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Introduction

Death Shaping the Centre of the Continent

Just like in the poem by Bertolt Brecht, first ‘they’ – the faceless and nameless ‘they’ who are so well known and always ready to attack – came to enslave, Christianise and control the people living at the centre of the South American continent, between the large rivers. ‘They’ were strange, with dangerous weapons and large crosses, volatile tempers and insatiable appetites. Enslavement, Christianisation and domination unfolded according to a prearranged agenda they had brought with them from overseas. Years later they, ‘they’ again, came to recruit the people of the centre of the continent to work in the forests. The people already lived in the forests, actually belonged to the woods and the landscape, and for that reason it was very easy to harness workers. However, the people of the centre of the continent did not like the idea of working for money. The felling of the trees disturbed them, but nobody asked for their opinion. The people knew that they were living at the centre of the most important part of the world, but ‘they’ were too ignorant to understand. When the forests lost the dollar colour, were no longer green and no longer profitable, ‘they’, now in much larger numbers, finally took over the land completely because of something written on sinister papers with unreadable signatures and strange stamps. Brandishing these papers, ‘they’ forced the people to leave the beloved land, expulsed the sacred spirits and impounded the people in tiny spaces. Most people stayed in the centre of the continent just to remain close to the places where the ancestors had always lived. New borders and towns were being erected, regardless of the wishes and needs of the people, who were now increasingly forgotten. It was the final effort to appropriate their world and prevent them from keeping their names, memories and dreams. But one group of these people in the centre of the continent received and adopted a beautiful new name – Kaiowa – as a sort of second baptism to differentiate them a little from their brothers, the other Guarani families. Kaiowa means ‘people of the forest’, although the forests had practically disappeared now, and the centre of the continent seemed nowhere to be found. The people understood that things had changed a lot and that there were new chiefs enforcing what was printed in the many rulebooks (although the rules that really mattered were constantly being created anew and always against the demands of the people). The unwanted rules curiously put the Guarani-Kaiowa people in a similar category to the many poor individuals who were also newcomers to the region and yet were not considered part of ‘them’. What now prevailed were incomprehensible attitudes, such as the idea that all the existing plants and animals should be removed to make space for cattle and foreign crops called soybean and sugarcane. ‘They’ had many concerns and maintained fixed ideas about money and development, and yet seemed very unhappy and uncertain of themselves. And ‘they’ continued to act violently and aggressively towards the reduced number of people of the centre of the continent, who despite everything were still there, observing, feeling and reflecting on what had happened.

To Brecht’s surprise and to the annoyance of those now in control of the land and the rulebooks, there were enough people left to protest against the brutal expulsions and the attempt to transform them into invisible refugees in their own lands. The people had to fight fiercely against hunger, misery and humiliation, and to confront repeated massacres, cowardly aggressions, constant bullying and the deaths of many, many adults, children and toddlers. The more they were attacked, the more the Guarani-Kaiowa protested, which consequently intensified the attacks from their enemies and once more refuelled indigenous reactions. It seemed to be an endless game of cat and mouse led by the Brazilian state, although the cat was getting fatter and fatter, and the mouse was increasingly cornered and beaten. Then, something remarkable happened: in October 2012, the Guarani-Kaiowa produced one of the most extraordinary of their many ‘letters of desperation’. Nobody could deny that, after countless protests, the Guarani-Kaiowa had become very good at expressing their feelings in the language and through the channels of the enemy. This letter, which attracted huge national and international interest, was written during a desperate battle fought by a contingent of 170 people trapped by farmers and their security guards in a tiny area of the original indigenous land called Pyelito Kue. The message was for the government and the judges who, because of their inaction and numerous other priorities, had left men, women and children at the gates of Dante’s Inferno. The letter said: ‘We want to be killed and buried with our ancestors right here where we are today, so we ask the Government and Federal Justice not to carry out the eviction order, but we request they pronounce our collective death and bury us all here.’

