
palm in the Tocantins State, considering the analysis of local stakeholders. It is qualitative research 
by exploratory and descriptive approach and content analysis technique with social representations 
and free words association. The data was collected interviewing twenty-four local stakeholders from 
November/2023 to February/2024. An inducing term was used, “When you hear the phrase: ‘Babassu 
extractivism in the Tocantins State’”, what are the first five words that come to your mind? Research 
data were analyzed by IRaMuTeQ software, which processed the following analyses: (a) lemmatization 
of the content matrices; (b) similarity analysis by graphs; and (c) prototypical analysis. The results 
showed that the predominant evocations pointed out the terms (a) "family livelihood" (f=18 and 
AOE=2,6); (b) "sustainable utilization" (f=14 and AOE=2.6); (c)"resistance" (f=10 and AOE=2.8); (d) 
"preservation" (f=8 and AOE=2.8); (e) "extractivism" (f=8 and AOE=2.2); (f) "supplementary income" 
(f=13 and AOE =3.5); (g) "meet need" (f=13 and AOE =3.3); (h) "sustainable product" (f=10 and AOE=3.3); 
(i) "no access" (f=5 and AOE=4.2); and (j) "free babassu" (f=3 and AOE=2.0) in the analysis of the 
word frequency (f) and in the Average Order of Evocation (AOE). Babassu extractivism indicates family 
livelihood, but with resistance to conflicts over free access and the preservation of babassu palm trees. 
I It is concluded that babassu extraction provides sustenance and income, but there are challenges 
such as prohibitions on access to babassu plantations and the lack of palm trees preservation.

Key words: Babassu extractivism. Extractivist Reserve (RESEX, Brazilian acronym) 
                      in the far north of Tocantins. Family livelihood. Free babassu. Tocantins State.
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RESUMO
O objetivo deste estudo foi analisar a importância e os desafios da atividade extrativista do babaçu no 
estado do Tocantins, considerando a análise dos atores locais. Foi caracterizado como pesquisa qualitativa, 
com abordagem exploratória, descritiva e técnica de análise de conteúdo, usando representações sociais 
e associação livre de palavras. Os dados foram coletados através de entrevistas aplicadas a 24 atores locais, 
no período de novembro/2023 a fevereiro/2024. Foi utilizado um termo indutor: Quando você ouve a 
frase: “Extrativismo do babaçu no estado do Tocantins”, quais são as primeiras cinco palavras que veem à 
sua mente? Os dados da pesquisa foram analisados pelo software IRaMuTeQ, que processou as seguintes 
análises: a) lematização das matrizes de conteúdo; b) análise de similitude, utilizando grafos; c) análise 
prototípica. Os resultados evidenciaram que, na análise da frequência de palavras (f) e da Ordem Média 
de Evocação (OME), que as evocações predominantemente foram os termos: “sustento familiar” (f=18 e 
OME=2,6), “aproveitamento sustentável” (f=14 e OME=2,6), “resistência” (f=10 e OME=2,8), “preservação” 
(f=8 e OME=2,8), “extrativismo” (f=8 e OME=2,2), “renda complementar” (f=13 e OME=3,5), “suprir 
necessidade” (f=13 e OME=3,3), “produto sustentável” (f=10 e OME=3,3), “sem acesso” (f=5 e OME=4,2) e 
“babaçu livre” (f=3 e OME=2,0). O extrativismo do babaçu representa o sustento familiar, mas a resistência 
dos conflitos ao acesso livre e a preservação das palmeiras de babaçu. Conclui-se que, o extrativismo do 
babaçu proporciona sustento e renda, mas têm os desafios como as proibições ao acesso aos babaçuais e 
a falta de preservação das palmeiras.

Palavras-chave: Extrativismo do babaçu. RESEX do Extremo Norte do Tocantins. 
                                      Estado do Tocantins. Sustento familiar. Babaçu livre.

1. INTRODUCTION

Extractivism is an activity performing to obtain resources, influencing social, economic, and 

ecological aspects. Extractivism has been undergoing transformations, being recognized not only 

as employment and income source, but also as essential for environmental preservation (Siena, 

Müller, Fachinello, 2012). According to Campelo Filho et al. (2018), extractivism is associated with 

promoting economic development and the preservation of environmental resources, influencing 

socioeconomic aspects. 

