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 | Abstract: This article examines the rapid increase of chicken consumption in Brazilian cities 
in the 1990s. It is based on articles from the magazine Aves & Ovos, published by the Associ-
ation of Chicken Producers of São Paulo between 1990 and 2000, and qualitative interviews 
with customers and producers that I conducted in Curitiba in 2023. The magazine featured 
key chicken industry players discussing global and national political and social developments 
and their relevance to the chicken consumption. In this way, the magazine provides an insight 
into the most important changes in the eating habits of urban consumers. This article looks at 
how chicken appealed to different consumers, the role of the state in these developments, and 
what motivated people to incorporate chicken into their daily diets. The influence of global 
factors is evident, whereby the diverse characteristics of the case study of Brazil and the im-
portant role of local actors in the establishment of urban mass consumption are foregrounded.
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64  | Resumo: Este artigo examina a intensificação do acesso ao consumo de frango em cidades 
brasileiras durante a década de 1990. Para tanto, baseia-se na publicação Aves & Ovos, da 
Associação dos Produtores de Frango de São Paulo, entre os anos 1990 e 2000, bem como em 
entrevistas qualitativas com consumidores e produtores realizadas em Curitiba em 2023. A 
revista, que contou com a contribuição dos principais atores da indústria do frango, abordava 
tópicos relativos ao seu consumo à nível nacional e internacional. Tangenciando desenvol-
vimentos políticos e sociais, as publicações permitem entrever alterações importantes nos 
hábitos alimentares de consumidores urbanos da época. A forma como o frango atraiu dife-
rentes consumidores, o papel do Estado nestes desenvolvimentos e o que motivou as pessoas 
a incorporar o frango às suas dietas são elementos analisados. O estudo de caso leva em con-
sideração tanto a evidente influência de fatores internacionais quanto o papel indispensável 
de atores locais para a massificação do consumo urbano de frango.
Palavras-chave: Consumo de frango; Plano real (reforma monetária); Abastecimento ali-

mentar urbano; Cultura alimentar; Brasil.

In 1992, Marcello Sandoli, the chairman of the National Association of Poultry 
Slaughterhouses (Associação Nacional dos Abatedouros Avícolas, ANAB), spoke of a 
drastic change in the nutritional practices of his country (Anuario 93, 24). Chicken 
meat, he said, had become an ubiquitous food in Brazilian households. In fact, nation-
al consumption increased from 13 kg per person in 1990 to a peak of around 40 kg 
in 20101. This rapid increase was only possible due to fundamental changes in urban 
consumption practices. 

As a major exporter, Brazil had become very important as a supplier of cheap frozen 
chicken to the growing global population. Chicken meat is a food product that is mar-
keted on a global scale by large agribusiness corporations in a neoliberal, cooperative 
food regime with its own specific consumption practices (Friedmann and Mc Michael 
1989; Dixon 2002). The emergence of a high-tech, vertically integrated chicken in-
dustry, in which farmers contract with processors, has been studied in detail from a 
technical, biological, veterinary, and economic perspective (Souza et al. 2011). Histor-
ical research has paid attention to its importance for the international market (Klein 
and Vidal Luna 2022). One reason for this is the tendency to analyze the countries 
of the global south primarily as exporters, while the growth in consumption within 
these populations is almost neglected by researchers (for an overview of the research on 
different deficits, see Trentmann and Otero-Cleves 2017; Horner and Nadvi 2018). 
However, most of the production (since the mid-1990s around 70 percent) has been 
intended for domestic consumption (IBGE 2006). This massive increase in chicken 
consumption as part of changing urban diets over a decade in Brazil, especially in 
terms of local actors and perspectives, has been under-researched from a cultural stud-
ies viewpoint. 

1 OECD, Data Meat consumption, 2023. https://data.oecd.org/agroutput/meat-consumption.htm 
(Feburary 14, 2024). 
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65Building on these findings, this paper examines how the mass consumption of 
chicken meat developed in Brazil’s large cities during the 1990s. It also examines the 
role of local actors at different levels in popularizing chicken. Chicken was initial-
ly attractive because it had become very cheap, and the country was hit by a severe 
economic crisis in the early 1990s. However, this was far from the only reason for 
chicken’s popularity. The industry has fought hard against being seen only as a cheap 
beef alternative. This article argues that chicken became popular in Brazil through its 
multiple meanings, making chicken attractive to almost everyone in highly unequal 
cities (see on this Dixon 2002; Kollnig 2022). The object here, therefore, is to describe 
the different meanings attributed to food by different social classes, meanings that are 
considered to be highly important in making everyday food choices. The transforma-
tion of the industry, however, was not just about the product, but also about changing 
supply strategies, the specific consumption sites that were crucial in the 1990s, and, 
alongside the existential supply of food, (taste) experiences and entertainment. 