The monumental scandal that followed the publication of the unexpected Pyelito Kue letter was in the end too embarrassing for the authorities and the farmers who had relentlessly persecuted the Guarani-Kaiowa and attempted to destroy their resolve. Nobody was killed that day, although after the fuss died down very little changed and the tragic situation continued in much the same way (see further). What was agreed by the authorities immediately after the publication of the letter was unceremoniously ignored. This was routine and nobody expected that the threat of 170 innocent deaths would really change anything. The law explicitly states that areas like Pyelito Kue belong to their originary (i.e. indigenous) inhabitants, in this case, the Guarani families, without exception or equivocation. But the legislation was written and is controlled by powerful non-indigenous actors, who can choose when to dispense with ‘inconveniences’ (such as 170 indigenous people, who for them are just a minor detail). The law had never been observed before, so why now? And why here, where the land is so expensive and coveted by so many? The Guarani-Kaiowa were considered an unimportant and transient obstacle in the eyes of the farmers and their allies, particularly as the indigenous demands stood inconveniently in the way of development and money-making. Brecht had already hinted at a solution to be used by the powerful in such situations: ‘Would it not in that case be simpler for the government / To dissolve the people / And elect another?’

Numerous other confrontations have taken place in Pyelito Kue and all over the region, attracting negative media attention and bad publicity for the farmers, although this does not seem to concern them particularly. As already anticipated in the Christian bibles foisted on the indigenous people, ‘What has been will be again, what has been done will be done again; there is nothing new under the sun.’ In June 2016, more than 70 armed men, mobilised by five farmers and driving 40 pickups – the modern-day horses of agribusiness cowboys and their obliging cavalry – assaulted a group of Guarani-Kaiowa who were fighting to recover their ancestral land in Toro Paso. The attack was coordinated through WhatsApp and covertly by the state military and federal police forces. The clash did not need to last long, and in a matter of minutes, the so-called Massacre of Caarapó was over, leaving 26-year-old Clodiode Rodrigues de Souza dead and six other victims in hospital. As usual, everybody knew who was responsible, who paid for it, who did what and where, but nobody was ever convicted. Once again, the judiciary rushed to guarantee the rights of the farmers, and the only person arrested was the father of the victim himself, Leonardo de Souza, charged by the courts in 2018 for reacting violently to the death of his son and for supposed single-handed assaults on heavily armed policemen.

The situation certainly became easier to manage with the election of a neo-fascist president in 2018, who intensified the anti-indigenous and anti-life tendencies in national and local politics. Just like in Germany and Italy a century before, fascists manipulated public opinion to win votes and devastate the country. A few days after the inauguration of the new government in January 2019, the Guarani-Kaiowa immediately organised a protest and presented another letter, this time to the Federal Prosecution Service (MPF), reiterating their opposition to the inaction of the authorities, the toleration of aggressive behaviour by agribusiness farmers, the extreme racism that continues to define interpersonal relations and institutional interventions, and the extremely harsh living conditions they face.

Our visits to Guarani-Kaiowa settlements in the same period confirmed the tense atmosphere and the miserable material conditions of many families in roadside encampments or indigenous reservations (figure 0.1, for example).


[image: ]

Figure 0.1 Family Residence, Amambai Indigenous Reservation (2019). Source: Photo by author.



MPF commissioned a Brazilian and a North American university (UNISINOS and Cardozo Law School, Yeshiva University) to review the information available on twenty-four recent armed attacks on indigenous communities committed in the course of land disputes in Mato Grosso do Sul. The experts concluded that the criminal incidents were not isolated but clearly interconnected with other forms of anti-indigenous violence and could unequivocally be classified as crimes against humanity, considering that the aim of the farmers is always to expel people from farms established in areas legitimately and legally recognised as indigenous lands. The authors of the attacks are typically abusive landowners who share discriminatory attitudes against ‘the sub-human Indians’ and operate in alliance with politicians (most of whom are landowners themselves) and through their private militias, known as pistoleiros (O Estado de São Paulo, 1 May 2019).1
 Because of the proliferation of farms and aggressive regional development policies, the Guarani-Kaiowa have lost around 99% of their ancestral land and been confined to the fringes of the hegemonic agribusiness-centred economy. It is not difficult, therefore, to perceive that the Guarani-Kaiowa have lived, for many generations and over several centuries, at the centre of great injustices. Their existence has been significantly redefined by the struggle for land, and their world has been dramatically undermined and compressed. The Guarani-Kaiowa have paid a heavy price for who they are and where they live, complicated by the fact that their existence and intense socio-spatial interactions are deeply interconnected with the economic transformation of the region and the expansion of agribusiness production units.