In the Brazilian context, extractivism performed a role in economic and social formation 

throughout the country’s history (Castro, Campos, 2015). In this sense, its important extractive products 

were responsible for modifying the socioeconomic and political structure of the Amazon region in Brazil 

(Homma, 2012). Extractivism portrays a way of organizing the Amazon territory practiced by caboclos 

(mixed race of white and indigenous), indigenous people and other peoples of the forest (Gonçalves, 

2012). Thus, it is worth highlighting that the Tocantins State is part of the Amazon region and stands out 

in the plant extraction scenario.
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Extractive activities in the Tocantins State were caused by the search for natural resources, 

as it lies in a geographical transition zone between the cerrado (Brazilian savannah) and the Amazon 

rainforest. There is a diversity of plants, especially the native babassu palm tree. Babassu forests mean not 

only commercial, but also social, environmental, and heritage value for the Tocantins State.  

In this sense, the babassu coconut extraction activity is a traditional and fundamental practice 

for traditional communities in the Tocantins State (Sousa, Silva, 2017). It is an activity (collection and 

breaking) normally carried out by women who take it up as a profession, called coconut breakers 

(Carrazza, Ávila, Silva, 2012).

In view of this, the following research question arises: “What are the implications of the 

babassu extractive activity from the perspective of local stakeholders?”. To answer this question, 

this paper aimed to analyze the importance and challenges of the babassu extractive activity in the 

Tocantins State, considering the perspective of the local stakeholders. This paper is justified by the 

relevance of babassu extraction, taking into account socioeconomic and environmental changes, 

considering the participation of the local stakeholders and the potential development. In this sense, 

this research shows the representativeness of babassu.

2. EXTRACTION OF BABASSU PALM IN THE TOCANTINS STATE

The extraction of the babassu palm (Attalea speciosa Mart. ex Spreng) is an activity that has 

been practiced by local communities, affecting their way of life. According to Porro (2019), Babassu 

is one of the main products of plant extraction with representation in Brazilian sociobiodiversity. 

The babassu extractive production conquered the market, but lost space due to the 

competitive offer of oil from soybean, palm, corn, among others. These similar products reduced 

the demand for babassu oil, closing the market for babassu industries (Gouveia, 2015; Gouveia, 

Angelo, 2017; Porro, Sousa, 2023). From 1960 to 1980, the babassu economy was an important 

milestone (Gouveia, 2015), being the second largest production volume among extractive products 

in Brazil until 2011 (CONAB, 2022).  
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Many questions are raised about the difficulties in the babassu extractive economy, such as 

lack of government support and restrictions on access to natural resources, in addition to access to 

social and compensatory policies (Rural Retirement and Bolsa Família Program) (Porro, 2019; 2022). 

For this author, these policies brought income for people who live from babassu extraction, a time-

consuming activity with low economic returns.

The babassu exploitation has direct implications for the families who have been dependent 

on this economy for generations. They use babassu under different ways: (a) straw to cover houses; 

(b) palm hearts in food; (c) oil extracted from the almond; and (d) fruit shells for using in charcoal 

production (MIQCB, 2023). These resources are used both for the family`s own consumption and 

for marketing. The Interstate Movement of Babaçu Coconut Breakers (MIQCB, Brazilian acronym) 

estimates that the babassu extractivist population has around 400,000 people supporting the 

babassu extractive economy in the country. The babassu palm is found in many Brazilian states 

(Carrazza, Ávila, Silva, 2012), with the largest production volumes recorded in states of Maranhão, 

Tocantins, and Piauí (IBGE, 2023).

The State of Tocantins is characterized by great plant diversity and is the second largest 

national producer of babassu (IBGE, 2023), including the native palm tree, with emphasis on its 

commercial and cultural value. Babassu is part of the socioeconomic formation of Tocantins.

The occupation movement of the Tocantins State was marked by agrarian conflicts, mainly 

in the area that is now known as the Bico do Papagaio microregion (Giraldin, 2017; Sousa, Oliveira, 

2017). According to these authors, the government released the land intending to populate the 

less populated region of this state. The occupation dynamics of Bico do Papagaio were due to the 

existence of vacant lands that were to be used for agricultural and extractive exploration (Sousa, 

Silva, 2017). These authors highlighted the participation of Father Josimo Morais Tavares, who was 

a symbol of resistance and fought alongside rural workers in the region for better conditions, as well 

as standing out the contribution of political groups, social movements, and organized civil society 

to this struggle (Celestino, 2016). The social and environmental dynamics in the Bico do Papagaio 

region are different due to the presence of an agricultural frontier and a dense babassu palm forest 

towards the Amazon (Rocha, 2011). 
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To alleviate agrarian conflicts in the Bico do Papagaio region, which is dominated by large 

landowners with property rights and rights over natural resources, including babassu, the region 

was awarded the Extractive Reserve of the far north of Tocantins, created by Decree No. 535 on 

May 20, 1992 (Brazil, 1992). However, the creation of this reserve did not promote the expected 

transformations, mainly in relation to land and the freedom to explore natural resources by 

benefiting the community.

