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Contemporary Indigenous Politics in Brazil:
Three Modes of Indigenous Political
Performance

Jodo Pacheco de Oliveira

Introduction

The existing demographic data about the indigenous population of
the Brazilian Amazon' point to some changes in its volume and scale
that deserve careful consideration. A survey made in 1957 by the
anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro, based on the files and reports from the
first indigenist agency (the SPI-Servigo de Protegio aos Indios, or
Indian Protection Service), concluded that there were 143 native ethnic
groups in the Brazilian territory, with an estimated population between
68,100 and 99,700 individuals (Ribeiro, 1970:258). There were 21
isolated peoples, and reliable information could be obtained for only
110 of the ethnic groups. From this universe, 52 indigenous peoples-
about half of the total—had a population of less than 250. At the other
end of the demographic scale, just six indigenous groups had a
population of more than 2000 people.

The most recent statistical data provided by non-governmental
organizations and by the present indigenist agency of the Brazilian
government (FUNAI—Fundagdo Nacional do Indio, or National
Indian Foundation) show 206 ethnic groups, of which 162 are in the
“Legal Amazon”. Within this universe, reliable basic information exists

1. The Brazilian Amazon is called by the administration Legal Amazon
(“Amazonia Legal™); agents in this region have special access to tax
exemptions and various kinds of government subsidies, instituted by law
since 1971. The region corresponds to about 2/3 of the national territory,
and includes the present states of Amazonas, Para, Acre, Roraima, Amapi,
Rendoénia, Mato Grosso, Tocantins and part of Maranh#o.
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for 136 groups, corresponding to about 60 per cent of the indigenous
population of the country. There are 49 smaller societies, with less
than 200 members, which in absolute numbers is quite close to the
figures of the 1957 census. In relative terms, however, they correspond
to slightly more than a third (36%) of the total number of ethnic groups.
The number of indigenous peoples without contact also did not change
much since 1957: FUNAI registers 27 such cases®.

In the other demographic strata, however, there was a
substantial change: today, there are about 50 ethnic groups with
more than 2000 members, and this amounts to almost 70 per cent
(precisely 68.6 %) of the indigenous population of the Brazilian
Amazon. The estimates for the total indigenous population of Brazil
range from 270,000 (I1SA, 1994) to 306,000 (IBGE, 1991) and
325,000 (FUNAI 1995). This does not include Indians living in
cities (FUNAI believes there are about 26,000 in the whole country,
most of them in the Amazon).

These data point to a new demographic profile, and suggest
that the societal units and the contact situation of the Brazilian
Indians don’t conform any more to the older interpretations about
isolated tribes and dispersed societies, each one corresponding to
a single village, like fragile micro-societies lost amidst the Amazon
forest. Communications, land transportation, elementary schools,
health stations, various religious confessions, radio, telephone and
TV ceased to be rare and surprising elements, and have become
part of the villages’ daily life. Topics such as land demarcation,
indigenous peoples’ rights, environmental conservation, sustainable
development and even biodiversity and genetic research are
discussed in the villages. Words like culture and tradition have
been incorporated to the local disputes, often with precise
definitions and usage rules, similarly to what happens with
definitions of ethnic identity and membership. And in the struggles
with the whites, some quite fluid roles have become common, such
as “leaders” and “indigenous authorities”, as well as complex and
ambivalent institutions such as “indigenous movements” and
“organizations”.

2. This is due to the fact that in recent years FUNAI has radically changed its
attitude towards the indigenous peoples that haven’t been contacted, avoiding
the former pracedures of “attraction” and “pacification”, and adopting an
external and protective vigilance.
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Today, the indigenous lands that have already been demarcated
in the Legal Amazon amount to over 60 million hectares, and in the
near future they will correspond to 18 per cent of the region’s lands.
Given the progressive bias of the Brazilian Constitution of 1988,
indigenous peoples have ceased to be populations under tutelage, and
have become the aim of various important government policies and
programs (concerning environment, sanitation, education, regional
planning, and so on).

In this paper my focus will be to identify some organizing
principles of this contemporary political universe, searching for
constraints and strategies that permit formulating hypotheses about
these processes. The present cultural fluxes are very diversified and
involve transference and circulation of material resources, people and
institutions, as well as new technologies of information and social
intervention. What are the general impacts of these fluxes on the
indigenous societies, and what new alternatives do they open for them?
What meanings can we attribute to verbal categories and social
practices that are part of these new discourses?

