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Digital Resource
The Arctic/Amazon digital resource is a free educational tool, featuring an abridged version
of the Arctic/Amazon: Networks of Global Indigeneity Epistolary Exchange and a series of
four virtual Knowledge Exchange Workshops led by the two principal authors - Dr. Gerald
McMaster and Dr. Nina Vincent. This PDF document is offered by Wapatah Centre for
Indigenous Visual Knowledge as part of the publicly available digital resource and as a
companion online tool accessible alongside the Arctic/Amazon: Networks of Global
Indigeneity publication.
Arctic/Amazon: Networks of Global Indigeneity publication is an international collaboration
focused on situating Amazonian and Circumpolar Arctic Indigenous artists, curators, and
authors, addressing a wide range of topics, including how artists integrate sophisticated
notions of spirituality, ancestral respect, traditional knowledge, political critique, and global
Indigeneity in their practice. The publication is rooted in an Epistolary Exchange between coauthors Dr. Gerald McMaster and Dr. Nina Vincent, and includes written contributions from
leading Indigenous voices from both regions, accompanied by a rich visual tapestry of
images.
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Epistolary Two
Indigenous Ontologies and Political Resistance
Gerald McMaster
Brazil and Indigenous peoples have been in my mind ever since I first traveled to São Paulo
and Rio de Janeiro back in 1991 for an art conference,
which was in conjunction with the São
1
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Paulo Biennale. Coincidentally, it was held the year before the Columbus Quincentennial.
I met with the Brazilian artist Maria Thereza Alves. She and her partner Jimmy Durham had
been living in self-imposed exile in Mexico. An observation she made has stuck in my mind
ever since. I had little knowledge of the conditions under which Indigenous peoples of Brazil
were living and what she shared with me was shocking. She said they were still treated as
minors. But what did this mean? It meant that they were living under complete systemic
control, which extended and permeated all levels of Brazilian society in the way they viewed
and treated Indigenous peoples. They were placed in the same category as any person
under sixteen years of age. They were barred from voting or obtaining a passport. They
needed the permission and approval of a government official to conduct their life.
I was astounded by her story. Even more so because, here I was, an Indigenous person
giving a paper at an international conference about why Indigenous Canadians were not
celebrating Columbus’s arrival into the Americas. My message at the time concerned giving
voice to Indigenous peoples. In Canada and the USA, since the 1960s Indigenous peoples
have altered the social, political, and cultural landscape in many ways. We have a smaller
population in Canada than the US or Brazil, thus percentagewise the visibility and presence
of Indigenous people in various sectors of society is far greater. Overall, both countries no
longer treat Indigenous peoples in the same way as the Brazilian state. Various freedoms
had been hard fought, to the degree that Indigenous peoples now have the same rights and
freedoms as any other Canadian citizen. Since 1991, I have seen the Indigenous peoples of
Brazil in the news, but usually on the short end of the stick where they are still the object of
racism and human rights violations. None more so than in the last few years.

Nina Vincent
When we acknowledge the Amazon, we acknowledge a territory that occupies nine
countries: Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Perú, Suriname, Venezuela and