The struggle of women coconut breakers for land rights and for the sustainability of babassu 

palm plantations is clear. In this context, the role of Mrs. Raimunda Gomes da Silva, known as “Dona 

Raimunda Quebradeira de Coco” stands out as representative of this struggle (Sousa, Oliveira, 

2017). Many factors have influenced the reduction of babassu exploitation in the Tocantins State, 

such as (a) conflicts over the dispute over babassu coconut; (b) the felling of babassu plantations; 

(c) the expansion of the agricultural frontier in the Amazon; and (d) the actions of private companies 

(Sousa, Silva, 2017).

3. METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS

3.1 TOCANTINS EXTREME NORTH EXTRACTIVIST RESERVE IN THE TOCANTINS 

STATE (RESEX, BRAZILIAN ACRONYM)

This research was carried out in the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins, located in the 

Bico do Papagaio microregion, in the Tocantins State. RESEX was established by Decree No. 

535/1992, covering 9,280 ha for social and ecological purposes (Brazil, 1992). This RESEX promotes 

the conservation of natural resources and the promotion of the socioeconomic development of 

traditional communities (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 | Location of the Tocantins Far North Extractivist Reserve

Source: Prepared by the authors (2024).

In 2022, the census population of the municipalities belonging to the RESEX of the far north 

of Tocantins was 17,840 inhabitants (IBGE, 2022a; 2022b; 2022c), being (a) Buriti do Tocantins, 

with 10,307 inhabitants; (b) Carrasco Bonito with 3,318 inhabitants; and (c) Sampaio with 4,215 

inhabitants. In these municipalities, the exploration and commercialization of babassu nuts are 

activities carried out by women (Teixeira; Moreira; Silva, 2018).

3.2 RESEARCH CHARACTERISTICS AND APPROACHES

According to Gil (2019), this paper followed a qualitative approach to understand the phenomena 

studied. It was classified as exploratory research to expand knowledge about these phenomena (Palagi et 

al., 2017) and is a descriptive research to describe and interpret the found event (Osorio; Lobato; Castillo, 

2009) on the babassu extraction aiming at the development the Tocantins State. 

Field research was carried out in the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins. According to Vergara 

(2016), this type of research is linked to the studding site, seeking to understand the reality of 

babassu extraction.
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Local stakeholders (social, economic, and political) were selected and invited to participate in the 

research, according to their relationship with babassu extraction in the RESEX municipalities. Data collection 

by semi-structured interviews was carried out face to face from November/2023 to February/2024, 

involving twenty-four local stakeholders related to babassu extraction. The interviews were recorded, 

transcribed, and coded; the data were subsequently synthesized and analyzed.

3.3 ETHICAL ASPECT

As this research involves human beings, it was submitted to the Research Ethics Committee 

of the Federal University of Tocantins/Palmas Campus with CAAE Registration under No. 

70394423.0.0000.5519 and received a favorable opinion for its accomplishment.

3.4 SOCIAL REPRESENTATIONS THEORY AND FREE WORD ASSOCIATION TECHNIQUE

The Social Representation Theory (SRT) gave rise to the field of social representation, 

characterized as a grouping of values, conceptions, practices, and customs of a group with the 

purpose to standardize world and indicate its behavior (Moscovici, 2004; 2015). According to this 

author, SRT symbolizes that the individual is part of the social reality elaboration actively participating 

in its construction and not just reproducing it passively.

Social representations generate instruments that enable to explore the content of an element 

(Jodelet, 2013), being possible to define the identity of local stakeholders involved in babassu 

extraction in the Tocantins State, and extract elements that help in the collective investigation.

These social representations guide and organize actions and communications, affecting 

knowledge dissemination and assimilation processes, individual and collective development, 

definition of personal and social identities, expression of groups, and social transformations (Guerra 

et al., 2011). These social representations are disclosed by the construction method and the Free 

Word Association Technique (FWAT).

Tavares et al. (2014) state that, through FWAT, it is possible to search for inductions and verbal 

and non-verbal stimuli, factors, identities and qualities of the stakeholders, due to the inducing object. 

The words are distributed and organized to allow to understand the keywords. The inducing term is 
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an instrument for collecting data.

