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Abstract 

 

Indigenous Peoples continue to face substantial challenges. This article focuses on the 

Kaingang People in southern Brazil, and is contextualized with regard to the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG) adopted by all the United Nations member states in 2015. The 

authors adopted an Indigenist research methodology to obtain oral evidence, and provided 

an education-focused case-study. The research findings reveal that, despite Brazilian Con-

stitutional recognition and SDG provisions, in practice the Indigenous People in Brazil are 

experiencing renewed threats to their indigeneity. The SDGs need to be implemented 

more robustly at local level to overcome these emancipatory barriers. The article reveals 

the key role of empowerment  that can be played by carefully articulated indigenous edu-

cation programs.  

 

 Introduction 

 

"We don't just fight for constitutional rights, we fight for the right to exist.” 

Brazilian indigenous leader Sonia Guajajar, April 2019 

 

This article examines and evaluates the lived experience of indigenous peoples, excavating 

their developmental. It does so through a case study of the Kaingang People in southern 

Brazil based on original oral testimonies from members of the community. The Kaingang 
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are living at the physical and existential margins of Brazilian society. The analysis is contex-

tualized by global compacts, the United Nations 2015 Sustainable Development Goals or 

SDGs (UN, 2015), the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 

(UN DESA, 2019a), and the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention, 1989 (ILO, 1989). 

There are two central questions addressed: (i) what are the personal experiences of the 

Kaingang people in terms of their human security needs and aspirations and particularly 

their self-identity? (ii) In what ways do these experiences in the local community help us to 

better understand the global SDG project and the challenges with which it is engaging?  

 

The 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda (SDA) is, in its own words, “a  comprehensive,  

far-reaching  and  people-centred  set  of  universal  and  transformative  Goals  and  targets”. 

The Agenda established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 targets and 

the 193 states signing-up to the agreement made the pledge “that no one will be left behind” 

(UN, 2015). There is current UN concern that progress made is ”‘not at a sufficient speed to 

realize the SDGs’” (UN, 2018). 

 

In September 2014, the UN General Assembly held the World Conference on Indigenous 

Peoples, a high-level plenary meeting focused on implementation of the 2007 Declaration 

(UN, 2019). Following this, the SDGs call for empowerment of Indigenous Peoples; Inclusive 

and equitable quality education for all, and engagement of Indigenous Peoples in imple-

menting the Agenda. Specific SDG targets include doubling the agricultural productivity and 

incomes of small-scale food producers, in particular, … indigenous peoples (Target 2.3);  

Ensuring equal access to all levels of education and vocational training ... for indigenous 

peoples (Target 4.5). Critically, this global compact sets key indicators to assess progress 

by 2030, the most salient for Indigenous Peoples being to secure tenure rights to land (1.4.2; 
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5.a.1); small-scale farmers’ income (2.3.2); parity in access to education (4.5.1); experi-

ences of discrimination as prohibited in international human rights law (10.3.1); 16.b.1).  

 

The consultation and formulation of the Agenda and SDGs involved Indigenous Peoples, 

raised “hopes for the SDGs” (UN DESA, 2016) and specified the need to ensure that Indig-

enous Peoples are able to contribute to country level progress reviews. Underlining this, the 

May 2015 15th Session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues focused on the 

SDGs and Indigenous Peoples. However, the current UN assessment is that, despite pro-

gress on some SDGs, the program is at risk of failing to meet the goals (UN DESA, 2019; 

UN, 2019).  

 

It is against this background that the present article provides oral histories and empirical 

evidence about the lived experience of one community of Indigenous People, the Kaingang 

people. The Kaingang are an Indigenous People with historic roots in the south of Brazil and 

north of Argentina (Tommasino and Fernandes, 2018). There are approximately 100,000 

Kaingang living in designated territories or in the margins of Brazil’s cities. Struggles to over-

come oppression and brutality, social,economic and political subordination and exclusion as 

well as cultural marginalization are interwoven inextricably with their struggle for recognition 

and acceptance, to find their voice, to speak and to be listened to on the basis of respect. 

In the cultures of Indigenous Peoples, modes of representation and identity formation and 

their imagined communities are inseparable from the natural and spiritual realms, custodi-

anship rather than ownership of the land, which are evident in their forms of oral and visual 

representation. Storytelling is inherent in the imagining of all societies, and in most indige-

nous communities, the power of the voice, of oral tradition, indigenous literature, art, music 

and dance play a central role in their self-awareness and sense of shared belonging (Reid, 
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2009; Corntassel Chaw-win-is T’lakwadzi, 2009; Fernández-Llamazares & Cabeza, 2017; 

Rosa, 2017, 2019; Datta, 2017).  