Articles from the magazine Aves & Ovos, published by the Association of Chicken 
Producers of São Paulo between 1990 and 2000, are analyzed. These articles make it 
possible to reconstruct important changes in chicken consumption in large Brazilian 
cities in the south and central south of the country (Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, Cu-
ritiba) in relation to political, social, and economic developments of the 1990s. The 
authors were usually men from the upper middle and upper classes, writing for a cor-
responding readership. To broaden this perspective, this article also includes findings 
from qualitative interviews. As part of a larger study on chicken consumption in cities 
of the Mercosur, I spoke to a number of producers, but above all consumers from var-
ious social backgrounds, about their eating habits and how these have changed since 
the 1990s.

The first part of the paper looks at the promises of urban consumption during a 
severe economic crisis in the early 1990s. Subsequently, I analyze changing consump-
tion habits and practices, considering contemporary discourses on (good) food, health 
and modernity. (New) sites of chicken consumption are identified in the third section. 
Finally, I discuss the marketing strategies that promoted the rise of mass chicken con-
sumption.

ECONOMIC CRISIS AND THE PROMISE OF CHEAP CONSUMPTION 

In the early 1990s, Brazil suffered a severe economic crisis which also threatened to 
undermine the country’s food security. In her article in this dossier, Jennifer Adair 
demonstrates the impact of food insecurity caused by an economic crisis, using the 
example of real and imagined food riots in Buenos Aires. Such political turmoil was 
to be avoided in Brazil. Political and business leaders met to discuss how to improve 
the situation through the provision of cheap food for the country’s growing urban 
population. In 1970, Brazil’s urban population comprised 56 percent of the coun-
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66 try’s total; by 1990 it had already reached 75 percent and has risen even further since 
(Aves & Ovos 1995a, 14). At the same time, chicken production had become a highly 
competitive industry, pioneering large-scale intensive livestock production in Brazil. 
By the early 1990s, it was able to offer meat at increasingly low prices (1974: 4.50 R$ 
(reales2), 1994: 1.25 R$ average/kg) (Aves & Ovos 1997, 7). The chicken has under-
gone a fundamental change: it has become an industrial product. The entire produc-
tion is still based on certain high-performance breeds. The fattening period of these 
animals has been reduced, as has the amount of feed an animal needs to grow until it is 
ready for slaughter. This is why the poultry industry has played a very active role in dis-
cussions on improving food security. A reduction in the cost of food, through efficient 
production and low taxes, is intended to make food cheap enough to be affordable 
for all sections of the population. The developments in agriculture were by no means 
uncontroversial, as the large, well-funded farming businesses were favored over the 
smaller ones. Backyard chicken farming for subsistence and sale at local markets had 
been common in Brazilian cities for centuries (Debret 2014, 187-188), but as urban-
ization has increased, this practice has continuously declined. Regulations and hygiene 
standards have been tightened, with less time for housework due to working hours, 
and people tend to live in cramped, garden-less housing. A woman who grew up in 
the north of Rio de Janeiro highlights the increased dependency on the food industries 
as the number of people able to produce foodstuff in their own gardens has decreased:

In the old days, houses weren’t like they are today, when they’re very small and we build on 
top of them. Making buildings, right? In the old days, it was a house with a yard, there were 
pigs, you know, chickens, mallards, and ducks, there was all that, plantations that my father, 
my grandfather also used to plant vegetables […] (Interview, Curitiba, November 2023).3

With the Plano Real (a currency reform adopted in early 1994 to end the high in-
flation of the early 1990s), the then Brazilian president Fernando Henrique Cardoso 
promised the population that they would eat more chicken. A kilogram of chicken 
then cost exactly one real (Cury 2014). Years later, many Brazilians still remembered 
Cardoso’s consumer promise. Industrially-produced chicken became a symbol of Car-
dozo’s policies, promising people a better economic future. 

CHICKEN CONSUMPTION IN TRANSITION. NEW CONSUMPTION 
PATTERNS AT HOME AND AWAY FROM HOME

Before the modernization of the chicken industry, chicken meat was expensive and 
was therefore only eaten by many families at weekends or on public holidays. For cen-

2 The Brazilian currency, introduced in July 1994 and still used today (in 1994 the value of US$ was 
0.64 R$). Before 1994 the Brazilian currency was the Cruzeiro. 

3 Translation from the Portuguese original.
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67turies, it was considered excellent food for the sick (Wätzold 2011, 95). It is difficult 
to generalize about what was eaten in Brazil in the past, given the regional differences 
and the considerable social inequalities and differences in financial resources. Rice 
and beans were consumed daily across all social classes and in all regions. Beans, as 
an article from the 1990s mentions, were labelled in the past the “meat of the poor” 
because they are a very cheap vegetable protein (Aves & Ovos 2003, 26). The aim of the 
chicken industry was that their product, as the cheapest animal protein, should have a 
similar status to beans. Aves & Ovos therefore compared the nutrient content (protein 
and energy) of chicken meat with that of boiled black beans, along with a comparison 
of the respective prices, to present both foods as equivalent. The whole chicken was 
not much more expensive than the beans, and animal proteins were considered to be 
of higher quality (Aves & Ovos 2003, 27). Animal protein became an integral part of 
the meals of a larger number of people and took on an increasingly important role in 
people’s vocabulary. The word protein entered the language as a synonym for meat: 
this further distances language from its association with an actual animal, and also 
indirectly hinders the association of the word with non-animal alternatives, while em-
phasizing the importance of satisfying a basic physical human need.

