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The ethnographic data and reflections presented in this paper1 are not about a 
people living through a migration process, but about a group of people in Cen­
tral Brazil who were prevented from continuing their migrant way of life and 
had to settle down. They still suffer from the consequences of the sudden and 
violent change in all aspects of their sociallives caused by having to give up a 
semi-nomadic existence that had determined their way of life for centuries. 
With a great deal of effort, however, they are finding ways to mend what was 
almost destroyed. Their hopes lie in the children. They say children can better 
bridge the past with the future. They say children have a wisdom that adults 
do not know much about. 

Indigenous children and the Anthropology of Childhood 

Despite efforts during the last 15 years to acknowledge the child as a social 
agent and childhood as a social phenomenon in the social and educational sci­
ences, there is still a need to intensify and diversify the research that reveals 
the participation of children in the (re-)construction of sociallife, in any soci­
ety. Expanded ethnographic research on childhood as such may not be the so­
lution in and of itself, but theoretical and methodological consolidation of this 
new field of study will not be possible without it. Within this new theoretical 
framework, childhood is not considered a unique and closed concept but var­
ied dependent on the social particularities of a given group. Thus, it must be 
understood from an intercultural perspective. 2 Findings resulting from re­
search pursued within the framework of this approach are aimed to go beyond 

I am grateful to Lynda Seeley and Helena Briosa e Mota for reviewing this pa­
per, and to Rosario Carvalho for the discussions on the intercultural education 
programme for indigenous peoples in Brazil. 

2 See, i.e., Caputo 1995; Hardman 1973; Hirschfeld 2002; James, Jenks & Prout 
1997; James & Prout 1990, 1995; Jenks 1996; Mead 1975; Qvortrup 1994; 
Toren 1993. 
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theoretical contributions; they also aim at shaping the direction of childhood 
policies world wide. 3 

Indigenous children, however, have received less attention than any other 
group of children both by scientists and by the different organizations engaged 
in improving children' s living conditions and ensuring their rights. The last 
UNICEF report specially dedicated to indigenous children, published in Octo­
ber 2003, states that: 

Araund the world in rural and urban areas alike, indigenous children frequently con­
stitute one of the most disadvantaged groups, and their rights - including those to 
survival and development to the highest standard of health, to education that re­
spects their cultural identity, and to protection from abuse, violence and exploitation 
- are often compromised. At the same time, however, indigenous children possess 
very special resources: they are the custodians of a multitude of cultures, languages, 
beliefs and heritage. As this Digest discusses, the most effective initiatives to pro­
mote the rights of indigenous children build upon these very elements. Such initia­
tives recognize the inherent strength of indigenous communities, families and chil­
dren, respect their dignity and give them full voice in all matters that affect them. 4 

This paper is based on long-term anthropological field research on indigenous 
childhood I conducted in Brazil. lt tries to shed some light on a subject that is 
still struggling to find its place in the field of recent international childhood 
studies, but also in the field of more general ethnological studies of indige­
nous societies in Brazil.5 

Institutional support of childhood issues in Brazil has mostly concentrated 
on poor children who abound in the streets of big cities and who have been 
considered a serious social problern for decades. 6 As a consequence, these 
"problematic children" increasingly became the focus of attention among Bra­
zilian educators, psychologists, jurists, and social workers. Sociologists did 

3 Stephens 1995. 
4 Innocenti Digest!Unicef 2003: 34. 
5 Presently there are 216 different indigenous peoples living in Brazil in varied 

contact situations with the non-Indian Brazilian population, also termed the na­
tional society. Brazilian indigenous people speak araund 180 different languages 
and the last census estimated a population of 350,000 persans (Ricardo 2000). 
According to Law 6.001 from December 19th 1973, "Indian[ ... ] is defined as any 
individual with pre-Colombian descent or origin, who identifies himlherself, or 
is identified as belanging to an ethnic group, whose cultural characteristics are 
different from the ones of the national society ," and an "indigenous community 
or tribal group is the set of families or Indian communities, either living in total 
isolation from other national community sectors or maintaining permanent or in­
termittent contact with the national society without being integrated into it." This 
Law is currently under revision. In the meantime, the statements above are con­
sidered to be valid. Anthropological literature uses "indigenous" and "Indians" 
as equivalent terms. The same designations are used by indigenous peo­
ple!Indians in reference to themselves. 

6 Alvim & Valadares 1988; Del Priore 1991, 2000; Martins 1993; Rizzini 1997a, 
1997b, 2002; Rizinni 2000. 
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not get involved in the debate until the 1970s7 and anthropologists have be­
come engaged in the field only recently. 