 

For the Kaingang, of primary importance is their recognition and acceptance—to have the 

means to have their voice heard and listened to by the wider world. The Kaingang wish to 

share their stories locally, nationally and internationally. They believe that their culture pos-

sesses an inherent value and that by sharing it, they will be able to overcome ignorance, 

marginalization, and the prejudice they face (Author interviews, 2018-2019). Exemplifying 

this belief and their determination to act pro-actively is a 2017 proposal for intercultural dia-

logue between the Kaingang and the Maori of Aotearoa (New Zealand) (Nascimento, Chang 

& Maia, 2017). This is associated with an initiative to create a Kaingang language and cul-

ture “nest”, inspired by the Māori language and culture revitalization program, called the 

Kohanga Reo (“language nest”) (Berardi-Wiltshire, et.al., 2019).  

. 

This article contribute to the literature on Indigenous People in Brazil and internationally1. 

Despite the scale and diversity of the existing literature, some enduring core themes remain 

evident in the continuing struggles against inequalities, social exclusion, marginalization and 

exploitation; evolving forms of resistance, self-determination and politics, the impact of glob-

alization, and civil and human rights.. Recent conceptual innovations with concepts such as 

“cultural forests”, historical ecology”, “native space” and “geographies of power” are illumi-

nating the lived experiences of Indigenous Peoples in a fresh light. 

  

The SDGs identify education as a key driver for global sustainable development and greater 

human security. The commitment to inclusive education as the means to both empowerment 

and emancipation  builds on the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Article 

14 of the Declaration sets out three educational rights: (1) Indigenous peoples have the right 
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to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in 

their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learn-

ing; (2) Indigenous individuals, particularly children, have the right to all levels and forms of 

education of the State without discrimination; (3) States shall, in conjunction with indigenous 

peoples, take effective measures, in order for indigenous individuals, particularly children, 

including those living outside their communities, to have access, when possible, to an edu-

cation in their own culture and provided in their own language. This article foregrounds the 

importance of education as a key element of Indigenous identity, expression, belonging, 

acceptance, and resistance in Brazil. The authors detail and explain the significance of the 

educational experiences of Brazil’s Indigenous peoples and provide evidence of the experi-

ences of indigenous intercultural degrees of Unochapecó with Kaingang people.  

 

Analytical approach 

Hammond et.al. argue that “new ‘indigenizing’ methodologies centre on the production of 

knowledge around the processes and knowledges of indigenous communities” (2018). The 

present article takes account of key aspects of significant work on methodology and method 

with Indigenous Peoples2. In so doing, the authors accept research as essentially “relational” (Wil-

son, 2001; 2009), questioning and challenging of Western positivist conceptual underpinnings and 

for their “decolonisation” (Smith, 2012).  

 

Smith (Smith, 2012: 15) argues that “Indigenous methodologies tend to approach cultural 

protocols, values and behaviors as an integral part of methodology”). Peters (2013) has 

usefully synthesized and summarized key features common to an Indigenous/Indigenist Re-

search Methodological framework. These include: (i) Recognition “that our worldviews, our 

knowledges and our realities [are] distinctive and vital to our existence and survival”; (ii) 

“Honors our social mores as essential processes through which we live, learn and situate 

ourselves as Indigenous people in our own lands and when in the lands of other Indigenous 
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people”; (iii) “Privileges the voices, experiences and lives of Indigenous people and their 

homelands”; “Places emphasis on the social, historical and political contexts which have 

shaped our experiences, lives, positions and futures”; “Supports the complexity that is as-

sociated with explicating ontological, epistemological, and axiological concepts that may be 

foreign to Western scholarly convention”. The methodology used in the research undertaken 

for this article embraced these principles. It also prioritized the ethical considerations inher-

ent in such research. As such, it complied with the ethical standards and requirements of 

the Brazilian and United Kingdom universities with which the research team are associated. 

However, the researchers also sought to ensure that the research methodology was cog-

niscent, sensitive and responsive to what Peters terms the “Four R's—Respect, Relevance, 

Reciprocity, and Responsibility: Respect and honoring are core beliefs/ value of indigenous 

relationships. Relevance – relates to [the] issues we face. Reciprocity – a priceless gift of 

themselves. Responsibility – because trust is crucial and must be upheld” (2013).  