The price of chicken varied considerably, depending on what form it was sold in 
and how much processing it had undergone. In 1992, 55 percent of chickens was still 
sold in the form of the whole bird. This preference can be explained due to the low 
price (Avicultura & Suinocultura Industrial 1992b, 4). Nevertheless, there was already 
a trend towards buying individual parts, with 43 percent of chickens being sold in 
portions in 1992. In the population, a general trend can be observed from larger to 
smaller households, encouraging the purchasing of smaller portions of meat (Avicul-
tura & Suinocultura Industrial 1992b, 4). It was also time-saving to buy individual 
pieces, which were quicker and easier to prepare. Finally, culinary preferences played a 
role, as consumers could buy the parts they preferred. Some of the people interviewed 
for this article described it as a very present childhood memory that disputes arose 
between them and their siblings over the question of who got to eat which part of the 
chicken. Such conflicts could be avoided by buying just the thighs and drumsticks, 
which are very popular in Brazil.

The chicken industry also began to develop a greater variety to increase the profit 
margins of the product, as the individual parts were more expensive to sell than the 
whole chicken. These were mostly products that already existed abroad, adopted by 
and adapted to the Brazilian market. At the beginning of the 1990s, a small percent-
age (2 percent) of chicken began to be sold in the form of processed products such as 
hamburgers, nuggets, or sausages by the large chicken companies (Avicultura & Suin-
ocultura Industrial 1992b, 4). This significant change prompted the magazine Avicul-
tura & Suinocultura Industrial to publish a cover in November 1992 with the caption 
“Processed products reach the consumer’s table” (Avicultura & Suinocultura Industrial 
1992b, cover). Sadia, the main chicken producer at the time, created a turkey mas-
cot in 1971. As shown in a fiftieth anniversary commercial, Lek Trek helped Sadia 
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68 introduce the new processed products to consumers through television advertising.4 
(Comercial Sadia 2021). 

Chicken meat developed in the 1990s from a food that was eaten on Sundays and 
festive days to a food that most of the population consumed at least twice a week (Aves 
& Ovos 1995b, 38). The changes in consumer behavior were linked to urban living 
habits. More women worked outside the home (Camargo Andrade [2004] investigates 
changes that took place in the 1990s and focuses on the role of women in it). One 
author expressed the changes as follows: 

Whether it’s due to a lack of time or convenience is not so important. The fact is that house-
wives in the home want more and more family meals that are naturally tasty but easy to 
prepare, healthy and of high quality in terms of nutritional content and hygiene. It would 
be all the better if these characteristics were guaranteed and the food was already prepared 
and only needed to be heated in the microwave for a few minutes (Aves & Ovos 1995e, 9).5

The author mentions the influence that women had in the choice of food, because 
in most cases women were responsible for shopping and cooking (cf. Miller 1995, 9; 
Dixon 2002, 17, 60, 63). However, he fails to mention that women were also ambiv-
alent about the increasing reliance on industrialized convenience foods to feed their 
families. Due to the double burden of employment and household chores, women 
were disproportionately dependent on these products from the food industry, even if 
they were critical of the processes behind them and would have preferred to cook fresh 
meals for their families. Carole Counihan has shown that Italian women in the period 
since the Second World War were very ambivalent about losing control over the pro-
vision of food for their families (Counihan 1988, 58). In Brazil, the process was even 
more complex because a significant proportion of women worked for other families in 
a domestic role. Consequently, this results in a reduction in the time available for the 
care and nurturing of their own families (Camargo Andrade 2004). 

The growing need for simple dishes was presented as a complete contrast to the 
traditional preparation of live chickens, something that had been very common before 
the 1990s. In an article on the fiftieth anniversary of industrial chicken production, 
Aves & Ovos published a report that used the character, “Dona Izabel,” to show how 
much more difficult it supposedly was for housewives when chicken meat was not yet 
mainly sold in supermarkets and the housewife prepared a chicken for the family on 
Sundays (Aves & Ovos 1994b, 24-25). The report emphasized the amount of time in-
volved; the chicken either had to be bought alive or came from the family’s own small 
flock, and then, the process of butchering required a certain amount of knowledge 
and experience that the author alleged housewives did not have: “Butchering chickens 
was a technique that even the most dedicated housewives could not master” (Aves & 

4 Comercial Sadia - Lek trek: 50 anos de inovações pra você, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=WGYtcXh8mNs, (viewed on February 14, 2024).

