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Abstract 

 

This article examines how the COVID-19 pandemic exposed and intensified a regime of necropolitical 
spoliation of Guarani-Kaiowá body-territories in Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. By articulating the dynamics 
of meatpacking plants (as hotspots of contagion) and the territorial expansion of soy agribusiness 
through illegal land leases, the study demonstrates a structural convergence between the State and the 
market that transforms indigenous territories into sacrifice zones. Introducing the Guarani concept of 
ma'etiro (malevolent smoke) as a cosmological critique of the soy-meat chain, the article argues that 
indigenous resistance, grounded in Teko Porã (good living), constitutes a crucial front against the 
necropolitical logic of capitalism in collapse. 
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Teko porã Guarani versus ma’etirõ do agronegócio: Lutar 

contra a necropolítica, retomar territórios 

 

Resumo 
 

Este artigo analisa como a pandemia de COVID-19 expôs e intensificou um regime de espoliação 
necropolítica dos corpos-territórios Guarani-Kaiowá no Mato Grosso do Sul, Brasil. Articulando a dinâmica 
das indústrias frigoríficas (como focos de contágio) e a expansão territorial do agronegócio da soja por 
meio de arrendamentos ilegais, o estudo demonstra uma convergência estrutural entre Estado e 
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mercado que transforma territórios indígenas em zonas de sacrifício. Introduzindo o conceito Guarani de 
ma'etiro (fumaça maléfica) como crítica cosmológica à cadeia soja-carne, o artigo argumenta que a 
resistência indígena, fundamentada no Teko Porã (bem viver), constitui uma frente crucial contra a lógica 
necropolítica do capitalismo em colapso. 

 

Palavras-chave: Brasil, Necropolítica, Corpo, Território, Agronegócio. 

 

 

Teko porã Guaraní versus ma’etirõ del agronegocio:  

Luchar contra la necropolítica, retomar territorios 

 

Resumen 

 

Este artículo analiza cómo la pandemia de COVID-19 expuso e intensificó un régimen de expoliación 
necropolítica de los cuerpos-territorios Guarani-Kaiowá en Mato Grosso do Sul, Brasil. Al articular la 
dinámica de los frigoríficos (como focos de contagio) y la expansión territorial del agronegocio de la soja 
mediante arrendamientos ilegales, el estudio demuestra una convergencia estructural entre Estado y 
mercado que transforma los territorios indígenas en zonas de sacrificio. Introduciendo el concepto 
Guarani de ma'etiro (humo maléfico) como crítica cosmológica a la cadena soja-carne, el artículo 
argumenta que la resistencia indígena, fundamentada en el Teko Porã (buen vivir), constituye un frente 
crucial contra la lógica necropolítica del capitalismo en colapso. 
 

Palabras clave: Brasil, Necropolítica, Cuerpo, Territorio, Agronegocio. 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The global COVID-19 pandemic revealed a geography of environmental and 

sanitary violations, particularly visible in the spaces of industrial meat production and 

soybean cultivation. Although meatpacking plants became consolidated as epicentres of 

contagion worldwide, the specific dynamics of this spatialization in the Global South and 

its articulation with historical patterns of colonial and capitalist violence demand critical 

scrutiny. This article examines how the pandemic exposed and intensified a long-standing 

regime of what we term necropolitical spoliation of Guarani-Kaiowá body-territories in 
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Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. Necropolitical spoliation concerns the processes of land 

expropriation and transformation of social-spatial relations, associated with policies of 

death, which are jointly produced by the state and agribusiness corporations. 

The notion of necropolitical spoliation directly links the insights accumulated by 

environmental justice movements to the concept of necropolitics. Environmental justice 

movements have been developing analyses of “sacrifice zones” at least since the 1970s 

and 80s. More recently, urban environmental movements have also begun to denounce 

the gravity and scale of industrial development’s negative impacts on impoverished 

neighbourhoods and peripheries, as well as conflicts and harms related to the presence 

of "landfills, waste dumps, hazardous and polluting factories, areas at risk of flooding or 

landslides caused by torrential rains, or even roads with heavy traffic, pollution from 

vehicles and risks of traffic accidents, such as run-overs" (Porto, 2013, p. 134). 