Dealing with so-called "street-children" or "street-kids" is certainly indis­
pensable as long as there are children living on the streets. Nevertheless, con­
sidering that to date only "problematic children" have been at the centre of so­
cial science concems, and in view of the lack of studies dealing with indige­
nous children, one may get the impression that the latter might not have re­
ceived attention because they simply have no problems - at least not the type 
of problems that disturb the public order like those of "street-kids." Taking 
into consideration how distaut Indian children are from the non-Indian society 
in ethnic, geographic, and social terms, the question arises of what we really 
know about them. Do they have problems or not? Do they give rise to prob­
lems or not? And as we do not have any answers so far that could appease our 
minds, we may ask whether - besides the potential "problems" that might be 
prevalent among indigenous children - there is anything else worthy of an­
thropological interest concerning childhood in indigenous societies. 

An evaluation of Brazilian anthropologicalliterature since the beginning 
of the 201

h century reveals that its contribution to the knowledge about indige­
nous childhood are isolated and discontinuous. The information given is only 
of peripheral importance in the framework of the respective general research 
area. 8 Identification, systematization, and evaluation of this disperse data, 
which was largely obtained in the context of ascertaining data on the social 
organization of the different indigenous peoples, has shown how valuable it in 
fact is. lt opens up research questions that have not been considered in Brazil­
ian anthropology so far, research questions, from which one can proceed to 
study indigenous childhood. 9 

Recent etlmological research on indigenous childhood in Brazil is situated 
in the theoretical framework of the ernerging anthropology of childhood, 
which points out that childhood studies also serve as instmments of reflection 
upon present social - particularly educational, economic, juridical, health, and 
gender - questions that affect not just children but all others with whom they 
share their social world. 10 

These studies have, indeed, revealed that indigenous childhood - like 
childhood in any society - must be studied as a topic in its own right, and that 
childhood in Brazilian indigenous societies is profoundly embedded in the 

7 The first systematic and continuous studies by Brazilian sociologists about 
childhood took place at the beginning of the 1970s. One such study was ordered 
by the Court of Silo Paulo/Juvenile Court; the objective was to collect informa­
tion about the juveniles who were provoking so many social problems (CEBRAP 
1972). The other was carried out in Rio de Janeiro and had the same aims (Misse 
et al. 1973). 

8 Nurres 1999, 2002. 
9 Nurres 2004. 
10 This means the child is considered a social agent. Seedetails conceming the the­

ory of an anthropology of childhood in the introduction to this book. 
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other aspects of social life. 11 To a great extent, these studies strengthen the 
paradigm of an anthropology of childhood as proposed by James and Proue 2 

that childhood should be considered an important variable in social analysis, 
like any other variable. They also support a child-focused anthropology as 
proposed by Toren, 13 who argues that studies on childhood should not simply 
be multiplied but should rather be an integral part of social studies about any 
given society so as tobe able to understand it as completely as possible. 

The studies of indigenous childhood in Brazil mentioned above aim to ap­
ply these theoretical considerations. They desire to shed light on the specific­
ity of Brazilian ethnological research and on the specificity of its empirical 
object- the more than 200 indigenous groups living in Brazil. 14 

Almost a decade after the beginning of the European research project 
Childhood as a Social Phenomenon (Qvortrup 1994), which led to sea change 
in social science studies of childhood, James, Jenks & Prout (1997: 26-33) 
identified four main approaches in contemporary childhood studies: (1) child­
hood as a social construction, (2) childhood as a world aside (3) children as a 
minority group, (4) childhood as a component of (all) social stmctures. 15 Stud­
ies about indigenous childhood can make use of all of these approaches and 
can contribute to their further development. 

Firstly, in reference to the study of childhood as a social construction, the 
cultural variety and particularity of Brazilian indigenous societies constitute 
very diverse contexts that allow for comparative ethnographic research deal­
ing with the question how childhood is socially constmcted in different set­
tings. 

Secondly, as a world aside, what kind of "worlds aside" children construct 
under different social and cultural conditions and how these differences in the 

11 Cohn 2000; Lopes da Silva, Macedo & Nurres 2002; Nurres 1999, 2004. 
12 James & Prout 1990: 1-34. 
13 Toren 1993: 462. 
14 Cardoso de Oliveira (1986, 1998) describes Brazilian anthropology as a field of 

research that grew out of its particular empirical object: Indians, Africans, and 
Europeans. Knowledge was historically subordinated to the nature of these real 
objects, rather than to the nature of theory. Two traditions emerged from this 
specific situation: the ethnology of indigenous societies and the anthropology of 
the national society. Brazilian ethnology dedicated to indigenous societies started 
to define its particularity as scholars became aware of the fact that the classical 
analytical models constructed during the first half of the 20th century in Europe 
and based on African ethnographic data could not explain the social organisation 
and structure of South American indigenous societies, thus demanding the need 
for other explicatory models. Important contributions to this debate are the dis­
cussion on dualism in the South American lowlands, carried out between Levi­
Strauss (1960) and Maybury-Lewis (1960), and the analysis about the notion of 
Person undertaken by Kaplan ( 1977) at the XLII International Congress of 
Americanists, followed by Seeger et al. (1979), Lopes da Silva (1986), Cameiro 
da Cunha (1986), and Peirano (1991 ). 

15 See details in the Introduction. 
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"worlds aside" relate to the larger social and cultural context can be investi­
gated. 