The conference title was "Artistic and Cultural Identity in the Western Hemisphere.” Organized by Memorial da América
Latina, in São Paulo, and Arts International/Institute for International Education, in New York, it took place at the Latin
American Memorial Auditorium, in São Paulo, September 23-25, 1991.
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Guyane Française. Each State has its own history of colonization, its own laws to govern and
contain Indigenous peoples. From the perspective of Brazil, since 1500, when the
Portuguese invaded the land, Indigenous people were killed or enslaved, Christianized,
displaced, and forbidden to express their culture. Throughout the colonial, Imperial and
Republican periods, genocide and dispossession persisted, as well as ethnocide through the
“assimilation” process. The legal status of Indigenous ranged from not being classified as a
person to being under guardianship of the church, its patrons, or of government agencies.
A group of Indigenous researchers from Acre, in the Brazilian Amazon, have created a
historical timeline describing these periods of colonial and State development. They are:
“Time of Malocas, Time of the Runs, Time of Captivity, Time of the Rights and Time of
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Indigenous Governance.” Of them, the “Time of the Rights” is notable because it is
periodized to the 1980s, when Indigenous social movements consolidated and fought for
the recognition of their rights to the land, to full citizenship, and to live according to their
cultures. Their objective was to have these rights recognized within the new constitution,
3
which was established in 1988 during the process of redemocratization. That is just a few
years before the time you, Gerald, shared your conversation with Maria Thereza Alves.
Sadly, regardless of laws that appear on paper, which are often not applied, conflict has
been the result. This is due to continuing discrimination and the political and economic
interests of the Brazilian State. Yet, Indigenous leaders have amplified their voices in
relation to this discrimination and are fighting to ensure that their rights are enforced.
Participation in different sectors of society is increasing, which is a victory in one sense, but it
also means more people must live outside of their traditional home communities.
For an Indigenous person, the possibility of leaving a traditional village to study, learn about
non-Indigenous culture and appropriate the newcomers’ tools in order to help defend their
societies is empowering but also perceived as a burden. In the Amazon, there are many
Indigenous peoples who live in partial or total isolation. Many of them wish to be left alone to
live their lives in their own way. The urban Indigenous express an internal conflict: they
4
must live in the city and conform to White institutions, only to feel displaced and suffer while
defending their traditional communities.
Today, Brazilian politics further endorses the historical disrespect for Indigenous peoples
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HISTÓRIA indígena. Rio Branco: Comissão Pró-Índio do Acre, 1996. Originally: “tempo das malocas, tempo das correrias,
tempo do cativeiro, tempo dos direitos e tempo do governo dos índios”
3
Brazil was under a military dictatorship from 1964 to 1989. During this period, around 8.500 Indigenous people were
assassinated, but the number is probably much higher, since there were killed either by the state or the expansion of
occupation on remote territories that the government promote and encouraged justified by “development”, “progress” and
the “integration” of Indigenous people into Brazilian society.
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That category applies to Indigenous persons born in the cities and to the ones born in traditional Indigenous villages that
went live in the cities.
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and the environment, and even the constitutional rights gained during the 1980s are now
endangered. The number of invasions on Indigenous lands is increasing, as is the violence.
The situation is critical, but we must bolster the strength of Indigenous organizations and the
alliances established with greater society to defend their survival and their rights. There is
the experience of Indigenous governments, like in Bolivia, which, despite problems and local
contestation, have created different policies from a uniquely Indigenized perspective. There
is also an issue common to Peru and Bolivia where the Amazonian Indigenous are much less
“visible” than Andean Indigenous people. As a result, they simultaneously struggle while
making-up the national identity of these countries. Most Latin American countries also share
a dark history of periods of dictatorship. In Peru, for example, Amazonian Indigenous
communities were caught in the middle of the repression of the state and the guerrilla army
of Sendero Luminoso, resulting in terrible massacres and persecution. Then came the
neoliberal governments of the 1980s, then left wing and populist governments, then a recent
and dramatic turn to the right and conservative governments. There is much to be said on the
Amazon that is beyond the predicament of Brazil.
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Arctic/Amazon: Networks of Global Indigeneity is an international collaboration and upcoming
publication by Dr. Gerald McMaster (Canada) and Dr. Nina Vincent (Brazil), and includes written
contributions from leading Indigenous voices from both regions.

Dr. Gerald McMaster
Co-author

Dr. Nina Vincent
Co-author

Gerald McMaster, O.C., is one of Canada’s
most revered and esteemed academics. He
is a curator, artist and author, and is
currently professor and Tier 1 Canada
Research Chair of Indigenous Visual Culture
and Curatorial Practice at OCAD University,
where he leads a team of researchers at the
Wapatah Centre for Indigenous Visual
Knowledge. He is nehiyaw (Plains Cree) and
a citizen of the Siksika First Nation.

Nina Vincent is a Brazilian anthropologist
currently working at the National Institute of
Historical and Artistic Heritage (IPHAN).
Her work focuses on intangible heritage
preservation, museum studies, intersection
of contemporary art production and
community partnership building, Indigenous
art and knowledge, and cultural perceptions
of nature and politics.
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