In this paper, the inducing term was, “When you hear the phrase ‘Babassu extraction in the 

Tocantins State’, what are the first five words that come to your mind?”. This inductive term was 

applied to local stakeholders linked to babassu extraction. 

3.5 TEXTUAL ANALYSES OF FREQUENCY, SIMILARITY, AND PROTOTYPING

The analysis of multiple frequencies highlights the most frequently evoked words, showing 

their importance in order and proportion of evocations (Justo; Camargo, 2014). In similarity analysis, 

connections among terms of a social representation are showed, illustrated by graphs such as trees 

in communities (Donato et al., 2017). This analysis allows us to identify the importance of words and 

predominant themes in the representation, considering their size and evocations.

According to Donato et al. (2017), frequency criteria and evocations order are used in 

prototypical analysis to examine the social representations structure, highlighting the quadrants 

(central core, first periphery, second periphery, and the contrast zone). The average order of 

evocation (AOE) and the words frequency are fundamental to classify the terms in the quadrants 

and understand the importance of each element in the social representation. Correia and Joia (2014) 

describe the calculation of AOE in Equation (1).

In which, the acronym AOE represents the average evocation order; h is the hierarchy 

(evocation position) in the order in which the evocations were assigned as 1st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and 5th 

word (Table 1); f corresponds to the frequency in the position; and ∑f is the total of frequencies 

evoked for a given term.
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3.6 DATA ANALYSIS

The keywords, called terms or evocations, were collected by Free Word Association Technique 

(FWAT) questionnaire and analyzed by the IRaMuTeQ software, including: (a) multiple frequency of 

words occurrence; (b) similarity analysis diagrams; and (c) construction of a prototypical matrix.

The data achieved from the answers to the guiding question on “Babassu extraction in 

the Tocantins State” were categorized to identify similar aspects in the social representations and 

word associations. This procedure aims to confirm the results in FWAT, supported by the social and 

economic development theory. The contents of the free questions with the results of the textual 

analyses of frequency, similarity, and prototypicality were used to enrich the dialogue, providing a 

detailed understanding of the terms evoked in the research.

3.7 SOCIAL STAKEHOLDERS’ RESPONSE MATRICES

The response matrix was prepared and lemmatized to ensure consistency and semantic 

similarity of the terms mentioned by the participants. The adjusted matrix in Table 1 presents data 

from twenty-four local stakeholders. The terms were standardized in the singular and masculine 

form, using a data dictionary to align homonymous terms with the same root.

Table 1 | Actors’ responses regarding the inducing term on Babaçu extractivism in the Tocantins State

Word 1 Word  2 Word  3 Word  4 Word  5

Resistance Electric fence Private propriety Conflicts No access

Family livelihood Sustainable product Sustainable reuse Meet need Supplementary 
income

Sustainable utilization Meet need Utilize the straw Sustainable product Kill the palm

Supplementary 
income Meet need Sustainable product Family livelihood Meet need

Family livelihood Meet need Sustainable product Source of livelihood Supplementary 
income

Resistance Extractivism Sustainable utilization Preservation Traditional 
communities
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Sustainable utilization Sustainable product Private propriety Resistance No access

Family livelihood Extractivism Meet need Sustainable product Sustainable utilization

Sustainable utilization Family livelihood Supplementary 
income Meet need Sustainable product

Family livelihood Supplementary 
income Meet need Sustainable product Resistance 

Sustainable utilization Family livelihood Supplementary 
income Meet need Sustainable product

Family livelihood Meet need Resistance Supplementary 
income Sustainable utilization

Resistance Extractivism Family livelihood Sustainable utilization Preservation

Sustainable product Family livelihood Free babassu No access Supplementary 
income

Family livelihood Extractivism Resistance Supplementary 
income Source of livelihood

Undervalued Meet need Sustainable utilization Family livelihood Supplementary 
income

Sustainable utilization Free babassu Kill the palm Private propriety Preservation

Sustainable utilization Resistance Extractivism Supplementary 
income Family livelihood

Preservation Source of livelihood Supplementary 
income Family livelihood Meet need

Preservation Undervalued Sustainable utilization Family livelihood Meet need

Preservation Family livelihood Sustainable utilization Kill the palm No access

Supplementary 
income Extractivism Resistance Source of livelihood Family livelihood

Preservation Extractivism Family livelihood Kill the palm Sustainable utilization

Free babassu No access Extractivism Preservation Resistance 

Source: Prepared by the authors (2024).
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4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Table 1 was constructed basing on the data set of twenty-four local stakeholders (social, 

economic, and political), generating one hundred and twenty evocations. A total of nineteen 

different evocations were achieved in the process of grouping similar evocations, in which multiple 

frequency, similarity, and prototypical analyses were performed. Table 2 exhibits the multiple 

frequency, showing the sum of all evocations in order of strength and the graphical representation.