Thirdly, on the topic of childhood as a minority group, as a socially disad­
vantaged group, discriminated against and in need of political empowerment, 
indigenous children can seiVe as an excellent object of study - in fact they 
suffer from a double minority position: as children and as members of a mi­
nority group. 

Fourthly, concerning the study of childhood as a socio-structural category 
present in all societies, studies dealing with specific societies in a local con­
text can pick up the "universalist-versus-particularist-debate" and obtain new 
insights on the different forms and meanings social phenomena take on in re­
lationship to the social and cultural context of the society they are part of. 
With regard to the latter, studies about indigenous childhood also offer an ex­
cellent framework to obseiVe the interrelation between biological develop­
ment and social conditions and stmctures. 

Beyond the theoretical interests mentioned above, I would like to refer to 
the more pragmatic aspect present in my work about indigenous childhood 
and Brazilian anthropology in general. Scientific aims are interrelated with the 
social, juridical, and political issues that affect the individuals under study; re­
search also aims at improving the latter's living conditions. Brazilian anthro­
pologists are not merely passive obseiVers. Instead, they have become indige­
nous societies' cmcial allies and interlocutors. This approach keeps the needs 
of the people studied in mind and aims at giving them a voice in academic 
writing as well. Research about indigenous children could not be otherwise. 
Childhood topics in need of attention are many; most of them have not been 
addressed yet. I will concentrate on questions related to the introduction of 
formal school education in indigenous areas in Brazil, and- more specifically 
- in a village, where people with a semi-nomadic background, namely the 
Xavante, have settled down permanently. 

Differentiated school education for Indian children 

School education for indigenous people began in colonial times. According to 
Ferreira, 16 its first period lasted until the beginning of the 201

h century. lts 
main objective was to deny existing indigenous diversity, to extinguish cul­
tures and to train the indigenous population as a working force. The Church 
had an important role during this phase, and forcing the Indians to leam Por­
tuguese was just one of the many practices for assimilating them into Chris­
tian civilization. The second period started in 1910, when the govemment cre­
ated the SPI, the Servir;o de Protecr;ao ao indio (Indian Protection SeiVice ), in 
an attempt to stop four centuries of exterrnination. lts objective was to inte­
grate the remaining indigenous population into the national society. Several 

16 Ferreira 2001: 71-111. 
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agendas aimed at development and at agricultural production were imposed on 
the indigenous population. Indians themselves had no say in any of the deci­
sions made. However, most of these plans failed, including the plan to imple­
ment an educational programme aimed at adjusting the schools in indigenous 
areas to the needs of the respective people and community. Indian schools re­
mained tobe the same as the schools ofthe more established Brasilian society, 
but had to function under worse conditions and with less supplies. 17 Thus, 
school education alienated Indians from their cultural and social values by 
completely ignoring long established indigenous educational practices. 

During the 1960s and 1970s, when Brazilian anthropology focused on in­
digenous societies acquired a certain standing, Indian leaders and anthropolo­
gists became aware of the fact that school education was a double-edged 
sword. lt helped the Indians interact with the non-Indian Brazilian society by 
teaching them to read and write; however, it also provoked cleavages within 
the indigenous populations and had a negative impact on their social equilib­
rium. In establishing a solid partnership between Indians, anthropologists, and 
non-govermnent organizations, Indian political resistance against social dis­
crimination was strengthened considerably and provided a foundation for their 
stmggle for a more appropriate school education system. As a result, Indians 
were to receive school education, which ensured respect for their cultural and 
linguistic particularities. Indian teachers were to receive special training and 
be in charge of directing their schools, teaching the Indian school children, 
and producing their own teaching aids and methods. Under the designation 
"differentiated school education for indigenous peoples," these rights were 
laid down in the new Constitution of the Republic proclaimed in 1988. These 
steps were followed by a period of active co-operation among anthropologists, 
linguists, historians, and NGOs, who - together with indigenous leaders and 
govermnent representatives - further developed desirable educational prac­
tices and policies. 18 

Many significant institutional initiatives followed. Indigenous communi­
ties are now involved in developing projects and producing educational mate­
rials to be used for teaching purposes. The number of anthropological studies 
dedicated to education matters has increased as well, focusing especially on 
linguistic and cognitive aspects, as well as on ethno-science and ethno­
knowledge.19 

However- and paradoxically - this academic engagement did not signifi­
cantly increase our knowledge about the children in the indigenous societies 
under study. The latter still do not have a voice or a say when it comes to de-

17 On the history of Indians in Brazil, including the period of SPI administration, 
see Cameiro da Cunha 1992. 

18 The different contributions to indigenous education are dealt with in: Capacla 
1995; Lopes da Silva 1981, 1987; Lopes da Silva & Ferreira 200la, 200lb; 
Lopes da Silva & Grupioni 1995. 