An Anthropology of Colonialism in Brazil

In Brazilian anthropology, there has been a growing concern in the
last few decades to approach indigenous societies not only as “isolates”
(in the demographic sense) or as individualized collectivities that
" producg”specitic languages dha cuitures, put aiso as’ parts in an
interactive process, inserted in a play of dependencies and reciprocities,
transversed by cultural fluxes and having to deal with problems of
identity definition. Instead of the native as seen by another (supposedly
similar) native, the image that inspires this approach is the Indian as
seen by other Indians and by the whites, and—based on these
perceptions—reflecting about himself and about the whites (Oliveira,
1988).

Some theoretical dialogues have been specially important in this
sense, such as those concerning the concept of “colonial situation”
(Balandier, 1951), the idea of “encapsulation” (Bailey, 1960) and of
“ethnic group” (Barth, 1969). From the fifties to the seventies, Brazilian
anthropologists have made a radical critique of the theories of
acculturation (Galvio, 1978), have formulated the antagonism between
the national society and indigenous societies by means of the idea of
“interethnic friction” (Cardoso de Oliveira, 1964), and have tried to
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describe socio-cultural change conceptualizing it as a process of
“ethnic transfiguration” (Ribeiro, 1970)".

In this perspective indigenous societies were described in the
context of frontier regions, which included different dimensions or
faces of the national society?, that could be studied empirically
(Maybury-Lewis, 1965; and Riviére, 1972).° The indigenous societies
should be understood as parts of a moving frontier®and participants
in a process of nation building’.

One of the key dimensions for this approach is territory. How do
the lands that the Indians inhabit relate to the agrarian structure and
how are they inserted in the regional economic relations?
Fundamentally, the answer given by this line of thought in Brazilian
social science has not been geographical or ecological®, but
sociological and political. It has included a set of institutional
conditions by means of which the state elects a specific mode of
incorporation of indigenous populations, and sets limits to departures
from this mode. An Amerindian population is recognized as indigenous
by an act of state, which assigns them a parcel of the national territory

and establishes special procedures for protection and assistance.

3. There is a clear parallelism between this idea and the “transculturation”
proposed by Fernando Ortiz (1943), which had a wider reception in the
anglophone world and received positive comments from Malinowski,

o

4. KIBERd (19107 atary2e unes arnérothes et A RAtinerL SRR vovie
upon indigenous societies as they meet agricultural, pastoralist or extractive
“fronts” of the national society.

5. There are ethnographic and analytical studies made in this same period by
foreign anthropologists researching indigenous populations in the frontier
regions of Brazil or in regions close to the frontier.

6. Velho (1972, 1976) distinguishes “front of expansion” and “pioneer front”,
while Martins (1976) speaks of “demographic frontier” and “economic
frontier”, all of them as distinct from the international political boundaries.

7. Mariza Peirano, in her history of Brazilian anthropology, shows the connection
between this set of researches and other debates about the formation of
Brazilian national identity, which is a central subject in Brazilian sociclogy
and social thought.

8. To assume the spatial dimension as determinant would lead to a static view
of the social world, seen as nothing but an extension of an ecological niche,
as happens with concepts such as “territoriality” (Raffestin, 1986), very
popular among French geographers.
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More than just focusing indigenous societies as collectivities
that are inserted in a wider regional scale, this approach regards
investigating the process of definition of a territory as a privileged
analytical key to understand the modes of sociability that are
present. This approach in terms of the process of territorialization
enables us to describe and inter-relate changes occurring in various
levels—social morphology, political roles, cultural traditions and
identity building (Oliveira, 1999). The action of the state, however,
shouldn’t be seen as the sole determinant factor, but as one of the
sides of the matter. The other side is indigenous agency—and this
means not only reinterpretations and rearrangements but creation
and innovation as well. It would make no sense to discard the
phonological model based on the search for an unconscious code—
supposedly elaborated in a collective, slow and undirected way—
Jjust to substitute it by a formal juridical model that assumes
predefined norms that would be applied in an obligatory, univocal
and self-regulating manner.

The process of territorialization does not express only the reasons
of state. It also expresses indigenous conceptions of time, person, and
the world. These conceptions are actualized in a specific social context,
where meanings and strategies are referred to various scales’ and may
assume multiple meanings. In this context, native and colonial
institutions are contrasted, revealing superpositions and differences
that constitute a singular experience, which can be subjected to
ethnographic vision.

