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ABSTRACT

This article deals with the sociocultural construction of the ‘insect’ and ‘animal’ domains by the inhabitants of the

county of Pedra Branca (municipality of Santa Terezinha, Bahia State, Brazil). The fieldwork was performed from

September 2006 to July 2007. The data was obtained by means of open-ended interviews of 74 individuals of both

genders whose ages ranged from 4 to 89 years old. The results show that the interviewees were unable to say in an

accurate and secure way a specific definition for each domain. Depending on how a given animal is culturally in-

terpreted, it could belong to the semantic domain ‘animal’ or ‘insect’, being representative of one or another group.

However, in practice, such a distinction between these two semantic domains appears as something tenuous and

ambiguous. Researchers who carry out biodiversity inventories should pay attention to the ethnocategory ‘insect’

during their studies, especially if these involve the participation of traditional community representatives.
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INTRODUCTION

Human beings answer to the biotic, abiotic and su-
pernatural diversities in their surrounding environs by
grouping or separating the elements according to their
similarities and differences (Brown and Chase 1981),
considering not only the intrinsic and extrinsic charac-
ters associated with them, but, more importantly, the
symbolic representations that are very important to
categorize them. Such processes of categorization are
culturally influenced (cognitive categories) and organ-
ized in logical patterns (taxonomic structures) that can
be distinctive to each society (Hunn 1982, Hays 1983,
Brown 1985, Berlin 1992).
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The human need to impose order to the universe
is a matter of survival, since only through order could
one understand, reference, insert and adapt himself to
the world (Lévi-Strauss 1989). It is considered that this
requirement of order is not an epistemological criterion
sufficient for judging types of knowledge because or-
der can be established and achieved from very differ-
ent epistemologies, not necessarily just from the west-
ern one. The patterns of linguistic expression of a par-
ticular ethnic group would show some regularity in clas-
sification systems since in accordance with Greene
(2007). On this assumption, Berlin et al. (1973) estab-
lished the three main areas of study in ethnobiological
systematic: classification, which refers to the set of prin-
ciples by which the classes of organisms are naturally

An Acad Bras Cienc (2011) 83 (2)



“main” — 2011/5/12 — 13:41 — page 590 — #2

590 DÍDAC SANTOS-FITA, ERALDO M. COSTA-NETO and ALEXANDRE SCHIAVETTI

organized in the mind; nomenclature, which refers to
the description of the linguistic principles of designa-
tion of the organized classes of living beings in a given
language; and identity, which relates to the physical
characteristics used to assign a particular organism to
a specific category. For these authors, the ethnobiolog-
ical taxonomy has a hierarchical character because the
most exclusive categories (ethnogenus or generic and
ethnospecies or specific) occur at the lower levels, while
more inclusive categories (for example, life forms) oc-
cur at the higher levels. This hierarchical character,
which involves relations of inclusion, and the contrast
relations manifest the two basic procedures of classi-
fications: grouping and distinguishing.

Regarding the categorization of animals by hu-
mans, ethnozoological classification systems are closely
linked to the way in which each culture, in a very par-
ticular way, thinks, feels and acts towards the animals
in their environment. Analytic tools provided by lin-
guistics give the opportunity to understand not only
how each ethnozoological classification is built and
structured, but also the causes and consequences of per-
ception, identification, categorization and naming of
animals, both real and/or mythological, that populate
the universe of ethnic groups from all over the world.
The selection for classification criteria denotes some
subjectivity and impartiality from who builds it, not
exerting a simple rational activity, but also expressing
feelings and behaviors. Thus, perceptions, feelings (af-
fective-emotional reactions) and attitudes (positive or
negative) determine, ultimately, the types of relation-
ships that societies maintain with animals (Nolan et al.
2006). It is, therefore, the relationship among what is
thought (cognition), what is spoken (a word) and what
is done (an action) (Viertler 2002). Ethnotaxonomy can
be an indicator of this cognitive-linguistic-behavioral
process (Couto 2007).

