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Abstract: Through an in-depth study of compensation paid to people displaced by the Belo 

Monte hydroelectric dam in the Brazilian Amazon, in this chapter I show that the primary locus 

of tension is not the impossibility of calculating the value of lost property, but rather the inability 

of compensation to account for, or measure, what is most at stake for the people being displaced: 

their relationship with land and nature as living beings. That compensation cannot easily, or at all 

replace one’s life and world might be obvious to many (and more so to the people affected) but I 

unravel the practice of valuation on which compensation is anchored, and what this logic 

disavows at the same time. In order to do this, I reflect on one specific site of compensation—for 

displacement—to show how at stake in this process is not solely the fact that people are being 

unfairly compensated. Instead, I suggest that parallel to the struggle for better monetary 

compensation is the incommensurability between different practices of valuation. On the one 

hand, we have a practice—the primary practice recognized by the authorities carrying out the 

construction of the dam—that ascribes monetary value to land as an object that is measurable in 

size and ability to produce marketable crops. On the other hand, there are practices that ascribe 

value to one’s relationship with land, where land is a living subject. In part two of this chapter, I 

show how local and indigenous ways of living are disavowed by establishing parallels between 

settler colonial practices of recognition and compensation for displacement in the context of Belo 

Monte. In the last part, I reflect on role of incommensurability in liberal modernity. While 



incommensurability, as I show in part two, sometimes justifies the disavowal of different ways of 

living in settler colonial contexts, the same concept is in other contexts embraced by scholars as 

a way to resist to contemporary forms of colonial violence. I will argue that the concept of 

incommensurability, as an alternative, is politically useful only insofar as it points us to the 

enactment of different forms of relationality. The discussions proposed in this chapter have as a 

guide the following background question: how can the relation people have with place be 

honored? 

	