The idea of process of territorialization establishes a dialogue
with and incorporates somie critical directions in anthropological
theory. It takes up the concern with the agency of social actors and
with the multiple scales to which social actions are referred. Some
recent studies (Oliveira, 1999) also entertain a dialogue with the idea
of landscape (Hirsch and O’Hanlom, 1996), which considers territory
as the result of a complex social process. Thus, the implicit theoretical
fiialogues emphasize the exercise of power and the mechanisms of
incorporation, the play of mirrors as a constitutive feature of sociability,
and the analysis of variation in culture.

9. Forinstance, intra-family, intra-village, in the ethnical domain, in the regional

Plane (relating to external agencies), in the national arenas, and even in the
international ones.
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Concerning the indigenous movements, we favor a socio-genetical
perspective that sees the indigenous organizations as singular social
creations, which are necessarily intentional and political and should
be described and explained according to the forms and functions they
assume in each specific context and in each different scale.

An Amazonian Fieldwork

It was with these ideas in mind that I undertook my fieldwork among
the Ticuna Indians of the Upper Solimdes, close to the boundary
between Brazil, Colémbia and Peru. The Ticunas live on the margins
of the Amazon River and have been mentioned by most of the
numerous travelers (authors of colonial chronicles, naturalists,
scientific expeditions, and so on) that have crossed this region. This
became a rich source for chronological description and for historical
understanding. An earlier anthropological research by Roberto Cardoso
de Oliveira (1964) focused precisely this historical dimension,
emphasizing the conflictive and adaptive relationship between the
Indians and the rubber extraction enterprise.

My research lasted from 1974 to 1988 (after this period, I have
often traveled to the region and kept regular contacts, mainly to follow
the meetings of the leaders and the processes these meetings have
triggered). It enabled me to make a local observation that has
theoretical and methodological importance and that can be related to
the demographic data presented above. In the Ticuna situation the
agencies of contact—amounting to more than ten, including state,
religious, economic, military and assistential agencies'°—could be

‘seen everywhere, and had established diverse forms of interaction

with the Indians. The villages could be distinguished by the presence
or the absence of each of these agencies and by the time span, the
extension and the intensity of their actions. Often these agencies were

10. This includes FUNALI, the Catholic Church (Prelacy of the Upper Solimdes),
the Baptist Mission (Baptists for the Evangelization of the World), the Army
(Military Outpost of Tabatinga), the Navy (Maritime Command Office), the
State Department of Education, the Projeto Rondon (Catholic University of
Porto Alegre), specific medical agencies (such as the National Service for
the Eradication of Malaria and Yellow Fever), the police stations, the
municipal administrations, besides the economic agents such as the “patrdes”

(“bosses” of the rubber tappers), “regatdes” and “marreteiros” (local
commercial agents).
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in conflict with each other, producing a dynamic situation to which
the Indians were drawn. They brought with them their own concerns
(family feuds, witchcraft accusations) and their own forms of action
(avoidance, indifference, gossiping, witchcraft, individual fights,
collective punishing expeditions, expulsions from the villages and
even the death of those considered guilty of offence).

Given the time span of the contact between Ticunas and whites,
and the diversity of its dimensions, it seemed of little use, and even
misleading, to try to distinguish “traditional” and “modernizing”
villages''. Undoubtedly, the situation of the Ticunas is very different
from the situation of some other indigenous peoples that have inspired
very different analytical models. Such is the case, for instance, of the
Indians that live in the Upper Xingu region, relatively protected in a
“refuge area” and with long-established intertribal connections'?. The
Gé —speaking peoples of the central Brazilian Plateau also had very
different conditions in their contact with whites, as they have never
been incorporated as an important source of labor by the expansion
fronts of the national society. This permitted them to preserve the
autarkic character of their institutions, the complexity of their
ceremonial life, and even the form of their villages and houses".

In the case of the Ticunas, this opposition between “traditional”
and “modern” seemed of little operational value for the discourses
and strategies of the Indians themselves. It worked only as a replication
of the belief, widespread among the Brazilians, in the inevitable
extinction of the Indians and their transformation into Brazilians.It
seemed better to distinguish them according to the imposition of specific

1. Inasimilar way the classification of the Ticunas as either “indios de igarapé”
(Indians from the smaller rivers) and “indios de rio™ (Indians from the larger
rivers), proposed by Cardoso de Oliveira (1964) was understood in this same
sense. Oliveira (1977) has explained the relativeness of this distinction and
has shown the multiple dimensions that underlie it. The same thing happened
with an analogous dichotomous classification proposed by Murphy (1978)
in his study of the Munduruku.