Of the thousands of animal species with which
human beings share the planet, insects stand out be-
cause they are the most numerically dominant animal
group on the face of the Earth, constituting 4/5 of the
animal kingdom and being found in virtually all habi-
tats (Stork 2008). Based on the concept of the com-
prehensive ethnoecology proposed by Marques (2001),
ethnoentomology can be defined as the ethnozoological

subfield that studies the cognitive (thoughts and per-
ceptions), emotional (affective-emotional reactions) and
behavior (attitudes) processes that mediate the relation-
ships between human populations and the insect species
of the ecosystems where they live, as well as the envi-
ronmental impacts arising subsequently.

Studies show that, in different human cultures, the
animals that are not systematically related (e.g., slugs,
earthworms, scorpions, spiders, frogs, lizards, snakes,
rats, bats etc.) are nominally gathered under the same
linguistic label: ‘insect’ or other similar term in local
language (Curran 1937, Lenko 1963, Morge 1973,
Harpaz 1973, Brown 1979, Posey 1983, Hays 1983,
Laurent 2007, Marques 2001, Souza et al. 2002, San-
tos-Fita et al. 2006, among others). Some scholars have
attempted to explain why phylogenetically and sys-
tematically different organisms are categorized and
labeled as ‘insects’ (Costa-Neto 2000, Costa-Neto and
Pacheco 2004, Costa-Neto and Magalhães 2007).

This article deals with the sociocultural construc-
tion of the ‘insect’ and ‘animal’ domains and discusses
the cognitive, emotional, and attitudinal aspects that are
involved in the cognitive representation, and the inter-
actions that the dwellers of the county of Pedra Branca
(municipality of Santa Terezinha, Bahia State, Brazil)
maintain with animals locally categorized as ‘insects’.

STUDY AREA

The region, known as Serra da Jibóia (literally boa’s
mountain), is located on the approximate coordinates
12◦51′ south latitude and 39◦28′ west longitude. Ex-
tending from the north-south direction, its crest meas-
ures 26 km long and reaches a maximum elevation of
about 820 m above sea level. This massive mountain is
located in an ecotone zone, giving it a wide variety of
climates, relief, soil, vegetation and wildlife (Tomasoni
and Dias 2003).

The county of Pedra Branca is situated at the base
of the Serra da Jibóia (12◦50′S and 39◦29′W), within the
municipality of Santa Terezinha (which is also the cap-
ital), but it is about 13 km away from it. This region,
which is totally included in the Drought Polygon, has
a semi-arid climate, with a mean annual temperature of
24.3◦C and a mean annual rainfall of 582 mm. The rainy
period lasts from November to January. The vegetation
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of the Serra da Jibóia includes Campos Rupestres savan-
nas on the peaks; dense, ombrophilous Atlantic Coastal
Forest in the valleys and on the slopes; semi-deciduous
forest at the base; and arboreal Caatinga in the north
(Centro de Estatística e Informações 1994).

According to the local health agent, there were
about 380 residents distributed among 123 families
(meaning more than one family per residence) in June
2007. The total population for the entire municipality
of Santa Terezinha was 9,914 inhabitants (IBGE 2007).
Being a basically rural area, the population of Pedra
Branca depends on the cultivation of cassava (Mani-
hot esculenta Crantz, Euphorbiaceae) as the main eco-
nomic activity. There is the cultivation of grapes (Vitis
sp.) for the production of homemade wine and the fruit
trade. Livestock is also important, especially cattle and
goat herds.

METHODOLOGY

The fieldwork was performed from September to No-
vember 2006, totaling up to 53 days of living in the
village. Later, there was a stay of 15 days between
June and July 2007 with the aim of giving testimony
to previous statements and to record new information,
as well as to take part in some sociocultural activities
of the community.

