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Outline
• What is the Pantanal?

• Current ethnolinguistic situation;

• Archaeological evidence;

• First contact between the Pantanal groups and colonizers;

• Jesuit missions;

• Indigenous armed resistance;

• Expansion of cattle farms;

• Ethnolinguistic ideologies;

• Final considerations.

https://www.bellasartes.gob.ar/exhibiciones/un-viajero-virreinal./



What is the 
Pantanal?

• Watershed of the Upper Paraguay and São Lourenço

rivers.

• Plain region of flooded grasslands and savannas.

• Confluence area of diverse ethnic groups:

- Arawakan southmost group (Terena);

- Guaicuruan northmost group (Kadiwéu);

- “central” area of Guaranian expansion;

- isolates / unclassified languages.

(Fontana et al. 2012: 1205)



Indigenous Territories of the PantanalPantanal

4,5% of the overall

Pantanal territory
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Cattle farms in the PantanalPantanal

15,6% of the overall

Pantanal territory
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Indigenous Territories of the 
Pantanal



Indigenous
Territory

Ethnic groups

Kadiwéu

Kadiwéu
Kinikinau
Terena
Chamacoco

Taunay/Ipegue
Terena

Cachoerinha

Guató
Guató

Baía dos Guató

Perigara
Bororo

Tereza Cristina



Languages Speakers in Brazil (overall)

Bororo ≈700 (Nonato 2008)

Guató 2-3 fluent speakers (our research)

Kadiwéu ≈1000 (Sandalo 2017)

Kinikinau ˂7 (Oliveira 2017)

Terena ≈8400 (IBGE 2010)

Terena sign 

language

at least, a few dozen
(inferred from Sumaio 2014)

Spoken languages Language family

Bororo Bororoan

Guató isolate

Kadiwéu Guaycuruan

Kinikinau
Arawakan

Terena



Archaeological evidence: phases of occupation
• 8.390-3.060 BP: no occupation in flooded grasslands

• 4.000 BP: mounds in flooded grasslands, surrounded by acuri palms

• 2.800 BP: Pantanal ceramics

• 1.300-800 BP: Arawakan “diaspora”:

agricultural groups

• at least, 680 BP:

Guaranian westward migrations

Source: Schmidt (1914: 253)



Pantanal ceramic technology

• One of the oldest and most continuous
ceramics outside the Amazon;

• diversity in styles (different groups);

• domestic use for cooking;

• used by fishers and gatherers, such as the
Guató.

Descalvados ceramic technology

• open shapes for griddling;

• big volumes→ ritual and public use;

• used by agricultural peoples, such as the
Xarayé;

• brought by the Arawakan “diaspora”.

Ceramic morphology and settlement patterns

(Migliacio, 2006)

Fig. 79 u. So. Kochtopf aus Ton und Tonschale der Guató. Berlin. Mus. V.B. 4913  u. 4916 1sn. G. (Schmidt)



16th c.: Indigenous peoples of the Paraguay river

Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca
Naufragios y comentarios (1555)

Ulrich Schmidel
Reise in der neuen Welt  (1567)

Image sources: https://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/25511
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/24887/24887-h/24887-h.htm

https://www.floridamemory.com/items/show/25511
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/24887/24887-h/24887-h.htm


16th c.: Indigenous people of the Paraguay river

• 21 ethnonyms (Cabeza de Vaca)

• trade networks:

- canoes, bow and arrows, blankets;

- slaves, women;

- gold, silver.

• two types of settlements:

- “each one lives for himself, with his wife and children” (Schmidl)

- "a village of about 800 houses", "a village of about 1000 neighbors"
(Cabeza de Vaca)



• alliances against the Guarani

“[...] todas as nações dali se reuniram e vieram contra os de sua nação,
matando-os, desbaratando-os, perseguindo-os por todos os lugares.”