12. The same is true for the Upper Rio Negro region and for the area presently
included in the Indigenous Park of Tumucumagque.

13. All this in spite of the demographic losses, migrations and the disruption of
the basic natural resources they traditionally used, as result of the progressive
encroachment by the whites. The latter, however, did not penetrate into the
more intimate and daily dimensions of village life.
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modes of domination and to the exercise of some kind of hegemony,
in connection to the action of those agencies of contact with the whites
that had a more totalizing and inclusive intention. The idea of
“historical situation”', inspired in the works of Gluckman (1968) and
Bailey (1960 and 1969) permitted grasping these dimensions. It
enabled the construction of a relatively coherent model for the
description and interpretation of the diversified play of relationships
between native and colonial institutions. When I mentioned the
historical situations of the “seringal” (rubber tapping farm), of the
“reservas” (Indian reservations), of the “missoes religiosas’™ (Christian
missions) and of the “ribeirinhos™ (marginal peasantry living along
the rivers) I intended to furnish instruments to understand the
multiplicity of forms of sociability and mechanisms of self-
representation that were acted out by the different social units in which
the contemporary Ticunas distribute themselves.

These various models of societal organization which I have called
“historical situations” enabled me to distinguish between different
modalities of relations of encapsulation (Bailey, 1960). It also permitted
me to characterize the diversity of “colonial situations™?, describing
the concrete socio-cultural context in which the indigenous institutions
that are the subject of the ethnographies have been actualized.
Connecting this to the former discussion, it means that the processes
of territorialization are linked to well defined historical situations,
creating different sets of interaction patterns and self-regulating
mechanisms.

I think that these analytical instruments are still of value for my present
interests regarding indigenous movements. However, they need to be
adapted to the intention of drawing a comprehensive—thus necessarily
schematic—opicture of the social conditions from which the new

indigenous organizations emerge in the Amazonia and the Northeast.

14. A “historical situation™ is a construction of the researcher, an abstraction
with analytical objectives, which operates with models or schemes of the
distribution of power among the various social actors. It is the last product
of a situational analysis that brings forth the patterns of interdependency of
the social actors, after considering the sources of data and the institutionalized
channels of conflict (Oliveira, 1988: 57-58).

15. Stocking Jr. (1991) points to the need of distinguishing the different “colonial
situations”, to avoid treating very different political processes as if they were
homogeneous.
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Naturally, this will leave much less space for the analysis of local
politics and indigenous ethnopolitics, in comparison with my analysis
of the formation of the first Ticuna reservation in the Upper Solimées
region and of the related political and religious processes (Oliveira,
1988 and 1999). Focusing on the specific situation of the Ticuna or
other Amazonian peoples can be an important method to verify, modify
and deepen this analysis. This, however, could not be incorporated
into this paper, for reasons of time and opportunity.

An Historic Overview: Three Modes of Territorialization

The first process of territorialization that was imposed on indigenous
populations in Brazil dates from the sixteenth century, when peoples
of different cultures and languages were gathered in the religious
Missions, under the tutelage of different orders of the Catholic Church.
In this context, the missionaries promoted the catechization of the
natives, and this entailed establishing new forms of labor, new patterns
of family and residence, and new forms of sociability and symbolic
and identity expression. They imposed a language (the “eeneral
language” or “nheengati”) to serve as the lingua franca; and a new
system of “native authority” was developed, based on the selection,
by the missionaries, of the “principals” (mediators between the Indians
living in the mission and the missionaries).

This process was interrupted in the mid-eighteenth century, with
the creation of a new system, the “Indian directory” (“diretdrio de
indios™), soon followed by the expulsion of the Jesuits from Brazil.
The missions’ headquarters were transformed in regular villages or
hamlets and the Indians were considered “emancipated” from the
religious agents. They thus became subordinated only to the secular
authorities. The policies adopted by the Portuguese Crown had a
clearly assimilationist outlook, stimulating interethnic marriage and
imposing the use of Portuguese language.