In the present case, the corporate production of agribusiness territories advances 

the cultivation of soy onto Guarani-Kaiowá indigenous lands, producing a “sacrifice 

zone”, while simultaneously, indigenous peoples are employed in the meat-packing 

industry, where they are subjected to a series of illnesses and deaths − related to COVID-

19, agrotoxins intoxications in soybean fields and severe accidents involving industrial 

equipment and chemicals. In this sense, it reveals a necropolitics orchestrated by the 

State and the Market to sacrifice the bodies and territories of the Guarani-Kaiowá 

indigenous people for the benefit of the meat and grain agribusiness sector. 

We argue that the high rates of COVID-19 infection and death among the Guarani-

Kaiowá were not an isolated event, but the predictable outcome of a convergent triad of 

forces: the predatory labour practices of the meat-processing industry, the violent 

territorial expansion of soy agribusiness through illegal land leasing, and the systematic 

dismantling of state social protection agencies. This process, framed as a "State-Market 

necropolitics," prioritizes profit over life, effectively transforming Indigenous territories 

and bodies into sacrifice zones for the global soy-meat complex. “Sacrificial zones”, as 

formulated by Gilmore (2007), are geographical areas inhabited by Black, Indigenous, and 
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working-class populations, where the organised forces of abandonment converge with 

the organised forces of repression, environmental degradation, and mass incarceration. 

In our case, this is compounded by the pressure for degrading working conditions. 

Moving beyond a purely political economy approach, this article also explores how 

Guarani-Kaiowá cosmology provides a powerful critical framework for understanding this 

multi-faceted assault. The concept of ma'etirõ − a malevolent smoke or spirit—is 

mobilized by communities to articulate the pervasive and immaterial nature of the 

threats they face, from the SARS-CoV-2 virus in meatpacking plants to the drifting clouds 

of pesticides from soybean fields. This perspective enriches the critique, positing that the 

spoliation is not merely physical and economic, but also cosmological. The central 

dilemma for the Guarani-Kaiowá is thus framed as a clash between two irreconcilable 

worlds: the Teko Porã (good living), rooted in a holistic worldview, and the agribusiness 

model, which reduces land and life to commodities. 

The article is structured as follows. First, we detail the role of meatpacking plants 

as hotspots for the spatialization of COVID-19, linking corporate practices to the infection 

of Indigenous workers and their communities. Second, we situate this contemporary 

phenomenon within the historical context of the territorial confinement and seasonal 

mobilization of the Indigenous labour force by agribusiness. Third, we analyze the more 

recent pressure of illegal land leases for soybean production as a key vector of territorial 

dispossession. Finally, we examine Indigenous resistance and the epistemological and 

existential conflict between the worldview of Teko Porã and the necropolitical logic of 

agribusiness, arguing that the defense of Guarani-Kaiowá body-territories is a crucial 

front in the broader struggle against the destructive tendencies of capitalism in collapse. 
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Methodological Framework 

 

This article is a key output of the postdoctoral research project “Geography of 

Contagion: Spatialization of COVID-19 in Meatpacking Territories in Brazil and the U.S.”, 

funded by the São Paulo Research Foundation (FAPESP). The methodological approach 

is qualitative, based on a critical case study of the Dourados region in Mato Grosso do Sul. 

Fieldwork was conducted in 2023, comprising eight semi-structured interviews with key 

actors, including geography students and professors from the Federal University of 

Grande Dourados (UFGD), Indigenous workers from meatpacking plants, Indigenous 

community health agents, and activists from social movements fighting against 

agrotoxins. This primary data is complemented by the analysis of official documents, 

legal rulings, corporate reports, and data from civil society organizations. All information 

obtained during the interviews was used with the participants' prior and informed 

consent, ensuring ethical compliance throughout the research process. 