19 I.e. Carrara 1997; Emiri & Monserrat 1989; Ferreira 1992, 2002; Giannini 1991, 
1994; Monte 1996; Tassinari 2001. 
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veloping educational methods and programmes. Indigenous children, under­
stood as an ontological category in their own right, 20 and as social agents hav­
ing a mind to develop and express thoughts and a voice to speak,21 are just 
now beginning to become involved in Brazilian anthropological research. 22 

Some old concepts of childhood socialization are seemingly difficult to over­
come. One example is the International Labour Convention23 concerning "In­
digenous and Tribai Peoples in Independent Countries," which was ratified by 
the President of Brazil in April 2004. Children are mentioned only twice and 
only when education issues are concemed. 

Art. 28.1: Children belanging to the peoples concemed shall, wherever practicable, 
be taught to read and write in their own indigenous langnage or in the langnage most 
commonly used by the group to which they belang. When this is not practicable, the 
competent authorities shall undertake consultations with these peoples with a view 
to the adoption ofmeasures to achieve this objective. 

Art. 29: The imparting of general knowledge and skills that will help children be­
longing to the peoples concemed to participate fully and on an equal footing in their 
own community and in the national community shall be an aim of education for 
these peoples. 

Respect for indigenous languages is an official policy aim, as are consulta­
tions with the indigenous peoples when difficulties arise - however, it remains 
unsaid, whether the latter are meant to include consulting the children. Equal 
social participation in both the local and the national community is aimed at as 
well, and this is to be supported by adequate teaching. However, what chil­
dren for their part can give to their communities and how they influence social 
life, is not mentioned. The rights of children to be heard, the comprehension 
and consideration of their understandings of their environment are matters, 
which are to date largely ignored. The International Labour Convention has 
considerable political importance world wide; it is regrettable that it does not 
consider social science findings about childhood in its statutes. One could ar­
gue that the latter were formulated in 1991, at a time when research only 
started to bring about major changes in the approach and understanding of 
childhood and childhood policies. But one could also argue, on the other hand, 
that in the meantime the new findings could have been included gradually, ad­
justing them to new and current demands. Thus, despite allpositive achieve­
ments, to date, scientific as well as children's knowledge about the societies 
concemed are not included in the design and implementation of educational 
policies. 

20 Jenksl996: 10. 
21 James & Prout 1990: 8-9. 
22 Nurres 1999, 2004; Cohn 2000; Lopes da Silva, Macedo & Nurres 2002. 
23 International Labour Convention No. 169, dated 1991. 
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Tbe scbool as an ideal locus for tbe meeting of cultures 

In order to convey a more vivid impression of tbe issues at stake and in an at­
tempt to bridge tbeory and practice, I invite tbe reader to enter the daily life of 
a small Xavante village called Idzö'ubu, located in the Indigenous Area San­
gradouro, Mato Grosso, in Central Brazil. Here people are involved in tbe 
cballenging endeavour of planning an educational project. 

Tbe Xavante are identified in ethnologicalliterature as one of tbe indige­
nous or Indian peoples of tbe Soutb American lowlands. 24 First written 
sources about the Xavante- a semi-nomadic people of bunters and gatherers­
date from tbe 18th century. According to tbese documents,25 tbey were con­
stantly moving from one area to anotber. As they lived in temporary Settle­
ments for only three to four years, surviving by undertaking seasonal excur­
sions in searcb of resources, tbe Xavante could not inscribe tbeir domination 
upon a certain territory. Tbere is evidence, bowever, that since tbe beginning 
of tbe 19th century tbey were forced to migrate westward as a result of tbe oc­
cupation of their territory by the state and due to agricultural expansion. Op­
tions for gatbering and bunting were reduced dramatically, and survival be­
came difficult. Several documents testify that tbe Xavante did not want to 
make contact with non-Indians. 26 At tbe end of the 1950s, after centuries of 
figbting, the Xavante were tired of fleeing, suffering from bunger and of not 
being able to eure tbe many diseases that bad befallen them. Tbey took refuge 
in the missions tbat bad been establisbed nearby and tbe missionaries provided 
them witb food and medical care. Tbe Xavante built Settlements in their 
neigbbourbood, but did not bave in mind to settle tbere permanently at first. 
However, due to tbe new territorial order that bad been establisbed in tbe 
meantime, it was not possible to retum to the semi-nomadic lifesytle tbey 
were used to. Tbus, tbe Xavante ended up being dependent on tbe missions for 
quite some time witb no otber cbance than to accept wbatever was imposed 
upon them by tbe outside world. 

Only during tbe 1970s, wben Indian political awareness rose and political 
action set in on a wider scale did things started cbanging. Tbe Xavante today 
live in permanent Settlements in seven protected areas in tbe State of Mato 

24 The Xavante identify themselves as A'uwe, which is also their linguistic identi­
fication. It means "people" or "us." The designation Xavante is of Portuguese 
origin, the meaning of which is not known (Nimuendaju 1942). Although they 
are sometimes referred to as A'uwe-Xavante in the ethnological literature, the 
latter term is the one used more often, and is assumed to be their correct identifi­
cation. The American anthropologist Maybury-Lewis was the first to pursue re­
search among the Xavante people at the end ofthe 1960s (1967, 1979). Other 
important studies were undertaken by Graham (1990, 1995), and Lopes da Silva 
(1982, 1986, 1992). 