The extinction of the missionary “aldeamentos” (settlements)'® and
the progressive regulation of capitalist land property rights (with the

16. In the Amazon, the missions had a fundamentally geopolitical nature, serving as
witnesses to the growth of the Crown’s territories. There were very few private
efforts to settle and farm the land. Thus, the old missionary settlements were
home to an heterogeneous population, including people that did not see themselves

as “Indians”. The spearhead for the attack over the lands that were inhabited by _
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Land Act of 1850) led to a single procedure to have access to land.
This procedure had its origins in the colonial institu_t:on ca:llt?d
“sesmaria”, by means of which the Crown handed lands to its proteges,
with the condition that they would settle and develop them. But as the
state hardly ever inspected these enterprises and rarely to’ok baf:k the
lands (except sometimes to turn them over to new proté_ges), this was
the historical root of the land concentration that characterizes Brazilian
agrarian structure. j

The spearhead of the colonialist enterprise was the farms
(“fazendas™), permanent units of territorial settlemer?t, much more
important than the fragile and dependent rural nuclei (small towns
and villages). This is the context for the secor}d process of
territorialization of the indigenous population in Brazil. It mvolveq a
process of economic expansion that did not recognize any special
rights for the native population and its descendants (a}s they had. been
legally emancipated from missionary tutelage). The mcorp_orathn pf
Amerindian populations was accomplished by means of cllentells_hg,
individualized relations of patronage, which the Indians and 'Ehelr
descendents developed towards the owners of rights of “sesmarias”.

Indians who weren't under missionary control came from the urban centers, but
was executed precisely by the descendants of the Indians from the missionary
settlements. They had been transformed in Indian explorers and persecutors (as
Indian “directors”—diretores de indios™—and then later as patrons/bosses—-
patrdes—of the rubber tappers—seringueiros—basing their power on the control
over commercial credits they supposedly had). There were good reasons, tl?eg,
for Darcy Ribeiro to have called the colonial enterprise a “pcople.-grindmg mill”,
The Amerindian population was one of its favorite grinding objects.

In the Portuguese colony of Brazil (outside the Amazon), on the other

hand, the permanent occupation of vast spaces was accomplished by pastoralist

fronts, while the missionary settlements became focus of agricultural activities.
Most of the converted Indians stayed in these settlements until the §eC0nd
half of the nineteenth century, when the Provincial Assemblies dc§:1ded'to
declare the extinction of these settlements and of their rights to lands (Carneiro
da Cunha, 1992). These lands were then transferred to commercial agents,
government officials and other non-Indian inhabitants. Aﬂ_er they ceased to
be recognized as Indians, for almost a century the populations from the old
missionary settlements were not seen as an ethnic group and were culturally
invisible. This process started to be reversed only in the twent1§th ccn_tl.lry,
mainly in the forties and then since the seventies to the prcs.ent, with political
mobilizations aiming at the recuperation of ethnic territories.
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They were permitted to live on the land as “agregados” (peasant
workers residing in the farms), but without any legal rights to the
land. The Indians were part of the multitude of secand-class citizens
that were politically and economically marginalized'’, permanently
dependent on the landowners.

Within this second mode of territorialization faced by the
indigenous peoples, assuming the condition of Indian would only
lead to jeopardy. It would open the possibility of being
overexploited even by other non-Indian clients. Cut off from any
kind of collective future and engaged in individual trajectories,
trying to avoid the stigmas and to be recognized as “whites” (or at
least as “caboclos™ or “mestigos™, that is, of mixed blood), the
descendants of the Indians tended to disguise their cultural
traditions and abandon their language, and to look for interethnic
marriages. They admitted the ethnic aspect only regarding their
distant family roots.

The third process of territorialization expresses the official
indigenist policy that was created in the first half of the twentieth
century in connection with republican doctrines. It has been conducted
directly by the state, by means of a specialized indigenist agency that,
as it defines the lands to which the Indians have access, also promotes
peace in the local relations between Indians and the local white
populations. In this new situation, state employees manage the Indians’
lands, as well as their life rhythms, forms of sociability, mechanisms
of political representation and relations with non-Indians. This
establishes a tutelary regime that leads to the recognizance, by the
subjects themselves, of a generic “indianness”, a condition they have
in common with other Indians that are subjected to this same
relationship of tutelage.

In the history of indigenism the establishment of land
reservations—usually described only as a “humanitarian” and
“idealistic” procedure—contributed to the regularization of the
regional land markets, and led to rising values of the land as
merchandise. The complete capitalist regulation of land ownership
(Martins, 1975) corresponds to the doctrine of the “siege of peace”
(Lima, 1995) proposed by army officer Rondon and adopted by the
military positivists.