In Table 2, the words are recorded in order of frequency and according to the interviewees’ 

recollection, such as (a) “Family livelihood” with the greatest representation of 15.00%; (b) 

“Sustainable utilization” (11.67%); (c) “ Supplementary income “ and “Meet need”, both with 10.83%; 

and (d) “Sustainable product” and “Resistance”, totaling 16.66%. These words stood out as the most 

important, regardless of the hierarchical evocation order, indicating what local stakeholders have in 

their minds about babassu extraction in the Tocantins State.

Table 2 | Multiple frequency analysis and graphical representation of the babassu extractive 

stakeholders in the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins

Word Frequency % Total 
Total

nº  
Gross

% 
Gross Graphic representation

Family livelihood 18 15,00 18 75,00
Sustainable utilization sustentável 14 11,67 14 58,33
Supplementary income 13 10,83 13 54,17
Meet need 13 10,83 12 50,00
Sustainable product 10 8,33 10 41,67
Resistance 10 8,33 10 41,67
Preservation 8 6,67 8 33,33
extractivism 8 6,67 8 33,33
No access 5 4,17 5 20,83
Kill the palm 4 3,33 4 16,67
Source of livelihood 4 3,33 4 16,67
Private propriety 3 2,50 3 12,50
Free babassu 3 2,50 3 12,50
Undervalued 2 1,67 2 8,33
Electric fence 1 0,83 1 4,17
Utilize the straw 1 0,83 1 4,17
Sustainable reuse 1 0,83 1 4,17
Traditional communities 1 0,83 1 4,17
Conflicts 1 0,83 1 4,17

Source: Prepared by the authors (2024).
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In this context, the representation of babassu in Tocantins State is not only centered on the 

expression “Family livelihood” as the main source of income, but also on “Sustainable utilization”, in 

the sense of exploring the extractive product in a sustainable way, and on “Supplementary income”, 

followed by the element “Meet needs”. These last two expressions represent the contribution of 

babassu extraction to the sustenance of the involved communities as well as the local economy.

Babassu assumes importance for the involved community, considering the “Family livelihood” 

term under the perspective of local stakeholders, providing them with the means to support their 

families by means of the corresponding work. According to MIQCB (2023), many families have been 

living from the babassu economy for generations. This fact proves the long history and importance 

of babassu for the sustenance of traditional communities, as stated:

“I created six children by breaking coconuts to feed them”. Extra.t_2.

“I live from babassu; when I sell the oil, I buy food for my family to eat”. Extr.t¬_4.

Considering the importance of babassu for local communities, it can be concluded that it is 

not only an income source, but also a resistance symbol and cultural and economic sustenance for 

generations of families who depend on it for their subsistence. 

The economic activity of this region for these traditional communities is still the extraction and 

commercialization of babassu (Saraiva et al, 2019; Teixeira; Moreira; Silva, N., 2018). The extraction 

of natural resources and the exploration of minerals were the main economic bases in Tocantins 

State, mainly in the Bico do Papagaio region, since it is a region on the Amazon border (Santos; 

Vieira, 2018). According to Giraldin (2017), these characteristics contributed to the strengthening 

agriculture and intensified the babassu crop.

Thus, the expression “Family livelihood” is not only related to extractive activity as work but 

is also linked to culture and the maintenance of traditional communities. The value of babassu for 

women awakens care and establishes a bond with the palm tree (Shiraishi Neto, 2017). It is not just 

a job, but it represents people’s connection with the place; even if they do not make a living directly 

from this work, they do not stop doing it for their identity and cultural connection.
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Through the expression “Sustainable utilization”, it is stated that all parts of the babassu 

plant are used, from the stem to the fruit, and it has considerable utility in generating energy, 

human and animal food, handicraft manufacturing and religious items, construction, cosmetic, 

and medicinal uses (Campos et al., 2015). Babassu has an influence on many economy segments, 

supplying the world market and its inputs, and continuing to be directed to many sectors (Maciel et 

al., 2022; Silva, E. et al., 2021). The importance of babassu extraction is highlighted not only in the 

local economy, but also in environmental sustainability and in the livelihood of local communities, 

showing its economic and social relevance.

