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                 Introduction 

 “The emancipation of women,” writes US historian Joyce Gibson Roach in her book, 
 Cowgirls , “may have begun not with the vote, nor in the cities where women marched 
and carried signs and protested, but rather when they mounted a good cow horse and 
realized how different and fi ne the view. From the back of a horse, the world looked 
wider.” In apparent contrast to the fascination – and fertile  imagination – that has 
generated numerous volumes and historical debates on women, rodeo, and the US 
“frontier,” including even a cowgirl’s hall of fame (Roach  1990 ; LeCompte  1993 ), 
there seems to be little record of the history of Brazilian women’s mounted partici-
pation in rural work, life, festivity, and confl ict. Most often, commonsense notions 
and popular discourse alike perpetuate taken-for-granted assumptions according to 
which women’s lives unfolded far from the hard, “dirty” work of animals, ranching, 
and the physical skills (sometimes including self-defense or armed confl ict) they 
demanded. 

 Yet even though historical record still awaits further “deconstruction” and addi-
tional research to bring us closer to an understanding of that which offi cial stories 
seem to have left out, certain historic and fi ctional characters – like novelist Rachel 
de Queiroz’ fi ctional protagonist Maria Moura and the historical fi gure turned 
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legend, Anita Garibaldi 1  – bring us more than a glimpse of women engaged in 
action, adventure, and hard work on the Brazilian “frontier” or hinterlands. 

 Writing about the Southern Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul, a region of 
legendary Gaucho practice and culture, and making specifi c reference to the women 
of today, rider and historian Elma Sant’Ana appropriates the legend of Anita to 
describe a new (or perhaps not so new) breed of women who vigorously appropriate 
what has been posed as a very male (and homosocial) experience, courageously 
shunning restrictive attitudes and accoutrements:

  They remind us of Anita Garibaldi, mounted on their horses. They don’t use fancy 
(“ prenda ”) dresses. They wear men’s clothes, because Anita did. These women are mem-
bers of the ANITA GARIBALDI Corral, an itinerant tribute to citizenship and tradition, 
homage to our Heroine of Two Worlds, demonstrating the presence of women in society 
and our people’s connection to their age-old partner, the horse. They carry banners and take 
their part in parades, rides and rodeos. (Sant’Ana  1993 , back cover) 

   Thus, perhaps less dramatically, but in greater numbers, these women of today 
share something with their predecessors, as they venture out on horseback into a 
world that has been symbolically (heroically and romantically!) constructed as 
male, to defy culturally central notions that link women to domesticity and “fragile” 
femininity. Central to our argument here is the notion these women riders, in devel-
oping and demonstrating their physical competence and aplomb for adventure (in 
this case, largely through sport and leisure activities), contribute to bending gen-
dered boundaries and redefi ning the very notion of womanhood. 

 The research presented in this chapter is part of a larger research project begun 
over 10 years ago. Initially stimulated by an article appearing in the sports section of 
Brazil’s most important daily newspapers, the  Folha de São Paulo,  which claimed 
that one particular fi eld of equestrian sport, show jumping, uniquely promoted 
“equality between the sexes” (Adelman  2004 ), we then moved on to cover other 
specifi c fi elds of equestrian sport and activities in Brazil (Adelman  2010 ,  2011 ; 
Adelman and Moraes  2008 ). The task at hand soon evolved into looking (compara-
tively) at gendered interactions within different modes of equestrian sport fi elds, 
through careful consideration of how particular institutional confi gurations mobilize 
(or produce) particular intersections of class, race, and gender, which in turn 
 construct different contexts for the development of women’s participation and 
 sporting cultures. 

 Following this route, some social and sociological issues that we had not initially 
recognized as key considerations made their way, quite pressingly, into the picture. 
One emergent issue – the relationship between urban and rural spaces in the dynamic 
context of contemporary Brazil and the slowly but surely changing patterns of gen-
der relations in communities that can no longer be considered “purely rural” in any 

1    Widely respected and honored for her bravery and courage, Anita Garibaldi, a native of the 
Southern Brazilian state of Santa Catarina, took part in the famed armed struggle of the nineteenth 
century known as the  Revolução Farroupilha  and has long since joined the ranks of Brazilian folk 
heroes.  
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conventional sense – has made its way to the forefront of our current concerns. 
Moreover, in each of the three fi elds that the larger project has encompassed – the 
elite world of show jumping, the still largely masculine turf milieu, and, fi nally, 
the rodeo world of Southern Brazil – we have detected patterns that refl ect both the 
increasing gender equality that has been the goal of much contemporary struggle as 
well as particular types of contradiction and impasse. The tensions that we identify 
mirror those that characterize broader society, yet also reveal the specifi cities of 
confl icts in sporting arenas and the particular struggles that unfold around the main-
tenance of boundaries between women and men’s bodies and practices.  

    Women, Men, and the Rodeo 

 The rodeo world of Southern Brazil is recognizably marked by certain regional 
characteristics distinguishing it from the “Country” Rodeo culture that has taken 
over in other parts of the national territory (particularly São Paulo state). While 
“Country” Rodeo has been known, and sometimes criticized, for its mass, US 
Western rodeo – infl uenced style and practice, Southern Brazilian rodeo enthusiasts 
like to portray their milieu as steeped in a historic “Gaucho” (“authentically South 
American”) rural culture. In fact, such interpretations have served as the fundamental 
axis of a movement of cultural re-signifi cation born in the twentieth century, known 
as the Gaucho Traditionalist Movement ( Movimento Tradicionalista Gaucho ). The 
initial political and cultural agenda of this movement, emerging in the Southern 
Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Sul during the mid-1940s, may be understood as a 
reaction to the processes of urbanization and industrialization that had been slowly 
intensifying since the century’s start. Its founders (all of whom were men) were 
seeking, fi rst and foremost, to promote and defend a traditional, rural, and provincial 
ideology/mode of existence and the primarily elite interests it represented. To put 
their ideals into practice, they created a new format for association and conviviality, 
which they baptized with the name of Center for Gaucho Traditions ( Centros de 
Tradições Gaúchas ), or “CTGs,” as they are known today throughout the country 
(Becker  2011 ). The central icon and alleged protagonist of this cultural endeavor was 
the (reinvented, re-signifi ed) “Gaucho,” whose particular way of life was carefully 
reconstructed within CTG discourse and practice. 