17. Carvalho (1987) used the category “bestializados™ (“the bestialized”) to

describe this multitude of marginal people, excluded from the political scene. -
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The indigenist agency has usually been more active in those places
where Indian presence or circulation endangered regional interests,
or where the Indians could possibly hinder large government projects
(such as telegraph lines, railroads, roads, and more recently dams). In
this manner, the indigenist agency avoided the physical extermination
of the indigenous peoples by the agents of opposing local interests,
and permitted a collective solution for the Indians by means of the
tutelary protection of the state.

Political Performances in Tutelary Regime

Any possible indigenous strategy of control of territorial and
environmental resources has necessarily to take into account the
constraints created by the state’s tutelary structure. This structure
includes 344 Postos Indigenas'®, 445 Indian land reservations, 997
schools, and 292 infirmaries, with about 1500 employees in the Postos
Indigenas, besides 44 regional administrative offices, 32 health stations
(usually called “House of the Indian” because they serve as lodgings
for Indians being treated in health facilities and their families), an
ethnographic museum (with a documentation center and a library)
and almost 2000 employees in these facilities. Most of the diversified
indigenous demands flow towards this structure, among other reasons
because until recent years they were usually ignored by other
government agencies (ministries, state and municipal governments).

Thus, there is a tendency for the indigenists to have a monopoly
over all the spaces of mediation between the indigenous societies, the
state, and the many faces of the national society. As the indigenists
have neither a specific training nor a relatively sophisticated and ever
present doctrine for action (such as the British policy of Indirect Rule
or the Mexican “indigenismo”), they end up establishing a network
of personal clientelistic relations with some Indians, who by their turn
mobilize and direct the others. The function of representation in the
historical situation of the Indian reservation tends to be exerted by
chiefs (called “caciques” or “capitdes”) that often have clientelistic
relations with local civil servants (people with jobs on the local Postos
Indigenas or in the Regional Administrations). The surest way of

18. Posto Indigena is the local headquarter of the government’s indigenist agency,
which may have multiple functions: bureaucratic, economic, social and health
assistance, supervision and vigilance, etc.
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involving the Indians is to make them employees of the agency, and
then use them as mediators for the administration.

How is it possible for the Indians facing this structure of tutelage
to interfere on the processes of territorialization and to exert their
power of initiative and their agency, so as to widen their range of
options by acting in various scales? Empirical observation shows us
that this is done by means of four strategies. These strategies work as
idioms for the expressions of their will and interests, as well as for the
consolidation of different indigenous political projects.

As they face this tutelary structure, the Indians have three options
to accomplish their interests. The first option we will call shortly, for
simplicity’s sake and to distinguish it from the others, “Indians as
civil servants”. It happens when the Indians enter the game of
clientelistic relations with the indigenists. This gives them access to
collective resources and leads to accumulation of material goods and
prestige. The second option we will call “indigenous movements”,
and involves mobilization for land and assistance. The third option
we will call “indigenous organization”, which aims at creating
mechanisms for territorial management and development. The fourth,
which I will not focus here because it is rarely connected to collective
strategies, involves breaking up with the relation of tutelage and
searching for material and institutional support elsewhere: in other
government levels, in private companies, or in contacts with private
persons. This means looking for the same kinds of solutions that are
available for any Brazilian, establishing relations of clientage outside
the indigenist field."?

In the first alternative the Indian is absorbed by the structure of
tutelage, and becomes a civil servant (usually in the lower levels),
ruled by the same bureaucratic norms®. The trajectories of these
Indians show a clear individualization in face of the original
collectivity, and the progressive adaptation to roles and personality
models exported by the whites. “Indians as civil servants” can be found
in many local Postos Indigenas and in Regional Administrations of

19. As Darcy Ribeiro has already observed, the strong concentration of land
ownership, the low wages and the precarious social security network available
to the common citizen in Brazil make the complete integration into the national
society quite unattractive from the Indians’ point of view.

20. These rules, however, are applied with a certain laxity, because they are
Indians,
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the indigenist agency, but they are specially common among (?ertain
ethnic groups (among others, the Fulnié and Pankararu‘ in the
Northeast, the Kaingang in the South, the Terenas, Karajas and
Xavantes in Central Brazil).