A total of 74 individuals was interviewed, namely
39 men and 35 women whose ages ranged from 4 to
89 years old. The contact with individuals of different
age groups allowed the registration of transgenerational
diffusion of ethnozoological knowledge. Local inhabi-
tants are mainly small farmers, and most of them are of
Afro-Brazilian origin.

A Free and Informed Consent Term was elabor-
ated based on the National Health Council Resolution
number 196/1996, which rules the ethical aspects of
the research involving human beings. It was read to the
villagers and distributed among those who participated
in the study. The main objectives of the research were
explained clearly in the beginning of each new inter-
view, and people were asked if they wanted to parti-
cipate. All terms are stored at the Laboratory of Ethno-
biology at UEFS.

Initially, we interviewed any inhabitant about the
sociocultural construction of the term ‘insect’. The
‘snowball’ technique (Bailey 1994) was used, as some

villagers indicated others more knowledgeable on the
surveyed subject. The data were recorded using a di-
gital tape-recorder and camera following various tech-
niques of qualitative research for ethnographic records,
such as: open (free talks) and semi-structured interviews
(based on a list of topics previously chosen), and free
observation of the individuals during interviews (in-
cluding their facial and body expressions). The inter-
views were individual and/or collective and occurred in
a variety of contexts: residences, plantations, the street,
grocery stores, the health center, the local school, ma-
nioc flour house, and during trips to the forest.

The collected ‘insect’ specimens, the photographs
from wildlife guides (Freitas 2003, Freitas and Silva
2006), as well as pamphlets and posters showing pic-
tures of these animals made it possible to carry out in-
terviews stimulated by the presentation (and represen-
tation) of animals depicted in these materials, asking
the respondents about the ‘insects’ they observed (local
name and aspects of their biology and ecology), their
impressions and attitudes towards them.

The data were analyzed using the union model
(Hays 1976 in Marques 1991). According to this model,
all available information on the surveyed subject is to
be considered. Controls were done both through con-
sistency checking tests and reply validity tests, which
make use of repeated inquiries in synchronic and di-
achronic conditions, respectively. The former occurred
when the same question was put to different people soon
after each other; the latter occurred when the same ques-
tion was asked to the same person at different times
(Marques 1991).

All ethnographic materials (recordings, transcripts,
photographs, and drawings) are stored at the Laborat-
ory of Ethnobiology of the Feira de Santana State Uni-
versity, state of Bahia, for evidential purposes.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

CONSTITUTION OF THE SEMANTIC DOMAINS

‘ANIMAL’ AND ‘INSECT’1

The interviewed subjects, regardless of age or gender,
recognized the existence of two main ethnozoological
semantic domains: ‘animal’ and ‘insect’. The ambigu-

1 Throughout the text, the terms animal and insect, written with in-
verted commas, refer to the ethnozoological semantic domains ‘an-
imal’ and ‘insect’, in order to differ them from the homonymous taxa
of the scientific classification.
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ities and doubts emerged only when the subjects were
asked to demarcate the borders, that is, to tell which
animals were the representatives of each group and the
reason for this division. The distinction between an ‘an-
imal’ and an ‘insect’ can be evidenced in the statements
below, and the way in which inhabitants identify and
describe each ethnosemantic domain is based on the ci-
tation of examples of organisms that belong to one or
another dominium, but never by a single, comprehen-
sive definition:

Insects are ants, grasshoppers, bird-spiders,
scorpions, snakes, butterflies, and cicadas. All
of these are insects. They are not animals
(Mr. E., 67 years old).
Insects from here, we have snakes, spiders,
scorpions, ants, geckos, blood-sucker bugs
[...]. The animals are the other ones. Oxen,
horses, asses, dogs, hens [...] (Mr. M., 37
years old).

In general, the interviewees were unable to say
in an accurate and secure way a specific definition for
each domain:

It is not easy to distinguish. I have learned
that insects are insects and animals are an-
imals [...], but I do not know the explanation.
Just because my parents and grandparents
have already talked about that [...] (Mr. N.,
68 years old).

