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Ruy Galvao de Andrada Coelho (1920-1990) was an anthropologist, cultural critic,
and professor of sociology at the University of Sao Paulo, the only researcher of his
generation to have conducted fieldwork outside of Brazil. Between September 1947
and July 1948, under the supervision of American anthropologist Melville Herskovits
(1895-1963), he studied the Garifuna (the ethnonym for those currently known as the
Black Caribs) of Trujillo, Honduras. This research was presented in his doctoral
dissertation The Black Carib of Honduras: a Study in Acculturation (1955).
Although remembered for his work at the journal Clima (1941-1944), which launched
the careers of some of Sao Paulo’s most renowned literary critics, such as Antonio
Candido (1918-2017), Gilda de Melo e Souza (1919-2005), Décio de Almeida Prado
(1917-2000) and Paulo Emilio Salles Gomes (1916-1977), Ruy Coelho was the author
of diverse anthropological works that drew inspiration from acculturation studies
and studies of culture and personality, both prominent currents in US anthropology

in the 1940s.

During and immediately after his university training at the Law School and the
Faculty of Philosophy, Science and Letters of the University of Sao Paulo, Coelho
worked as a literary and film critic and as an academic professor before heading to
the United States in 1945 to embark on a doctorate at Northwestern University, in
Illinois, under the supervision of Herskovits, a leading figure in the establishment of
African American studies. In 1946, he joined the Rorschach Institute of New York,
directed by the German psychologist Bruno Klopfer (1900-1971), participating in the
field research coordinated by anthropologist Alfred Irving Hallowell (1892-1974)
among the Ojibwa of Lac Du Flambeau, Wisconsin. The team employed the

ethnographic techniques and methods of the time, especially the application of
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Rorschach tests and free drawing to collect information on the repercussions, at an
individual level, of the changes experienced by the group. In 1947, he went to live in
Trujillo among the Black Caribs, a population originally from Saint Vincent Island in
the Caribbean, who arrived on the northern coast of Honduras in April 1797, after
being deported by British marines under government orders. Coelho’s dissertation
explores the main aspects of social and family organization, as well as the
cosmological universe of Garifuna society. Coelho sought to describe the cultural
unity resulting from the synthesis of elements deriving from Amerindian, African,
and European traditions, amid the circumstances of the attacks and diverse forms of
violence experienced by the group throughout its history. This work is located at the
intersection between acculturation studies, aligning with Herskovits’s research
program, and the studies of culture and personality, with an emphasis on the

socio-psychological impact of situations of change under Hallowell’s inspiration.

After completing his dissertation, Ruy Coelho joined the University of Puerto Rico as
a professor in 1949 and was hired eleven months later by the Social Sciences
Department of the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO). There, under the supervision of the Swiss-American anthropologist
Alfred Métraux (1902-1963), he was co-responsible for organizing a series of
research projects on race relations in Brazil (1951-1952). In 1952, upon his return to
Brazil, he was named assistant professor of the Chair of Sociology II at USP. In the
following years, although he did not continue his investigations on the Black Caribs,
Coelho published three more articles based on the collected field material: “Le
concept de I'ame chez les Caraibes noirs” [The concept of soul among the Black
Caribs] (1952), “As festas dos Caraibas Negros” [Festivities among the Black Caribs]
(1952) and “Personalidade e papéis sociais dos xamas entre os Caraibas Negros”
[Personality and social roles of shamans among the Black Caribs] (1961). He also
translated his doctoral dissertation into Portuguese as Os Karaib negros de
Honduras (1964). He subsequently turned his attention to sociological theory, as
developed in“Individuo e sociedade na teoria de Auguste Comte” [Individual and
society in the theory of Auguste Comte], 1963, and to the critical revision of the

concept of social structure and its expression at the level of psychological dynamics,
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in “Estrutura social e dinamica psicologica” [Structure and psychological dynamics]
(1969) — an interest that would eventually lead to his last writings on “Planos de
cognicao e processos culturais” [Cognition plans and cultural processes] (1989). In
these studies, Coelho revisits the French intellectual training of his formative years,
revisited in light of the theoretical-conceptual postulates of the studies of culture and
personality. After being arrested with his wife, the Brazilian psychologist Ltcia Maria
Salvia Coelho (1937-2023), for alleged subversive activities during the repressive
years of the military dictatorship, Coelho went into exile with his family in
Aix-en-Provence, in the south of France, where he was hired by the Department of
Portuguese-Brazilian Studies of the University of Provence, working there between
1974 and 1977. Returning to Brazil in 1977, he resumed his activities in the social
sciences course at USP and was elected director of the Faculty of Philosophy,
Languages and Literature, and Humans Sciences (FFLCH) in 1982. He was also a
visiting professor at the University of Coimbra, Portugal, in 1984, helping set up the
degree in anthropology at the Department of Life Sciences and deepening the debate

on epistemology in the social sciences.

Coelho’s pioneering study of the Garifuna has continued to be cited and is influential
in Honduras, ever since its translation into Spanish in the 1980s as Los negros
caribes de Honduras (1981). Although the culturalist framework in which the
research was conducted has since been superseded, the description of the main social
institutions and religious ideas of this population in a short documented period of
their history has made the study an essential bibliographic reference. Likewise, the
keen insight shown by the themes on which he focused, considered decisive by the
people studied, still fascinates Honduran readers, especially the Garifuna, to this day.
Although Coelho’s anthropological work is seldom read in Brazil, the growing
enthusiasm among anthropologists for questions linked to cognition and perception
may perhaps stimulate interest in his contribution to the debate on the relations

between anthropology, psychology, and psychoanalysis.