When these trajectories take some individual Indians outside.the
village and the local Postos Indigena, they need to master ever wider
and more diversified abilities, and only a few exceptional persons are
able to meet these requirements. The bureaucratic spaces, however,
are limited, and in the upper echelons usually the non-indigenous
officials have the first choice. Protests by indigenous civil servants
are highlighted by the means of mass communication and appe_al to
the public opinion, resulting in that some Indians become \.)v:dely
known. This ends up creating a channel for the expression of
indigenous claims, which is frequently used by the press, l?y the state
and by international organizations to give the impression of :nd:ge_nops
participation in debates and decision-making processes;‘. This is,
however, a highly personal and individualized process of represent-
ation, almost a native version of the career of some of the more
illustrious “sertanistas™.

The Rise of the Indigenous Movements

In the later decades of the twentieth century indigenous claims and
projects related to territory received wider attention. These initiati\_les
are connected with the tutelary regime and with the system of Indian
reservations. But they are also connected with the simultaneous
presence of new actors, forms of action, themes and priorities. Such
initiatives establish a game with specific constraints that opens new

21. Marcos Terena is the most impressive example of an Indian that, even though

he is an employee of the indigenist agency, was able to carve out a spclciat
place through the means of mass communication as speaker for the Ind_lans
in general. Initially he was an airplane pilot, then he was one of the organizers
of the UNI/Unido das Nagdes [ndigenas—Union of the Indigenous Nations—
and later he was chosen as representative for various international events.
There are many other examples of Indians that are civil servants but appear
widely in the regional press and are recognized by government agencies.

22. “Sertanistas” is the name given to those who act as something like “fronti.cr
pacifiers”, usually employees of the indigenist agency who speclala.ze in
contacting and establishing peaceful relations with the Indians living in the
“frontier”.
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spaces for the Indians, very different from the spaces that exist within
official indigenist policy. Thus, we may consider them to form an
articulated set of constraints and strategies that generate organizational
models (that is, forms of association, social roles and linkages, as
well as claims and mottos). We will now focus on the two strategies
connected to this new situation.

The first context is the one I called “indigenous movement”. This
is a central operational category in the discourse of the Indians and of
the actors and institutions that interact with them in this situation. The
central belief here is that to have their rights recognized by the state,
the Indians should mobilize themselves politically instead of waiting
or demanding the protection of a “patron”. They should create
representative mechanisms, establish alliances and make public claims.
Only if they created a system of pressures could the Indians force the
state to act—identifying and demarcating indigenous lands, enhancing
assistance, or solving administrative problems that had been pending
for years.

The seventies and eighties were the time of wider visibility for
this mode of political action. It was like a negative replica of the official
indigenist policy, opposing state and civil society and proposing the
amplification of citizenship. A survey of the non-governmental
organizations that worked with protection and diffusion of indigenous
peoples’ rights points to the predominance of religious organizations
(mostly connected to the Catholic Church and to the doctrines of
“liberation theology™). In 1981, 15 secular associations were active,
with very diverse histories, composition and aims; at the same time,
there were 21 local groups of Catholic missionaries, articulated in
one centralizing organization (CIMI, Conselho Indigenista

Missiondrio—Missionary Indigenist Council®) and linked to other /

regional Catholic organizations (such as the OPAN/Operagdo
Anchieta®) or to organizations connected to other religions (such as
the GTME/Grupo de Trabalho Missiondrio Evangélico—Missionary
Evangelical Work Group, and the IECLB/Igreja Evangélica de

23, CIMI was, by its turn, connected to the CNBB—Conferéncia Nacional dos
Bispos Brasileiros (National Conference of the Brazilian Bishops), which
had wide visibility and political influence and was one of the cornerstones of
the re-democratization of the country along this period.

24. OPAN congregated former Jesuit seminarians, working initially in Mato
Grosso, then later in other parts of the Amazon.
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Confissdo Luterana no Brasil—the Lutheran Church), which
maintained 7 other local groups (respectively, 3, 3 and 1)*.

The form of articulation proposed to the Indians was mobilizatiqn
by means of successive meetings of various scales, from meetings in
villages to large meetings in regional centers and state capitals.
Beginning in Mato Grosso in 1974, meetings that became known as
“Indigenous Assemblies” (“4ssembléias Indigenas™) spread to other
regions of the country in the following years, always. betE:ked up by
religious organizations. There were 15 such “Assemblies ‘before the
end of the seventies, and they were very important to bring forth a
number of Indians who served as speakers in behalf of their peoples’
claims, most emphatically demanding land demarcation. In the
beginning of the eighties this movement became even stronger and
more visible. The meetings started to bring together also non-
governmental organizations, anthropologists and other people v\fho
were interested in the indigenous question. From 1980 to 1984, a period
of only four years, 42 such meetings were held.