5 Translation from the Portuguese original.
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69Ovos 1994b, 24). This statement should, of course, be seen against the background 
of the industry’s desire to sell its products. In fact, the knowledge of how to slaughter 
chickens had been around for centuries. 

It was true, however, that this was a violent and bloody process; the feathers and 
inedible parts had to be removed before the chicken could be cooked. When buying 
chicken meat in supermarkets, by contrast, consumers are shielded from the reality of 
killing and the transformation of the chicken from a living being to a commodity. This 
was advantageous to the chicken industry, as compared to industrial production, the 
traditional process could be represented as unhygienic and backward. Buying chickens 
through supermarkets, markets and butchers meant less visible violence, labor, effort, 
and dirt. Modern industrial production was thus defined in terms of its difference to 
the violent killing of chicken in households. 

On the other hand, however, it also meant increasing dependence on the food 
industry. A fifty-year-old chiropodist who now lives in Curitiba associated keeping 
chickens for self-sufficiency with the fact that she always had something to eat when 
she was growing up in the north of the city of Rio de Janeiro, as she told me in an 
interview:

We used to eat like this, we didn’t buy the chicken, not at the market. We bred chickens at 
home [...] basically everyone had chickens in the house, and if you have chickens, you have 
eggs, so there’s a lot of egg consumption. So that’s the case everywhere, isn’t it? So, you don’t 
have to starve. If you have the chicken in the house, then you basically have the egg and 
the chicken. When it gets old, it’s killed and goes into the pot to be cooked. The chicken 
can reproduce, can’t it? It’s the easiest and cheapest meat we have (Interview, Curitiba, 
November 2023).6

HEALTH AND CLASS—CHICKEN AND THE NEOLIBERAL BODY

The chicken industry did not only market chicken meat as a cheap protein. It also suc-
cessfully promoted the global trend of consuming white meat among the more affluent 
classes in Brazil. In these discourses, the health aspect was placed in the foreground. 
This was summarized in an article on chicken consumption: “By and large, consumers 
[in “developed countries”] are increasingly looking for foods that improve their health, 
are considered healthy and can help prolong life” (Aves & Ovos 1999, 24). Nutritional 
science has been instrumental in promoting this image, emphasizing the high energy 
and lower fat content of chicken compared to other meats. Nutrition became an im-
portant topic for experts, who declared what was good and what was not good and 
thus influenced people’s everyday lives in a form of social control (Dixon 2002, 15). 
A parallel development to the consumption of chicken meat was the fitness trend first 
adopted by the middle and upper classes (see figure 1). 

6 Translation from the Portuguese Original.
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Figure 1: Chicken: the unbeatable lightness of a noble protein Source: BESA, Aves & 
Ovos, February 1994, Cover (modified by the author).

Chicken became synonymous with an ideal diet for athletes (Aves & Ovos, 1994c, 
14f.). It is therefore not surprising that the first “Chicken Light” range was advertised 
in an expensive television campaign in 1991 (Avicultura & Suinocultura Industrial 
1992a, 48).

Against this background, chicken breast also became more popular and was already 
the most popular part of the chicken on the European market and in the USA. In a 
promotional video from 2022, Brazilian football player Neymar appears together with 
the Sadia chicken Lek Trek to advertise the consumption of the products of one of 
Brazil’s best-known chicken brands.7 Both the football star and the chicken itself are 
presented as up-and-comers, one from poverty as a role model for many young peo-
ple, the other as a representation of a species that is otherwise namelessly intended for 

7 Commercial Sadia, Lek Trek e Neymar “Sua torcida pede Sadia”, 2022. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=_LXeernL6yo (February 14, 2024).
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71consumption. The problems caused by industrial production are faded out by people 
dancing happily in the city, eating various snacks in everyday situations. All of this is 
bathed in Brazil’s national colors, with both Sadia and Neymar staged as figureheads 
of a “modern” urban society. 

The consumption of processed products in advertising and the association with 
elite sport initially seems paradoxical. But the commercial unintentionally opens a re-
vealing perspective: both the chicken and Neymar stand for the extreme optimization 
of bodies in neoliberalism, described by Jürgen Martschukat as follows: “The actions 
of subjects must be geared toward investing in themselves in order – always and every-
where – to increase their own “portfolio value.” The goal is for these investments and 
one’s work on oneself to yield visible results. Such evident success enables individuals 
to be recognized as productive members of society. Consequently, in neoliberalism the 
relationship between individual and society is measured in a new way.” (Martschukat 
2021, 15) This common connection in advertisements points to what social geogra-
pher Julie Guthman calls the “bulimic” relationship promoted by the current food 
regime, characterized by a demand for lean and powerful bodies and a simultaneous 
ubiquity of highly processed products offered at ever lower prices (Guthman 2011, 
163-184; Martschukat 2021, 21f.). 