 Represented through the notion – and concomitant iconography – of the strong, 
courageous man sprung from a rural environment and whose closest companion is 
his horse, the idea (myth) of a rural, harmonious past was continuously evoked. 
Leaving this strictly as a matter among men, however, would not be adequate for a 
movement steeped in conservative familialism. Thus, complementing this reinven-
tion of a heroic man-on-horseback, the movement also attempted to engage the 
women of the community, inventing the notion of the “ prenda ” (literally, “gift”) and 
the expressive binomy  peão ( peon )/prenda.  The  prenda  was then adorned with the 
appropriate symbols of “true womanhood” such as a heavy, long-skirted peasant- 
style dress and some specifi c activities seen as suited to her femininity and 
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associated with home, hearth, family, and the transmission of particular cultural 
practices to the younger generations. Once constructed in this manner, the  prenda  
was carefully set within a specifi c (protected/protecting) space and at quite a dis-
tance from the movement’s highly valued material and symbolic resource, the horse. 
The  prenda  was, at this point, most defi nitely  not  signifi ed as a rider. 

 Of course, as we have already suggested, running counter to the movement 
mythology, Gaucho history also includes a hidden history of women who rode the 
range, herded cattle, engaged in the hard physical labor of daily life on farms and 
ranches, and even rode horseback into battle (   Sant’Ana  1993 ; Pedro  2008 ). Thus, as 
transformations in gender relations proceed apace today in all spheres of Brazilian 
society, it should come as little surprise that women of different ages and genera-
tions are now taking their place in CTG equestrian (rodeo) activities in ever- 
increasing numbers, a trend consolidated around the turn of the new (twenty-fi rst) 
century. In the context of much-changed social and cultural conditions, the very 
CTG notion of  prenda  is being reshapen: where once women were basically 
restricted to handcrafts, singing, and reciting traditional verse, they are now moving 
 en masse  into activities which include reining, calf roping, and caring for their 
mounts. 

 It is also interesting to note that the CTG rodeo world continues to sustain par-
ticular practices that (re)produce (southern) Brazilian cultural difference, as opposed 
to the “ rodeio     ‘ country ’” which appeared in another part of Brazil (the state of São 
Paulo in particular) during the decade of the 1950s. It is “Country” Rodeo life that 
has clearly emerged as a site of (global) sport/media spectacle, and although com-
monly signifi ed as a real  macho  environment, its barrel-racing and pole-bending 
competitions have become highly feminized and even marked as “women’s” com-
petitions (Costa  2003 ) (in contrast to roping and especially to bronc riding, the latter 
not a part of common CTG rodeo repertory). Similarly, CTG rodeos, which usually 
offer only reining and roping competitions, have in recent years institutionalized the 
practice of separate women’s and men’s competitions. In this regard, both forms of 
rodeo contrast with the elite world of “classical” sport (show jumping, eventing, and 
dressage) which as a general rule mixes the sexes within equestrian competition, 2  an 
issue to which we will return later. 

 On the other hand, it is precisely the less elitist and more “traditional” or popular 
character of this form of equestrian sport that drew our attention to it as object of 
study. Our initial introduction into the Southern Brazilian rodeo world began almost 
spontaneously, as riders with horses of our own stabled in a semirural community in 
the state of Paraná, some 40 km from the capital city of Curitiba and close to the 
smaller city of São José dos Pinhais. 3  In this community, only a handful of women, 

2    The practice of holding a separate national competition for women show jumpers continues, but 
is seen as an ancillary practice meant to feed into the major non-sex- segregated circuit and, as our 
informants tended to frame it, as a means of providing girls and women with added encouragement 
and incentive (Adelman  2004 ).  
3    With a population in the vicinity of 236,000 thousand inhabitants, the municipality belongs to the 
Greater Curitiba region (  http://www.sjp.pr.gov.br/sjp/sao-jose-dos-pinhais-cidade    )  
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mostly from the younger generations, take part in equestrian activities. Moving on 
from this initial contact to participant observation within the larger rodeo world, 
we met more young women who are active competitive calf ropers today and were 
soon able to identify several crucial theoretical issues to guide our research. One of 
them is linked to a broad historical and cultural issue of how women are able 
to re-signify traditions that are, in their origins, constructed as masculine and 
homosocial. On this matter, we have made use of discussions on the historical 
constructions of masculinity and femininity in Gaucho culture (Oliven  2006 ; Dutra 
 2002 ; Leal  1989 ) but also take inspiration in queer theorist Eve K. Sedgwick’s 
( 1985 ) pioneering usage of the concept of homosociality, as the typical format 
assumed by modernity’s male public sphere relations. Another focus is on the 
rodeo women themselves, their subjectivity, their corporeality, their sporting 
experiences, and their “narratives of self” (and other). In this vein, we may be able 
to draw some parallels – and perhaps some comparisons and contrasts – with the 
women we have looked at in previous studies, jockeys and show jumpers (Adelman 
 2004 ; Adelman and Moraes  2008 ). 

 Most importantly, through this study, we draw attention to a group of women, 
many from working or popular class backgrounds, who actively engage in activities 
that expand notions and ways of being/becoming women in Brazilian society today. 
The rodeo world incorporates popular (reinvented) traditions of life in the coun-
tryside and involves a large number of “amateur” participants of different social 
backgrounds (women and men from the urban middle classes, people from rural and 
semirural milieux, etc.), a fact which – in addition to an eroding “homosociality” – 
may offer certain “democratizing” potential. As suggested above, we have been 
particularly interested in inquiring into the ways in which women’s participation 
within this sphere promotes different ways of re-signifying women’s corporeality/
subjectivity and how women’s growing presence within the milieu affects its historic 
construction as a space of male bonding and homosocial interaction. 