 

In total, there were eight interview sessions, encompassing thirteen individuals with an age 

range from the oldest in the mid-50s to the youngest in their early 20s. Sessions took place 

in the Kaingang community. Consistent with this methodological approach, interview recruit-

ment was by self-selection, the voluntary participation of members of the community rather 

than selection by Elders or the researchers. Moreover, for the August 2018 sessions, an 

especially important feature of the evolving relationship was the presenting of a Kaingang 

name, “Katãj” (lit. meaning “warwood”) to the British researcher by the younger volunteer 

participants, who explained that “You cannot be an Elder, but we can still name you”. This 

was not only an act of friendship, respect and particularly trust, it represented a means by 

which the participants could frame this external figure and give meaning to the researcher 

in Kaingang cultural terms. The choice of name too, is of analytical significance, conveying 

symbolism of a war-like instrument, by implication a weapon that could be used to convey 
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the message of the Kaingang youth to the outside world. Integral to this methodology is a 

case-study of indigenous intercultural degrees at Unochapecó. The atricle  builds upon a 

trajectory of established research and publication (da Costa et.al, 2014). 

 

The Kaingang people and Brazilian society 

 

The Kaingang are the main Jê people of southern Brazil. Their traditional territory included 

what is today the current states of São Paulo, Paraná, Santa Catarina, Rio Grande do Sul 

and the Argentine province of Missions (Fernandes & de Góes, 2018; Survival International, 

2019). Currently, the population is approximately 50,000 people living in 25 reserve areas 

in the states of São Paulo, Paraná, Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul. An additional 

50,000 live in the outskirts of Brazil’s cities.  

 

In the Brazilian state of Santa Catarina, the majority of the demarcated lands are in the 

western region, among them is the Toldo Chibangue Village, where the Indigenous Intercul-

tural Bachelor’s Degree program of the University of Chapecó (Unochapecó) is given, at-

tended by students from all the nearby villages. The area is located within one of the largest 

agroindustrial zones in Brazil, and many indigenous workers are hired for minimum wages 

in the meat industries in this zone. In addition to their work in the meat industries there are 

two other main economic activities by which the communities obtain income: small subsist-

ence agriculture and the manufacture and sale of handicrafts. The main activity in each 

community depends on the location of industries and cities, and the traditions of each com-

munity because traditional crafts do not exist in all of them.  

 

The Fundação Nacional do Índio (National Indian Foundation, FUNAI)  granted the 

Kaingang in Chapecó (the Kondá band) land outside of the city (Fernandes and Piovezana, 



  9 

 

2015). The land, whilst granted for their physical and cultural subsistence, remains the prop-

erty of the Brazilian State, not the Kaingang, leaving their situation precarious and contin-

gent. (Platts, 2006). 

 

Brazil’s Indigenous Peoples such as the Kaingang face important challenges today (Klein, 

2019; Simões, 2019). These include ‘assimilationist pressure to “integrate” indigenous peo-

ple into the wider Brazilian population (BBC News, 2019; Lum, 2019; Phillips, 2019) and the 

continuing struggle over their territory evident in the 2019 Brazilian fires crisis (Klein, 2019; 

Inquirer, 2019; Williams, 2019). These two challenges are intimately linked. Indigenous iden-

tity and spiritual well-being are inextricably bound to their physical space, custodianship of 

natural environment and sympathetic, sustainable utilisation of the land for their material 

needs.(Fernandes & Piovezana, 2015). The nexus of identity, land and culture is embedded 

in the Kaingang’s cosmology. The moieties Kaimer and Kairu, a pair of mythical brothers, 

founded the world, shaping different aspects of it so that one type of animal or plant belongs 

to one half of the duology, whilst another type belongs to the other half.  This socio-eco 

structure is one of the central organizing principles of the Kaingang and one’s identity, 

through Kaimer or Kairu, is inherited a patrilineal fashion. The land  is, therefore, bound up 

in this foundational system as the space on which Kaimer, Kairu, and their descendants, 

have made manifest their agency.  Layered on top of this founding mythology is a complex 

relationship between the living and the dead (ancestors) around which important customs 

and rituals are built.  The name given to the interviewer of this present project (Katãj) and, 

in particular, the motivation for choosing it, reflects the interconnected and overlapping ways 

in which these different aspects of Kaingang culture reinforce each other: ‘[w]e used this 

name because it used to represent the warriors that used to live here [Chapecó], our ances-

tors, and our seniors’.    
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This interconnectedness has been examined in a survey of higher education students en-

rolled in the Intercultural Indigenous Bachelor's degrees offered at Unochapecó. This survey 

investigated racism and prejudice against the indigenous population. For example, one of 

the student participants in this survey said the following:  

 

“We hear a lot that the Indians are lazy, that we do not like to work, that we let the 

jungle come and we do not work the land, it is very common and some people say it 

loud even in public transport for us to listen [...] But if the indigenous work the land, 

do a good business, progress economically, buy a car, or good clothes, then they say 

that we are no longer indigenous and that we do not deserve the rights to our territory” 

(Santos, Pivezana, & Marchiori, 2018: 71-72).  