 

 

The Meatpacking Plant as a Sacrifice Zone 

 

In the municipality of Dourados, Mato Grosso do Sul, approximately 220,000 

people reside, accounting for about one quarter of the population of the state capital, 

Campo Grande, which is home to roughly 1 million inhabitants. However, during the first 

week of June 2020, Dourados surpassed the capital in the absolute number of individuals 

infected by Covid-19. (Godoy, 2020). In relative terms, the disease incidence rate in 

Dourados was 300% higher than that of Campo Grande. At that time, six of the ten 

municipalities in the state with the highest incidence of the disease were located in the 

Greater Dourados region, an area characterized by a concentration of meatpacking 

plants. The city of Dourados alone hosts two meat processing plants, controlled by the 

megacorporations Brasil Foods (BRF) and JBS Foods, with approximately 4,200 and 1,500 
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workers, respectively. Over the past two decades, both plants have established a 

workforce that includes approximately 500 Guarani-Kaiowá indigenous people, 

employed on the meat-cutting lines and in factory cleaning and maintenance roles, 

according to data from the Sindicato dos Trabalhadores nas Indústrias da Alimentação, 

S.T.I.A., of Dourados in an interview conducted by me in 2022. 

By June 15, 2020, more than 1,000 workers in these meatpacking plants had been 

infected with COVID-19 − accounting for about 70% of the municipality's cases (UOL, 

2020). Due to the location of the plants and the employment of indigenous workers, the 

JBS and BRF factories in Dourados were responsible for the spatialization of COVID-19 

into the Guarani-Kaiowá territories in the region (Foscaches; Klein, 2020). Key factors 

identified as fundamental to the spread of COVID-19 in meatpacking plants include low 

temperatures, lack of adequate ventilation, close proximity between workers during 

high-volume shifts, shared dining and locker areas, the absence of appropriate personal 

protective equipment (PPE), inadequate conditions in transportation and housing 

(sometimes provided by the corporations themselves), and the absence of or non-

compliance with protocols for the prevention and control of infectious diseases. 

The corporations, in turn, filed legal motions to ensure their operations could 

continue before and during the implementation of COVID-19 prevention and control 

protocols, which were not always followed even after their approval. In Brazil, 

meatpacking plants remained operational by order of the Regional Labor Court on March 

22, 2020, backed by Presidential Decree 10.282 of March 20, 2020, which defined them as 

an essential activity during the pandemic. Provisional Measure 927, of March 22, 2020, 

addressed labor measures for tackling the pandemic but made no mention of health 

protocols. The ordinance specifying the measures to be observed, aimed at preventing, 

controlling, and mitigating the risks of COVID-19 transmission in meatpacking plants, was 

only published on June 19, 2020. It was precisely during this period − from early May to 

mid-June 2020 — that the contagion in Brazilian meatpacking plants gained momentum 

and began its spatialization. According to information provided to me by the Union 
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Confederation CONTAC (Confederação Brasileira Democrática dos Trabalhadores na 

Indústria da Alimentação), even after this specific health legislation was approved, the 

rate of infection in the plants did not decrease. By August 2020, approximately 200,000 

people — about 25% of the meatpacking industry's workforce in Brazil − had contracted 

COVID-19. (Silva, 2022a) 

Furthermore, wherever they operate, meatpacking plants are characterized by the 

predatory use of a labor force comprising immigrants and others in vulnerable situations, 

typically non-white individuals − namely Latin Americans, Africans, and Asians in the U.S. 

(Carillo; Ipsen, 2021); Eastern Europeans in the United Kingdom; and Venezuelans, 

Haitians, and Indigenous people in Brazil (Baeninger, 2016; Demétrio, 2020; Silva, 2022). 

Forced to work additional shifts, often without pay and under constant psychological 

harassment, these workers faced an intensification of violations in their workplaces 

during the pandemic. Instead of granting paid medical leave, the companies pressured 

their employees to work even when exhibiting COVID-19 symptoms, both in the US and 

in Brazil (Carrey-Webb; Wallinga, 2021; Reisdorf, 2022). In a letter to the company, a U.S. 

Secretary of Health attributed to JBS what he called a "work while sick" culture (Navarro, 

2020), while a U.S. Congressional report stated that companies in the meatpacking sector 

manipulated prevention protocols, resulting in approximately 60,000 infections and over 

250 deaths, 62 of which were linked to JBS plants in the country (SELECT SUBCOMMITTEE 

ON THE CORONAVIRUS CRISIS, 2021). 