 We also inquire into the possibility of the construction of a women’s sporting 
culture, encouraging women to identify with one another around their rodeo partici-
pation, thus contributing to a “widening of the social scripts of femininity” (Kehl 
 1998 ) in Brazil today. As Jane Ussher has explained (echoing Simone de Beauvoir’s 
classic  The Second Sex ), “Becoming ‘woman’ is something women do rather than 
something women are: it is always at least in part a charade or a masquerade…” 
(Ussher  1997 : 355). It is a process of “becoming” which unfolds over the course of 
a person’s life, through practices, relationships, and exposure to (and engagement 
with) the cultural discourses that circulate within society at a given time and 
moment. Through the window we open onto a unique and singular space, we hope 
to shed light on this process of “becoming” for Brazilian women of the rodeo world 
today, that is, how they construct their own experiences and notions of womanhood, 
what kinds of contradictions they confront, what negotiations they engage in 
with their male peers and with powerful social legacies of inequality and male 
dominance, and, fi nally, how they participate in social and cultural refl exivity 
around what it means to be a woman, man, and human being in this changing but 
still-highly gendered world.  
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    CTGs, “Cabanhas,” and the Changing Face of Sport 
and Leisure 

 The rural heritage or origin of the Centers of Gaucho Traditions and the associated 
“campeiro” rodeo world is a trope that is commonly evoked by CTG fans and fol-
lowers in Brazil today. However, the question of just what rurality means today is 
not easily answered; the world over, scholars who have attempted to address the 
issue increasingly speak of a “new rurality” (Silva  2000 ,  2002 ) characterized by 
intensifi ed connections and ever more permeable boundaries between rural and 
urban. Perhaps these two spheres or modes of life have always been connected in 
ways that are much more dynamic and “dialectic” than was suggested, for example, 
by earlier (and largely positivist) sociologies that, for Brazilian or Latin American 
cases at any rate, identifi ed the rural with the archaic or “anti-modern” and the urban 
with all that was quintessentially modern. Yet what is important here is to under-
stand how, within our current postmodern context, changes in terms of work and 
labor markets, increased dislocation and travel, new social networks, and the virtual 
“mobility” of culture, among others, have worked to erode or break down the 
boundaries between rural and urban spaces and modes of life. The Brazilian coun-
tryside today is a site of “pluri-activities” (Carneiro  1996 ) – whether imposed by 
“capital” or springing from people’s desires for diversity – and expressed in intensi-
fi ed interactions between different social groups, such as farmers and peasants, 
landless workers living in rural and semirural areas, lower-middle-class residents of 
small towns, and members of the urban professional middle classes who seek lei-
sure or more permanent forms of “refuge” from what they perceive as urban chaos 
or disorder. Furthermore, growing ecological consciousness has stimulated a new 
respect for and interest in rural-based forms of life on the part of certain urban 
middle-class segments, who are now drawn to the former, through interests in 
organic agriculture, nature conservation, and/or “ecotourism,” which often involves 
horses and riding. 

 Similarly, as our research has shown, people who participate in the “ campeiro ” 
equestrian or rodeo scene do not come from any one particular social class, group, or 
category, but in fact refl ect a wide social spectrum that again testifi es to the diffi cul-
ties in identifying the scene – and the lifestyle it promotes – as clearly urban or rural. 
Many of the people we interviewed were city dwellers with rural roots, that is, people 
with links to a previous generation of family who were born and raised in rural envi-
ronments. This is not atypical of the Brazilian population as a whole, since intensi-
fi ed rural to urban movement is still a fairly recent (1970s) phenomenon. Furthermore, 
“offi cial” discourse and popular ideologies that are a part of the CTG movement 
claim an openness to or embracing of people from different social backgrounds. For 
example, the editorial of the fi rst issue of a new “campeiro” publication from the 
state of Paraná waxes poetic in rendering homage to the “ humilde peão de estância , 
 com as mãos calejadas da lida ”– “the simple ranch peon whose hands are calloused 
from work on the range” (Garcia  2010 ) – yet also provides space for wealthy ranch-
ers to show off horses and cattle, and much advertising appears to be geared toward 
potential urban middle-class consumers of a rurally oriented lifestyle. 
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 Daily life, as we have observed it unfolding at the “ cabanhas ,” 4  often sustains a 
heavy  homosocial  component. For example, during the more informal rodeo tour-
naments organized as everyday fun and training rather than part of the offi cial cir-
cuit, participation is heavily skewed toward men, with a fair number of the women 
devoted to organizing functions or serving food and refreshments and the prevailing 
atmosphere that of a “guys’ place” or “boys’ club” ( clube masculino ). Yet sweeping 
generalizations should be avoided, since some  cabanhas  have greater female pres-
ence, and there are also a few barns that are run or co-managed by women. 
Furthermore, to the extent that  cabanha  activities move from a more exclusive focus 
on roping training and competition toward an attention to urban, middle-class lei-
sure interests (such as riding lessons and trail riding), more girls and women become 
involved. It is also important to keep in mind that a certain stratifi cation of leisure 
activities and markets plays itself out in this milieu, as this is a much more afford-
able riding option for urban school children (and adults) who want to enjoy horses 
but would have a hard time footing the bill at (and perhaps, feeling comfortable 
within) the much more costly, elitist and status-oriented “ hípica ” environment. Our 
own observation suggests that it is also an environment that promotes a rather 
uncommon mingling of girls and boys from both urban and small town or semirural 
areas, enjoying and caring for their horses on weekends and holidays. When rodeo 
competition and equestrian-based leisure activities meet, women’s presence and 
participation in the former may fi nd encouragement or stimulation. 