 

The surrounding non-indigenist society and its constructed discourse about indigenous per-

sons pose a dialectical trap. The power of the discourse lies in its creation of an apparently 

self-evident “truth”. The narrative presents a false or inauthentic choice between maintaining 

a traditional way of life or working in a Western way and ‘assimilated’ into the surrounding, 

non-indigenous society . The threat of assimilation lies in the loss of distinctive identity, 

thereby ceasing to be ‘indigenous’. This, in turn, a loss of the constitutional right to territory). 

What is at play here is a powerful process aimed to manipulate and weaken the identity of 

the indigenous population, awareness of their individual and collective rights, and their ability 

to defend and claim or reclaim them.  

 

The oral history evidence collected for this article is that, in the particular case of the 

Kaingang population, they are in a classic ‘catch-22’ situation (i.e., damned if they do, and 

damned if they do not). If they continue with the traditional way of life without exploiting the 

land in the Western way, then this must mean the Indians are indolent and, therefore, do 
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not deserve the land. But, if they adopt the mores and behavioural practices and thereby 

work the land in the way of a non-indigenous farmer using machinery, having a car or a cell 

phone, then they stop being ‘indigenous’ and thus they lose their rights to the land. That is, 

they do not deserve to hold land accorded on grounds of indigenous identity or civil rights.  

 

The Kaingang suffer as a result of their exclusion from wider Brazilian society, a situation 

which limits their access to education and the tools through which they can effectively em-

power themselves.  Their culture is frequently mocked by outsiders, with verbal attacks im-

pacting the mental health of the community (Borghi and Carreira, 2015; Diehl, 2001). As is 

the case across all of Brazil’s Indigenous Peoples, mistreatment has become a routine part 

of life for the Kaingang – for those who enter urban environments to sell their handcrafts, it 

is experienced in a visceral way. For those who remain within their communities, it is inter-

nalised. Verbal attacks frequently make reference to the poverty which exists within some 

Kaingang communities, mocking the difficult economic situation which many members of 

the community endure (CIMI, 2015; 2014). Dignity and equality, central to the pre- and post- 

2015 SDGs, are routinely denied to the Kaingang.  An essential step in fulfilling the SDGs 

in communities at the local level such as that of the Kaingang is the erosion of the prejudices 

at the root of this issue. There is a strong belief among many of the Kaingang that the sharing 

of their culture with outsiders will greatly alleviate their current situation (Author interviews, 

2018-2019).  

 

Kaingang Oral Histories 

The collection and dissemination of oral histories presents a long term opportunity to facili-

tate an intercultural dialogue which can, potentially, raise awareness and lower society mar-

ginalization. For this article, four individual interviews were carried out with persons who 

nominated themselves to speak about their peoples’ culture and recent history.  All of these 
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self-nominating persons were men, aged from their mid-20s to their mid-50s.  In addition, a 

further three interviews were carried out with non-Indigenous interlocutors who have exten-

sive experience working with the Kaingang.  A group interview was then carried out which 

included the participation of six individuals with an equal gender divide.  The individual 

Kaingang participants are as follows: Subject #1 (male, mid-50s), Subject #2 (male, late-

20s), Subject #3 (male, late-20s), Subject #4 (male, early-30s).  Subjects #1 and #2 were 

interviewed on the Kondá Reservation. Subjects #3 and #4 were interviewed on the campus 

of Unochapecó.  The non-Indigenous participants were selected based upon their close 

proximity to both indigenous and non-indigenous Brazilian culture, allowing their testimony 

to inform our understanding of the trans-cultural environment.  They were Subject #5 (male, 

early-40s), Subject #6 (male, mid-50s), Subject #7 (female, early-50s) and they were inter-

viewed on the Unochapecó campus.  All three non-Indigenous subjects are educators with 

extensive firsthand experience working directly with Kaingang communities in a pedagogical 

setting. Subjects #1-7 were all interviewed in September 2018. The group discussion was 

comprised of three men and three women, all in their mid-late 20s. It was carried out in April 

of 2019 on the Unochapecó campus. 

 

Consistent with our methodology and method, listening and understanding were two of the 

core themes which emerged in the oral histories carried out for the purposes of this . Based 

in the Kondá community near Chapecó, Subject #1 concluded his interview with a clear 

message: ‘Thank you for coming, I’m honored to have you here from another country [UK]. 