The Indigenous Assemblies were inspired in the model of the
“Ecclesiastical Base Communities” (“Comunidades Eclesiais _de
Base™), which were a form of action favored by the progressive
sectors of the Catholic Church to recuperate the Churc}}’s popular
support. They worked as open political forux_ns, without any
bureaucratic structure or continuous forms of action. The c_:ategory
that unified the procedures, and was never put into question, was
“indigenous leader”. This expression could be used to define any
participant to these meetings—any Indian that would s_peak abogt
“the problems” (needs and claims) of his people or village. This
category could refer to chiefs of Indian reservations, or from a
single village, as well as any influential persons (sometimes the
chief’s local opponent) or literate Indians that could express
themselves better in Portuguese.

The mode of action of the Indigenous Assemblies was always the
creation and legitimization of a mediation—assumed individuall_y by
a “leader’—towards the world of the whites (NGOs, human rights
organizations, public opinion). This mediation should resplt in
responses to collective claims (with emphasis on 'the demarcation of
lands) to be fulfilled by the government’s indigenist agency, FUNAL

25. Besides this, there were occasional partnerships with secular organizations,
universities, anthropologists, etc.




(between “official indigenism” and “alternative indigenism”) and
the mechanisms of exclusion and mutual accusations between the
FUNAI and the NGOs (NGOs accused FUNAI of omission and
inefficiency, FUNAI argued that the NGOs focused only on the
problems but did not help solving them). The process of mobilization
triggered by the “Indigenous Assemblies” excluded the traditional
authorities, which were more connected to themes and forms of action
typical of local ethnopolitics and were often accommodated and
linked to the structure of tutelage. Contrariwise, the category
“leaders”—referring to those mediators engaged in the struggle for
rights and having domain over the vocabulary of participation and
political conscience—became more and more accessible to the
Indians that acted as external mediators (evenif they were usually
distant from the daily life of the villages and took no part in the
local level decision processes).

The “Indigenous Assemblies”, the committees, and the protests
made visible a new political actor, who appeared to the public opinion
as “indigenous movement” (a movement composed and directed by
“indigenous leaders™). Even though the political demands that were
raised (such as the demarcation of the lands) were accepted by society
and legitimized by the native authorities, political initiative was not
controlled by the collectivities. Rather, the indigenous mediators and
the NGOs (that furnishied the resources for the accomplishment of the
meetings and elaborated the schedules of these meetings and activities)
controlled it.

Even though there were important impacts on public opinion®

26. The insistence of the press in consulting a few “leaders™ created a hall of
fame of Indians that became “public persons”, serving as authorized speakers
for all questions connected to indigenous populations.

T WA AAaAnNA ML MARA|LALEALAAWE BAAMALULAWRL FTALINWA Dy WL W LA U

Bt~ R

local Postos Indigenas, bilingual teachers, health assistants, or maybe
even regional directors or councilors (in Brasilia). Some others were
transformed in to political candidates (most of them running for local
municipal councils) by all kinds of political parties (even the most
conservative ones, which are consistently opposed to all indigenous
movements’ claims). Others, still, were hired for positions in the local
municipal governments. Recently, some of them are being absorbed
into evangelical churches, which have trained them as professional
“preachers”. All this reminds us of integrationist strategies and political
projects (that [ have mentioned as the fourth political alternative).

Political Indigenous Performances in New Globalized Settings

In this context, few indigenous organizations were formed. Between
1982 and 1987, there were only nine indigenous organizations with
an ethnic or regional basis, most of them around the Amazon and
Negro rivers. The oldest one is the CGTT/Comando Geral da Tribo
Ticuna (General Command of the Ticuna Tribe), created in 1982 as a
forum that congregated the chiefs (“capitdes™) of Ticuna villages,
united around the claim for demarcation of their lands. The Conselho
Indigena de Roraima/CIR (Indigenous Council of Roraima) was
created in 1987. It seems to be connected to the “Indigenous
Assemblies” that brought together Makuxi and Wapixana Indians.
The FOIRN/Federagao das Organizagées Indigenas do Rio Negro
(Federation of the Indigenous Organizations of the Negro River) was
born in 1987, congregating cooperatives and associations that were

27. In 1982, indigenous lands amounted to 13 million hectares; today, this figure
has risen to more than 60 million hectares, reflecting a new stance of the
government regarding the issue.