25 See Lopes da Silva 1992. 
26 On Xavante resistance to contact see Lopes 1988; Lopes da Silva 1992; Menezes 

1982. 
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Grosso, Central Brazil. Almost 10,000 Xavante live in more than fifty villages 
of 100 to 1,000 inhabitants each.27 

Things have changed since the times of the first closer contacts between 
the Indians and the non-Indian missionaries. This becomes apparent in the 
words of the education project's leader in Idzö'uhu when reflecting upon 19 
years of experience in the mission school - the experience of studying to be­
come a primary school teacher, of working as a teacher under the guidance of 
the missionaries and of now being engaged in the educational programme for 
the indigenous population: 

I thought that what I leamed at the occidental school was something that would 
work out, would help us to see and solve our political problems, among ourselves 
and also with the non-Indian society. Butthis was an illusion. I say this because we, 
ourselves, we have a different view. For us, leaming how to read and write means 
that we are prepared to defend ourselves. Not individually, but together. Leaming 
how to read and write means having a minimum knowledge about life in the cities 
and [ ... ] about relating socially with the surrounding societies, and vice-versa. How­
ever, from what I can see, this occidental school, instead of helping us, is confound­
ing us more. I am sure it is. The school took a big space away from the children. Be­
fore, children were free to play, to leam about our culture, how to do things with 
their parents, to listen to the older ones. But school took this part [ of education] 
away from us. Children do not have any time for that because they are always busy 
with school tasks and activities. 28 

Despite all the institutional and scientific support with regard to indigenous 
education, there is obviously a high degree of disappointment- the major rea­
son being that it has been very difficult to put into practice what papers and 
documents state, or to see actual improvement. At the time we came to an 
agreement about my stay in the Xavante village concemed, the teacher leading 
the project said that until then, nobody- Indians, pedagogues, anthropologists 
or technicians from the Ministry of Education - knew exactly what the so­
called "differentiated school education for indigenous peoples" actually was 
all about, nor did anyone know how to develop or apply appropriate new edu­
cational programmes. One of the obstacles was that the Indian teachers had 
not been asked to contribute their experience and knowledge in the process, 
another that suggestions coming from the villages were rarely accepted or 
even considered at the institutional level. The teacher I talked to was well 
aware that local projects needed professional support as well and, knowing I 
was an anthropologist with an interest in education issues, he invited me to 
observe the establishment of the differentiated school project in progress in 
his village. Of all the challenges that ethnographic field work in indigenous 
areas poses, what made this invitation particularly challenging was that he was 

27 Ricardo 2000. 
28 Testimony from Lucas Ruri'5. Quated with permission. Note his usage of the 

term "occidental school;" he is clearly familiar with social science terminology, 
which implicitly opposes westem and non-westem societies. 
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looking for support to objectify what he called "giving value to children' s par­
ticipation." He considered this aspect tobe absent in the govemment's educa­
tional progranuues. Bothof us were in agreement: children's thoughts about 
the world around them, their ways of acting within and of changing it need to 
be known to design and implement any educational progranuue that would 
seiVe children's interests. If ethnology does not provide adequate information 
about Indian childhood, how could the education experts, sitting in their of­
fices in Brasilia, consider its particularities? 

The Xavante village where this project took place had around 100 inhabi­
tants, living in 12 houses made of wood and palm leaves. Each was occupied 
by an extended nuclear family ?9 There was no electricity supply and no mn­
ning water. The village was founded by an old Xavante man, together with his 
sons and daughters and some other families, who had decided to separate from 
the main Xavante village located near the mission area. This main village was 
established at the end of the 1950s, when the first contact between Xavante 
people and missionaries took place. At the time the new settlement was 
founded, the main village had more than 1,000 inhabitants. The teacher I was 
working with told me that initiating an Indian education project would not 
have been possible in the main village because of the dominance of the mis­
sion school that was attended by all children, and because of internal dis­
agreements among some of the Xavante political factions. lt is common prac­
tice among the Xavante for a group to split for demographic or political rea­
sons- a practice that has become morefrequent since the semi-nomadic exis­
tence came to an end. In the village where I collected my data, the separation 
from the old village was a decisive step towards autonomy, and it was started 
by developing an educational project. The main objectives ofthis project were 
to: 

• rescue the traditional Xavante knowledge developed as semi­
nomads and to re-activate social and cultural practices already in a 
process of erosion - partly by adjusting them to the changes caused 
by ending their semi-nomadic Iifestyle and becoming permanently 
settled. 

• reflect upon the new knowledge gathered in the years of contact 
with non-Indian people -like the Portuguese language, school edu­
cation, access to media, new technologies and different behaviours. 