I’m thankful for you guys, [that] you’re happy to spread the word [about the Kaingang], to 

lower the prejudice’.  Subject #4 built upon that theme, particularly emphasizing the im-

portance of encouraging people to develop an organic interest in Kaingang culture: ‘I want 

the people to really be interested in the culture [of the Kaingang], and that it is not something 

that is being forced upon them by someone else’.  Beyond a desire to communicate and 
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open a dialogue with non-Indigenous persons, our subjects discussed several key themes 

with us.  These included a) the impact of prejudice b) the importance of their handcrafts and 

other cultural practices, c) their relationship with the local environment and d) their activism 

on the part of their community. 

 

The impact of prejudice was a common point which underpinned many of the broader dis-

cussions which were carried out.  In one discussion, the subject summarized how the 

Kaingang appear to be viewed by those outside of the community, noting that ‘[f]or the most 

part, people who are non-Indigenous will see us and our tribe somewhat like a wild being, 

due to stereotypes, from classic literature.  Mostly [we are seen as] being a wild being’.  

Another, when asked why the community faced challenges trying to sell their handcrafts in 

Chapecó replied pointedly: ‘Because they don’t like the Indians’.  In two of the four individual 

interviews, the prejudice experienced by the community was specifically linked to the sale 

of handcrafts in the city.  According to one subject ‘[o]ur problem and our suffering comes 

from our handcraft.  Even from the government, which needs to allow us to bring our craft 

to the city to sell…we have some issues with that.’  Another subject expanded upon this, 

saying ‘I have suffered a lot from [prejudice], especially in the city where I go to see our 

handcraft, mostly coming from young kids because they don’t understand proper social 

rules, or don’t understand the cultural differences.’  The disparity in cultural practices is par-

ticularly acute because the sale of handcrafts is an intergenerational, familial activity which 

outsiders fail to understand: ‘A lot of the prejudice is about the young kids that are working, 

but the non-Indigenous people don’t understand that it’s now a slave job for the kids, its 

mostly about their culture…it’s a process they need to go through.’  
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This is an important point because the sale of handcrafts represents a key intersectional 

experience for the Kaingang – is not merely an economic activity.  The production of hand-

crafts are central to Kaingang culture, a wide ranging activity which is shared across the 

community.  A part of the process’s importance is linked to the materiality of the construction 

process, ‘seeds and wood’ from the forest.  As one member of the community put it, ‘every 

single piece is just as important as the other, because they use the same materials mostly’.  

Going on, the community member underlined the link between those materials and the en-

vironment with which the community possess such an affinity: ‘we see worth in nature itself, 

not as much in the final product, the handcraft, but that’s something that non-Indigenous 

people mostly don’t understand’. The production and sale of handcrafts, finds its value in 

the link which it provides the community to the forest, the source of these materials.  Hand-

crafts are a representation of individual labour and skill (‘we do everything by hand’), but 

also of space and, therefore, community and purpose.  When two of the participants in this 

project offered to give their interviewer a Kaingang name, they chose one which, like the 

community’s handcrafts, recognised the importance of the forest as provider: Katãj (pro-

nounced Kat-oi), the wood from which the weapons of war are made.  The sale of handcrafts 

in the Chapecó takes on a deeper symbolic value when the action is placed into the appro-

priate context; products of the forest are literally being re-introduced to an urbanised area 

with which the community still identifies.  The link between the community’s handcrafts and 

the natural world reflects a vitally important link between the Kaingang and their environ-

ment.  As one subject put it, ‘we live from the nature and we are in communion with the 

nature’ (Subject #3, 2018).   

 

The SDGs embody the principles of respect, equity, and inclusivity and a foundational com-

mitment to ‘ensure no-one is left behind’ (UN, 2015). Cultural continuity informs the commu-
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nity’s approach to dealing with these structural imbalances.  As previously noted, a relation-

ship with their ancestors is important to the community, but connected to that is the concept 

being fighting for the community in a post-militarized context.  One member of the commu-

nity referred to themselves as a ‘militant activist’, a label meaning that he intends to ‘go after 

the practice of our resolutions and rights guaranteed by law…the right to land, the right to a 

different health[care], the right to a different education’ because these ‘are rights which are 

being taken away from us’.  Non-violent resistance of various kinds allows the community to 

protest inequality whilst reinforcing their sense of identity, community, and a distinct culture.  