 In the region that encompasses the Paraná state capital, Curitiba, and a number 
of neighboring municipalities that combine city, small town, and rural living in 
intensely interwoven patterns, there is hardly a weekend without a rodeo or two to 
attend. The largest of them gather hundreds of competitors and thousands of specta-
tors. They begin on Friday afternoon and last the rest of the weekend, turning 
municipal parks and arenas into veritable campgrounds overfl owing with humans 
and horses, and include activities that range from rodeo competitions (mostly rop-
ing, some reining)  per se  to meal preparation and the traditional Saturday night 
dance – complete with live music provided by well-known “Gaucho” bands and 
recording artists. 

 Throughout our months of fi eld research, we were consistently told that wom-
en’s presence in rodeo competition had been sporadic at best until the mid-1990s. 
The new millennium was noted as a turning point, and there seems to be some 
general consensus around the fact that – as a recent rodeo horse world publication 
(   Revista Crioulos  2011 ) put it in an article entitled “Women Invade” [ Invasão 
Feminina ] – “Women’s participation in calf-roping competition is on the rise 
throughout the country, in each new rodeo where they demonstrate ever-greater 
technical skills”. 5  

4    Horse barns which bring people together around Gaucho traditions, the name itself draws a line 
between this space and that of English-style riding barns, commonly referred to as “ hípicas .”  
5    A monthly publication, this magazine features news, publicity, and articles related to Brazilian 
Crioulo horses. This particular report was published in September 2009 (  http://www.revistacriou-
los.com.br/    )  
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 However, “Traditionalist” movement iconography and “offi cial discourse” cam-
paign much less for gender equality. Although rodeo world participation does not 
necessarily imply affi liation with the Southern Brazilian “Traditionalist” movement, 
this movement is the prime cultural and institutional force responsible for the organi-
zation and management of rodeo events, infl uential enough to garner subsidies from 
local politicians and even municipal sponsorship .  Traditionalists continuously present 
themselves as the true heirs of a Brazilian popular cultural legacy and, in their 
discourse and practice, constantly (re)iterate these tropes of “reinvented tradition” 
(Prickett  2009 ), attempting to sustain a very  sui generis  identity formulation. This 
involves a discourse which, among other things, persistently alludes to gender bina-
ries and reproduces an iconography centered around the fi gure of the Gaucho and his 
horse. In this context, women’s participation in rodeo activities runs up against the 
symbolic barriers of the movement’s conservative ideology and its decades of 
construction of the notion of the women as fragile, domestic, bearers of feminine 
virtue, which, as we stated earlier, has represented an ideological erasure of the history 
of Southern Brazilian women’s participation in rural work and activities. This in turn 
becomes the cultural context of everyday gender interaction within the milieu. 

 As we now turn to look at the experiences and testimonies of the rodeo women 
we interviewed, it is important to note that all of them express some feelings of 
“otherness,” that is, tensions as women entering a conventionally male arena of 
social practice. The eight women between ages 20 and 38 who were formally inter-
viewed in different stages of our currently ongoing participant observation research 
are, of course (along with the many others with whom we spoke and chatted on an 
almost daily basis), singular human beings from different backgrounds and with 
different interpretations and experiences of being women within today’s contexts of 
cultural change. Their identity strategies – “doing girl” or “resisting girl,” to use 
Ussher’s terms (op. cit.) – vary, but all of them in some way signify their relation-
ship with rodeo sport and horses as guiding forces in their lives and ones that place 
them at a certain distance from culturally dominant defi nitions of the feminine. 

 Although our interviewees came from both rural and urban backgrounds, most of 
them reported initial contact with horses through family members or because of the 
signifi cant presence of horses and horse culture in the rural communities they had 
familial connections to. In some cases, then, being around horses from a tender age 
brought them rather naturally, spontaneously into the horse world. Natalia, for 
example, began riding at the age of three, proudly reporting “the fi rst present I ever 
got from my dad was mare… that mare is the same age I am today [23]. There’s a 
picture [we have] of me, just a little baby, sitting on a horse.” 6  A similar experience 
is expressed by another informant, Flavia (age 28):

  Ever since I was a kid I always lived in the country and we always had horses. So we always 
rode. We didn’t know anything about the rodeo, so we just rode around bareback. We just 
put halters on our horses and rode, my sister and I. We spent the whole day on horseback. 
So you see, I have always had that passion, always loved horses, ever since I was a kid. 

6    For ethical reasons, we use pseudonyms throughout this article when citing or quoting our inter-
viewees and informants.  
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   Their stories of budding passions for equines echoed those of women we interviewed 
in previous research, as again and again we heard narratives of strong connection 
and often stubborn determination to carve out an equestrian niche.    In some cases, 
such as Silvia’s – an urban middle-class woman whose family had little connection 
to horses – a love for horses was narrated as a spontaneous and almost magical 
emotion, one springing from some unknown source and then moving on to com-
pletely color existence:

  I really don’t know where this love for horses came from. But I know how strong it was from 
the very start. I remember I was a child and I always wanted to see horses. And once a year 
we went to my uncle’s ranch, where I at least had the chance to sit on a horse, even it was just 
for fi fteen minutes. And I would wait all year for that moment. I remember that every time my 
mother and father asked me what I wanted for my birthday, it was always the same answer: 
“I want a horse”. And it went on like that till my mother realized there was no way she could 
get this horse business out of my head. Because maybe she thought it was just some childhood 
whim. But as time went on she realized that it was a real obsession. (Silvia, age 33) 

   With the exception of one interviewee, Valeria, age 26, whose involvement in the 
“Traditionalist Movement” began with her participation in the artistic sphere (the 
Gaucho music, dance, and poetry recitals that are also organized competitively) and 
who later met a man (her future husband) whose connection to horses brought her 
into equestrian life, all of our informants told stories of involvement with horses 
beginning in a desire they saw as surging from “deep within” the self and clamoring 
for channels of expression. Even in Valeria’s case, deep emotional investment 
becomes a prime element of how she narrates her relationship to horses: she casts 
herself as someone who fi nds deep fulfi llment in running the barn with her husband 
and explains that once she became involved in roping competitions, she lost all 
interest in her previous Traditionalist activities, which, it is worth reiterating, imply 
compulsory dress in “reimagined”  prenda  garb, replete with long skirts and careful 
attempts to reconstruct an image of delicate, ladylike, romantic, and restrained 
femininity. 