The emerging distinction between healthy and unhealthy, to which chicken breast 
owed its reputation as a high-quality source of protein, labelled chicken skin as un-
healthy because it was considered too fatty. In one of my interviews in Curitiba, a 
pensioner who had worked in the health system herself deliberately mentioned the 
aspect that she no longer eats chicken skin for this reason. However, as she had pre-
viously told me how much she loves all parts of the chicken, it is possible that she 
wanted to emphasize to a foreign scientist (me) that she knows the advice of nutri-
tionists and follows it. The death of her husband had in any case made her think about 
healthy eating, as he had died “not because of the chicken, of course, but because of 
the whole diet (Interview, Curitiba, November 2023).” To a certain extent, however, 
such a statement is indicative of a viewpoint in which the reasons for an unhealthy 
diet and lifestyle are sought in individual failures and not in social problems, in a soci-
ety in which nutrition has also become an indicator of class distinction (Martschukat 
2019, 43).

Upper-class and upper-middle-class consumers can opt for expensive niche prod-
ucts whose production is subject to mandatory regulations to enable them to be la-
belled and sold as free-range or organic chickens. In the 1990s, there were hardly any 
products for this sector. An article in Aves & Ovos presents a brand of chickens from 
France that were reared under better conditions, as certified by the state, and slaugh-
tered after a longer period. The article discusses whether such niche products would 
also be suitable for the Brazilian market, where there was also a certain demand for 
more expensive products (Aves & Ovos 1998, 12). Organic chicken was not yet sold 
in supermarkets in the 1990s, although people could buy them from local markets. 
This made it possible to continue small-scale production without falling victim to the 
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72 pressure from large corporations, as was later the case (Interview, Curitiba, November 
2023.)8 In 1994, the Korin brand was founded, which is important for the organic 
sector and is based on Mokiti Okada’s philosophy and method of natural farming 
(Korin 2024). To date, organic and free-range production has developed to such an 
extent that all major brands have included it in their product range. The current food 
regime has not been fundamentally changed by these developments, but critical forc-
es have been integrated into the system (Martschukat 2019, 35). In the interviews I 
conducted, a certain skepticism was expressed towards free-range chickens bought in 
supermarkets, which in the end also came from industrial production. They are said to 
have lost the better flavor of a “galinha caipira,” which many still associate with their 
childhood, when their mother or grandmother slaughtered a chicken on Sundays and 
the whole family came to eat (Interview, Niterói, October 2021).9 So despite the story 
of „Dona Izabel“ told by the chicken industry there is still a nostalgia for the tradition-
al ways of eating the “galinha”.10

URBAN CONSUMPTION SPACES

Most food has been sold via supermarkets since the 1990s. The supermarket revolu-
tion, as it has been called in research, was faster and more intensive in Brazil than in 
other regions. Between 1990 and 2000, the share of products sold through supermar-
kets increased from 30 percent to 70 percent (Niederle and Wesz Junior 2018, 114). 
Large supermarket chains such as the French company Carrefour and the Brazilian 
company Pão de Açúcar dominated the market. Despite the rapid and intensive ex-
pansion of supermarkets, meat continued to be sold via poultry farms, street markets, 
butcheries, farm shops and municipal markets (see table 1).

As an everyday product, chicken meat was an important product for supermarkets, 
attracting customers and generating high profits compared to other products (while it 
occupied only 0.6% of the display area in supermarkets, chicken accounted for 3.7% 
of total supermarket sales see Aves & Ovos September 1993c, 12; Aves & Ovos 1992b, 
18). During certain periods in the 1990s, companies were sometimes unable to supply 
enough chicken meat to supermarkets to fulfil the high demand, as the head of mar-
keting at Copacol remembered (Interview, Cafelândia, December 2023). The market 
power of the supermarkets meant that they could set the prices: for example, producers 
continue to object that it is made more difficult for the lower-income population to 
buy food because the mark-up in supermarkets is too high. This tendency is least visi-

8 Interview with a vendor who sells Korin’s goods at an organic market. His parents used to produce 
organic chickens themselves.

9 Similar feelings were reported in many interviews. 
10 In Brazilian Portuguese, these chickens are referred to as “galinhas,”and not as “frango,” a word used 

only for industrialized chickens.
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73Table 1: Percentage share of retail outlets in chicken sales 

Equipment POF FIPE 1981/82 (1) POF FIPE 1991/92 (1) APA 1994 (2)

Supermarket 
(Supermercado) 19 34.5 35 to 40

Poultry farm 
(Avícula) 31 39 20 to 25

Street market
(Feira) 15 13 15

Butchery
Açougue 12.5 n.c. n.c.

Farm
(Granja) 10.3 n.c. n.c.

Town markets
(Mercados 
municipales)

4.2 n.c. n.c.