Collective dances which, in prior centuries, have been used for ‘[p]hysical, mental prepara-

tion’ for war have now been repurposed for ‘resistance movements –protests– fighting for 

our land, or for the right health[care]’. Such rituals and ceremonies have been transmitted 

orally for generations, surviving nearly a century in the city, where they were still practiced 

regularly, and relocation to the new Reservation.  This transmission of culture is one which, 

through radically shifting changes in their circumstance, has necessitated adaptation. Ritu-

als formerly associated with war are now associated with protest whilst a perceived conti-

nuity of purpose among the Kaingang helps to blur the line between the two concepts. That 

these dances are learned from a young age, and performed as a part of the community’s 

annual cultural celebrations (April 19th), further helps to reinforce the link between the com-

munity and the warrior element of their past.  To understand Kaingang resistance requires 

not just an understanding of the inequalities against which they are protesting, but a cultural 

context in which resistance is a core part of the group’s identity. 

 

Even in the field of education, resistance is an important idea.  Subject #4, then studying at 

Chapecó University, noted that his studies ‘will really help me as an activist for the Indige-

nous cause, to get enough knowledge and experience that I can go back to my community 
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and bring some sort of relevance to it…[w]e come from a very close group within the indig-

enous community and when we joining the university, we have a very positive impact [upon 

our] society’ (Subject #4, 2018). Education, particularly where it has been shaped to meet 

the needs of Indigenous communities, has the potential to reinforce, rather than erode, cul-

tural distinctiveness – education does not need to encourage, as the boarding school system 

in the United States did, assimilation.  Prior to the creation of the Kondá Reservation, the 

community in Chapecó ‘wouldn’t go to school’ as a matter of course whilst some parents 

‘would not teach’ their children Portuguese (Subject #6, 2018).  As of 2019, however, a 

remarkable change had occurred. Not only were children attending school, they were now 

attending university, studying courses which had been adapted to suit the needs and desires 

of the community (Subject #7, 2018). Rather than studying courses focused upon agricul-

ture, as had originally been attempted (‘[i]t did not work because they were more of a hand-

craft people, not so much of cultivating and agriculture’ (Subject #6, 2018), new educational 

projects were adapted to better suit the needs of the community. This was a challenging 

process, not least because ‘there weren’t many teachers that were willing to teach them 

within their own communities’ (Subject #7, 2018) despite Brazilian law prescribing the right 

to a distinct, tailored education for Indigenous Peoples. 

 

Engaged and flexible educators have responded to the community’s needs, not only by al-

tering their curriculum but by altering the educational environment itself.  At high school 

level, students take classes which specialize in the creation of handcrafts.  At both high 

school level and at university, students also bring their babies to class where the burden of 

care is shared between the parent and their fellow students.  This inclusive approach within 

the classroom respects a tradition of parental responsibility being shared across the com-

munity which dates back to the historic period.  In ways such as this, educational spaces 

have been made accessible and supportive; spaces in which members of the community 
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can pursue personal and group improvement in a manner which respects, rather than di-

minishes, their identity.  Such an approach has also had an impact upon the educators who 

work with Kaingang students: ‘I still remember to this day…the energy I felt when I first had 

contact with them’ (Subject #7, 2018).  By framing education as a process which requires 

educators to adapt to the needs of Indigenous students, significant potential to foster sus-

tainable, highly constructive intercultural relationships have been created: ‘they taught me a 

lot about being more human, about being more accepting, and to better acknowledge the 

existence and life of the other’ (Subject #7, 2018). 

 

The education process has the potential to create important vectors of communication and 

dialogue.  All of the interviews carried out for this article reflect a keen desire on the part of 

the Kaingang to be heard and for their culture to be better understood by non-Indigenous 

peoples.  A flexible education system which recognizes and celebrates Kaingang culture, 

placing it at the heart of the pedagogical process, has benefitted not only the students, but 

the educators who have had an opportunity to learn about a culture which was largely un-

known to them prior to starting that process.  Dignity and equality are routinely denied to the 

Kaingang at present but, along with their educators, they have demonstrated that it is pos-

sible to create constructive intercultural spaces which will challenge old prejudices.  Building 

upon these successes will be vitally important to helping these communities (Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous alike) to achieve the aims articulated in the UN’s 2030 agenda and 

develop a sustainable, constructive society for all.  

 

According to Piovezana (2007), several stages can be distinguished in the history of indig-

enous education in Brazil, from colonial era religious assimilation to incremental recognition 

of Indigenous Peoples’ differences and educational needs, to the current stage that includes 

traditional teaching (Governo do Brasil,1991). The laws of the State of Santa Catarina also 
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assures indigenous communities the use and teaching of their mother languages, as well 

as their own learning processes. 