Most observers believe that the situation is nothing other than genocide, and that those responsible for the genocidal fate of the Guarani-Kaiowa, including farmers, political leaders and members of agribusiness support organisations, bear criminal responsibility. In the words of João Pacheco de Oliveira, anthropologist at the National Museum (UFRJ), ‘these are the clearest circumstances in the country where the failure of the public authorities to comply with the law, and their collusion with the powerful, engenders absolute impunity, placing the Kaiowa as victims of a process of true genocide’ (in Mura, 2019: 20, emphasis added). As in the case of North America, examined by Ostler (2019), Guarani-Kaiowa leaders understood and denounced the fact that nation-building and frontier-making involved not only land grabbing but also the intention to totally annihilate their communities, people and nation; in other words, that the genocidal intent behind development was serious and tangible. Between 2000 and 219, the Guarani-Kaiowa was the indigenous people most severely assaulted in the country, with an annual average of 45 new cases and the assassination of 14 political leaders (CIMI, 2020: 45). In the years 2015 and 2016 alone, 33 attacks were perpetrated by paramilitary groups against Guarani-Kaiowa communities. Next is given a small list of martyrs (table 0.1) of the recent phase of the genocide (who will be mentioned again later in the text), who perished or have been abusively imprisoned because of their ethnicity and their political allegiances. Moreover, the ongoing genocide in Mato Grosso do Sul has meant much more than just the loss of land and assassination of community members, but is rather a brutal mechanism of spiritual, social, economic and environmental destruction.


Table 0.1 Selected Kaiowcide Martyrs


	
Genocide Martyr


	
Indigenous Land or Reservation


	
Year







	
Marçal Tupã-I


	
Aldeia Campestre


	
1983





	
Marcos Veron


	
Taquara


	
2003





	
Dorvalino Rocha


	
Ñanderu Marangatu


	
2005





	
Dorival Benites


	
Sombrerito


	
2005





	
Kuretê Lopez


	
Kurusu Mba


	
2007





	
Ortiz Lopes


	
Kurusu Mba


	
2007





	
Genivaldo Vera & Rolindo Vera (brothers)


	
Ypo’i-Triunfo


	
2009





	
Osvaldo Pereira Lopes


	
Kurusu Mba


	
2009





	
Nísio Gomes


	
Tekoha Guaiviry


	
2011





	
Celso Rodrigues


	
Arroio-Korá


	
2013





	
Ambrósio Vilhalba

Oziel Gabriel


	
Guyraroká

Butiri


	
2013

2013





	
Marinalva Manoel


	
Guyraroká


	
2014





	
Simeão Fernandes Vilhalva


	
Ñanderu Marangatu


	
2015





	
Clodiode Rodrigues de Souza


	
Caarapó


	
2016







There is no need here to come up with new definitions – the typological debate has been vast, normally contrasting the Jewish Holocaust with other systematic and large-scale social annihilations – but this book will basically argue that a genocide is essentially predicated upon, and starts with, the subtraction of key socio-spatial relationships that define particular ethnic peoples (called geocide), as has happened in processes of intense spatial and social unraveling in the Gaza Strip, Chechnya, Kashmir and Somalia. As destructive as the grabbing of land, the killing of leaders and immiseration of Guarani-Kaiowa families is the denial of their humanity and the imposition of institutional rules centred on the market value of land and the short-term profitability of agribusiness commodities. Although genocide is a word commonly used by journalists and activists in relation to the dramatic challenges faces by indigenous peoples in South America, the significance of the Guarani-Kaiowa genocidal experience is not casual or merely sloganized. The indigenous genocide unfolding in Mato Grosso do Sul is not just a case of hyperbolic violence or widespread murder, but something qualitatively different from other serious crimes. The phenomenon combines strategies and procedures based on direct opposition between groups of people who have been turned into irreconcilable enemies by the pattern of regional development and the balance of political power. In other words, indigenous genocide has become a necessity of the mainstream economic paradigm, while concepts like progress, private property and the rule of law are abstract ideological excuses invoked to justify it. The situation in Mato Grosso do Sul is even more painful because the Guarani-Kaiowa are fully aware of being at the centre of an unstoppable genocide that is only the most recent stage in a long genocidal cycle. In this brutal context, resistance has been crucial for the Guarani-Kaiowa to have any chance of surviving, and resist they do.