Zoological common terms, like ‘fish’, ‘amphibian’
and ‘mammal’, were also cited in some circumstances,
but in a confused way and always in opposition to ‘in-
sects’, being included in the broader domain ‘animal’ as
the statements below show:

For me, animals are mammals [...]. Insects
are the rest [...], but chickens are birds (Mrs.
L., 68 years old).
Fishes are amphibians. Fishes cannot be in-
sects. I think they are animals (D., 18 years
old).

Based on the ethnobiological classification princi-
ples proposed by Berlin (1992), the ethnotaxon ‘Insect’
should be considered as a Life Form category, which, in
turn, would be included (hierarchically) in the Unique

Beginner category ‘Animal’. However, in the ethnozo-
ological classification system of the inhabitants of Pe-
dra Branca, the ethnocategory ‘Insect’ is located at the
same hierarchical level of ‘Animal’, taking into account
that both are included in the Berlinean Life Form rank
and, thus, they are not mutually exclusive. Depending on
the cultural circumstance (linguistic- cognitive-affective
representation) in which the animal could be, it will be-
long to the semantic domain ‘animal’ or ‘insect’, being
representative of one or another group (see the particular
cases of the bee and the butterfly further). However, in
practice, such a distinction between these two linguistic
domains appears as something tenuous and ambiguous,
as shown in the statements below:

Snakes are insects because they are animals
that offend people (Mr. B., 64 years old).
I think that insects are not animals [...]. I
think that they are related to each other, be-
ing animals, but it is good to differentiate, isn’t
it? [...] some of them will be classified as an-
imals and others as insects [...] it is just clas-
sification (E., 26 years old).

These examples show the interrelationships be-
tween the two analyzed semantic terms (animal ↔ in-
sect), since the elements categorized as ‘insects’ can
be cognitively perceived as animals, but almost never
called (linguistically) as such. In fact, the very aca-
demic definition of animal seems here to lose all its
meaning and representativeness, thus acquiring another
type of biological and cultural concept, as ‘opposition’
to the set of ‘insect’-labeled organisms. This social
fauna has some sociocultural and socio-environmental
significance for the residents of the Serra da Jibóia
(Costa-Neto 2004).

SEMANTIC DOMAIN ‘INSECT’: DEFINITION AND SCOPE

The inhabitants of Pedra Branca use the linguistic
label ‘insect’ to bring together several animal species
not systematically related, besides the members of the
Class Insecta. In general, this lexeme is used to refer
to those elements that present the following culturally
perceived characteristics: a) they are small; b) they do
not have any utility, especially as food; c) they can cause
illness, sometimes fatal; d) they cause reactions of
disgust and repulsion; e) and they are considered harm-
ful and/or dangerous to human health:
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There is indeed, but it is a very small animal,
a bug [...] (Mr. F., 44 years old).
We eat some animals, but insects are not to be
eaten. They’re of no use! (Mrs. C., 38 years
old).
Insects are like the blood-sucker bugs. I
caught the illness transmitted by it (Mr. B.,
64 years old).
Cockroaches don’t bite, but they’re very nau-
seating. They’re insects for sure! (Mrs. N, 57
years old)
Snakes, scorpions, caterpillars [...]. All of
these are bad insects that hurt. [...] Very
dangerous! (Mr. A., 79 years old).

For the residents of Pedra Branca, the true insects
(Class Insecta) are also perceived and classified in the
ethnosemantic domain ‘insect’. However, a reasonable
explanation for such a classification was not found,
since:

They are insects simply because they are
(Mrs. V., 59 years old).