Although Brazil has not conducted a comprehensive public investigation into the 

collective damages caused by the corporate sector's negligent practices regarding 

COVID-19, the conviction of JBS in court for irregularities in COVID-19 control at plants in 

Rondônia and Rio Grande do Sul (MPT, 2021) provides a sense of the scale of the problem 

in Brazil. Unfortunately, the lawsuit filed by the STIA (Sindicato dos Trabalhadores nas 

Indústrias de Alimentos) of Dourados against JBS − for the same reasons and in the same 

context of the Rondônia plant − was dismissed (Migalhas, 2021). On that occasion, the 

judge labeled the Union as opportunistic for filing the lawsuit without having first 
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collaborated to minimize risks in the work environment, effecting an inversion that, in 

the extreme, holds the Union itself responsible for the mass contagion. In the ruling, the 

judge dismissed the attribution of a causal link between the work environment and 

COVID-19 infection as "fanciful," ignoring, for example, the contrary interpretation of 

physician and researcher Maria Maeno from Fundacentro and labor inspector José Carlos 

do Carmo (Maeno; Carmo, 2020). 

In the end, the ambiguous rule prevails, one that holds workers responsible for 

contagion through racist and xenophobic devices that attribute specific health 

characteristics and behaviors to non-white groups, while simultaneously pushing 

immigrants and Indigenous workers onto the production lines as if they were disposable 

people − or, as Marx said, as someone "who is bringing his own hide to market and has 

nothing to expect but − a hiding" (Marx, 1867/1990, p. 280). Precisely for this reason, 

sociologists Annabel Ipsen and Ian Carillo understand the production lines of meat 

processing plants as racialized sacrifice zones (Carillo; Ipsen, 2020). 

According to the Indigenous Missionary Council (CIMI, 2020) and journalistic 

investigation by Agência Pública (Oliveira, 2020), the first case of COVID-19 among 

Indigenous people in Mato Grosso do Sul state was recorded in May 2020: an Indigenous 

woman, a worker at the JBS plant in Dourados, residing in a retomada (reclaimed land) 

village in Lagoa Rica, in the municipality of Douradina, about 40 kilometers from 

Dourados. Thirty other Indigenous workers from meatpacking plants live in this village. 

The labor regime of meatpacking plants, widely recognized as linked to the 

production of illness among its workers (Heck, 2021), with the arrival of the pandemic, 

became connected to the spatialization of COVID-19 in Guarani-Kaiowá indigenous 

territories, as well as to indigenous deaths from COVID-19. Despite self-organized sanitary 

blockades implemented by the Indigenous communities, many ended up subjected to 

work in the meatpacking plants (Foscaches; Klein, 2020). In 2020, at least thirty 

Indigenous people from the Dourados Indigenous Reserve worked at the JBS plant 

(Oliveira, 2020); by 2023, this number had tripled. Indigenous leaders have been criticizing 
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JBS and the State for their lack of preparedness in combating the pandemic: testing at 

the plant only began when community transmission was already established. 

In an interview, a Guarani-Kaiowá geography student reported constant cases of 

colds in the villages, which they attribute to the meatpacking plant environments, which, 

as is known, are settings that catalyze the mass contagion of infectious respiratory 

diseases. The first death of an Indigenous person in the state associated with COVID-19 

was a Guarani-Kaiowá resident of the Bororó village, in the Dourados Indigenous Reserve, 

which is conurbated with the city (Barbosa, 2020). COVID-19 caused the death of at least 

three Indigenous inhabitants of this Reserve, which is home to approximately 15,000 

Guarani-Kaiowá. 

JBS provides transportation for its meatpacking plant workers. In the case of the 

Dourados plant, Indigenous workers use a bus line that connects the villages to the plants 

before the shifts begin, at 3 a.m. and 11 a.m. In 2023, during fieldwork in the Bororó village 

accompanied by a Guarani-Kaiowá leader who works as a community health agent, we 

discovered (both the Indigenous leader, who was also unaware of the fact, and myself) 

that the bus line recognized by the community as a private line for the meat processing 

companies − as it only runs twice a day − is, in fact, operated by the Dourados city council. 