... and against the Spaniards

“[...] tentaram matar os cristãos que ali haviam ficado[...] fizeram um
chamamento a todos os índios da terra, inclusive aos guaxarapos, que já eram
nossos inimigos, bem como a muitas outras nações de índios.”

“[...] vieram fazer a guerra e todo o dano possível aos espanhóis, tendo se
reunido a eles os índios guaxarapos e os guatos, que já eram nossos inimigos.”

(Cabeza de Vaca)

16th c.: Indigenous people of the Paraguay river



• lingua franca(s)?

Letter by a Jesuit missionary, late 16th c., Santa Cruz la Vieja

“[...] ils se mirent à l’étude des langues qui leur
paraissaient le plus útiles: l’un avec son clerc apprit
la langue gorgotoqua [...] l’autre la langue guarayú
(varae).”

“deux autres apôtres leur furent adjoints qui se
mirent à apprendre l’un la langue gorgotaque, l’autre
la langue des Chané.”

(Métraux 1929: 929-930)

Source: https://pueblosoriginarios.com/recursos/colecciones/paucke/content/large/jesuitas.jpg

16th c.: Indigenous people of the Paraguay river

https://pueblosoriginarios.com/recursos/colecciones/paucke/content/large/jesuitas.jpg


• lingua franca(s)?

- la langue guarayú (varae)→ Guarani

- la langue des Chané → an Arawakan language, the same as Terena
according to Carvalho 2016.

- la langue gorgotoqua/gorgotaque → probably, a Bororoan language:
“otuqui chiquitanizado o un dialecto chiquito otuquizado” (Combès 2012),
extinct.

16th c.: Indigenous people of the Paraguay river



Reductions of Chiquitos 1691-1767 (yellow on the map)
Reductions of Itatin 1631-1659 (green on the map)

Jesuit Missions in the Pantanal

Source: https://atlas.fgv.br/marcos/igreja-catolica-e-colonizacao/mapas/missoes-jesuitas-na-bacia-do-paraguai



Homogenizing function of Jesuit Missions

“El nacimiento de la etnia
chiquitana, tal como la conocemos
hoy, se remonta al siglo XVIII y a la
acción homogeneizadora de los
padres jesuitas, que concentraron
a las diversas “parcialidades” en
las reducciones e impusieron el
chiquito como lengua franca.”

(Combès 2012: 208)

Image source: https://journals.openedition.org/caravelle/docannexe/image/973/img-2.jpg
Map source: Nikulin (2020: 4), modified.

https://journals.openedition.org/caravelle/docannexe/image/973/img-2.jpg


16th up to 19th c.: 
Indigenous armed resistance

Guaicuru

Alfred Louis Hubert Ghislain baron Marbais du Graty - La República del Paraguay, J. Jacquin, 1862 
(https://books.google.com.br/books?id=AimyGxVKnpgC&hl=pt-BR&source=gbs_navlinks_s)

Debret 1834. 
Soldados índios da província de 
Curitiba escoltando “selvagens”

Guató

Maloqueiros, mamalucos
or slave raiders from São Paulo

Paraguayan War (1864-1870) Payaguá

https://books.google.com.br/books?id=AimyGxVKnpgC&hl=pt-BR&source=gbs_navlinks_s


16th up to 19th c.: Indigenous armed resistance

“En el intervalo de los 250 años desde su primer encuentro con los Españoles hasta la
fecha de su establecimiento en la Asunción los Payaguá septentrionales ó Sarigués han
intranquilizado en gran escala el tráfico en el Rio Paraguay y sus afluentes cometiendo
muchas violencias contra los Españoles y los Portugueses de modo que varias veces fueron
mandadas expediciones para castigarlos.”

(Schmidt 1949: 175)

“Graças ao equino puderam fazer-se temidos, os guaicurus, dos demais indígenas e não
menos dos europeus e descendentes de europeus: ‘Pouco faltou para que exterminassem
todos os espanhóis do Paraguai’, escreveu Azara.”