29 Xavante social organisation is based on two exogamous moieties that correspond 
to two clans. They follow a patrilineal rule of descent and an uxorilocal rule of 
residence. This dual social organisation is crossed by a complex system of age­
and class-sets that, according to Maybury-Lewis (1967), are crucia1 for the un­
derstanding of the socia1 structure of the Xavante. Cf. Graham 1990, 1995; 
Lopes da Si1va 1983, 1986 and Maybury-Lewis 1979. 
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• combine both forms of knowledge in a way that takes into account 
whatever is advantageaus in order to be prepared for dealing with 
the outside world while at the sametime not losing one's own cul­
tural heritage. The school as an open place for the whole commu­
nity was meant to serve as an ideallocus for this meeting and mix­
ing of cultures. 

• create one's own didactic materials and to serve as an example for 
other Xavante communities in order to contribute to the develop­
ment of differentiated school education for indigenous peoples in 
general, and to communicate Xavante culture and knowledge to 
wider B razilian society. 

The project was to be carried out by its leader, acting as mentor and co­
ordinator, and by two other Xavante teachers: a woman working with children 
aged four to ten and a man working with children aged eleven to fourteen. 
They told methat their hope to keep Xavante culture alive depended on what 
the old men and women could pass on to the children. The teachers, as the in­
termediate generation that grew up under the influence of the missionaries and 
the missionary school, would merely be the ones preparing the ground for this 
endeavour. 30 They hoped that the children would stimulate their farnilies to 
recall Xavante values and practices already abandoned or forgotten and - at 
the same time - to become aware of and prepare to deal with the changes and 
demands that had occurred with time. They believed that children were more 
open-minded and adjustable to what was new or unknown in general -
whether it derive from without or from within their own culture and society. 
Thus, children could re-activate abandoned and almost forgotten Xavante 
knowledge and link it to the knowledge of modern life. Children were to give 
life to the traditional Xavante past by incorporating it into the present and 
thereby preparing it for the future. 

What made this ambitious project innovative and different from the others 
I knew was the central and strategic position of the children in it - as recep­
tors, conductors and creators of culture and knowledge. The Xavante teachers' 
perception of culture as a process was in line with Cameiro da Cunha, who 
said: "What we must guarantee for future generations is not the preservation 
of cultural products, but the preservation of the capacity for cultural produc-

30 For several decades, missionary boarding-schools existed in some ofXavante ar­
eas, where Indian children were brought up and kept apart from their families 
during the school year, and, obviously, from their own Xavante culture. This 
caused significant cultural and social alienation between the different genera­
tions. Gradually, with pressure from Xavante leaders and scholars rising, these 
boarding-schools were closed (Menezes 1985). School education in the Xavante 
areas, however, largely remairred under missionary control. 
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tion" (Cameiro da Cunha 1995: 290). 31 The teachers seemed convinced that 
children were those most able to guarantee this would actually happen. 

Blackened faces at the break of dawn 

Soon after I arrived in the village and started my fieldwork, the teachers told 
me with considerable enthusiasm about something called "coal dust game," 
referring to it as one of the school activities the children enjoyed a lot. The 
game had been inspired by a Xavante practice recently recalled by the old 
people and re-arranged to serve a new purpose in school education. According 
to the elder Xavante people, intimes past, when the Xavante were stillliving a 
semi-nomadic life, everyone woke up before sunrise and took a bath in a 
nearby river. This was supposed to maintain one's health and prepare a person 
for the daily tasks. The older generation still stick to this habit today, but the 
younger ones have given it up or limited its frequency. The "coal dust game" 
was intended to recollect this practice and adapt it to new educational pur­
poses. lt was carried out as follows: 

The children (five to 12 years old) who managed to wake up at daybreak 
gathered in front of the teacher' s house and went along with him from house 
to house, awakening the other children. To do so they were given little pieces 
of coal from the fire the night before, which they cmmbled into dust, to mb on 
the faces of their sleeping mates. The latter, caught by surprise, would protest, 
but - now fully awake - would join the group in their activities. When all 
children were awake, the game transformed into a mock fight - including a lot 
of laughter, shouting, and sometimes some tears as weH - with all of them 
mbbing each other' s bodies with coal dust. Then they and their teacher all 
went to take a bath in the nearby river. 

This practice of mbbing faces with coal dust has its origin in the gendered 
division of labour with women incharge of all domestic tasks. They collected 
fmits and seeds and worked in the small seasonal manioc gardens. Men for 
their part had to defend the territory and the people. They were in charge of 
opening clearings in the woods to establish new Settlements and engaged in 
hunting and fishing. In case a man stayed at home for too long, not fulfilling 
his duty to provide for the farnily with fresh meat and fish, his wife would 
protest by mbbing coal dust in his face. To wash hirnself he needed to go to 
the river. lt was likely for him to be seen by someone who would then spread 
the embarrassing news that he had not brought home any food for a long time. 
Through the "coal dust game" the teachers wanted torevive a cultural practice 
almost forgotten among the younger generation. They managed to do so by 
furnishing it with new dynamics. At the same time they caused the same kind 
of shameful feeling among those not able to fulfil their responsibilities - arriv-

31 See Clifford (1988) and Sahlins (2000) on the topic of "culture" as anthropo­
logy's "disappearing object." 
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ing at school on time, clean and fresh. What the teachers were not expecting, 
however, was the children taking the lesson so seriously and becoming so en­
thusiastic about it that they decided to wake up all sorts of people by mbbing 
their faces with coal dust. This caused a lot of fun and laughter initially - as 
well as some protest by the young men - but most of all it initiated a general 
discussion about the present gendered distribution of work in the village. I 
will try to explain why. 

