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Resumo/Abstract
The relation between indigenous tribes and manatees dates back to prehistoric times and
is still subject on interdisciplinary disciplines as marine environmental history,
ethnozoology and anthropology, among others. Manatees’ species are part of local
culture and traditions of their subtropical and tropical distribution regions at the entire
estuaries, rivers basins and lakes, and within its Atlantic range. Species’ populations
were estimated in the tens of thousands when the Europeans first arrived but the slow
swimming and the several uses of this novel and strange New World’s creature, not
only placed it on earlier in literature, folklore and mythology, but had also led to the
dwindling of its populations. We collected information from travel literature books,
letters from missionaries and Portuguese explorers, chronicles, scientific treatises,
illustrated broadsheets, leaflets and images in naturalist records, sailors’ reports,
folklore sources, poetry and literature books that may have references to the species.
The research was conducted using Portuguese sources for the 16th to 19th centuries. Our
main goal was to frame and discuss the first historical references and the early modern
human exploitation, uses and perceptions towards Brazilian manatees. This allows a
discussion about the abundance of the perceptions and uses of manatees that took place
since the 16th century to the present-day as well as some conservation issues starting to
emerge by the middle 18th century towards overexploited resources, specifically in
Angola and Brazil.
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