This way of perceiving and categorizing insect
species becomes a little complex when one takes into
account what the interviewees commented about but-
terflies and bees. During the interviews sessions, var-
ious inhabitants had doubts and asked if these arthro-
pods were indeed ‘insects’ or ‘animals’. This is proba-
bly due to the perception and cultural values assigned to
these animals. Regarding the bees, for example, honey
has nutritional, medicinal and economical values (Costa-
Neto 2004). With the exception of Apis mellifera scu-
tellata Linnaeus, 1758 (locally known as Italian bee or
‘oropa’), which is venomous, stingless bees almost
never ‘offend’ people. The following statements show
the different perceptions (ambiguities) that interviewees
have on bees:

Bees make honey. They’re domestic too, but
they’re still insects [...], even if they stay close
to home and make honey (Mrs. E., 39 years
old).
Uruçu is not an insect because it doesn’t
cause injuries and provides honey [...] be-
cause insects are the ones that cause harm.
Italian bees are insects because they harm.
They’re from the woods (Mrs. C., 79 years
old).

This kind of classification related to bees is found
in other human cultures. For instance, the Pankararé
Indians from the state of Bahia have the ethnotaxon
‘abeia’ to refer to both social wasps and bees that pro-
duce honey. This category is perceived differently from
that of the group of ‘insects’ that includes poisonous
animals such as snakes (except for the snake Boa cons-
trictor Linnaeus, 1758 because it is used as food) and
other organisms (Costa-Neto 1998).

As for butterflies, some interviewees considered
them as ‘insects’, even though they do not ‘offend’ any-
one; others see them as ‘non-insects’ because they do not
cause harm to people. The statements below also show
the aesthetic-contemplative value of these arthropods:

Butterflies are also insects, but they don’t bite
(Mr. A., 54 years old).
I don’t think they’re insects, since they don’t
cause harm to anything [...] and they’re so
cute! (Mrs. V., 59 years old).
Butterflies are insects that don’t offend people
[...], but if they don’t offend, they couldn’t be
insects because insects harm us. They must be
animals (Mr. F., 44 years old).

In this study, interviewees have cited nine non-in-
sect animals (according to the scientific classification)
as kinds of ‘insects’. The total number of respondents
who mentioned these elements and their inclusion in
the domains ‘insect’ or ‘animal’ is shown in Figure 1.
Although some individuals have categorized these an-
imals as belonging to the semantic domain ‘animal’,
most of the interviewed inhabitants have ranked them
as ‘insects’. Snakes are notable both for the total
number of received citations and for the number of re-
spondents who considered them as ‘insects’. Scorpions,
geckos, spiders and lizards were always referred to as
‘insects’. On the other hand, toads and bats, even though
they are preferably labeled as ‘insects’, were also in-
cluded in the domain ‘animal’ by some of the intervie-
wees. It is interesting to note that, unlike lizards and
toads, both tegu lizards and frogs are always ‘animals’:

Tegu lizards aren’t insects. They’re game;
they’re animals (Mr. J., 40 years old).
Frogs aren’t insects because they’re eaten
(Mr. N., 63 years old).

Regarding scorpions (Tityus serrulatus Lutz and
Mello 1922) and spiders (different species, including
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Fig. 1 – Distribution of the non-insect animals in the ethnozoological domains ‘insect’ and ‘animal’.

bird-spiders), one could understand their inclusion in
the ‘insect’ domain due to the high degree of morpho-
logical-anatomical similarity they share with true in-
sects, since they all belong to the phylum Arthropoda.
The other non-insects – geckos (Hemidactylus mabuia
Moreau de Jonnès 1818), lizards (Tropidurus hispidus
Spix 1825), snakes (several species in different fam-
ilies), toads (Chaunus jimi Stevaux 2002) and bats (Ar-
tibeus sp.) – stand out due to the fact they are boned
animals. For this reason, it seems that the distinction
between vertebrates and invertebrates is not relevant for
the dwellers of Pedra Branca when they are construct-
ing the ‘insect’ folk taxon. Few respondents who com-
mented about the presence of bone made it clear that,
whether the animal causes accidents or not, when it has
bones, it belongs to the ‘animal’ domain (for snakes:
n = 5; toads: n = 2; bats: n = 2). One interviewee said:

Snakes have bones, but they are insects be-
cause they offend (Mrs. N., 57 years old).