 Rodeo competition itself, as it opens up to women, becomes ensconced in a central 
predicament regarding what women’s increased participation means and how it should 
be handled and represented. Some of our more experienced informants related that 
when they fi rst began to participate in roping competitions in the mid- to late 1990s, 
women’s presence was scarce, and the few women who took part (mostly or exclu-
sively in the more informal local tournaments) competed (and occasionally won) 
against the guys. As was also noted in a history of the US rodeo (LeCompte, op.cit: 
14–16), increased women’s participation, while in this case not leading to a separate 
circuit (as it did in the USA), did lead to the creation of a separate category for women, 
with at least one institutional difference: the prescription of a lighter rope for female 
roping contestants. On the other hand, although the organization of separate catego-
ries is apparently accommodating to notions of women’s “physical inferiority,” it may 
also encourage the development of a women’s sporting culture. Women’s teams, for 
example, may become important sources of support, in particular for young women 
who feel the need for solidarity and encouragement, not always forthcoming in a 
space in which, not long ago, only male homosocial sport and leisure were possible. 
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 Several of our informants spoke of initial or persistent male resistance to wom-
en’s participation in rodeo competition. Silvia, whom we cited above, considers 
herself (and was referred to by others) as a key fi gure in pioneering efforts to open 
the fi eld up to girls and women in the state of Paraná. Silvia went into considerable 
detail in explaining the strategies she used in attempting to convince male CTG 
leadership to formally open the rodeo to women’s participation. She discovered that 
it was important to approach them one at a time and engage in personal persuasion, 
rather than putting herself in the potentially frustrating or even humiliating situation 
of having to confront all of them, as a group, head on. Once she had convinced each 
member individually, she was then able to demand their consistency when facing 
the whole group. 

 Yet “the guys” were not the only problem. Women (especially those of older 
generations) sometimes positioned themselves as defenders of tradition and norma-
tive femininity. Silvia mentioned having a hard time convincing the women (par-
ticularly those who were involved in the arts, crafts, and culinary skills division of 
the Traditionalist movement) that it was okay for rodeo girls and women to wear the 
traditional “ bombacha ” pantaloons:

  In fact, I had to use the fi gure of Anita Garibaldi in order to show people that it wasn’t as 
they thought, asking people over and over again if Anita Garibaldi could have gone gallop-
ing from state to state behind Giuseppe Garibaldi if she were wearing a long dress. From 
what I know, and what I imagine, she really used soldiers’ clothing. And we can’t use the 
 bombacha ? How ridiculous! 

   Furthermore, once women’s participation began to be accepted, confl icts over 
the meaning of rising female interest in the sport did not disappear but became 
woven into institutional and everyday interactions in several ways. Discourse on 
women’s participation surfaces in both gender (and heteronormative) policing and 
the attitudes which have been referred to as  “ apologetics” (Festle  1996 ), in which 
women are expected to reassure the general public that although they are athletes, 
they are also (suffi ciently, safely) feminine. Rodeo sport narrators, always male, 
systematically elicit this type of response from women in the type of commentary 
they provide around female competitors, most often couched in celebratory dis-
course: “Here they come,  laço perfumado  [the perfumed lasso]!” or “Now it’s time 
for the  laço  ‘ prenda ’ [girl ropers] bringing their beauty to our rodeo!” 

 Thus, we were able to observe a scenario in which CTGs and their offshoots in 
media and iconography, as well as some individual women, engaged in efforts to 
accept, justify, and domesticate women’s participation. Yet other female informants 
resisted attempts at gender policing and complained about persistent sexism. Silvia, 
for example, went back into her own history to relate how, in the fi rst competitions 
in which she took part (as one of the very fi rst woman to participate in rodeos in her 
region), she was met with suspicion and even animosity:

  Of course there were many people who scowled at me, who gave me strange looks, who 
walked by and asked me if I was gay or something, if I was a dyke, what I was. But I 
thought to myself, “I’m not accountable to anyone but to those who raised me, my mom and 
dad know what I am doing and I don’t owe anything to anyone else, and that’s all!” And I 
went on. Just doing my own thing, nice and calm, and when my turn to rope came, I did it…. 
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   Other informants commented on persisting ambivalent attitudes: “There are 
older folks who say that the  prendas  just get underfoot, that there should only be 
 vaca - gorda  competitions [only for guys]… [and] only for adults” [rather than the 
current categories for boys] 7  and adds that for this reason, a [female] novice may 
have a harder time getting started, “And when you’re just learning, too, there are a 
lot of people who don’t want to teach you, you know? They just expect you to go 
out there and do it. We should get more encouragement,” says Tatiane, age 20 at the 
time of our interview. Valeria put it this way:

  I think that there is a certain amount of prejudice, really. Because in the world we live in 
there is still  machismo . In fact, in our fi rst [CTG rodeo] district, the women [prendas] are 
really taking their place. There are more than a hundred of us nowadays, here in Curitiba 
and surrounding areas. But there will always be prejudice, there always will be. There will 
always be some macho guy who will say, “Oh, you aren’t good enough, you aren’t capa-
ble”, that’s just the way things are […]. Amongst the guys, the oldest of them who should 
be encouraging the Traditionalist movement, there are a few who [still think that] “a wom-
an’s place is in the kitchen.” They even say that! 