For local stakeholders, the expressions “Supplementary income” and “Meet needs” 

represent a scenario in which many of the coconut breakers, although retired, continue to work 

in this task to supplement their income and meet their immediate needs. This research found that 

the majority of those interviewed were retired, like these statements.

“I’m retired, but I always break coconut when I want to buy something”. Extr.t¬_5.

“Before retiring, my only income was babassu, [...]” (our emphasis). Extr.t¬_10.

“I have my retirement, but, when I need extra money, I break a coconut” (our emphasis). 
Extr.t-_11.

The coconut breaking, even for retired women of the research participants, is an essential 

activity to supplement income and meet basic needs, highlighting the importance of babassu for 

maintaining the livelihood. 

Table 1 displays many terms that did not have high frequencies but have implications 

for understanding the dynamics and importance of this ecosystem for traditional communities. 

The “Resistance” of communities in preserving babassu and guaranteeing their subsistence and 

the fight for “Free babassu” represente the constant battle for babassu plantations, even in the 

face of challenges such as “Private property”, “No access”, “Electric fence”, territorial “Conflicts”, 

and “Undervalued” products. This resilience not only reflects the cultural, economic, social, and 

ecological importance of babassu, but also highlights its relevance for the sustainability of local 

“Traditional communities” that depend on its exploitation. 
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Other terms, such as “Sustainable reuse” and “Use straw” for craft activities, among others, 

are integrations of responsible babassu management practices. The diversification of derived 

products and their use for other purposes strengthens the production chain, ensuring sustainable 

development for “Traditional communities”.

Figure 2 displays the similarity analysis with four clusters, which resulted in the elements 

“Family livelihood”, “Sustainable utilization”, “Meet needs”, and “Resistance”, which are essential 

for understanding the reality faced by research participants in the communities. These elements 

show a greater interconnection, pointing out that extractivism is not only related to economic and 

social issues, but also to environmental ones, highlighting its relevance and complexity among the 

aspects involved in the practice of babassu extractivism in the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins.

In the green cluster, the term “Family livelihood” has a greater degree of connection with 

“Supplementary income” and “Source of livelihood”; and these terms are linked to babassu 

extraction, as they describe how this activity can positively impact families, providing subsistence, 

income, and economic support. In the context of babassu extraction, it is possible to highlight that 

this activity has benefited families by providing support for basic needs and stability in financial 

security with the income achieved from the exploitation of babassu, despite obstacles such as 

“No access”, “Private property”, and “Electric fence”. According to Melo (2022), babassu in this 

context is a source of income for traditional communities that use its natural resources to live, 

occupying a large area of the northern and northeastern states of Brazil.
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Figure 2 | Similarity analysis of the babassu extractive stakeholders’ evocations in the RESEX of the 

far north of Tocantins

Source: Prepared by the authors (2024).

The purple cluster brought the term “Meet needs” originated from the expression “Family 

livelihood” (green cluster) that can be understood as the effort to provide basic support and the necessary 

conditions for the family stability and well-being. This term has a direct connection with “Sustainable 

product”, as the babassu responsible exploitation not only guarantees the livelihood of the communities 

that depend on this activity but also contributes to environmental preservation and the local economy.

Babassu extractivism, despite being “Undervalued” in its sustainable products (related to the term 

“Sustainable product”), has the potential to “Meet needs” of extractive families. In the purple cluster, 

these terms represent the economic and social opportunities with this extractive exploration.

The babassu exploitation especially by coconut breakers has overcome barriers (blue cluster), 

which are the challenges faced in the context of this activity. According to Melo (2022), coconut breakers 

establish themselves as extractive communities because this natural resource is a source of their livelihood, 

in addition to preserving the babassu palm tree.

The following terms stand out in the salmon cluster: (a) “Sustainable utilization”; (b) “Preservation”; 

and (c) “Kill the palm”, reflecting the complexity and challenges faced in the sustainable management of 
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this resource source. These issues are related to the sustainability of babassu forests and the increase in 

deforestation, especially the felling of babassu palm trees and the application of poisons to kill them, 

fact that has been occurring in the extreme north of the Tocantins extractive reserve.

When specifying the relationship of “Sustainable utilization” with the stakeholders, it is 

found that the ways of life of traditional communities are careful when using natural resources. The 

“Preservation” and “Kill the palm” show a concern of the stakeholders involved with extractivism, 

the deforestation of adult babassu palm trees, and killing of the younger ones, being favored by the 

lack of regulation and inspection. The people say:

“[...] when they don’t cut down the palm tree with a chainsaw, [...], they drill holes in the 
palm tree and apply poison [...]” (our emphasis). Extr.t¬_18.