In another ‘letter of desperation’, issued in January 2018 from communities in the Tey Kuê reservation (or Te’yíkue, which in Guarani means ‘old residential place’), also known as the Caarapó reservation, their defiant voice was heard once again:


For our children, we promise not to retreat. Confident, fearless and humble, we are prepared. We will always resist! We Guarani and Kaiowa people are no landowners, on the contrary, we belong to the land, we are its children, its fruits, so we fight for our mother! All those who fight in defence of life, will accept no more injustices, will accept no more genocide against our Guarani-Kaiowa people, will accept no more evictions. Every time an Indian dies, a part of our history dies too – join us. (emphasis added; unless otherwise indicated, all translations by the author)



Fierce and determined resistance to genocide is a daily requirement, because not even the worst fatal incidents have been sufficient for the authorities to show any concern about the pervading genocidal order. For instance, despite the horror and negative publicity following the ‘Massacre of Caarapó’, the owner of the Santo Antônio farm, which is illegally established on indigenous land, secured an injunction in the federal court of Dourados against returning the property to the indigenous claimants, and the following year this decision was confirmed by the same court of justice and the Guarani-Kaiowa were even ruled to be a non-legitimate interest party in the case (!). The Tey Kuê community is located in the wider indigenous land Dourados Amambaipeguá I, which is one of the hotspots for conflicts between farmers and the Guarani-Kaiowa indigenous people. Dourados Amambaipeguá I contains 79 tekoha, that is, ethnically defined localities of great social and identitary value for the Guarani-Kaiowa, but the dispute remains unresolved and farmers continue to exploit the area. In 2020, after a small but important victory in the appeal court in São Paulo (the overturning of a ruling that partly annulled the demarcation of indigenous land), the leader Otoniel Ricardo declared (CIMI, 9 July 2020):


On the one hand, today we won, and we were very happy, but on the other hand, we believe that the government is anti-indigenous, wants to eliminate our territory, wants to wipe out our people. As long as this government is in office, it is not going to demarcate the land for us.



It is almost unbelievable how a national society that is responsible for a genocide unfolding before its very eyes can continue to function as though nothing at all bad was going on. Taking as its starting point the disconcerting realisation that evil can become the norm and can start to reinforce itself through ideological constructs and short-term gain, this book will examine the most recent phase of this explicit, but largely silent, genocide – our focus is on the period since the 1970s, defined as Kaiowcide – which continues to terrorize Guarani-Kaiowa families and communities, as well as undermining the possibility of democracy, justice and the legitimate rule of law in the country at large. Sadly, the misfortunes of the Guarani-Kaiowa are not the exception, but belong to a national stock of injustices, socio-ecological degradation and ruthless treatment of the vast majority of the poor, non-white population in Brazil*. Note that the asterisk in Brazil* symbolises our protest against the martyrdom of the Guarani-Kaiowa and many other indigenous peoples. It shows that this is not a nation state like others (obviously, many nation states are also complicit with various forms of genocide), but one that cannot be considered a complete country due to the still unresolved problem of Kaiowcide. The largest South American nation may have huge tracts of land in the hands of farmers and speculators, but for those who need it to produce food and survive, the country seems as small as the islands of Utopia or Hy-Brasil. The ongoing Guarani-Kaiowa genocide is one of the most abject proofs of how broken the country really is and how massively consolidated the justice deficit has become. For the purpose of our publication, this desolate, intolerant nation does not even have the right to a regular name, and will be, therefore, described in these pages as Brazil*.

Several authors working in this field, such as Levene, Moses and Stannard have demonstrated the continuity between colonial and contemporary processes of genocide. The lived, often tragic, trajectory of the Guarani-Kaiowa was central for the sustenance of the exploitative, rentist and wasteful politico-economy of Brazilian extractivist and agrarian capitalism. Yet it is still to be demonstrated that whereas the subjugation of the Guarani-Kaiowa represented an important chapter of the colonisation of South American countries, the present-day genocide continues to be crucial for the maintenance of the regional economy and for the consolidation of export-oriented agribusiness in Mato Grosso do Sul. The consequence is that the Guarani-Kaiowa are both survivors and victims of a genocidal cycle that continues because very little has changed in economic or moral terms over the centuries. The Guarani-Kaiowa have endured various genocides over several generations, and their current existence remains a perennial struggle to contain and reverse these processes. This calls for a more careful consideration of the causes and ramifications of a genocidal tragedy that is constantly being denounced by the victims and their closest allies (to no avail). Once the enormity and persistence of the problem became obvious, this publication had to become a journey into the contested socio-spatiality of the Guarani-Kaiowa and how the production of space reaffirmed politico-economic injustices. The work then evolved to include a tapestry of events, histories, statistics, personal dramas and biblical-scale distress and sorrow. The process of writing was constantly informed and illuminated by the same thought: this crime must stop! Stop Kaiowcide! We must bring those responsible to justice and begin to somehow compensate the victims.

