The contribution of collaborative research and heritage education on the
recollection of memory and reinforcement of identity in an indigenous village:
reflections of an experience in the western region of São Paulo State (Brazil)
Neide Barrocá Faccio (São Paulo State University)
Luís Antônio Barone (São Paulo State University)

ABSTRACT: This work reflects the results of a collaborative research undertaken in an
indigenous school located in the “Vanuire” Indigenous Land, one of three indigenous
lands in west of São Paulo State. The largest indigenous group in Vanuíre is the
“Kaigang”, inhabitants of the whole region of Paranapanema Valley until early 20th
century. The research, developed whit indigenous teachers, claims the recuperation of
the deleted history of the community, through memory workshops and traditional
ceramic workshops. The reinforcement of ethnic identity and creation of new
approaches to learning history and cultural heritage, in basic education, were the most
relevant results.
Key-words: memory studies; heritage education, collaborative research; indigenous
community.

Introduction
This paper presents the results of a project developed with the Vanuíre
indigenous community, located in the west of São Paulo State (Brazil). The Vanuíre
Indigenous Land is composed of members of different ethnic groups, with prevalence of
the Kaingang - traditional inhabitants of the region - and Krenak, the largest group
among those that were brought from other parts of the country. Already quite distant
from the traditional way of life, the indigenous people of Vanuíre have, in the State
School installed in the village, a point of convergence for the discussion and the
development of actions aiming the recovery of the cultural elements of the different
ethnic groups. The project sought, through collaborative research, with the participation
of indigenous teachers, to stimulate the community to recover the social and cultural
memory of Vanuíre.
Since the 19th century, various disputes have been fought between the Kaingang
indigenous group and the settlers, over the territory of the westernmost territory of the
São Paulo State. With the construction of the Brazil Northwest Railroad, the clashes
intensified, resulting in the deaths of thousands of Indians, without the State intervening
to defend this population. In 1910, the Indian Protection Service (SPI) was created, with

a "peacemaker" character. Its objective was to reduce the indigenous territories (in the
case of the western São Paulo), limiting them to only small reserves and villages, which
would allow the progress of capital in the region (Cruz, 2002). The emergence of the
“Índia Vanuíre” Indigenous Village occurred in this context, by the initiative of the SPI.
However, as "as a result of this process of contact and pacification, the disarticulation of
the Kaingang social organization has been fast and violent" (Cruz, 2002: 44). The
Figure 1, adapted from the Curt Nimuendaju Ethno-Historical Map (FIBGE, 1987),
shows the area traditionally occupied by Kaingang groups in the State of São Paulo.

Figure 1: Linguistic Families of São Paulo State (Brazil),
according to Nimuendaju, 1943.
Source: Faccio (2011)

After pacification/deterritorialization, two indigenous stations with kaingang
predominance were created (Figure 2): The “Índia Vanuíre” Indigenous station, located
22 kilometers from the city of Tupã; and the “Icatu” Indigenous station, located in the
municipality of Braúna, 35 kilometers from Araçatuba (Cruz, 2006).
Figure 2: Kaingang areas in São Paulo State.

Source: Faccio (2011)

Some notes on social memory studies
The research about social memory, developed by many social sciences - far
beyond historiography - aims to recover characteristics and singularities whose
persistence is striking in the present and whose origins are not recorded in written form.
The memory study, in this way, is fundamental in the recovery of the presence of
subaltern social groups in the context of the formation of national and / or regional
culture, especially in Latin America.

From the theoretical-methodological point of view, memory studies indicate an
intersection between macro and microhistory, enlightening cultural aspects of a specific
social context, difficult to access by conventional (documentary) historical research.
First of all, it is about the production of documents, as the oral account of someone's
memory, being transcribed, becomes a new source, capable of clarifying details about
facts and institutions from the perspective of people who have experienced them and
were kind of important for their maintenance or transformation.
This brings us to an important point of this type of approach, that is, the
interface between individual history and social history. This way, any
approach to issues such as collective memory, for example, can never
escape the dilemma between individual experience and appreciation and
the construction of a collective image of facts, condensed into what can be
called collective memory. (BARONE, 2001-2002, page 7).