Others 8 3.5 5
Total 100 100 100

Source: Family Budget Survey (POF) FIPE/ USP and a survey commissioned by the São 
Paulo poultry association, in Aves & Ovos 1997, 9.
(1) Refers to the metropolitan region of São Paulo 

(2) Refers to the state of São Paulo 

ble in the case of a whole chicken: a whole chicken in 2003 was available in stores for 
R$2.50, whereas the wholesale purchase price was R$1.80, a markup of 9 percent on 
the original price (Aves & Ovos 2003, 28).11 However, the markup for chicken breast 
in the supermarket was 82 percent (R$5.29 at the supermarket compared to R$2.90 
wholesale). For drumsticks, the retail price was twice as high as the wholesale price 
(R$4.19 compared to R$2.10). The producers criticized the very high profit margins 
of the retail trade within the chicken supply chain because they had most of the work 
and bore a much higher risk. By increasing productivity, they can offer products at ever 
lower prices to supermarkets, but these price reductions are not passed on to customers 
to a sufficient extent (Aves & Ovos 2003, 28).

Curitiba, a city that is considered a national role model in terms of food security 
projects, has attempted to limit the power of the supermarkets to some extent using 
different control strategies, thereby giving a greater number of people access to food 
in general, including chicken meat. A wide range of weekly markets was set up in dif-

11 In 2003 the value of one US$ was 3,07 R$.
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74 ferent parts of the city and at different times. In the 1990s, prices of basic foodstuffs 
in the city’s main supermarkets on a weekly basis were compared and published to 
guarantee greater price stability and ensure a certain control function vis-à-vis the su-
permarkets (Interview, Curitiba, November 2023). Furthermore, so-called “Armazéns 
da familia” (Family stores) were opened in various neighborhoods. In the early years, 
these were older, converted buses that travelled to the city districts to sell food to parts 
of the population. The prices of the Armazém food were on average 30 percent cheaper 
than the food on offer in the supermarkets. Initially, people earning up to three times 
the statutory minimum wage12 a month benefited from this project; later, people earn-
ing up to five times the statutory minimum wage a month were also able to benefit.13 
Social policy therefore played an important role in ensuring that chicken meat reached 
all levels of society and that Cardoso’s promise of consumption could be fulfilled.

A decisive change took place on the labor market, too. Employees lived on the out-
skirts of growing cities and had long journeys to get to work; there was no time to go 
home during the break, so they had to be catered for (Aves & Ovos 1995d,14). In order 
to increase the productivity of the employees and to integrate them more strongly into

Figure 2: Workers having lunch Source: BESA, Aves & Ovos 1991c, 7. 

12 The legal minimum wage was 70 R$ in September 1994. It rose steadily in the following years. (May 
1995, R$ 100; May 1996, R$ 112; May 1997, R$ 120; May 1998, R$ 130; May 1999, R$ 136).

13 Armazém da familia, 2024. https://www.curitiba.pr.gov.br/servicos/armazem-da-familia/26 (Febru-
ary 14, 2024).
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75the company apparatus, they were often given the opportunity to eat together (see 
figure 2; Bernet 2016, 273; Tanner 1999). 

In the 1990s, the provision of food for the workforce was professionalized and 
the provision of thousands of lunches was outsourced to external companies. In col-
laboration with nutritionists, weekly menu plans were drawn up that had to fulfil 
several functions: first, the food had to taste good to the workers and be available in 
sufficient quantities. In addition, a balanced meal was to be offered to promote the 
health and thus the performance of the workers. Rice and beans were on the menu 
almost every day. Chicken was on the menu about twice a week, in various forms. 
Chicken with noodles or polenta was very popular in the canteens and was a typical 
dish from the south of the country, reminding the workers of home cooking (Aves & 
Ovos 1991c, 5-6). The situation was similar in the university canteens, which not only 
offered lunch, but where students could eat all day for very little money. Here, too, 
the nutritionists included chicken several times a week. In one of the large canteens 
in Curitiba, one of the decisive developments in the 1990s was that whole chickens 
were no longer purchased, but rather individual chicken parts for different dishes. 
According to the current head of the canteen, this was much more popular with stu-
dents than the whole chicken (Andrade Grácia, 2000; Interview, Curitiba, November 
2023). This corresponds to the trend described above for private households. Chicken 
stroganoff with fried potato sticks became a classic. The chicken industry considered 
it a particularly great success that chicken meat was also included in school meals. 
Children were to receive several meals a day at school, depending on the education 
plan, to cover part of their daily requirements at school (see figure 3; Aves & Ovos 
1991a, 5-9).

Guaranteeing communal catering as part of social policy meant a huge logisti-
cal effort. The amount of food cooked every day in communal catering, in addition 
to increasing consumption at home, helped the industry to achieve high consump-
tion volumes of 22 kg per capita in the state of Paraná, 20 kg in Rio de Janeiro, 
and 18.5 kg in São Paulo in the year 1997 (Avicultura & Suinocultura Industrial 
1991b, 54).