Even though one perceives the element as an ‘an-
imal’, it does not mean that this organism has bones, at
least not in the speech of the interviewees.

The reunion of animals with so diverse evolution-
ary histories into just one ethnotaxonomic category has
been observed in different cultures, both ancient and
extant (Costa-Neto and Pacheco 2004). For example,
the Aztecs classified centipedes, millipedes and small
lizards as insects (Curran 1937). This author said that
the term ‘insect’ is used to describe reptiles in Canada
and Ireland. The Central Kalahari San categorize insects
as goowaha – ‘useless things’, and found it is highly

amusing that the anthropologist is interested in such
life-forms. Even so, they use some kinds of insects as
food, medicine, arrow poison and decoration (Morris
2004). Among the Nyanja (Chewa) and related peoples
of Malawi, the smaller forms of animals that are con-
sidered useless or harmful are described as kachirombo,
and this term thus comes to cover a wide variety of
small animals – insects, millipedes, centipedes, scorpi-
ons, spiders and crustaceans (Morris 2004).

In Brazil, the Kayapó Indians who live in the state
of Pará classify the millipedes and other arthropods as
maja, which means ‘shell-less and fleshless animals’
(Posey 1983). The Waurá Indians who inhabit in the re-
gion of the Upper Xingu River, in the northeast of the
Mato Grosso State, have the word yakawaka that is the
corresponding category to ‘small bugs with many legs
that fly or not’ (Barcelos Neto 2000). For the rubber
tappers from Upper Juruá, state of Acre, the terrestrial
or flying animals that sting and are venomous belong to
the ‘insect’ category, such as the snakes, scorpions, ants,
spiders, and wasps (Souza et al. 2002).

Considering Berlin’s ethnobiological classification
principles, the Life Form category is formed by or-
ganisms sharing the same easily recognizable aspects
(Berlin 1992), that is, some ecological patterns and
body shape (Mourão 2000). Therefore, one would not
expect to find out that, both in the county of Pedra
Branca and in many other surveyed cultures, the ‘in-
sect’ Life Form had grouped elements anatomically and
morphologically so different from each other, such as
butterflies, scorpions, toads and snakes. At least in
Pedra Branca, the morphological characteristics of
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‘insects’ seem to have little importance for the consti-
tution of this ethnotaxon, given that other criteria were
more stressed by the interviewees: utilitarian, includ-
ing the role as food, medicine and decoration; anthro-
pomorphic, such as ugliness, dirtiness, dangerousness,
and uselessness; and medical-hygienic conditions. Lit-
erature records that human beings include or exclude
the faunistic elements in a given ethnotaxonomic cat-
egory according to diverse, complex and multifaceted
criteria: not only grouping and separating by their ana-
tomical-physiological, behavioral and ecological simi-
larities and differences, but also due to symbolic, psy-
chological, ethical, economic, practical, and educational
criteria (Jara 1996).

It could be inferred that the residents of the county
of Pedra Branca employ both the cognitive (perception
of morphology) and the utilitarian (cultural roles played
by the animals) aspects to categorize and classify the
biological discontinuities with which they coexist and
interact with. Apparently, the utilitarian aspects seem to
have a greater influence to people when they define the
representatives of each ethnozoological domain. How-
ever, it is important to note that the most utilitarian as-
pect given to an element, in most cases, does not de-
note a strictly material utility (food, medicine or crafts),
but rather it allows the subject to better adjust and adapt
himself to a given socio-environmental context. Accord-
ing to Begossi (1993), it is likely the ‘utility’ that bet-
ter explains a large number of ethnobiological studies.
This author emphasizes that ‘[...] ’utility’ here should
be seen not only in terms of food, medicine or exchange.
Often, a species is important because it is dangerous. For
example, to have a good knowledge about snakes must
be advantageous in terms of survival (Begossi 1993).
Bentley and Rodríguez (2001) emphasized the impor-
tance of both the cognitive and utilitarian aspects to the
Ethnobiology: people classify and use the resources at
the same time.

