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Ritual Performance:

The day begins with a Guarani-Kaiowa Indian hanged. Shoelace stretched from a tree. 
Showered, perfumed, on knees. The Bororó village knows what this is about: the Jejuvy. 
This is not comfort, it is a death ritual. The word Jejuvy in the Guarani [1] language has a 
semantic weight that means tightness in the throat, annihilated voice, impossibility to say, 
suffocated word, imprisoned soul. Through the Jejuvy the Kaiowas practice suicide, by 
hanging or ingesting poison. Despite being recognized as an ancestral ritual practice, over 
the last several years the Jejuvy has spread through the villages on an epidemic scale. 
There have been nearly 50 suicides per year, involving youths between 9 and 14 years 
old.

According to facts from the Missionary Indigenist Council (Conselho Indigenista  
Missionário) (CIMI), the number of suicides began to rise in the eighties, doubled in the 
nineties, and beat the record at the turn of the 21st century, coming to more than 50 per 
year. The topics of this article are not the deaths by malnutrition, homicides amongst the 
indigenous people, nor the incessant wars between the indigenous and farmers, equally 
shocking facts, but rather the practice of Jejuvy.

The suicides (Jejuvy) are basically carried out by hanging (the old method) and ingesting 
poisons from mono-cultures (the new method). They reject such "polluting" such as 
bleeding or physical cutting, in order to not lose the word. Many Guaranis consider suicide 
to be a disease produced by the imprisoning of the word (soul). It is by the mouth which 
the word is liberated. If there is no place for the word, there is no life. For this, at the time 
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of dying, one must not use cutting against oneself, because the word will disperse. 
Suffocating it, it would remain like an agglomeration of energy and could come back for 
revenge at some other time.

According to Kaiowa accounts of the Indians who committed suicide, they connect links 
from the inherent individual act to the solitary and human condition of each one, even the 
political meaning of collectivity, a "being among the others", producing symbology-limits: 
the hangings, the poisonings. Acts that condense and point to the rescue, perhaps 
impossible for a "form of being", as the Kaiowas often say. And if for them the language is 
one of the most important forms of making the being manifest itself, in stopping it, it also 
stops the subjects from existing. The epidemic of suicide would be a collective response to 
the impossibility to express the singularity of this people.

If until about 40 years ago the Kaiowa and Nhandeva lived in big houses called 
Ogajekutu-ogaguasu, gathering up to one hundred people from the same family, today 
they live in tiny houses, many still made of mud, without the protection of the forest, 
sheltering just the nuclear family. The structure of the extensive family, whose leadership 
is based on prestige and religion, has become disorganized, since the indigenous could 
not substitute their cultural prestige for the power of whites. With the decimation of their 
lands, without the rites for planting, gathering, collective sagas of hunting and fishing, they 
have no reason to continue with their rites, and accordingly they lose the practices with the 
land, they also lose their culture. Even though it still endures, in a curious way, the Guarani 
language is the major focus of insistence and resistance of this collectivity.

Many indigenous groups, including the Guarani Kaiowa, live in precarious encampments 
within farms of large land owners, that in the name of expansionism or for one more 
machista and unjustifiable reason, they have taken the strength of their lands  and still—  
take, with unequal weapons. This is one of the reason most pointed to by the indigenous, 
the indigenists, and the anthropologists for the cause of the epidemic of suicide among the 
Guarani Kaiowa: the loss of land, of the tekoha, the place where they "perform their mode 



of being."

If on the one hand the suicides by hanging or by ingesting poison can mean suffocation, it 
can also mean the desire for liberation and it is to this point that the ritual suicide acts as—  
an ethical, aesthetic, and interventive performance. Gestures of enunciation. The tragic 
functioning as a emblematic reversive device regarding the indigenous question. Ever 
since the "suicide epidemic" began to spread in the villages, activists, students, 
researchers, people connected to independent media started to look at this situation with 
more attention, make alliances, and become cooperators in the struggle for the Guarani 
land, in a way to amplify these signs, until then emitted in total invisibility. There are some 
indigenous groups, principally indigenous professors connected to the University and local 
leadership, that dedicate their life to this cause, being that the number of dead leaders in 
this undertaking goes beyond our imagination.

Despite many of the suicides being practiced in more safeguarded places, a great number 
of cases happen in places of circulation, the "public" places of the village, such as roads, 
ranches, areas where the suicide body can be seen without much difficulty. There are 
nuances that help to make clear and also to ask questions regarding this form of dying. 
Not condensing this with the decimation, the genocide, the ethnicide. Not cowering in front 
of destiny, having the brave and last act as a form of amplifying the signs of misery that 
they were submitted to. The trees, the bushes, the ranches, any place that has been used 
for the suicide becomes a mark for the village and is ingrained in the imaginary, in the daily 
language, and in its struggle against confinement. The deaths continue speaking 
especially for the sensitive hearts, still connected by beliefs in natural spirits and in the 
emission of their signs.