In theory, anyone can travel on it by paying the fare. However, the recent establishment 

of this public collective transport line − also the only bus line that circulates within the 

village − responds to the transportation demand of meatpacking plant workers, while 

many students and service workers who want to travel to Dourados walk to the local 

highway to access other bus lines, unaware that it is even a public transport line. 

The case of the "JBS bus line" summarizes and synthesizes the main dilemma of 

the Guarani-Kaiowá and the territorialization of agribusiness (Oliveira, 1991; Fernandes, 

2012) and its impacts to indigenous bodies and land. On one hand, the meat industry 

assails the bodies of Indigenous people through the imposition of proletarianisation 

processes. That is, Indigenous peoples, who for centuries maintained social relations of 

reproduction linked to agricultural production on their territories, find their daily life 
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captured by urban-industrial labour arrangements, with work weeks of up to 60 hours, 

including paid overtime. On the other hand, as they are progressively reduced to wage 

labourers, they lose the social time necessary for cultivation on their lands, which then 

come under pressure for illegal leasing to soybean cultivation. This pushes the 

privatisation of space-time in the village to its extreme. 

 

Figure 1 − Bus line takes Guarani people to work at the JBS meatpacking plant,  
in Dourados (2023). 

 

 

Photo by Allan de Campos Silva. 

 

As stated in an interview by a Guarani-Kaiowá geography student, the work at the 

JBS plant in Dourados is heavy, dirty, and toxic. This work is generally performed by 

Venezuelan (Silva, 2018; Silva; Albuquerque, 2021; Demétrio; Baeninger, 2023; Demétrio; 

Domeniconi, 2018) and Haitian immigrants (Fernandes; Castro, 2014; Mamed; Lima, 2015; 

Silva, 2017; Magalhães, 2017), as well as by white Brazilian women, and Guarani-Kaiowá 

men and women (Graf; Coutinho, 2011; Rodeguero, 2016; Tedesco; Kujawa, 2018). 
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Globally, the way meat packing work is organized by the corporations subjects these 

workers to constant and increasingly common knife accidents, musculoskeletal injuries, 

and poisoning from inhaling industrial cleaning products and due to ammonia leaks. 

Research that I conducted with physician Roberto Ruiz for the Latin American Regional 

Office of the International Union of Foodworkers (Rel-UITA) found a 100% increase in the 

number of accidents involving ammonia leaks in the first half of 2023 alone − two of which 

involved the same JBS plant in Dourados within a span of just three months (Silva; Ruiz, 

2023). In cases of injuries and wounds, workers are generally placed on leave for 10 or 15 

days, depleting teams that, according to the solution offered by factory management, 

are forced to increase their work pace, which can, in turn, lead to new accidents and 

absences. 

Workplace management on the factory floor has been the subject of complaints 

by labor Unions and investigations by the Federal Public Prosecutor's Office (MPF). In 

March 2023, Sindaves (Sindicato dos Trabalhadores das Indústrias de Carnes e Aves) from 

Sidrolândia, about 150 km from Dourados, organized a protest against what it called 

"abuses by JBS," involving spoiled food with insects, psychological harassment, and 

exhausting work paces. Since 2021, the plant was reported to have increased the work 

pace by 16% to meet a rise in export demands, leading to about 10% of its workforce being 

placed on leave due to injuries (Giovanaz, 2021). In June 2023, the Labor Court convicted 

JBS due to these exhausting work rhythms (Ramos, 2023). 

In an interview conducted in March 2023, an Indigenous Guarani-Kaiowá woman 

(referred to here as M.), who worked at the JBS plant in Dourados for nine months, 

reported a series of abuses and harassment that she was only able to comprehend after 

leaving the job. According to M., she was instructed by factory management from the 

outset to work in the trimming sector of the processing line, alongside three other 

Indigenous women. The task of a trimmer, with an average rate of about 80 movements 

per minute, exceeds by three to four times the maximum recommended volume to 

prevent tendon injuries (Heck, 2022). Due to Brazilian Regulatory Norm 36, published in 
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2013, which defines the form, timing, and conditions of work in meatpacking plants given 

the fast, intense, and repetitive physical effort in low-temperature environments, 

compliance with thermal breaks lasting 20 minutes for every 1 hour and 40 minutes of 

work is mandatory, to provide a period for muscular fatigue recovery between shifts. 