 

Implementing these principles, however is still a great challenge. At the beginning of 1990 

there were no schools in the indigenous communities of western Catarinense except for a 

few offering initial primary education. The process began with the installation of more basic 

education schools and some high schools. However, the majority of the professors were not 

indigenous, as the legislation provided, basically because there were almost no indigenous 

professors. A few indigenous teachers received very basic training. Since the beginning of 

this century, different universities in Brazil and the State of Santa Catarina have begun of-

fering courses for the specific training of indigenous teachers. However, even today, there 

is not a substantive number of indigenous teachers with adequate training to fully meet the 

needs of the communities. Similarly, a specific methodology for indigenous education is still 

under-development, and differentiated pedagogical and didactic material is scarce and not 

always adequate. (de Paula, 2017). 

 

Here a new problem arises, since rates of non-completion and low attendance of indigenous 

students in the universities of the southern region of Brazil reaches 90% (Unochapecó, 

2012). The same phenomenon can be observed in pre-higher education: if the child or the 

indigenous youth has to leave his community to receive education, the social and cultural 

leap is so strong that the majority give up and only about 10% achieve acceptable results .  

To tackle the problem, specific policies were implemented, including the dictation of indige-

nous intercultural degrees by the Unochapecó, which proposed an alternative curriculum 

according to the training needs of an indigenous school and is also dictated within the indig-

enous territory. That is to say, the University goes to the territory instead of the student 

having to leave it to go to the University. This movement implies an interculturalisation of 
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university education and has proved to be effective in reducing the high level of non-attend-

ance of indigenous students. Unochapecó introduced an indigenous intercultural degree 

program in 2009, the aim being to adapt them incrementally, through trial and error, to the 

cultural, social, economic and geographical contexts where these future teachers would be 

working. In 2014, there were 96 applications, 60 accepted, 34 gained a degree and 24 com-

pleted the program, but left pending students that were returning to study. That is, the per-

centage of evasion was reversed, with 90 percent regularly attending classes and just 10 

percent abandoning the course. By the second half of 2019 five indigenous intercultural 

university courses were running: Physical Education, Science and Biology, Writing and 

Kaingang (language), and two Pedagogy courses (at Terra Xapecó and at the Kondá Res-

ervation). With State and Unochapecó resources for support, as of December 2019, 186 

Kaingang were enrolled in higher education courses. The main obstacle faced in previous 

years, a substantial student dropout, has been substantially reduced. It is essential to think 

in terms of indigenous pedagogy as a collaboration, a process which is generated with in-

digenous peoples, rather than for them. This collaborative mode of thinking allowed Uno-

chapecó to adapt its approach in a way which engaged its Kaingang students far more ef-

fectively. 

 

The cultural frontier is not always visible and therefore can be difficult to traverse. The eva-

sion of classes by indigenous students is due not only to economic problems or transporta-

tion, it is fundamentally about moving from an indigenous cultural environment to a non-

indigenous one such as the university. Non-Indigenous spaces are frequently hostile to In-

digenous peoples. The dilemma, then, is to help reshape those spaces (and their inhabit-

ants) to be more understanding and welcoming to Indigenous participants. Creating vectors 

of discourse and opportunities for non-Indigenous peoples to learn from their Indigenous 

peers is an important step. Universities institutional pillars of Western culture. Given this, 
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implicitly colonialist policies which sought to train indigenous teachers in the same institu-

tions as non-indigenous teachers are potentially problematic.  For this reason, accommoda-

tion has been fundamental to the success of the program: the university is the one that goes 

to the village.  This is only one part of a more complex process.  Universities are adaptable 

places where advocates for Indigenous rights might be expected to concentrate. The ques-

tion then remains, what else can educational institutions do to further decolonize the learning 

environments which aim to facilitate the development of economic capital among Indigenous 

peoples? 

 

From this case study, the most notable success of intercultural degrees at Unochapecó is 

the ability to sustain engagement with students. Non-attendance of indigenous students fell 

markedly; 90 percent attended regularity and 56 percent received a bachelor's degree in 

regulation time. But the strategy of going to teach in indigenous territories generated a new 

achievement: the professors of the university received an intercultural education. When they 

go to the territory they experience the economic, social and cultural reality of the population. 

They perceive the difficulties that the indigenous teachers will face, and for which they will 

need to be equipped. 

