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Abstract

This article presents an overview of Kaingang ethnic territorialization processes in Southern Brazil. Based 

on historical and ethnographic data, this article analyzes tensions found in the agencyings of territories, 

emphasizing the resistance of the Kaingang in face of impositions from colonization. The analysis focuses 

on the different periods of colonial expansion, highlighting the processes of territorial expropriation, 

conflicts, struggles and negotiations between the Kaingang and different agents of the state. The main 

objective is to broaden the debates about the importance of the ethnic territories in southern Brazil, based 

on an appreciation of the perspective of the Kaingang about  the processes of territorial confinement and 

their “retakings” of territories in the past forty years.
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Territórios étnicos kaingang

Resumo

Este artigo apresenta um panorama dos processos de territorialização étnica nos estados do Sul do Brasil. 

Com base em dados históricos e etnográficos este artigo apresenta um panorama para a análise da tensão 

nos agenciamentos de seus territórios, enfatizando a resistência dos Kaingang em face às imposições da 

colonização. As análises desenvolvidas enfocam os diferentes períodos da expansão colonial, destacando os 

processos de expropriação territorial, conflitos, lutas e negociações entre os Kaingang e diferentes agentes 

do Estado. O principal objetivo é ampliar os debates sobre a importância dos territórios étnicos no sul do 

Brasil a partir da valorização da perspectiva dos Kaingang sobre os processos de confinamento territorial e 

sobre os processos de retomadas de territórios empreendidos nos últimos quarenta anos. 

Palavras-chave: territórios, colonização, indigenismo, retomada, Kaingang.

2



Ricardo Cid Fernandes e Paulo Roberto Homem de Góes Vibrant v.15 n.2

Kaingang ethnic territories
Ricardo Cid Fernandes
Paulo Roberto Homem de Góes

Introduction

The Kaingang live in Southern Brazil in areas officially recognized by the Brazilian state. There are 38 

Indigenous Lands that have been approved or are in the process of official recognition which, combined, 

encompass just over 250 thousand hectares. Other locations are undergoing an identification process 

yet others have had no official measures taken.1 There are also Kaingang who live in unofficial areas: 

encampments in improvised conditions on roadsides or in remote rural areas. Some live in cities in the 

interior, on rural properties, in state capitals, in urban villages or mixed in with the tumultuous routines 

of Brazilian cities. They are part of the territory and the population, at least 40 thousand people, one of the 

most populous indigenous groups in Brazil.  

Any generalization about the presence of the Kaingang in Southern Brazil would be limited. The 

historic analyses, the archeological hypotheses and the ethnographic efforts are not capable of completely 

encompassing the complexities of the conflicts, the struggles, negotiations and meanings of land to the 

Kaingang. Nevertheless, in this article we present an overview to analyze tensions in the agencyings of 

territories, emphasizing the resistance of the Kaingang in response to the impositions of colonization. We 

risk analyzing the strategies and results attained in processes of long duration, which involve interlinking 

discourses, institutions, political movements, frontiers and agencies. By definition the study is incomplete, 

as it is a theme under construction. 

The discussion in this article about ethnic territories in Southern Brazil at times gets lost in details and 

at times is satisfied with generalities. The theme is vast, but focuses on a common point: the Kaingang, and 

their constant effort to construct their territories. The theoretical perspective adopted follows the notion 

of the “territorialization process”, which operates as a central focus for understanding the historic and 

contemporary experience of the Kaingang. As carefully developed by João Pacheco de Oliveira (1998), the 

concept of the territorialization process lends itself to the analysis of the articulation between two distinct 

orders of phenomenon. On one hand are the political-administrative formulations that mark the action of 

the nation-state on a defined object such as indigenous communities, which were typically a combination 

of land and people specific to colonial states.2 On the other hand are the identity constructions, which with 

greater or lesser flexibility refer to the arrangement around ethnicity and its cultural forms. To support the 

analysis of ethnic territories, this theoretical perspective has the merit of placing side by side categories 

of the Kaingang and categories of the fóg (the whites or non-Indians, as they say), categories of state and 

categories opposed to the state. 

Conquest – Colonization – Confinement – Retakings; is the series of phases of the Kaingang’s 

territorialization process that will be discussed in this article – although it does not exhaust the issue. 

In general lines, each phase corresponds to a period: Conquest and Colonization to the seventeenth to 

nineteenth centuries; confinement concerns the twentieth century and retakings the late twentieth and 

1  For detailed information about the legal situation of each Kaingang land consult the Instituto Socioambiental which has a regularly updated data base 
open to public access about the situation of all the indigenous lands in Brazil found at: www.socioambiental.org. 