Still in this methodological aspect, the dilemma mentioned above necessarily
leads to the comparison of the facts narrated by the mnemonic informants with
information of the same facts and institutions that have already been documented. This
comparison, in addition to revealing much of the social position of the narrators (the
interviewed or the editors of the documents), is fundamental for clarifying doubts and
establishing a deeper debate on ideas such as "historical truth". As a result, a very rich
and innovative approach is obtained to the way in which different social groups,
especially the most popular ones, have experienced the consequences of different
historical conjunctures.
Another important point of this methodology, which was taken as a guide in this
work, is the recovery of the tradition of certain communities. Even if such a statement
should be relativized, especially from what Hobsbawm and Ranger (1994) discuss as
the "invention of traditions", the recovery / invention (or re-signification) of traditions
turns out to be one of the strongest points of the society, articulating fundamental links
in the social imaginary.
Adorno (1993-94) says that the relationship between tradition and progress
should not be taken only positivistically (by the opposition of traditionalism vs.
progressivism), but above all by the dialectical complementarity between both of them.
This relationship is expressed, for example, in Walter Benjamin's thesis on the
importance of history and tradition as fundamental elements for effecting the
transformative leap towards the future (BENJAMIN, 1994). Such a discussion is

particularly pertinent in a context such as that of the indigenous communities of Brazil,
whose groups persistently seek the recovery and re-signification of their traditions in
order to guarantee recognition and provide for facing the dilemmas of the present time.
The study of the popular culture has progressively revealed the connections
between the past and the present, the popular and the erudite, according to the dialectic
tradition / progress developed by Adorno (1993-94). The study of the oral culture itself
has been carried out using techniques for collecting testimonies (oral reports), using or
not electronic equipments (audio or video recorders). A line of research like this may
serve to a historical reconstruction, research on social representations (and practices that
correspond to them), or to other cultural manifestations. The difficulties of this
technique, however, are, on one hand, in the difficult task of identifying informants with
a good capacity for memory and narration (the mnemonic informant or “storyteller”)
and, on the other hand, the meticulous analysis that must be done in the choice of rich
elements for historical reconstitution or cultural interpretation. The collection of
testimonies of older people is a trend widely used in historiographical and sociological
research. In relation to these elders, by the importance of their memories - for
themselves as well as for the social group of which they are part - Ecléa Bosi (1994),
discussing the philosophical reflections of Bergson, recovers the idea of "memory
workers".
However, in addition to oral reports, we believe that

The study of the memory to be complete must gather both material
elements as well as reports and narratives - written or spoken. The
realization of such research guarantees a better knowledge of itself of
the collectivities that are identified historically and culturally with
some place or a belief, strengthening ties of belonging, fundamental
for the social integration. (BARONE, 2001-2002, p.9).

These elements, details sometimes relegated by historians, are like important
pieces that lack the puzzle of reality, often lending meaning to the great facts and,
finally, giving a different perspective to the history of society, deconstructing the
monumentality imposed by the winners to the losers, according to Benjamin (1994).
This way, especially for the subaltern groups, the memory can be one of the last
guardians of its culture and its history. The memory, in its most varied manifestations, is
undoubtedly the main vector of a people's culture. As Montagu (1962) teaches us:

In such a way, culture is identified with life itself which can be said
perfectly not to be superimposed on life. Just as the instrument
expands and extends the capabilities of the hand, so the culture
accentuates the capacity of life [...] The process of creating,
transmitting and maintaining the past and the present is culture [...] the
plants convey the chemical substances, the animals convey the space,
but only man is able to convey time (MONTAGU, 1962, p. 131).