   Unlike earlier times when there was little female participation in competitions 
that, for that very reason, brought women and men together, today’s sex-segregated 
categories entail – as mentioned above – the promotion of greater diversity (e.g., 
separate categories of boys and adult men) and higher prize money in men’s catego-
ries. Our informants read this as a lack of interest in encouraging female athletes 
(Becker  2011 :.41), making it next to impossible for them to become “profession-
als.” Furthermore, small local competitions tend to take place within highly homo-
social contexts – a recent weekend event that inaugurated the new arena at a local 
 cabanha  attracted somewhere in the vicinity of 100 male competitors and only  three 
or four women . And when some outstanding young woman surpasses the guys in 
her performance, skepticism or even resentment may be expressed, as in a recent 
conversation in which a middle-aged man – father of a young man who is a recog-
nized local talent – grumbled, “Well, that’s just because it’s so much easier for them 
to rope with those short lassoes!!” 8  

 Male and female interactions unfold within a highly charged cultural context. 
Prevailing stereotypes cast Gaucho culture as very “macho.” Men coming from or 
strongly identifi ed with rural communities and activities are characteristically asso-
ciated with “traditional” macho attitudes – including male authority over women, 
highly valued “virility,” and infl exible behavior linked to the homosociality that 
sometimes places men closer to their horses than to the women who serve them in 
any variety of ways. At the same time, it is quite common to hear jokes made about 
the “Gauchos” with no uncertain undercurrent of sexual innuendo and allusion to 
fears regarding male homosexuality. Yet with all the power and signifi cance that 

7    According to offi cial rodeo programs and our observation, separate (age-specifi c) categories are 
organized for men ( peão ) and for boys ( piá ), whereas there is just one female category, that of the 
so-called  prendas  [girls and women].  
8    Women use a lasso that is shorter and therefore lighter than those that men use.  
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such a social imaginary may have (and certainly there is much to be explored regard-
ing this latter issue and persistent heteronormative controls), our own research 
reveals a fairly wide spectrum of behavior, gender ideologies, and willingness (con-
scious or not) to participate in a world that is engulfed in deep and contradictory 
processes of change. 

 While individual men may oppose women’s participation in different ways, overt 
or covert, all the men we interviewed formally (as well as most of those with whom 
we chatted informally) positioned themselves – at least for the record! – as highly 
favorable to the new trend in women’s sporting engagement. This includes men who 
made joking reference to what “feminine charm and beauty” add to the rodeo envi-
ronment or spectacle and those whom – as in the case of the three formal interviews 
we did – spoke openly about changes in women’s rodeo participation as part of 
broader social changes that they portrayed as positive. They claimed to encourage 
the girls and women who are closest to them – wives, daughters, and sisters, for 
example – to take part in rodeo competition. Over the course of our interviews, they 
seemed to take care to sustain the impression that they did not uphold a doctrine of 
male superiority but considered that, in this sphere of social life as well as in others, 
women can come out “ahead of the guys.” It is also worth mentioning that the three 
formal interviews we carried out were held in the aftermath of presidential elections 
in which the Worker’s Party candidate Dilma Rousseff became the country’s fi rst 
woman president. Thus, we could suggest that the views that they expressed are a 
refl ection of new values that are being generated in Brazil today – most certainly, as 
a result of global, national, and local social movements and the discourses they help 
to produce – which attribute a negative valence to  machismo  and sexism, permit 
new ways of thinking about masculinity that no longer automatically construct it in 
radical opposition to women’s ways of being, and (at their most advanced) recog-
nize people’s right to diversity and difference. 9  

 Since men were considerably more reluctant to give formal interviews, the three 
interviews that we were able to conduct may in fact represent the position of those 
who are more open to the wave of change. Guilherme, age 26 at the time of our 
interview, born and raised in a small town near the outskirts of a major city, holder 
of a university degree in animal husbandry, and partner in the family business of 
running a “ cabanha ,” ropes since his preteen years. He noted that “The quantity and 
quality of the women who rope have gone way up…. Today there are more people 
supporting them than repressing them.” Olavo, a 44-year-old man of rural origin 
who has spent his life around horses in different rodeo or equestrian milieu, quite 
evocatively compared women’s increased rodeo presence to that of women’s overall 
gains in society’s public sphere:

9    Without any interest in constructing an apology for the decade of Workers’ Party national admin-
istration, it seems reasonable to argue that there has been a much more visible feminist presence in 
Brasilia and that several types of government policies have supported new ways of thinking about 
gender and sexual diversity (Adelman and Azevedo  2012 ). Feminists in academia have also 
become increasingly visible as interlocutors in public and political debates, although there is still 
much to be done in this vein.  
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  Our daughters are always around, so they come with us [to the rodeo] for the Sunday meal 
and they say things like, “Dad, I want to ride a horse too!” And in the beginning you fi nd it 
annoying and you say, “No, no, no!” But then when your daughter comes running up to you 
and says, “Dad, I roped my calf!” You say, “You did, sweetie?!” [and she replies] “Yeah!”…. 
Then they all start showing up and wanting to rope, and it’s so moving to see the family 
there and the daughter roping… so the dad then gives in… […] Things are getting equal, 
almost equal, And that’s the way I want it, because before I was the only one supporting the 
family, and now my wife is pitching in ( laughs ) […] so much that now many of us guys are 
afraid of this, because just look, we have a woman president… [ laughs ] Women are almost 
taking over, they are really showing their ability and they are right, there is nothing wrong 
with that! 

   A third male interviewee, who made sure to emphasize his own fatherly encour-
agement of his daughters’ participation, pointed to a greater diversity in female 
presentation, which he said has gone from “rural girls who rode with fathers and 
mothers” to “city girls” including university students, veterinarians, and lawyers. 

 Confi rming these male self-representations as favoring change are the commen-
taries of several of our female informants who note that nowadays, many men do 
encourage women’s participation in rodeo competition. Flavia, age 28 at the time of 
our interview, has been involved in rodeo for over 10 years already; like Silvia, her 
involvement dates back to the period in which women were fi rst gaining recognition 
as competitors and soon became an offi cial category. In her opinion, many men do 
in fact promote their female companions and counterpoints to “share the arena”:

  You see a lot of guys encouraging their wives. You see married women with children who 
rope. There are a lot of really  machista  types of guys around, but there are exceptions too. 
But I think the majority support women. Because in the past women just went to the rodeo 
to cook for their husbands and children and sit around the campsite. The husbands roped, 
the kids [boys] competed in the  vaquinha parada  [mock calf] and the wives didn’t do any 
of that…. But then the women started taking part and everyone saw it was a good thing. 