If Brazil* were run by and for the majority of its people (i.e. a real democracy where grassroots demands were more seriously considered and the oligarchic structures of power were effectively altered), ending Kaiowcide would long have been a higher political priority. As examined in Chapter 7 below, there was a real chance of compromise in 2007 when the federal government signed an agreement ordering the return of a minimal amount of land to the Guarani-Kaiowa. However, the land was evidently never returned. In 1988, a similar solution had been agreed and simply ignored. No laws or agreements aiming to redress even a small part of the damage caused by land grabbing have been acceptable to those ‘masters of the universe’ in charge of (indigenous) life and death. Once again, national politics forced marginalised groups, living below the threshold of whiteness, status and property, into a socio-spatial position outside hegemonic economy, politics and the oppressive rule of law. Just as Germany today is less than what it could have become if not for Nazism, and the United States is dwarfed by its own indigenous Holocaust, Brazil* is haunted by the failure to rectify, at least partially, this major socio-spatial liability. Several authors, including Ramos (1998), recognise the persistence of the ‘indigenous problem’ in the general perception of the Brazilian population as a largely unconscious and unresolved issue that is poorly understood but still demands an effective reaction. Life through genocide is the perpetuation of centuries of socio-ecological devastation and Western intellectual, economic and religious arrogance. Genocidal crimes were not only committed against the Guarani-Kaiowa during colonisation, they happened yesterday, are being committed today, and most likely will happen again tomorrow and next year. This large-scale waste of human lives seems unstoppable, and is even accelerating. Despite the fact that Brazil* signed, and even helped to elaborate, the 1948 UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide, and introduced legislation dedicated specifically to genocide in 1956 (Law 2,889, of 1 October 1956), convicting those accused of genocide has been impossible due to the conservative approach of the courts.

This situation is obviously not exclusive to Brazil*, but lawyers and activists have always criticised the vague terms of the 1948 Convention, which make it almost unusable in a criminal prosecution. It remains extremely difficult to charge someone with the crime of indigenous genocide in a court of law, despite clear evidence of tragedy and suffering. In fact, the state apparatus, including corrupt judges and change-resistant police forces, is fertile ground for the seeds of genocide. As observed by Clastres (1974a: 107), genocidal (ethnocidal in his words) ‘violence, as the negation of difference, does indeed belong to the essence of the State (…) any State organization is ethnocidal, ethnocide is the normal mode of existence of the State. (…) The reflection upon ethnocide passes through an analysis of the State’. The only case in Brazil* – and one of only a few in the world – when anti-genocide legislation was used effectively was in 1993 to convict five goldminers for the slaughter of 16 Yanomami from the Haximu community on the border with Venezuela. In total, 22 miners working illegally in the area were involved in the assassination of the isolated Yanomami and, during this ferocious attack, the criminals shot not only young men but also women, old people and children, including a baby who was hacked with a machete. In a historic decision, the Brazilian Supreme Court (STF) convicted five perpetrators, unanimously upholding the previous decision, and at least one of them served most of the sentence. That was certainly a rare genocide conviction and a landmark ruling not just in Brazil* but globally. However, the majority of the perpetrators of the Haximu massacre were quickly released, and one even returned to mine illegally on Yanomami land and was recaptured during another operation to remove miners from the indigenous territory. The Yanomami land, like the territories of most other indigenous peoples in the continent, continues to be repeatedly invaded, the forest invariably destroyed, the rivers polluted and the people hounded and butchered.

It is perhaps odd to interrogate the extent of today’s genocide, taking into account that for the indigenous peoples in













Notes


	1. Private militias or ‘hired guns’ (usually active or retired policemen), known as pistoleiros, jagunços or capangas, are illegally maintained by farmers and their representative associations and used against indigenous nations and landless peasants.

	2. They are also commonly referred to as ‘peoples of the earth’, as a modest recognition of their authoritative voice and long-term connections with the rest of nature.

	3. It is interesting to observe in the myth of origin described by Ñomoendyja that the supreme god and creator of the universe had first to be created himself. This clearly contrasts with Judeo-Christian theology, but at the same time, the religiosity of the Guarani peoples has been profoundly influenced by contact with Christian priests and Europeans. Important elements of Christianity have been reinterpreted in accordance with the spirit of Guarani faith (Platzeck, 2020). It is recognised that symbols like the cross or concepts of hell and paradise were appropriated and expanded, although it is not easy to determine what is original to the Guarani religion and what was adopted.
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