The memory, according to Menezes (1984), is an instrument of identity,
conservation and development that guarantees intelligibility to the facts. Rodrigues
(2001), on the other hand, affirms that cultural memory is
a carrier of historicity; The conditions for contracting it are mutable,
and it reflects the political relations, the possibility of exercising
rights, which each social segment and also each individual has in a
certain time (RODRIGUES, 2001, p.18).

Recovering and re-signifying the social memory of a subaltern group, therefore,
is also a political act in the struggle for “recognition” (HONNETH, 2010). This is how
the proposal of the workshops of memory was discussed and referred to the teachers of
the indigenous school of Vanuíre.

Collaborative research as a tool for reflection and data production
It is Thompson (1992), one of the most important theorists of oral history, who
says that such researches on memory can be performed by any groups or individuals
who are minimally enlightened. Reflecting on the participation of non-specialists
(academics) in this enterprise, we have that
because of the shortage of technicians, especially in Brazil, the participation
of "laymen" in this type of research collaborates, even for the production of
important documentary pieces (such as transcribed oral reports), which would
otherwise be lost, due to the deterioration of time or the disappearance of
older informants. (BARONE, 2001-2002, p.9).

In this way, there is a clear affinity between this relative "laicity" (1) in the
process of producing sources through oral history and the methodology of collaborative
research, in which members of the researched communities are active participants in the
production and reflection on the data. Since its formulation, the collaborative research

insists on the rupture of the prejudice about the teacher who carries out researches on
his / her school reality (ZEICHNER, 1998), quite present in the university. The
experience and interest of these agents are very important for the achievement of the
researches from a more enriching perspective - especially in educational research.
Brazilian authors also tested, in different school contexts, collaborative methodologies,
including dealing with the theme of memory of social groups (PIMENTA et al., 2000;
GOMES, 2003).
The choice of a methodology with these characteristics - that is, strongly
collaborative - was at the origin of the researchers' intentions and found an echo and a
clearer meaning from the participation of the coordinators - Unesp (2) social scientists in the Vanuíre Ethnic School Commission (3). It was at a meeting of this commission
that the desire, expressed by one of the community teachers, to "write their own
history," indicated the way to be adopted in the later formatted project that gave rise to
these reflections.

The memory workshops: a collaborative research with indigenous teachers
The activities developed with the teachers of Vanuíre village occurred in two
stages. The first one consisted in the realization of a workshop, in which topics related
to the elaboration of memory narratives were addressed, dealing with theoretical and
methodological concepts related to the subject. As the project was guided by the
collaborative methodology, the collective formed by university students and indigenous
teachers built a research plan that mobilized teachers first, then the entire community.
As the themes of the group's memory were selected, some people in the
community were identified, especially the older residents of the locality, to contribute
by providing information for the production of the narratives. In the reports of memory
produced in the second stage, aspects related to cultural elements of the ethnic groups of
the village were evidenced. In the case of fishing and cooking, this connection was quite
evident. The teacher who recovered a traditional technique of fishing, at first, presented
an equipment used by the father (the "big sieve"), already produced with industrialized
materials (in this case, plastic canvas); Later, deepening the search for details of this
equipment, the technique of producing the same object was identified, however, with
natural material (bamboo). The second stage also included reports collected on the

migration trajectory of families of the ethnic groups that were established in the Vanuíre
Indigenous Land during the 20th Century.