REPRESENTATIVENESS OF THE CONCEPT OF ‘INSECT’

Whether considering or not organisms as ‘insects’, all
the interviewees gave special emphasis on the negative
aspects related to them, such as ugliness, disgust, dan-
ger, and specially harmfulness (People refer to every-
thing that is harmful and ugly as insects, even though
they are not insects, Mr. C., 69 years old). This emo-
tional-affective representation is transmitted through

generations, even in an unconscious way, as shown in
the excerpt below:

I do not know [...] people say that snakes are
insects just by saying it. Even I do it myself,
but they do not know what it is [...]. I think
people say that snakes are insects due to the
fact they bite and live in the woods. [...]. I
do not understand if they are insects, animals
or what it is [...]. Insect is the word that was
always used, but not everything is an insect.
The older ones once talked about it [...]. (Mrs.
V., 59 years old).

As regards to Insecta, people’s perception, affec-
tion and attitudes generally range from indifference to
extreme aversion (entomophobic reaction). Although
some species are really a serious threat to human health
and well-being, causing direct harm, more than 99.9%
of all insect species are directly or indirectly beneficial
to humans or at least do not cause inconvenience to
them (Moore et al. 1982, Prince 1997, Fisher 1998).
However, there is a cultural construction of the concept
of insect according to which most of the individuals
considers: that these animals are disgusting, dangerous,
harmful and unnecessary. Hence, humans express the
desire to eliminate them from our lives. This is ob-
served mainly in Western cultures where people’s atti-
tudes rarely favor these animals (Hardy 1988), unlike
what is found among Asian people and, to a lesser
extent, among Africans (Pemberton 1999).

By extension, these non-insect animals culturally
perceived as disgusting, harmful, dangerous and / or
transmitters and carriers of diseases are also cognitively
taken and labeled as ‘insects’ (Gruzman and Leandro
2001), and then they are seen as a representational cat-
egory since they become metaphorical realizations of
other beings and their qualities (Greene 2007).

The information recorded in the county of Pedra
Branca and data from literature reinforce the assump-
tion that the semantic domain ‘insect’ occurs as a pattern
in the ethnozoological classification systems (paying at-
tention to the equivalent local terms and to the unnamed
categories). This pattern was explained by means of
the entomoprojective ambivalence hypothesis. Accord-
ing to this, human beings have a tendency to project
attitudes of disgust, fear, and disdain on those animals
associated to the culturally ‘insect’ group (Costa-Neto
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1999, 2000). Ambivalence can be exemplified by the
perception that the respondents have about the butter-
fly, since they sense it through ‘good eyes’ and hesitate
to consider it as a kind of ‘insect’ or ‘animal’. When the
interviewees (n = 63) were questioned about a possible
similarity and/or difference between snakes and butter-
flies, none of them gave a reasonable explanation why
snakes are ‘insects’ and butterflies are sometimes not.
Or the fact that dogs and snakes can cause harm, but the
first is always categorized as an ‘animal’ and the second
as an ‘insect’.

Residents from the county of Pedra Branca (and
from surrounding communities) show themselves to have
affective-emotional reactions that range from indiffer-
ence to disgust towards animals perceived as ‘insects’.
Even though several aspects denoting some ambiguity
(depending on the organism under consideration) have
been recorded, the predominant behavior (attitude) is
much more negative, and many times extreme like bio-
phobic reactions. This negative view, reinforced in part
by the use and significance of the word ‘insect’ to qual-
ify the animals included in this semantic category, of-
ten bears an attitude (action) directed to the removal of
these animals. Several testimonies make clear this non-
conservationist thinking:

To me they are not important [...]. They should
be extinct (E., 26 years old).
Offending insects must be killed regularly [...],
one is compelled to defend himself (Mr. W.,
41 years old).
People eliminate those insects that represent
a danger (F., 25 years old).