However, faced with the unattainable speed of the production line, M. stated that 

she worked, alongside her fellow Guarani-Kaiowá women, for three months without 

taking a single thermal break. Her manager, a white woman, used explicitly racist 

language, stating that Indigenous women did not know how to work, while manipulating 

M. into using her thermal breaks to clean the vareio − the meat scraps accumulated on 

the production line during the shift. As we noted, only after leaving the job did M. realize 

she was the target of a practice of reality distortion − a form of anti-Indigenous racist 

gaslighting. Guarani-Kaiowá men (including her own husband) and white women were 

hired and, after a few weeks of training, were transferred to other functions on the 

production line, while the Indigenous women were stuck in what they called a 

punishment in the roles with the highest physical load and damage to their bodies and 

minds. Exhausted, the women resign, opening space for the worst jobs in the plant, 

whose high turnover and precarity continuously target and then discard new Guarani-

Kaiowá women. 

During interviews with the Guarani, I frequently heard the term ma’etirõ, used to 

refer to malevolent beings, spells, or smokes, appearing in accounts about work, land, 

and health. Each person may have a very personal understanding of this term, which does 

not translate easily into Portuguese or English. COVID-19, for example, is referred to more 

or less consensually as a ma’etirõ − a malevolent smoke, an immaterial entity capable of 

causing harm, whose origins and behavior cannot be understood and/or explained solely 

through sight. As anthropologist Pierre Chaumeil (2020) notes, the interpretation of 

viruses and other pathogenic agents is also common among Amazonian peoples, who 

associate them with the idea of magical arrows, "perceived as living entities, which can 

grow, reproduce, move at high speed, and cover very long distances. [...]" (2020, p. 2). 
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However, the indigenous territorial contexts in which this worldview is formed are 

very different from the monoculture deserts produced by agribusiness, based on the 

latter’s own particular understanding of controlling nature through antibiotic 

technologies, which do little more than produce pandemics like influenza and COVID-19 

(Wallace, 2016). For Chaumeil, among Amazonian indigenous peoples, each type of arrow 

is often associated with a type of disease it is supposed to inoculate and, sometimes, 

cure: "Indigenous peoples thus seem quite familiar with the notion of pathogenic agents 

in a natural state, but see them as 'controlled,' rather than moving freely" (Chaumeil, 

2020, p. 2). 

Such an understanding can be considered quite accurate also from the point of 

view of a perspectival epidemiology (Afonso Silva, 2023), in which two regimes of 

knowledge coexist, synthesized, for example, in the Yanomami understanding of xawara, 

or epidemic smoke (Kopenawa, 2015), generally quite similar to ma’etirõ. By locating the 

production of malaria in mining activities, it affirms the same as critical epidemiology, 

albeit from a different worldview, namely: that the spell of illness is the spell of the 

commodity itself. The ma’etirõ, the malevolent smoke of the soy-meat chain, does not 

only appear in the refrigerated, trapped air of the meat processing plants, laden with high 

viral loads of Sars-Cov-2. For M., JBS itself is a ma’etirõ. It is also felt when clouds of 

agrotoxins for soybean cultivation drift over indigenous lands or even over the Grande 

Dourados Federal University (UFGD) campus, leaving a trail of nausea among students. 

In short, the profound vulnerability of the Guarani-Kaiowá is linked to the specific form 

of labor mobilization and the unprecedented violence upon their territories since 

colonization, as we will see in the next section. 

 

 

 

 

 



Guarani Teko Porã versus Agribusiness Ma’etirõ: Fighting…                                                              SILVA, A. R. de C.  