   As we begin to see above, one element that seems to work in favor of women’s 
participation (at least partially and certainly with its inherent contradictions) is the 
insistence in or construction of the rodeo as a “place for family-oriented leisure.” 
One informant whom we have mentioned above, Valeria (daughter of a divorced 
small-town schoolteacher and currently co-owner, together with her husband, of a 
CTG-aligned riding establishment), has perceived this with lucidity when she told us 
that “A certain amount of  machismo  has come to an end. It’s still there, but less than 
before. Because now everyone sees it as normal to take the whole family [to the 
rodeo]. So now you can’t refuse to take your wife by saying, ‘I’m not taking you 
because this is a man’s place.’ No, it’s a family place. Nowadays everyone is preach-
ing family, taking their children, so that helps [women’s participation], and it’s 
expanding.” Another female roper (Natalia, age 23 at the time of our interview) had 
these interesting observations to make about the process of women’s incorporation:

  I never suffered personally from someone coming around complaining. But in the begin-
ning, at the very beginning, it was more complicated. There were guys who would say, “Oh, 
those girls roping, that’s just a nuisance.” Because a few years before I began roping, there 
was no  prenda  category, females roped in the [male] categories of  piá ,  guri  or adult, accord-
ing to their age. After that women’s roping began, and that was when that talk started up. 
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In the past you would be hard pressed to fi nd fathers, husbands, someone to encourage you. 
With such a lack of women they were even afraid, insecure about it, like “Goodness, how 
am I going to let my wife do that sort of thing!” But today it’s the fathers, husbands, grand-
fathers, they are all out there encouraging us. 

   Nonetheless, men’s overwhelming prevalence in the day-to-day life of the 
 cabanhas  (as we have observed ourselves and as corroborated by our informants) as 
well as in CTG leadership positions seems to have undergone very little “destabili-
zation.” Competitions are always narrated by men, referring here to the offi cial 
sports narrator whose voice resonates throughout arena and bleachers, interpreting 
moments of excitement and tension and invested with a singular kind of symbolic 
authority – one which, in fact, rarely strays from preexisting notions that portray 
women still as “minor players” whose beauty and charm grace an environment of 
[greater] male skill. 

 Furthermore, the proportion of men to women competing reveals not only the 
great numerical advantage that men still enjoy (somewhere in the vicinity of 4:1), but 
perhaps most signifi cantly, that there is a visible tension between persistent homoso-
ciality and women’s participation, sustaining a contradictory relationship to the 
Traditionalist movement’s familist discourse. “Reproducing” more than “interrupt-
ing” the historical tradition or “reinvention” of the Gaucho tradition that was the goal 
of the Movimento Tradicionalista Gaúcho, the symbolic languages that infuse public 
rodeo/CTG discourse continue to be highly stereotyped, as demonstrated by daily 
and sports context speech that emphasizes “real” masculinity and feminine “beauty.” 
At a more private level, this easily slips into the kinds of homophobic jokes that per-
form a convenient policing function for homosocial environments in which many 
men feel compelled to enunciate disclaimers, in an attempt to dispel any suspicion 
about possible continuities between “homosociality” and “homosexuality.” 10  

 At this point – and this is of fundamental importance in relation to women’s 
attempts to create new forms of corporeality and subjectivity (Ussher  1997 ) – we 
come to the issue of women’s identifi cation with and pleasure in the rodeo world. 
Feelings of this sort were emphasized over and over by our informants, who men-
tioned not only love for horses but for the excitement of physical challenge and 
competition. As Flavia put it, “Roping wasn’t hard for me at all, I was doing what I 
enjoyed. So when I got into the ring, and they called my name and I could feel all 
that adrenaline, that was just what I wanted, and […] all I cared about at that moment 
was to run after my calf and try to get him. That was my passion, and it still is.” The 
other rodeo women we interviewed, like Flavia, asserted the pride and pleasure they 
felt when engaging in this moment of play, which given its connection to traditional 
links to male physical culture and attitudes signifi es, for women, a link to less con-
ventional construction of womanhood. 

 The fact that roping competitions encourage the formation of women’s teams 
may also be a stimulus for the creation of women’s sporting subcultures. We spoke 
elsewhere (Adelman and Moraes  2008 ) of the degree of discomfort that women 

10    See Sedgwick’s ( 1985 ) brilliant contemporary classic for historical discussion of this issue.  
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often feel when having to circulate in sporting spaces populated exclusively by men, 
whether at the race track or, in this case, male-dominated  cabanhas  which in certain 
contrast to organized rodeo competition seem to be bastions of male bonding more 
than “family leisure.” At the rodeos, however, the small groups of women competi-
tors that are formed create a sense of alternative sociality, defi ned by women’s rela-
tionship to each other through sport and camaraderie rather than “family.” The 
importance that this may have can be further deduced from the fact that, for women 
who participate in rodeo competition, this sporting practice does tend to become a 
fundamental axis of their existence and a place where they spend what they may 
very well consider to be their “best hours.” As one informant, 20 years old at the 
time of our interview, put it, an activity which begins linked to family may quite 
easily move beyond it:

  Well, I plan to rope till I get old, I’m not planning to stop. And now, when my dad doesn’t 
want to go to the rodeo, I’m going to fi nd a way to get there on my own, it’s not something 
you can just stop doing, you know? You miss your roping, your horse, your friends, the 
whole climate. You miss it so much that in January, December [Brazilian summer holi-
days], we feel like we are going nuts without our rodeo (Tatiane). 