At the same time, restaurants sprang up offering pay-by-weight buffets (Aves & 
Ovos 1995c, 72). These restaurants were mainly visited during the lunch break: it was 
quicker than ordering à la carte and could also be cheaper if only a small amount was 
scooped onto the plate. In addition, (inter)national fast-food chains tried to assert 
themselves on the Brazilian market in the big cities and integrate chicken into their 
range (Aves & Ovos 1991b, 5-9). Even the fast-food chains used the discourse that 
chicken was healthier, to market it as a better alternative to beefburgers. The beef 
supply chain was not as productive as the chicken chain at the time, but consumer 
demand for burgers was still very high. For the fast food restaurants, the integration 
of chicken into their menu was therefore a necessity in order to be less dependent on 
the beef industry, which could not supply enough meat at certain times (Aves & Ovos 
1991b, 6). McDonalds tried in 1979 to gain a foothold in large Brazilian cities. In
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Figure 3: Chickens and eggs conquer school meals Source: BESA, Frangos e ovos 
conquistam a merenda escolar, Aves & Ovos, February 1991a, 5.

1991, there were 70 McDonalds outlets throughout Brazil. They launched expensive 
advertising campaigns on television to appeal to children with the clown Ronald Mc-
Donald, but most of the population in the 1990s simply could not afford a visit to 
McDonalds as a leisure activity, which led it to become a place of consumption for the 
upper middle class. Nevertheless, McDonalds influenced children from other social 
classes in their consumer dreams, as comments under the old McDonalds adverts on 
YouTube show: “I grew up watching it, but we could never afford to buy such a deli-
cious sandwich. I bought my first when I got my first job at the age of 14”.14 Between 
2008 and 2013 McDonalds became more popular and the composition of customers 

14 @cardosocardoso689, 2022, under the McDonalds commercials of the 1990s. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=U2XMZvYfpsQ (February 18, 2024). 
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77changed, with more people from the so-called new middle class, now able to afford 
a visit and making up 40 percent of regular customers (Mundodomarketing 2013). 

However, Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC)—a brand that was vital to the creation 
of mass consumption of chicken in Australia—failed in Brazil in the 1970s. A new 
attempt was made in the nineties, when Pedro Conde Filho, a son of a wealthy bank-
ing family, tried to establish the fried chicken franchise in Brazilian cities. Despite 
the owner’s financial strength, however, this endeavor was only moderately successful 
(Aves & Ovos 1993b, 34). What Jane Dixon found to be so central to the distribution 
of chicken in Australia did not work in Brazil. KFC, unlike McDonalds and national 
chains such as Bobs, never really became popular in Brazil and still has only a few 
outlets across the country. Bobs was the first national chain to open its first shop in the 
Copacabana neighborhood back in 1952 and introduced the franchise system in 1984 
(Bob’s 2022). Like McDonalds, it was intended to appeal to families and young people 
as a target group. Since the 1970s, the chain has also been offered dishes with chicken, 
such as the Chicken Sandwich or the Chicken Salad. Here, too, there is a connection 
to top-class sport, as the chain was founded by a former professional tennis player. 

Another place where chicken is typically consumed today, which was reserved for 
the upper classes back then, is the airplane. Chicken was first included in the menu 
selection of Brazilian airlines in the 1990s and was very well received by customers. At 
that time, travelers received a proper menu on domestic flights (Aves & Ovos 1992a, 
6-12).

The chicken breeders’ association described these changes in daily food consump-
tion as the “conquista” of the chicken, which conquered canteen, restaurants, private 
households, fast-food outlets, and even airplanes in a relatively short space of time 
(Aves & Ovos 1994a, 11).

MARKETING: ADVERTISING THE CHICKEN 

In the 1990s, the chicken industry started to think about joint marketing strategies 
(Aves & Ovos 1993a, 5-10). With the production side of the business perfected, the 
focus turned to improving other parts of the supply chain. This included a campaign 
to increase the popularity of chicken as a mass consumer product, rather than just 
promoting individual brands. The model was a successful campaign that increased 
consumption of apples in Brazil from 600 grams to 3.6 kg per person per year. Orga-
nized by major advertising agencies, the campaign included supermarket promotions, 
TV and radio advertising, and the handing out of recipes in supermarkets.

Large companies such as Sadia and Perdigão, with experience in marketing their 
products abroad, were the leaders in marketing and product promotion. They were 
also the only ones that could afford to advertise their products on a large enough 
scale to keep the brand in people’s minds. Perdigão became famous with a particular 
product. The “Chester,” developed in 1982, became a bestseller and countless families 
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78 included it in their Christmas menus in the 1990s (Aves & Ovos 1992c, 17). Television 
advertisements at the beginning of the decade promoted “Chester Perdigão, the new 
Christmas tradition”.15 What made Chester special was that the most popular parts 
(breast, leg, and thigh) accounted for over 70 percent of the whole chicken. Perdigão 
promoted the fact that it was smaller than a turkey, which made it ideal for a family to 
eat and easier to cook in the oven.