AMBIENTES. Volume 8, Número 1, 2026, pp. 271-306. ISSN: 2674-6816 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.48075/2erfsm47 

284 

 

The Historical Formation of Confinement 

 

The Guarani-Kaiowá of Mato Grosso do Sul are widely recognized as living under a 

regime of territorial confinement produced by the expropriation of their traditional 

territories (tekoha guasu) through the territorialization of capital (Oliveira, 2001) since the 

colonization of Brazil. Each village or tekoha faces particular challenges, ranging from 

armed invasions to the contamination of air, water, soil, plants, animals, and humans by 

agrotoxins, river deterioration, deforestation, enticement into degrading work, and even 

mental health problems, reflected in suicide rates (Survival, n.d.; Pires, Caldas; Recena, 

2005). In turn, for centuries, the traditional Guarani-Kaiowá territories were understood 

as: 

 

a network of tekoha [villages] that includes various shared spaces for 
hunting, fishing, gathering, housing, and religious and festive rituals, 
constituting the stage for intercommunity relations of political and 
matrimonial alliances. This territorial space is often delimited by micro-
river basins. Thus, the category of tekoha guasu is currently understood as 
a broad, networked territory and not merely as small, isolated islands of 
land demarcated by the indigenist agencies of the Brazilian State, such as 
the Indigenous Reserves created by the SPI between 1910 and 1930, nor 
would it be limited, today, to the occupations recognized under the [1988] 
marco temporal [timeframe demarcation] (Benites, 2014, p. 230). 

 

At least since the 1970s, with the organization of Indigenous peoples under the 

auspices of the Aty Guasu (Great Guarani and Kaiowá Assembly), actions to retake 

territories, now spread across Brazil, began to be organized. These retomadas (land 

reclamations) occur today within the Dourados Indigenous Land itself and constitute 

strategies for expanding their territories into areas whose ownership is preserved in the 

communities' memory. The Guarani-Kaiowá were gradually, albeit forcibly, confined to 

the portions that now constitute the indigenous lands and reclaimed areas. The 

organized invasion of their lands dates back to the Paraguayan War (1864-1870) and the 

systematic colonization of the Paraguay River basin advanced under the Companhia 
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Matte-Laranjeira (between 1880 and 1920). Despite this intrusion, indigenous lands were 

partially preserved (with the Indigenous peoples semi-expropriated) so that their labor 

force could be used in the harvesting of yerba mate and the clearing of forests for new 

farms (Vietta, 2013). 

From the 1950s and 1960s onward, with the end of the colonato system and the 

enactment of the Rural Worker's Statute, in a period of decline for closed regional 

economies (Oliveira, 1993), expropriation began to occur on a different scale and with 

more violence. During this period, parallel to the formation of a national labor market 

(where the internal migrant would no longer be part of a regime of mobility restricted to 

the region), the formation of a national land market began to take place, with the 

declaration of a large portion of Guarani-Kaiowá territory as terra devoluta (unoccupied 

public land), commercialized by the State, disregarding Guarani-Kaiowá’s occupation. In 

Dourados, the Guarani-Kaiowá began to access, always precariously and intensified by 

racialization, jobs as domestic workers and construction laborers. 

In the 1970s, with the consolidation of the sugar and ethanol agro-industrial 

complexes in São Paulo and Mato Grosso do Sul, and later the apple agribusiness in Santa 

Catarina, the semi-expropriated, semi-proletarianized Indigenous people became targets 

of recruitment practices that, in many cases, involved slave-like labor regimes (Liebgott, 

2021). Sugarcane cutting jobs dwindled as the fields mechanized this stage of the 

production process. Apple harvesting, whose work is more difficult to mechanize, 

continued to hire Indigenous people — Vacaria, a single municipality in Rio Grande do Sul 

state, is responsible for hiring about 15,000 workers every year for the harvest season, 

which lasts between 15 and 45 days (Fedrizzi, 2020). Among the roles performed by 

Indigenous workers is the harvest, often carried out amidst the so-called raleio químico 

(chemical thinning), which involves applying pesticides to knock down already developed 

apples, exposing them to acute and severe poisoning (Motta, 2011). 