The rites, the dances, the songs of the struggles survive by pure insistence. The sensation 
that we get while being in the Bororó village is that this culture survives by a very tenuous 
and beautiful thread. Like a voice that is forced to speak, but no longer echoes as it once 



did. Even aphonic, agonized, stuttering, it insists in manifesting. Remembrance ritual. 
Residue. Resistance of certain songs and gestures. The Guarani Kaiowa dances of 
struggle are reminding of martial arts, sword fights. They are done with sticks, knives, 
stones resembling ninja fights.

Dona Tereza Guarani is one of the last elderly people from the village. She leads the rites 
in the Bororó village with a wrinkled and concentrated face, strong hands that move the 
maracá, contusing steps that provoke the resonant sound on the dirt floor. In the ecstasy, 
provoked by the songs, that we feel, we ask ourselves how it is possible that they still sing 
and dance and fight in this way. In name of what force? Dona Tereza explicitly uses her 
strength so that this Kaiowa culture is maintained, because the great majority of her people 
do not see a reason to continue the rites. Many no longer know what the dances and 
drumming were like. The old Indian, Tereza, the prayer, the curer, the woman committed 
to the cultural rituals of the village, takes upon herself the load of giving support by 
memory and meaning to the rites of their ancestors. She puts her children and 
grandchildren in charge of learning the songs and dances, before dying. This is the 
function to which she dedicates her life. Even her Shaman power did not stop her from 
experiencing many suicides in her own family.

Attachment to life is an imperative of domination, of the exercise of power  and of–  
inclusion. When there is something more intense than the attachment to life, there is 
tactical media, there is resistance, there is the potential of protest. But what is it that the 
Kaiowas love more than survival? It is this that still lets out a muffled scream throughout 
the public space of the village, that is a slum, that is a city, that is a field. There is 
something that these indigenous people desire more than being included in the apathy of 
globalized biopolitics, in the imposed misery by neoliberal politics. It is a form of life that is 
not content with the miserable survival of the Whites or of the Indian. We think we should 
look not only at indigenous inclusion in  society, but also at a mobilization towards 
launching new and open forms of becoming indian in a way indians themselves still don't 
know.



The agrarian movement struggles in Brazil have intensified over the last 30 years and 
gained more and more global visibility due to their extreme importance. The indigenous 
struggle is one more of the country's agrarian struggles, the oldest, the most usurped and 
decimated. The processes of homologation and settling are far from their end and it is with 
much force, tension, and deaths that accomplish their results. 

Our challenge in creating a collaborating network capable of changing the social 
perception of these tangled topics is urgent and of great relevance. More than a perceptive 
change, it is necessary to widen the very relationship spectrum of social movements, so 
that they gain the possibilities of diverse action. The role that tactical media, Greenpeace, 
and the indimedia have played in these contexts is an opening to help to think about how 
autonomous groups, organized or not, can act together for the movements and the social 
struggles (our big public space). There, actions are still precarious, they signal possibilities. 
Besides denouncing and supporting, it is necessary to create means that become more 
incisive in the accomplishment of certain political projects of civil society movements. Such 
is the case of the Pro-Guarani campaign that began in September of 2007 and recently 
started to appear to the general public [2].

This mediatic, activist campaign, consisting mostly of indigenous Guarani leadership and 
supported by the CIMI, reclaims the recognition of the 32 indigenous lands of the Guarani 
people, reclaims the deceleration of the agro-cattle market in the region of Mato Grosso do 
Sul, the reforesting of the decimated areas, the respect and recognition of a time that does 
not need to be equal for everyone. But also claims the access to that which is relevant in 
(inter)national society, bearing in mind the conquests of science and technology, etc.

There is much to think about the intervention of these suicides in the white, indigenous, 
mestizo social imaginary. But one thing is certain: these deaths have evidenced the 
impasse that these Indians live, and they come to us as signals of this unbearable, 
indignant, shameful condition that the ideals of civilization, of development, and of 
economic growth provoke. It is necessary to act before every difference disappears.
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.......................................................................................................................................

[1] The Guarani Indians are divided into three groups: Guarani-Nhendeva, Guarani-Kaiowá, and Guarani-
Mbyá. When the Europeans arrived, these indigenous peoples amounted to about four million people. 
Currently there are close to forty thousand, spread out in the Southern and Central Western regions of Brazil. 
In Mato Grosso, it is calculated that there are about 27,500 people spread out in 22 small areas. Being that 
the Bororó village, presented in this text, shelters 12 thousand Guarani-Kaiowa Indians, compressed in 3,600 
hectares of non-productive land without vegetation. There one finds more than 90 churches, Catholic, 
Evangelical, and Spiritual, that dispute over the indigenous people according to their beliefs and methods of 
conversion.  The territory of the Guarani Indians extended to the North, up to the Rivers Apa and Dourados, 
and to South, all the way to the Serra de Maracujá and the tributaries of the River Jejuí, extending East-West 
for approximately 100 kilometers, on both sides of the sierra of Amambai encompassing a land of 
approximately 40 thousand square kilometers, divided by the Brazil-Paraguay border. 

[2] http://www.campanhaguarani.org.br 
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