       Conclusions 

 The changes we have observed in women’s involvement in  campeiro  rodeo have a 
strong generational element, linked to the temporal dimension of shifting gender 
relations in Brazil. Our female informants – for the most part between the ages of 20 
and 30 – are different from their own mothers, largely represented as women who 
accompanied children and husbands mostly by obligation and did not themselves 
appreciate the rodeo environment “because they come here and get stuck with the 
cooking,” in the words of a brother of one of the “roping daughters” we interviewed. 
Yet our interviewees, members of a younger generation of women with their own 
investment in participation, also projected their own daughters (whether already 
mothers of daughters or imagining their future as such) as future participants and 
active members of the rodeo world, thus representing a new movement in which this 
symbolic resource or “sport capital” is passed along from mother to daughter. 

 Nonetheless, as processes of change generate diverse types of reaction and 
receptivity, the boundaries previously drawn around women’s posture and behavior 
are still policed. Constant references to women’s good looks and “charm,” the 
repeated male discourse on how females grace this still predominantly “macho” 
sporting environment with their (domesticating?) presence, may very well serve as 
a form of control insofar as women and girls are constantly reminded that male 
approval depends on their playing a certain role. As Green (et al.,  apud  Tomlinson 
 2003 :.4) has noted, “male control over women’s behavior, rather than being control 
by coercion, relies on norms of respectability and appropriateness, and can be 
regarded as control by consent.” Thus, the concern that was expressed that women’s 
performance might not be adequately aligned with norms of feminine body and 
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appearance – even in times in which such norms are less restrictive that in the days 
in which women were not supposed to use the  bombacha  pantaloon – came not only 
from the men. Women’s consent and compliance, however, may come wrapped in 
confusion, ambivalence, or mixed messages, as women themselves are sometimes 
torn between change and “tradition.” Just how far can a girl (woman) go?

  […] Maybe not us so much, but there are a lot of girls who come to rope all made up, with 
lipstick and all. So I think that with each day that goes by, women are getting more vain. 
And we think that’s cool. Because some time ago, there were some meetings held to try to 
encourage the girls to be more feminine. Because women started roping and wanted to act 
just like the guys (o  peão  11 ). Some girls went down the path like, “Hey, I’m a  peão , I’m a 
 Gaúcho ,” and so we started a campaign to encourage [them] to be feminine… because there 
is nothing wrong with being a woman and a calf-roper, right? (From interview with sisters 
Natalia and Fabiane, 23 and 20 years old). 

   Not infrequently we heard references to the threat posed by the “masculiniza-
tion” of women or even the use of the word “lesbian” in clear reference to an abject 
condition. In this regard, it becomes evident that current changes run up against the 
persistence of naturalized dichotomies of gender “difference,” held up by a deeply 
rooted culture of “heterosexual matrix,” to use the now well-known concept coined 
by the philosopher Judith Butler ( 1990 ). The deconstruction of these notions within 
common sense and daily social practice will thus depend upon the scope and depth 
of cultural change as it proceeds apace throughout the country and its diverse 
regional cultures. These are slow processes and rough ones, held back by a long 
history of conservative gender ideology and practice. 

 Thus, our research within the Brazilian rodeo milieu reveals a fundamental ten-
sion between a persistently homosocial, binary, and heteronormative culture, which 
continues imposing a gendered structure on many aspects of daily life in Brazil 
today, and the diverse ways in which male monopoly over public space – whether 
those of work or leisure – is being questioned, contested, and renegotiated. In the 
case of the CTG rodeo world itself, it seems that Traditionalist movement culture 
has been somewhat accommodating to changes that, we believe, have sprung rather 
spontaneously from girl’s and women’s  desire  for access to this channels of plea-
sure, sociality, and fulfi llment more than to any a priori commitment to an ideology 
of gender equality. 12  Generational aspects refl ect a very particular historical moment 
in which many young women fi nd growing opportunities and even social approval 
in breaking through previously strong barriers and crossing into new terrain. CTG 
discourse and culture themselves are hardly impervious to the changing social sce-
nario of the Brazilian new millennium, and our research has been able to point to 
some of the “microlevel” confl icts and resolutions that have allowed women to 
broaden their sphere of participation, while not freeing them from pressures and 
forms of sociocultural control. A    pivotal element of CTG discourse, alongside infor-
mal mechanisms of policing gender transgression, has been the framing of women’s 

11    Peon, cowboy, ranch hand.  
12    The term “feminist,” for example, continues to be largely demonized and misunderstood in 
Brazil today.  

M. Adelman and G. Becker



89

activities within a familialist ideology of normal, heterosexual families whom through 
this particular Southern Brazilian “traditional” identity are able to sidestep the risks of 
(post)modern life (“keeping young people away from drugs” – and close to familial 
surveillance – is the most frequently repeated trope). 

 Yet, one way or another, the young rodeo women we spoke to all emphasized the 
fundamental role of horses, riding, and rodeo competition in their lives, and in doing 
so – in ways that were sometimes explicit but not always so – presenting a proud 
challenge to normative notions of domesticated femininity. Although our infor-
mants differ in their attitudes or sensitivity toward ways in which women are judged 
or pressured to conform, they all expressed disapproval of some type for the 
 machismo  they saw as still too present in Brazilian society. They tended to portray 
themselves – as did the women jockeys and show jumpers of our earlier research – 
as being in some way different from other women and certainly as brave and daring 
as amateur equestrian athletes. We see this as enormously signifi cant and all the 
more so if we consider the particularities of gendered cultures in Brazil, where 
women face persistent diffi culties in articulating identities that are free of the nor-
mative pressures and “discursive production” that promote the policing of bodies, 
their use and their image (Goldenberg  2008 ). Within this context, then, rodeo 
women – and women in other fi elds of equestrian sport – may be seen as exemplify-
ing new ways of constructing corporealities and subjectivities, moving ahead 
through a dense forest where prejudice and domesticating notions of “what it means 
to be a woman” still prevail.     
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