The emphasis given to feelings of dread and fear
shows, once again, the importance of addressing the
emotional factors that are involved in the perception
and the human relationship with animals by means of
educational campaigns more efficiently and culturally
contextualized (especially with children). It is believed
that, by changing the emotional plan, a better access to
cognitive and behavioral plans can be achieved (Matu-
rana 2001, Driscoll 2007). In other words, if the emo-
tional-affective referential is changed, the way how the
elements (in this case, the ‘insects’) are perceived, es-
teemed and treated by the subjects could be trans-
formed, thus creating a less conflictive coexistence with
these animals. Hence, it is important to understand

the formation of the semantic domain ‘insect’ and the
cultural representations associated with this ethno-
taxonomic complex.

CONCLUSION

The following question seems to be extremely useful
in human-animals studies (specially regarding ‘in-
sects’), ethnozoological classification system, conserva-
tion of biological diversity, and valorization of tradi-
tional knowledge: Would it be more important to dis-
cuss, for example, if a snake is categorized or not as an
‘insect’ or, on the contrary, would it be more important
to know if a snake is venomous or not? The testimony
of a resident answers the question:

‘I just say that a snake is an insect [...]. It is
important if it bites or does not. Not its name’
(Mrs. V., 57 years old).

However, at the moment when the linguistic term
‘insect’ is culturally associated to all organisms con-
sidered as ugly, disgusting, disease-bearer, dangerous,
harmful, and, therefore, more inclined to be eliminated,
then the ethnoclassificatory aspect becomes into an im-
portant aggregate value. Even if both groups of serpents
(venomous and non-venomous) are recognized, people
will probably continue to kill all snakes they find in their
way due to the deep-rooted perception we have that all
snakes are an imminent threat. If the people’s percep-
tion of snakes is to be changed, then people’s behavior
(attitude) towards these reptiles would have to be im-
proved. Therefore, it is more important to disrupt the
popular notion according to which ‘insect’ is ‘bad’, as
well as that all snakes are venomous.

The future perspectives point out to studies on
zoological ethnotaxonomy in order to corroborate the
entomoprojective ambivalence hypothesis. Researchers
who carry out biodiversity inventories should pay atten-
tion to the ethnocategory ‘insect’ during their studies,
especially if these involve the participation of traditional
community representatives. Those interested in ethno-
taxonomical studies must be vigilant to not to presume
an academic category as universal nor impose it on the
society under study. As he points out, traditional biolog-
ical classification systems do not always fit in artificial
classificatory schemes that biologists attempt to create.
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RESUMO

Este artigo discute a construção sociocultural dos domínios

‘inseto’ e ‘animal’ pelos moradores do povoado de Pedra

Branca (município de Santa Terezinha, Estado da Bahia,

Brasil). O trabalho de campo foi realizado de setembro de

2006 a julho de 2007. Os dados foram obtidos por meio

de entrevistas semi-estruturadas com 74 indivíduos de ambos

os gêneros, cujas idades variam de 4 a 89 anos. Os resulta-

dos mostram que os entrevistados não foram capazes de emi-

tir uma definição segura para cada domínio. Dependendo de

como um dado animal é culturalmente interpretado, ele poderá

pertencer ao domínio semântico ‘animal’ ou ‘inseto’, sendo

representante de um ou outro grupo. No entanto, na prática,

a distinção entre esses dois domínios linguísticos parece algo

ambíguo e tênue. Pesquisadores que realizam inventários de

biodiversidade deveriam prestar atenção à etnocategoria ‘in-

seto’ durante seus estudos, especialmente se eles envolvem a

participação de moradores de comunidades tradicionais.

Palavras-chave: cognição, etnotaxonomia, etnozoologia,

semântica.
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