2  As the author emphasizes, this classification is the conceptual basis used by different colonial traditions in definitions such as: “indigenous community”, 
autochthon peoples”, “first nations” and others. 
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twenty-first century. They are generalizations used for the sole purpose of offering a broad frame of 

reference that can contextualize discussions about the ethnic territories of the South. In this sense, the 

historic and ethnographic data are presented according to the division of the three states that now compose 

Southern Brazil: Paraná, Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul. 

The considerations about each phase were based on specific theoretical references that contribute to 

the discussion about the pressures on the Kaingang and their territories.3 The analysis of the Conquest 

and Colonization phase overlaps the results of archeological studies with studies of the “new indigenous 

history”4 or ethno-history.5 The analysis about the Confinement phase consists fundamentally in the 

theoretical-ethnographic approximation to the tensions between the tutelary power of the state6 and the 

indigenous political organization, notably, constructed around the chiefs, or the Pã’í Mág as the Kaingang 

call them. The analysis of the retakings is based on recent ethnographies that focus on the Kaingang’s 

strategies for resistance, confrontation and political articulation in the production of new ethnic rights 

and territories.

Jê Territories in the South: plateaus and pine trees

The Kaingang presence in Southern Brazil dates back approximately three thousand years before the 

present when, through migratory processes still poorly understood, there was a movement of Jê groups 

from Brazil’s  Central Plateau to the plateaus of the South (Urban, 1992). Contemporaneously, the Kaingang, 

along with the Xokleng,7 constitute the southern branch of the Jê linguistic family, which pertains to the 

Macro-Jê linguistic trunk. According to linguistic studies, the historic distribution of the Jê languages 

began from a Proto-Jê nucleus that subdivided into Jê of the North (northern and central) and Jê of the 

South, composed of the Kaingang and Xokleng languages. In keeping with this classification, archeological 

studies demonstrate that the geographic distribution of the Jê of the South has some ecological and 

morphological similarities with the other Jê peoples (a preference for regions of plains and the headwaters 

of rivers, the establishment of central and peripheral settlements and the presence of mortuary structures 

organized in pairs). This is a complex theme that awaits advances in the integration of archeological and 

ethnological research.8

The evidence of the presence of the Jê groups among the first occupants of the meridional territories 

are related to the occurrence of subterranean houses distributed in agglomerations, funeral complexes 

and ceremonial centers (Iriarte, 2013; Noelli & Souza, 2017) that involve sophisticated land engineering 

techniques. Recent archeological studies demonstrate that the southern Jê occupied these residential 

3  There is an impressive bibliographic production about the Kaingang. According to archeologist Francisco Noelli (1998), by the 1990s there were 
1,127 publications about the Kaingang, addressing themes such as archeology, history, linguistics, anthropology, education, law and others. Twenty-
eight years after this archeologist’s cataloging efforts the publications have multiplied. It is now reasonable to suppose that there are more than 1,500 
published works. Considering this vast production, the bibliographic references cited in this article seek to refer to productions of different generations 
of researchers, with different institutional affiliations and theoretical perspectives. Inevitably, due to the scope of this article, some important studies 
will not be cited. 

4  As John Monteiro (2001) affirms, “the new indigenous history” encompasses studies, which in Brazil since the late 1970’s, combine issues of history 
and anthropology in the analysis of themes that emerge from the indigenous movement, above all issues related to historic and territorial rights. 

5  As Mota and Novak highlight (2013), ethno-history is defined not only by the themes that it addresses, but by a methodology that combines documental 
sources, oral history and ethnography. Anthropologist Marta Amoroso, who does not define herself as an ethno-historian, upon studying the Kaingang of 
the nineteenth century, calls attention to the contribution that the concepts of ethnology offer to the ethno-historical analyses (Amoroso, 1998). 

6  The development of theory about the tutelary power of the state, developed mainly in the studies of Antônio Carlos de Souza Lima, explores the ways that 
the state creates a bureaucracy that is ideologically linked to the notion of “pacification” to exercise control over indigenous territories, politics, economies 
and ways of life.  

7  The Xokleng, who in the past were classified as Aweikoma-Kaingang (Métraux, 1946) live mostly in the Ibirama (SC) Indigenous Land. They now call 
themselves La Klanõ. About the classification of the Jê languages, see D’Angelis 2002.  

8  We use “ethnology” to denominate the group of methods (archeological, linguistic, ethnohistoric and ethnographic) used to advance scientific 
knowledge about a given ethnic group.
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and ceremonial structures uninterruptedly for long periods.9 It is significant that while the archeological 

evidence confirms the long term occupation in the upper portions of the plateau, historical and 

ethnographic analyses demonstrate that all of the current Kaingang indigenous lands are located to the west 

of the main archeological complexes studied. The conquest and colonialization forced the abandonment of 

the underground and ceremonial structures on the mountain plateau of Santa Catarina and the first Plateau 

of Paraná. This movement to the west, probably placed pressure on other Jê groups that were already 

established in the plains of the interior, on the courses of the Uruguay, Iguaçu, Ivaí, Piquiri, Tibagi and 

Paranapanema Rivers. 