(Holanda 2014: 85)

Late 18th c. – the Payaguá move to Asunción, the capital of Paraguay
1791 – Peace treaty between the Guaicuru (Kadiwéu) and the Portuguese Crown



19th c.: Expansion of cattle farms in the Pantanal

“Remaining [indigenous] groups were
incorporated to the cattle production
system and maintained semi-
independent exchange relations with
landlords […] they received spirit and
money for their work and presents in
exchange for their women. By the end
of the century […] they are dispersed
and rather mixed with the local
population.”
(Montero (2012: 96) on the Bororo in the 19th c.)

Guedes da Silva 2011: 36



Based on the map available at
https://www.loc.gov/resource/g5400.ct000636/

“Notícias sobre os índios
de Mato Grosso” (1848)

Ethnic groups of the
Pantanal

https://www.loc.gov/resource/g5400.ct000636/


“Notícias sobre os índios
de Mato Grosso” (1848)

Command of Portuguese
among Pantanal ethnic

groups

Few understand and speak Portuguese:
Chamacocos

Some understand and speak Portuguese:
Bororos da campanha

Almost all understand Portuguese but few speak it:
Guaicurus-guatiedéus, Guaicurus-beaquéus

Most understand Portuguese and some speak it:
Guaicurus-cadiuéus

Most understand Portuguese and many adults speak it:
Guatós

Most / almost all understand and speak Portuguese:
Guanás, Caiapós



Ejiwajegi (Kadiwéu)
Museu do Índio, 1948

Ethnolinguistic ideologies 
among the Ejiwajegi (aka Kadiwéu) of the early 20th c.

“[...] we had to face their strong desire of becoming
real Brazilians, of no longer being “bugres”, as the
Indian are called in Brazil and the Kadiwéu
themselves call the Chamococo [...] Due to this
mood, during our entire stay, we only could listen
to the Kadiwéu story of origin once [...] several
times, I noticed that facts [about Kadiwéu customs]
which could seem strange or funny to a white man
were reported in a moderated way or even denied
by my interlocutor.”

(Fjelstrup 2005 [1914]: 332)



Ethnolinguistic ideologies among the Guató

“I have tried in the most different ways to make
them dictate narratives to me, I have made the
greatest promises, but they always answered me
shortly ‘não tem mais’ (‘there are no such stories
anymore’)”.

(Schmidt 1905: 300)

“A gente fala parece que tá mentindo né. Não é mentira não, é
verdade mesmo. Se fosse mentira, o mais velho não contava
isso não, contou porque é verdade. Não é de agora, foi no
começo do mundo.”

(Vicente da Silva, 2020, after telling a Guató myth)



• Pantanal was a multiethnic and multilingual region. For centuries, its diversity
has been attacked by gold seekers, missionaries, slave raiders, landlords,
governments etc. (not to mention diseases).

• Pantanal linguistic history is largerly unknown: “our knowledge of the
historically attested ethnic and cultural variation in the Pantanal-Chaco-
Paraguay region is much more complete than our current understanding of the
properly linguistic diversity” (Carvalho 2016).

• Very few studies on language contact in the Pantanal:

- Kadiwéu and Guató – Rodrigues 1983

- Kadiwéu, Bororo and Mataco (Wichí) –Nonato & Sandalo 2007

- Kadiwéu and Terena – Carvalho 2018

• Historical documents waiting for analysis (ex., wordlists collected by Johann
Natterer)

Final considerations



“Pan-ameríndia”: 
a multilingual continent

“I ask the historian to look upon Indian
America as a kind of Middle Ages which
lacked a Rome: a confused mass that
emerged from a long-established,
doubtless very loosely textured
syncretism, which for many centuries
had contained at one and the same time
centers of advanced civilization and
savage peoples, centralizing tendencies
and disruptive forces.”

(Lévi-Strauss 1964)

PLANÍCIES



guaná

guaxi

Goko magadja gine!
(Nós paramos aqui!)

guaiucuru guató payaguá

xarayé

chiquito

bororo

chamacoco
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