After settling permanently, the need to clear woods for new Settlements 
decreased substantially. Having to defend one's territory became a thing ofthe 
past and the surrounding farms hardly made hunting activities possible. Thus, 
traditional male tasks became largely obsolete. Apart from their involvement 
in local politics, which takes up some time, men these days have a lot of spare 
time. 

On the other hand, the increased number of children that need to be taken 
care of and fed, increased the need to raise crops and collect wood for fires. 
Furthermore, once clothing had been introduced into their culture by the mis­
sionaries, these also had to be washed. As all these activities are traditional 
female tasks, women - as opposed to the men- had to work more and more. 
As one result, most women stick to the tradition of waking up before sunrise 
so as to complete their many tasks. Most men on the other hand - especially 
the younger ones- do not. lt was these younger men who were forced to wake 
up through the "coal dust effect." 

The children's awakening action thus uneavered several social problems 
in the community at large. lt caused the villagers to reflect upon traditional 
Xavante practices and new practices introduced by school education. For ex­
ample, people started to talk about the fact that women were gradually with­
drawing from participation in dances and rituals, simply because they were 
too tired from work. People felt this was a serious loss, especially in a society 
where the older generation need to serve as examples to maintain its cultural 
heritage. Furthermore, girls stopped going to school at a very early age to help 
their mothers in their domestic tasks and to look after their younger siblings. 
People gathered that such an uneven distribution of knowledge would increase 
problems between the sexes. Women would largely remain illiterate, they 
would not know Portuguese and thus would have little chance outside the 
world of the Xavante. They realized that if they let things continue in this 
way, the Xavante would never manage to establish school education as a 
means to prepare all of their members - girls and boys, women and men - to 
interact as equals with one another and with the more widely established Bra­
zilian society and its culture. 

Another important discussion the "coal dust game" evoked concerned the 
question of parents' and teachers' responsibilities for children' s education. 
Being at school on time, for example, was a problem. The teachers did not 
want to ring the bell to call the children to dass, like the missionaries used to 
do and like city schools still do today. They preferred to rely on their own cul­
tural heritage, inventing the "coal dust game." They succeeded too. I noticed 
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that on the days the "coal dust game" did not take place, some children were 
late for school, were not clean and had left their school materials at home. 
Sometimes the teacher had to send them to the schoollavatory to wash them­
selves or back home to get their things. The teachers did not feel at ease doing 
so because they were afraid to hurt the parent's feelings, who, in their opinion, 
were the ones who should feel responsible, but some of whom obviously did 
not. 

A number of questions arise: What are the teachers' and the families' Ob­
ligations in such a differentiated school project that wants to include the whole 
community? Where are the boundaries between parents' and teachers' duties? 
Where do these boundaries overlap? Children who have to help their parents 
while they should be at school have a problem. How is this problern to be 
solved by those personally and institutionally involved - children, parents, 
teachers, and the school system? How can the rights guaranteed by the Consti­
tution be put into practice? 

Suchproblems were often discussed at the evening meetings in the wara, 
the central area of the village. Although this is traditionally a male space, it 
was also frequented by women and children on such occasions. The children 
used to stay quiet and listen to what was said, playing around a bit. Obviously, 
finding solutions that satisfied everyone was not easy since there were Contra­
dietory opinions and viewpoints, but the teachers tried anyhow. "We are just 
at the beginning. We still do not understand fully what this differentiated 
school education is," one of them told me. Another one said: "We have lived 
under the influence of the missionary school system for 40 years. That is quite 
a long time. [ ... ] We have to accept that sometimes the community does not 
understand, does not approve. lt is part ofit. But I am not going to give up try­
ing other ways. I cannot remain within old pattems forever." 

The children's positive response to the "coal dust game" as well as the 
discussions that ensued confirmed the teachers' conviction that they should go 
ahead in searching for appropriate new solutions to the developing problems. 
Besides, the "coal dust game" had many- intended and unintended- positive 
effects on sociallife in the community. I could observe not only the discovery 
ofthegender problern through the "coal dust game," but also some attempts to 
find solutions. For example, the village's tmck was made available for women 
at least once a week to go collect wood. Before, women as well as some of the 
girls had to walk several kilometres carrying heavy burdens on their backs. I 
also heard the older men in the village stating that men should help their wives 
with the work in the fields, which caused some confusion with regard to gen­
der roles and obligations at first. They said, men' s help would make it less 
necessary for girls to help their mothers, which would enable them to attend 
school. So the old men set an example for the younger ones, an initiative 
much appreciated by the teachers incharge ofthe project. 