The archeological studies prove not only the long duration of the presence of Jê groups on the plateaus, 

but also provide indications that for centuries the Kaingang groups and their ancestors led processes of 

cultural construction of the landscapes of Brazil’s South. The araucária angustifólia (Paraná pine) is a living 

expression of this culturalized landscape. It is possible to consider, as do ethnoecology studies10 about 

the role of human groups on the formation of the Amazon forest, that the Kaingang ancestors were also 

responsible for the formation of the araucária forest in the highlands of the South.11 The Fág (the term 

for pine in the Kaingang language) is simultaneously the central element of the diet,12 and a marker of 

territories13 and the main object (konkei) of the kiki14 ritual - considered the most important Kaingang ritual. 

Not by chance, during colonization, the araucária, which is found on the state flag of Paraná, was 

transformed into a symbol of the “nature” of southern Brazil. As in other regions, to establish a symbolic 

control of territory, the state sought to dissolve the identities that created obstacles to the construction 

of the “demographic void”, a key concept that legitimates the colonizing project.15 The conquest and 

colonization in the South was the result of successive practices of transformations of cultural landscapes, 

suppression of ethnic territories and political control over peoples and persons. 

9  Studies at a large underground house (18 meters in diameter) confirm with radiocarbon dating that there was continuous occupation on the Catarinense 
Plateau from 1395 d.C to 1650 d.C (Souza J.G. et al. 2016). The same archeological data demonstrate that the abandonment of the large houses only occurred 
with the consolidation of the “troop trail” in the eighteenth century.

10  Among the researchers who study indigenous groups in Brazil from the ethno-ecology perspective stand out the publications of William Ballée. He 
explores the importance of botanic species introduced and the formation of anthropogenic forests based on his studies with the Ka’apor Indians and the 
cabocla communities of the Amazon (Ballée 1994 and 2013) 

11   On the process of construction of landscapes on the highlands of Southern Brazil, see Cardenas et all 2015, and the publications of the Jê Landscapes of 
Southern Brazil project.

12  From the araucária the Kaingang eat the nut, the pinecone, raw, cooked or roasted. The also eat the fág tó ga – the small larva that grows in the tree, which 
is considered a delicacy. Corteletti (2016) confirms, with archeological studies, that the pinhão [pine “nut”] is part of the Kaingang diet since the occupation 
of the underground houses. 

13  Segundo Becker (1976) the araucária forests were considered to be markers of territory among the Kaingang chiefs in Rio Grande do Sul in the 
nineteenth century. 

14  As Créepau (1997) and others report, the trunk of the araucária is used as a cocho (trough) in which mead is fermented, which is served on the last night 
of the kiki ritual, the cult to the Kaingang dead. 

15  The concept of ‘demographic void’ as used in the historiography of Southern Brazil was criticized in detail and the deconstructed with the studies and 
publications of ethnohistorian Lúcio Tadeu Mota.
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Figure 01: Location of the current Kaingang Indigenous Lands in the Atlantic Forest biome and in the context of the 

Araucária Forest (Almeida 2015:77)16. Subtitles: Kaingang Indigenous Lands, Xapecó Indigenous Land, Cerrado Biome, 

Pantanal Biome, Pampa Biome, Atlantic Forest Biome, Araucária Forest, Plains, K Other types of forest, W Plai

Conquest and Colonization: hostility and “suspension of the effects of humanity” 

The first centuries of colonization were marked by the disputes between the Portuguese and Spanish 

Crowns and by the Jesuit Mission project. In the early seventeenth century, in the region of the Paraná 

River, a large colonial and civilizatory frontier was implanted that would include the Ciudad Real del Guaira 

and the Jesuit Missions. In this region, which is now formed by the countries of Paraguay, Argentina and 

16  Source: Prepared by Carina S. de Almeida based on the Mapa de Biomas/IBGE (2004) and Hueck (2015). 
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Brazil, missionaries from the Companhia de Jesus dedicated themselves to the catechism and civilizing 

of the Guarani groups. According to Mota & Novak (2013), on the margins of the Tibagi, Ivaí, Piqueri and 

Iguaçu Rivers dozens of Missions were implanted. Also in the early seventeenth century, in the name of the 

Portuguese Crown and in search of indigenous slaves, bandeirantes from São Paulo destroyed Guaíra and the 

Reduções. To resist the predators from São Paulo, many “fled to the jungle”, others went to the south, toge-

ther with the priests, to found the Sete Povos das Missões [Seven Peoples of the Missions] 17 (Mota 1994:70).  