 

Conclusions 

This article has addressed two central research questions:  (i) what are the personal expe-

riences of the Kaingang people in terms of their human security needs and aspirations and 

particularly their self-identity? (ii) In what ways do these experiences in the local community 

help us to better understand the global SDG project and the challenges with which it is 

engaging? We found that: (i) identity, indigeneity and ‘voice’ are paramount for the 

Kaingang; (ii) the community sees itself under renewed identificatory threat from the current 
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President’s assimilationist stance and and physically threatened by powerful economic in-

terests, reviving long-held traits of community resistance; (iii) there is a growing gap between 

the formal constitutional, policy, legislative and declaratory commitments in Brazil to its In-

digenous Peoples and their daily lived experience of continued exclusion; (iv) despite these 

barriers, the education case-study discussed above confirmed a priori arguments in favor of 

the emancipatory power of education where its delivery is adapted and sympathetically de-

signed from an empathetic Indigenous perspective. 

 

There is a broad-based, interested and committed public and governmental infrastructure 

aimed at meeting Brazil’s SDG obligations (Global Compact Network Brazil, 2018; 2019, 

CEBDS, 2019; UN, 2017). Nonetheless, the system is failing the country’s Indigenous Peo-

ples on SDG commitments of recognition, inclusivity and ‘leaving no-one behind’. Brazil’s 

budgetary retrenchment since 2016 has severely disabled effective delivery of the SDGs 

social provisions for Indigenous Peoples (Cardoso, 2017).  

 

Yet, reflecting the outlook of the Kaingang people, this article concludes on a positive note. 

As Kaingang educational experience demonstrated, micrologies of power marginalising In-

digenous Peoples can be challenged effectively. Local agency and cooperation and con-

struction of modalities of empowerment strengthen the identity and self-esteem of new gen-

erations, creating new opportunities for Indigenous voices to be heard. Here, support can 

come from the global level through collaborative initiatives by Indigenous Peoples including 

establishing a ‘Gold Standard’ on Indigenous rights’ (GLF, 2019) through the annual World 

Indigenous Peoples Conference on Education (WIPCE, 2020).  
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Motta, L.T. (Ed.) (2000). Uri e Wãxi: Estudos Interdisciplinares dos Kaingang. Londrina: 

EUL. 

 

Nascimento, M., Chang, W. & Maia, M. (2017, December). A proposal of intercultural dia-

logue between the Kaingang of Brazil and the Maori of Aotearoa.  presented at the Third 

UC Intergenerational Transmission of Minority Languages Symposium: Challenges and 

Benefits. https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.5663101 

 

Peters, W. (2013). Use of Indigenous/Indigenist Research Methodologies, Conference 

Presentation: Collaborative Research Centre for American Indian Health (CRCAIH) Annual 



  30 

 

Summit, June. Retrieved from https://www.crcaih.org/assets/documents/Use_of_Indige-

nous-Indigenist_Research_Methodologies.pdf 

 

Phillips, T. (2020, January 23). Bolsonaro's racist comment sparks outrage from indige-

nous groups. The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguard-

ian.com/world/2020/jan/24/jair-bolsonaro-racist-comment-sparks-outrage-indigenous-

groups?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Copy_to_clipboard 

 

Phillips, T. (2019, September 23). Brazilian indigenous leaders denounce Bolsonaro be-

fore UN speech, The Guardian. Retrieved from https://www.theguard-

ian.com/world/2019/sep/23/jair-bolsonaro-un-brazilian-indigenous-leaders 

 

Platts (2006). Following standoff, Brazilian utility compensates tribe for small hydro use.  

Renewable Energy Report. London: McGraw-Hill.  

 

Polanco, H. D. [trans. Rayas, Lucia] (2019). Indigenous Peoples In Latin America: The 

Quest For Self-determination (London: Routledge).  

 

Reid, D. R. (2009). Daniel Boone and Others on the Kentucky Frontier: Autobiographies 

and Narratives, 1769-1795. USA: McFarland & Co.  

 
Rosa, S. (2019). Indigenous people literature / Translations of cultural experiences in writ-

ing. August 14. Retrieved from https://greennetworkproject.org/en/2019/08/14/indigenous-

people-literature-translations-of-cultural-experiences-in-writing/ 

 



  31 

 

Rosa, S. (2017). Literatura dos Povos Indígenas: Traduções das experiências culturais para 

a escrita’, astrolábio nº 21 ano II, Da edição 11 - Leitura e Suas Teceduras. Retrieved from 

http://astrolabio.org.br/categorias/edicao/ed11/ 

 

Santos, J., Piovezana, L., & Marchiori, L. (2018) Colonialidad y descolonización en la edu-

cación latinoamericana: el caso de las licenciaturas interculturales indígenas con el pueblo 

kaingang. Eccos Revista Científica, São Paulo, n. 45, p. 59-78. 

 

Silva, B.D. (2001). Etnoarqueologia dos Grafismos Kaingang: um Modelo para a Com-
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