220 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839403846-009 - am 14.02.2026, 19:25:40. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839403846-009
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


CHILDHOOD DYNAMICS IN ACHANGING CUL TURE 

How to value children's participation? 

I do not know what the project has achieved since my fieldwork, but I think 
that the unfolding of the "coal dust game" in this small community serves as a 
good example of what the Xavante teacher described as giving value to chil­
dren's participation. In theorical terms: children's experience is perceived as 
having an impact on sociallife which is acknowledged as agency. Later, the 
same teacher explained to me that this to him means paying attention to the 
signs children give and to gradually completing an educational process taking 
place bothat school andin daily life elsewhere. 

This educational process has been affecting the whole community of 
Idzö'uhu. For example, children took home Portuguese words, but they also 
showed increasing interest in Xavante mythology. In ethno-science lessons, 
children leamed how to make use of their natural environment in order to im­
prove their own and their families' nutrition, they leamed how to find healing 
herbs and roots and to produce useful tools as weil as arts and crafts. As chil­
dren were learning about almost forgotten cultural practices from the older 
men and women, who bad still experienced a semi-nomadic Iifestyle, the in­
termediate generation eventually recalled them as weil, giving them new 
meanings and using them for new purposes. 

As we have seen, combining different forms of knowledge and different 
ways of communicating knowledge is not an easy task and involves many 
problems. One needs to combine children's need for regular school education 
with their family's need for children to partake in domestic activities. Tasks 
with regard to school education need to be distributed. Xavante women, for 
instance, do not traditionally have any role in their children' s formal educa­
tion. Therefore it is difficult for people to accept female teachers, difficult to 
understand that such a female teacher might leave the village for long periods 
of time to attend courses while her busband takes care of the children. This 
very woman and teacher with all her expertise and influence will - as a result 
of the latter - also play an important role in politics conceming indigenous 
education, a major field of indigenous politics. This fact will likely also en­
counter resistance in a society, where traditionally politics and public affairs 
were once the exclusive domain of men. 

The project, the implementation of which I observed among the Xavante, 
needs to be understood as an intercultural process. To do so, one needs to ac­
knowledge that the acquisition and mediation of knowledge in indigenous cul­
tures differs from how this process takes place in non-indigenous cultures. 
The former is based on specific oral traditions, which differ from one group of 
people to another, whereas the latter has a written tradition, which is influ­
enced by mass communication resulting in a higher degree of standardization 
and mutual intelligibility. Nevertheless, it is possible to communicate between 
indigenous and non-indigenous cultures and their respective traditions. Such 
an intercultural process would ideally involve communication, exchange and 
reciprocity on an equal footing between the societies involved. However, my 
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observations show that this is not (yet) the case. Teachers mentioned more 
than once that school education occupies the space of Indian culture, keeping 
children away from Xavante culture and its ways of learning about the world. 
This suggests competition rather than dialogue between the cultures con­
cemed- with the Xavante culture on the losing side. The Indians' search for 
solutions to such problems - solutions which make sense within their own 
culture - is of cmcial importance here, also because it is a way to identify dif­
ferences and peculiarities, thus making it easier to deal with them. 

An important step in the direction of intercultural education on the part of 
the non-indigenous society would be the institutional acknowledgement of in­
digenous schools and teachers by the govemment as well as that proposals 
coming from the villages be treated with respect and given support. Here is 
where anthropologists can give a hand. 

The question remains, however, whether those planning differentiated 
school education for the Indian peoples of Brazil are able to accept and under­
stand what the Xavante teacher from Idzö'uhu said: "Not everyone can bow 
their head and recognize a child's experience. But it is important to give atten­
tion to the wisdom that children have and which we do not know anything 
about. Instead of going there, where the child has more freedom to be creative, 
we do not care and say: 'it is just childish.' And that is why we are unable to 
value what children feel." 

The perception of childhood that this Xavante teacher expressed is usually 
not perceived by the professionals dealing with education questions. lt also 
escapes most social scientists' minds, anthropologists included. When we talk 
about intercultural dialogue we need to keep in mind that even a single culture 
is not experienced the same way by all those identifying with it. There are 
several interacting sub-cultures within any given culture, as well as many cul­
tural identities, one of them being those of children. Within the programmes 
of indigenous school education, it might be clear and generally accepted that 
the cultural particularities of each of the indigenous peoples be taken into con­
sideration. What is not so clear and not accepted is that children as members 
of these indigenous groups of people have an identity of their own, which 
might be congment in parts with the rest of the community, but might very 
well differ from it in others. Such particularities and differences in children' s 
identity within a given culture and society are still not considered in the dif­
ferentiated school education progranunes and curricula. lt is still only adults 
who officially define them. Children's perception of such cultural particulari­
ties of the society they live in is still ignored, as is their (sub-)cultural identity. 
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