One of the most aggressive product advertisements was by Maggi, which wanted 
to push the marketing of its chicken stock cubes, especially against the competition 
from Knorr. The “Galinha Azul” was born. By the end of the 1980s, the “blue chicken” 
was dancing in carnivals, appearing in various shows and advertisements, and was the 
subject of a special edition of Playboy. The chicken danced to a jingle with animated 
crowds: “From east to west, from north to south. The wave is the dance of the blue 
chicken”.16 In all these adverts, silliness was used as a communication strategy to at-
tract the attention of potential consumers. Using the example of Milka chocolate’s 
purple cow, art historian Walter Grasskamp has argued that silliness has been the pre-
dominant mood in product advertising in recent years (Grasskamp 2000, 122). He 
attests to the remarkable suggestive power of silliness as an aesthetic phenomenon: 

Unlike satire and parody, in which the circumstances to which they owe themselves are 
always inscribed, silliness makes life appear unclouded, as if there were no serious problems 
at all, as if the world had no weight: it creates a playful context in which nothing demands 
to be taken seriously; it is the pure surface of comedy, without the rich connotations of 
irony or cynicism; an almost autonomous firework for which reality serves at most as a 
fuse. As such, it can be a state of happiness, albeit only for a short time, because the secret 
of its aesthetic effect lies in its dosage and integration into the other genres of the comic 
(Grasskamp 2000, 122).17

However, the state of happiness described by Grasskamp can only be felt by those 
who ignore real animal suffering. The animals are not perceived as living beings and 
individuals, but sympathetic representations that advertise eating their fellow species. 
An important aspect shown in the adverts is the fun and entertaining effect of eat-
ing. In this context, the adverts targeted new consumer groups such as young people 
and children, with products designed especially for them. A chicken sausage labelled 
Mônica after the popular Brazilian comic series “Turma da Mônica” won a marketing 
award in Paris in 1991 (Avicultura & Suinocultura Industrial 1991a, 28-29). Chicken 
alphabet soups were sold in Maggi’s “Fun Soups” range and marketed by the Galinha 
Azul or the then child star XUXA. The packaging of the soup featured a whole chicken 
or a chicken wing lying on the alphabet soup (see figure 4). This was intended to make 

15 Comercial Perdigão - A Nova Tradição do Natal, 1994 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f95N-
Q0OrvP8 (viewed on February 16, 2024

16 Comercial Dança da Galinha Azul - Viva a Noite, 1991. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gNxM-
5pa0uCE (February 19, 2024). 

17 Translation from the German original.
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79the consumer associate the highly industrialized product with chicken soup prepared 
at home.

Figure 4: Advertisement for Maggi’s alphabet soup, source: Sopa da Galinha Azul 
(1989), https://www.pinterest.es/pin/81275968259044599/ (viewed on 02.05.2024)

Most companies could not afford these large-scale campaigns. One of the market-
ing directors of a large company told me in a conversation that he commissions mar-
velous marketing studies that bring wonderful results to light. However, in his many 
years’ experience, people are ultimately only interested in three things: the appearance 
of the product, good quality and, most importantly, the favorable price (Interview, 
Cafelândia, December 2023). The campaigns helped these companies with the aim of 
increasing overall consumption, whereby the individual brands, apart from the biggest 
brands, are still rather interchangeable for consumers today.

CONCLUSION

The 1990s were extremely important for the establishment of mass consumption of 
chicken meat in Brazilian cities. The ability to produce chicken meat more cheap-
ly gave more people access to this inexpensive “protein.” The promise of consump-
tion made by President Cardoso at the time became a reality for large sections of 
the population. The supply of chicken meat changed fundamentally from household 
production to purchase via markets and, to an ever greater extent, to retail sales via 
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80 supermarkets. In the same period as the chicken industry, supermarkets also became 
more influential. They tried to lure customers into the stores with chicken meat offers 
and various promotions. They had a lot of power when it came to setting prices. In 
Curitiba, an attempt was made to weaken this power somewhat by making it possible 
for people with lower incomes to shop for chicken in alternative supermarkets with the 
aim of contributing to the food security of the population. In a very unequal urban so-
ciety, chicken meat developed into a food that was eaten by everyone in the 1990s. On 
the one hand, it became as relevant as the staple foods, rice and beans. On the other 
hand, it was and is associated with (new) leisure activities designed for fun and person-
al well-being. The chicken industry has succeeded in attributing these many different 
meanings to chicken, making it popular for different reasons. This omnipresence in 
all social classes and milieus—whose individuals differed greatly in their purchasing 
power and consumption practices in other areas—was the real success of the chicken 
and led to the high sales figures (more than in many other regions of the world). The 
inclusion of chicken meat in people’s dietary practices was not an automatic process 
that can be explained solely by a global trend, but local actors worked in many areas 
to make chicken meat attractive through many specific components in Brazilian cities. 
The increase in chicken meat consumption is told in Brazil as a success story in which 
the problems of violent production with regard to animal welfare, working conditions, 
and environmental destruction are ignored. Therefore, there is still need of further 
critical historical research on this subject, in order to elucidate the ambivalence of 
increasing consumption.18
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