Deforestation leads to the concentration of income for farmers under the purpose to expand 

agriculture but fails to benefit families who live from the babassu extractivism (Teixeira; Moreira; 

Silva, N., 2018). This factor results in reduced supply of the extractive product, depriving extractivists 

and causing socio-environmental impacts. However, the neglect of the babassu plantations by the 

stakeholders of the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins is ratified by Melo (2022), who states that there 

is a lack of effective public policies and inefficient inspections for these extractivist communities.

The blue cluster stands out for the challenges: (a) “Resistance”; (b) “Extractivism”; (c) “No 

access”; (d) “Private property”; (e) “Free babassu”; and (f) “Electric fence”; these terms are related 

to the struggle and persistence of the actors involved in babassu extraction. To understand the 

dynamics and difficulties faced by communities, the challenges highlighted by local stakeholders 

include access to land and the guaranteed right to use resources in a sustainable manner, as well as 

the use of spaces by extractivist families, especially by coconut breakers.

Despite thirty-two years since the creation of the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins (Brazil, 

1992), the lands have not yet been expropriated. The lack of regularization of these areas forces 

coconut breakers to collect and break coconuts on private properties that are part of the RESEX, 

often facing electric fences and prohibitions on access to the babassu plantations. The issue of land 

regularization is still a challenge to be overcome in RESEX (Oliveira; Sousa, 2016). 
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The term “Free babassu” is related to the legislation for the exploration and preservation 

of babassu plantations. The prohibition by the owners of “Private property” on the exploitation 

of babassu by coconut breakers participants of this research represents a historic struggle by the 

communities of the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins to guarantee free access to the babassu 

plantations. Coconut breakers are still prevented from having access to babassu palms.

In this context, this fact has been happening even with the Free Babassu Law No. 9,159/2008 

(Tocantins, 2008) and the creation of this RESEX (Brazil, 1992). It cannot fail to highlight the role of 

social organizations as the Interstate Movement of Coconut Breakers (MIQCB, Brazilian acronym), 

the Association of the Extreme North Extractive Reserve (ARENT, Brazilian acronym) and the Union 

of Rural Workers of Carrasco Bonito (STTR-CB, Brazilian acronym), which have been fighting to 

ensure that these rights are fulfilled and that coconut breakers have their work space and assured 

the preservation of palm trees.

In Table 3, the prototypical analysis with the four quadrants displays the main terms and 

their respective importance of evocation regarding babassu extraction.

Table 3 | Prototypical analysis of babassu extractive stakeholders in the RESEX of the far north of 

Tocantins

 Average Order of Evocation <3,0 Average Order of Evocation >=3,0

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y 
>=

 6
,3

2

Central Nucleus First Periphery
Word Frequency AOE Word Frequency AOE

Family livelihood 18 2,6 Supplementary income 13 3,5

Sustainable utilization 14 2,6 Meet need 13 3,3

Resistance 10 2,8 Sustainable product 10 3,3

Preservation 8 2,8

Extractivism 8 2,2  
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Contrast Zone Second Periphery
Word Frequency AOE Word Frequency AOE

Free babassu 3 2,0 No access 5 4,2

Undervalued 2 1,5 Kill the palm 4 4,0

Electric fence 1 2,0 Source of livelihood 4 3,8

Utilize the straw 1 3,0 Private propriety 3 3,3

Sustainable reuse 1 3,0 Traditional communities 3 5,0

Conflicts 1 5,0

Source: Prepared by the authors (2024).

 

In the prototypical analysis, the terms that stood out, according to Table 3, were: (a) Central Nucleus 

with “Family livelihood”, “Sustainable utilization”, and “Resistance”; (b) First Periphery with “Suplementary 

income”, “Meet needs”, and “Sustainable product”; (c) Contrast Zone with “Free babassu”, “Undervalued”, 

“Electric fence”, and “Use straw”; (d) Second Periphery with “No access”, “Kill the palm”, “Source of 

livelihood”, and “Private property”. It can be concluded that the evocations are related to the challenges 

faced by local stakeholders about the sustenance of basic needs, the access to land, the guaranteed right 

to the sustainable utilization of resources, and the free spaces for extractivist families.