In this period arose the first documents that registered a variety of information about the ancestors of 

the Kaingang. They were identified as groups very hostile to contact. In the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-

turies they were recognized by various denominations, including: Gualachos, Guaianá, Guañanas, Goianás, 

Guaianas, Kamé, Coroado, Pé-largo, Dorins and Jac-fé. Occupying the fields and forests of the meridional 

plateau, the Kaingang rejected the policy that sought to attract them to the Missions and to the military 

encampments. In the first half of the eighteenth century the Guaranitica Wars led to an end of the Jesuit 

project. The border disputes between Spain and Portugal, as well as the hostility of the Kaingang, caused 

the region of the southern plateau region, towards the Paraná river basin, to remain “wild” and denationali-

zed until the early nineteenth century. 

The axis of Portuguese colonization on the Kaingang territory developed from the east. On the first 

plateau, close to the coast, in 1704 the Estrada Real [The Royal Road] was constructed, which was initially 

formed by the land connection between Nossa Senhora da Ponte de Sorocaba and Nossa Senhora da Luz dos 

Pinhais de Curitiba. Since then, this road has been used as a regular commercial route.18 Between 1728 and 

1731 this route was prolonged to Viamão (now in Rio Grande do Sul state) forming the Caminho de Tropas 

[Troop Trail].19 Beginning from the Estrada Real and the Caminho de Tropas new trails were opened towards 

the interior, accompanying the course of the main rivers. Pressured by the advance of the mule trains, some 

of the Kaingang moved to the west, leaving their territories in the plains regions known as the Campos 

Gerais, the Campos de Curitiba and the Campos de Lages. 

This was the context of the conquest of the Campos de Guarapuava (the Coranbang-Rê20) the purpose 

of which was to “expand the Domains of S.Mage. through the backwoods of this Brazil to the Plata River - using, to 

do so, the means of winning through industry the time lost” (Franco 1943:41). The discovery of these plains, at 

the interior of what is now Paraná, occurred with the expeditions of Lieutenant Coronel Afonso Botelho, 

between 1768 and 1774. The cartography and iconography of those expeditions present a wealth of details 

that reveal the interest of the colonizers in controlling the lands and peoples of the region.

17  The Sete Povos das Missões, installed in 1682 in the northeast corner of what is now Rio Grande do Sul state, was attacked and destroyed by bandeirantes 
in 1756. This period is generally known as that of the ‘guerras guaraníticas’.

18  Although there is no direct equivalence, it is pertinent to consider that the troop trails correspond to the main highways that currently link Brazil’s 
Southern and Southeastern regions over the plateau (part of federal highway BR 116 and state highway PR 151).

19  The caminho de Tropas [troop trail] linked the cities of Viamão (Rio Grande do Sul) and Sorocaba (São Paulo), it was mainly used to transport cattle and 
goods, including slaves. Along this trail the encampments and starting points of the mule teams were transformed into ranches and cities that until today 
are points of reference in the southern region. In addition to the consolidation of the commercial route, the mule teams are at the base of a way of life that 
is highly valued regionally, associated to animal husbandry, especially horses and to a certain ethos that approximates the personalities of the pioneer, the 
bandoleiro [bandit] and the merchant. 

20  According to the translation by Borba (1908) Coranbang-Rê corresponds to the ‘campo da grande clareira’ [plain with the large clearing], see also 
Weisemann 2011.
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Figure 02 Carta chorografica from the expedition of Afonso Botelho - [1772] identifying the Iguaçú [Rio Grande], Rio D. 

Luíz (Ivaí) and Tibagy Rivers. (Source: Franco, 1943, Ed. Museu Paranaense, Curitiba.) 

The Carta Chorográfica identifies the trajectory21 traveled from the Vila de Curitiba, passing through 

the headwaters of the Iguaçu, Ivaí and Tibagi Rivers, to the village of Gentio Xaclan.22 The records of the 

expeditions are not limited to the notations and the cartography. Forty designs, attributed to Joaquim José 

de Miranda, in gouache and watercolors portray the encounters of the colonizers with the indigenous. It is 

a precious archive that presents, with naturalist inclinations, an illustrated narrative of the first contact: 

portraits of indigenous men and women, of the villages, the fauna, the plains and rivers, of military 

encampments, of men in uniform, armed and religious men and of conflicts. 

21  This trajectory corresponds, approximately, to the current route of federal highway BR 277.

22  The linguist Wilmar D’Angelis demonstrates that the spelling “xaclan” corresponds to a pronunciation in xokren, indicating an evident proximity with 
the current Xokleng, without denying the pertinence of the classification to the Jê from the South (communication RAM 2007/UFRGS Porto Alegre). 
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