Ramassote, Rodrigo. 2024. “Ruy Coelho”. Translated by David Rodgers. In Enciclopédia de
Antropologia. Sao Paulo: Universidade de Sao Paulo, Departamento de Antropologia.
http://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/author/ruy-coelho ISSN: 2676-038X.


http://ea.fflch.usp.br/

Enciclopédia de Antropologia
ea.fflch.usp.br

HOW TO CITE

Ramassote, Rodrigo. 2024. “Ruy Coelho”. Translated by David Rodgers. In
Enciclopédia de Antropologia. Sao Paulo: Universidade de Sao Paulo, Departamento
de Antropologia. http://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/author/ruy-coelho

KEYWORDS

acculturation; black diaspora; Brazilian anthropology; Brazilian social sciences;
Caribbean; culturalism; cultural change; ethnography; psychology; University of Sao
Paulo

BIBLIOGRAPHY

COELHO, Ruy, “The significance of the Couvade among the Black Caribs”, Man, v.
49, 1949, p. 51-53

COELHO, Ruy, “Le concept de I'ame chez les Caraibes Noirs”, Journal de la société
des américanistes, t. 41, n. 1, 1952, p. 21-30

COELHO, Ruy, “As festas dos Caraibas negros”, Anhembi, Sao Paulo, Ano III, nam.
25, Vol. IX, dezembro de 1952, p. 54-72

COELHO, Ruy, The Black Carib of Honduras: a study in acculturation, Ph.D.
dissertation, Northwestern University, 1955

COELHO, Ruy, “Personalidade e papéis sociais do Xama entre os Caraibas Negros”,
Revista de Antropologia, v. 9, n. 1/2, 1961, p. 69-89

COELHO, Ruy, “Os Karaib Negros de Honduras”, Revista do Museu Paulista, Sao
Paulo, vol. XV, 1964, p. 7-212

COELHO, Ruy, Estrutura Social e Dinamica Psicologica, Sao Paulo, Livraria
Pioneira Editora/ Editora da Universidade de Sao Paulo, 1969

COELHO, Ruy, Los negros caribes de Honduras, Honduras, Editorial Guaymuras,
1981

COELHO, Ruy, “Planos de cognicao e processos culturais”, Tempo Social, Revista de
Sociologia do Departamento de Sociologia da USP, 1(1), 1989, p. 81-104

Ramassote, Rodrigo. 2024. “Ruy Coelho”. Translated by David Rodgers. In Enciclopédia de
Antropologia. Sao Paulo: Universidade de Sao Paulo, Departamento de Antropologia.
http://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/author/ruy-coelho ISSN: 2676-038X.

4


http://ea.fflch.usp.br/
http://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/author/ruy-coelho
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/acculturation
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/black-diaspora
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/brazilian-anthropology
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/brazilian-social-sciences
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/caribbean
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/culturalism
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/cultural-change
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/palavra-chave/ethnography
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/palavra-chave/psychology
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/university-sao-paulo
https://ea.fflch.usp.br/palavra-chave/university-sao-paulo

Enciclopédia de Antropologia
ea.fflch.usp.br

COELHO, Ruy, Dias em Trujillo: um antropdlogo brasileiro em Honduras, Sao
Paulo, Editora Perspectiva, CESA, Sociedade Cientifica de Estudos da Arte, 2000

COELHO, Ruy, Os Caraibas Negros de Honduras, Sao Paulo, Editora Perspectiva,
CESA, Sociedade Cientifica de Estudos da Arte, 2002

DAVIDSON, William V., “Etnohistoria hondurena: la llegada de los garifunas a
Honduras” In: Etnologia y etnohistoria de Honduras — Ensayos, Honduras,
Tegucigalpa, Instituto Hondurefnio de Antropologia e Historia, 2009

GONZALEZ, Nancy L., Peregrinos del Caribe: etnogénesis y etnohistoria de los
garifunas, Honduras, Editorial Guaymuras, 2008

HALLOWELL, A. Irving, “The Rorschach technique in the study of personality and
culture”, American Anthropologist, vol. 47, n. 2, 1945, p. 195-210

HALLOWELL, A. Irving, Culture & Experience, New York, Schocken Books, 1967

HERSKOVITS, Melville, “The significance of the study of acculturation for
anthropology”, American Anthropologist, New Series, Vol. 39, No. 2, 1937, p.

259-264

HERSKOVITS, Melville (1945), “Problem, method and theory in afroamerican
studies” In: The new world negro, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1966

PONTES, Heloisa, Destinos Mistos. Os criticos do Grupo Clima em Sao Paulo
(1940-1968), Sao Paulo, Companhia das Letras, 1998

RAMASSOTE, Rodrigo (compilaciéon y estudio introductorio), Creencias, rituales y
fiestas garifunas: cuatro articulos de Ruy Coelho, Honduras, Editorial Guaymuras,
2018

RAMASSOTE, Rodrigo, “The Black Caribs of Central America: A problem in
Three-Way of Acculturation (Ruy Coelho) - Presentation”, Vibrant, Virtual Braz.
Anthropology, v. 17, 2020 https://doi.org/10.1590/1809-43412020v17j550

Ramassote, Rodrigo. 2024. “Ruy Coelho”. Translated by David Rodgers. In Enciclopédia de
Antropologia. Sao Paulo: Universidade de Sao Paulo, Departamento de Antropologia.
http://ea.fflch.usp.br/en/author/ruy-coelho ISSN: 2676-038X.

5


http://ea.fflch.usp.br/
https://doi.org/10.1590/1809-43412020v17j550