In the Central Nucleus (Table 3), the evocations “Family livelihood” (f=18 and AOE=2.6) and 

“Sustainable utilization” (f=14 and AOE=2.6) represent that the exploitation of babassu is related to basic 

needs of the participants as a means of living to maintain sustenance. Still in this quadrant, “Resistance”, 

“Preservation”, and “Extractivism” refer to resilience in the face of challenges amidst unsustainable 

exploitation in this RESEX. The first two terms show the strength of the community in defending its way of 

life and values, while “Extractivism” highlights the concern with preserving babassu palm trees to generate 

income and sustenance.

In relation to the First Periphery quadrant (Table 3), “Supplementary income” (f=13 and AOE=3.5), 

“Meet needs” (f=13 and AOE=3.3), and “Sustainable product” (f=10 and AOE=3.3) display a concern with 

social and environmental sustainability, combined with the search for income to support the family.
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The evocations of the Contrast Zone with “Free babassu” (f=3 and AOE=2.0) and “Electric fence” 

(f=1 and AOE=2.0) show the divergence regarding freedom of access imposed by the owner, who does 

not respect the Free Babassu Law (Tocantins, 2008), and the lands that have not yet been expropriated. 

The evocations “Undervalued” (f=2 and AOE=1.5), “Use straw”, and “Sustainable reuse” establish the 

connection with the babassu exploitation, highlighting the importance of valuing and consciously using 

natural resources and their multiple sustainable applications.

In the Second Periphery (Table 3), “No access” (f=5 and AOE=4.2), “Kill the palm” (f=4 and AOE=4.0), 

“Private property” (f=3 and AOE=3.3), and “Conflicts” display the research participants’ restlessness and 

concern with the challenges arising from socio-environmental conflicts, associated with these family 

livelihood practices, related to the “Source of livelihood” (f=4 and AOE=3.8), which display the “Traditional 

communities” (f=3 and AOE=3.3).

In the similarity and prototypical analysis, terms were identified that display the local stakeholders’ 

perceptions and their concerns about the babassu exploitation, as in the speech of Extr.t_24, who expressed 

fears about the possibility of the babassu extinction by saying “the babassu will end”.

According to this analysis, it was clear that the extraction of babassu corresponds to the 

maintenance of basic needs, displayed by the term “Family livelihood”, being the word most evoked 

by eighteen participants (f) when asked about the inducing term. This research also showed that, 

according to local stakeholders, many factors have occurred with the babassu coconut exploitation, 

such as the product devaluation and the lack of infrastructure to transport the coconut in natura to 

a suitable place for breaking, aggravated by the prohibition of owners who do not accept extracting 

the almonds at the collection site. Furthermore, the lack of incentives through public policies, among 

others, contribute to these factors.

5. FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This paper aimed to analyze the relevance of babassu extraction, mainly in maintaining 

basic sustenance for families in traditional communities in the RESEX of the far north of Tocantins, 

in addition to highlighting the challenges faced by extractivists, such as the access prohibition to 

babassu plantations.
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It was found that babassu extraction has cultural, economic, symbolic, and environmental 

value for the Tocantins State. The importance of babassu exploration as an economic activity drove 

the defense of this territory. The involvement of local stakeholders promoted the conservation and 

preservation of babassu plantations, benefiting not only those who directly depend on this activity, 

but also those who are indirectly impacted by this activity.

The evocations that stood out the most were “Family livelihood”, “Sustainable utilization”, 

“Supplementary income”, “Meet needs”, “Sustainable product”, “Resistance”, “Preservation”, and 

“Extractivism”. These terms express the importance of babassu extraction as a source of family 

support and income to meet their needs, but also as a form of resistance to conflicts, as free access 

and preservation of babassu plantations.

The babassu extraction activity is exploited as work, resulting in sustainable products and 

generating struggle, persistence, social organizations, preservation, and culture. Therefore, this 

extraction activity plays a role in the local economy, producing income and promoting the autonomy 

of the traditional communities that depend on it, in addition to the recognition and respect for local 

traditions related to babassu, which are fundamental to guarantee the continuity of this activity, as 

sustenance, income, and preservation.

The lack of regularization of the RESEX in the far north of Tocantins is a problem for babassu 

extraction in the Tocantins State. The expropriation of land will benefit traditional extractive 

communities, ensuring economic stability and security for these communities, which are currently 

located in its surroundings. 

It is important to emphasize that the concern of local stakeholders is centered on the 

preservation of babassu palm trees, manifesting itself in struggles that show resistance and in the 

concern with the lack of environmental land regularization and with reduction of deforestation of 

these palm trees. Therefore, more attention is required from state and municipal public authorities 

in the implementation and maintenance of public policies in the communities of the reserve in focus, 

especially in access to “Free babassu”.
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