The workshop of the elderly Ena: Kaingang ceramics operating chain
As part of the memory project, information was also collected and a workshop
on kaingang ceramics was held, in which the last known artisan - Ena, an elder of the
village - gave a presentation on the making of pots. The kaingang ceramics production
chain demonstrated by the old woman included information that will be appropriated by
researchers from Unesp and professors from Vanuíre, who will in turn replicate to other
groups. The registration of the images of this workshop guaranteed the preservation of
the technique for further study and dissemination.
The preparation of the ceramic began with the preparation of the clay, to which
an antiplastic was added, in this case, the ground clay (Figures 3 and 4). Then, the
artisan showed how to prepare the base of the ceramic pot, by hand modeling (Figure
5). The preparation and overlapping of rollers for assembling the walls of the pot is a
known technique in the bibliography, but could be recovered from the gesture of the old
woman (Figures 6 and 7). From there, there are different moments of smoothing the
walls, which require a lot of skill, since such action can break the mass already prepared
(Figure 8). The workshop, an event attended by many of the residents of Vanuíre, was
completed with the description of the process of drying the pot and explanation of how
to make the burn (steps not performed at the time).

Figures 3 to 8: Steps of modeling the traditional kaingang pots
Source: project files
(1 page)

Conclusion
Although the ethnic memory project in Vanuíre village is still in progress, the
steps already taken allow for some consideration of this collaborative research
experience. First, for a community so far removed from its cultural values - as it is the
case of the indigenous groups still existing in the State of São Paulo - it is much more
than preservation of culture, its recovery and resignification.

Another factor to be mentioned is the centrality of the official school institution
in this process of recovery of the memory of the indigenous groups of Vanuíre.
Paradoxically, it is this institution of Western culture that is mobilizing the community
to rediscover its values. Even before the memory project was active, the school was
already developing the teaching of the two most representative indigenous languages in
the village (Kaingang and Krenak). The group of teachers who work on it - all of them
belonging to the community - ended up being a "front line" of this process of recovery /
resignification and defense of the traditional heritage.
The workshops of memory, in addition to yielding pedagogical results (with the
activities being applied in classrooms), are bringing previously invisible elements to the
discussion of the cultural heritage of the population of Vanuíre village. This is how the
research on traditional fishing techniques regained the memory of a very representative
character of the Kaingang ("João Índio"), who decades ago had some leadership in the
community - submissive to the federal administration agencies - even if it meant a
position of conflict with the laws of the national society. The former "criminal" João
Índio, was also seen as a fighter against the abuses of government officials and big
farmers in the region.
The operating chain concept is an element for the analysis of the ceramic
production process by Indian Ena. However, we must pay attention to the limits from a
good ethnography. The event of the ceramics workshop with the last known kaingang
artisan opened the possibility of reproducing this knowledge, even in the school space.
The analysis of the entire production process of ceramics, which is still ongoing, is
fundamental to know the choices made by the artisan, since their technical acts carry a
collective knowledge (FACCIO, 2011), which will be socialized with the community of
its own ethnic group (shared with the others, whose pottery was lost).
The attempt to approach the daily lives of indigenous groups is the ultimate
endeavor of archaeologists/ethnologists. The memory project sought to develop and use
methods, through the knowledge and manipulation of the modern technical system, to
enable information to be preserved and stored. This way, in addition to facilitating the
restoration and re-signification of the heritage of the ethnic communities of regions
where their culture was practically destroyed, this process also makes it possible to
complete ethnographic reports and / or archaeological researches in the classical sense.
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Notes
(1) It is clear that the bibliography on collaborative research invests in the need to break
the technical (academic) posture and the supposedly "lay" of the collaborators, most of
them, teachers of basic education (ZEICHNER, 1998). The term "layman", used here,
has no axiological meaning, but simply seeks to designate the researcher who is not
institutionally recognized, usually agents who are not integrated into universities and
research centers.
(2) São Paulo State University. The researchers who coordinated this project are
professors at the “Sciences and Technology Faculty” (FCT), Presidente Prudente
Campus.
(3) Seeking an approach with the reality of the Vanuíre village, the teachers responsible
for the project have for years collaborated with the Indigenous State School of the
municipality of Arco Iris. The invitation to join the “Ethnic Commission” - similar to
the School Council, in which deliberations on school referrals, together with members
of the community and the Teaching Board are discussed - came from the recognition of
this collaboration. The Unesp researchers represent the University in the Ethnic
Commission of the School.