Labor recruitment occurs between farmers and an intermediary figure, sometimes 

called gato (labor contractor), empreiteiro (contractor), recrutador (recruiter), or 
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cabeçante (headhunter), who is responsible for setting the pace and the duration of 

temporary migrations for harvest work. These intermediaries organize the bus for the 

journey and provide collective lodgings on the farm, as well as being responsible for the 

employment contracts. Since the 1990s, abusive patterns and very low wages (previously 

solely based on productivity, sometimes below a minimum wage) have predominated 

(Motta, 2023). A common practice is the creation of false cooperatives that maneuver to 

suppress labor rights. In Dourados, since 2014, the Public Prosecutor's Office, through a 

partnership with Funtrab (Labor Foundation), has taken on the task of drafting 

employment contracts for the apple harvest on farms in the south of the country — 

theoretically a private function of the employer — as a measure to guarantee labor rights. 

In the municipality of Vacaria, the public authority is the primary mediator of hiring and 

labor relations on the farms (Motta, 2011). Despite all these state measures, labor rights 

are repeatedly violated. Over the past two decades, there have been numerous 

accusations against contractors linked to crimes of enticement, reduction of people to 

slave-like working conditions, frustration of labor rights, as well as debt bondage (Fialho, 

Souza; Bassi, 2023; Stentzler; Dallabrida, 2024, Penha, 2024). For the 2022 harvest, over 

8,000 Indigenous people were hired for the apple harvest in southern Brazil (Mato 

Grosso do Sul, 2022). 

However, faced with the deplorable conditions and short contract periods, the 

Guarani-Kaiowá began to simultaneously engage in meat processing jobs. This marks the 

first time that permanent, mass waged employment has occurred for many communities 

that, until then, had only engaged with the labor market partially and temporarily. In 

Dourados, according to interviews, there are cases of Indigenous people who have been 

working in the meatpacking plants for over five years. Nevertheless, the inherent 

turnover within the meatpacking labor system, with its exhausting pace, means that 

many alternate between the apple harvest and stints of work in the meatplants. 

Nonetheless, in recent years, recruiters from the meat companies have begun 
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distributing leaflets about job openings among Indigenous people in the villages of the 

Dourados region, demonstrating an active strategy of hiring this labor force (Map 1). 

 

Map 1 – Map of Dourados City, Indigenous Territories and Meat Processing Plants, 2025. 

 

 

 

    Made by Allan Silva and Marina Manganotte. Source: IBGE; FUNAI. 
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The Political Economy of Illegal Leases 

 

In turn, the tekoha [villages] face a recent challenge from the pressure to lease 

land for soybean cultivation (Figure 2 and 3), whose production already predominates 

throughout the region on non-indigenous lands. In the context of the critical patterns of 

reproduction of global capitalism, despite increases in productivity and area expansion 

(Pitta, 2016), agribusiness expands through the reproduction of chronic debt led by 

public banks and the constant lowering of production costs. This means that despite 

corporations being heavily subsidised by public bank loans at below-market rates, the 

tendency of the rate of profit to fall, as explained by Marx in Capital, compels agribusiness 

enterprises to expand their production onto new lands while simultaneously seeking to 

automate labour processes, leading to further declines in the rate of profit. Other 

tendencies include wage suppression, territorializing into areas of illegal deforestation 

and indigenous lands − whose leasing is illegal and, precisely for that reason, cheaper. 

 

Figure 2 – Soybean plantation lease inside a Guarani indigenous land near Dourados, 2023. 

 

Source: Photo by Allan de Campos Silva. 
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Figure 3 – Satellite image of a soybean plantation lease inside a 
 Guarani indigenous land near Dourados. 

 

 

Source: Google Maps (2024). 

 

The leasing arrangements traverse a complex social network involving tenants, 

purchasing cooperatives, and, eventually the network of global oligopsonies, such as 

Cargill, which has a processing unit in Dourados. Soybean cultivation, as a rule, makes 

intensive use of pesticides that cause poisoning, birth defects, and miscarriages — with 

a notable mention of the herbicide glyphosate, whose harms to human health are well-

documented (Dias; Rocha; Soares, 2023), being cited by the International Agency for 

Research on Cancer (IARC) as a probable human carcinogen. In the villages, the dispute 

over strategies regarding labor and land coexists in the form of a dilemma: there are 

leaders who choose to lease their land for soy, creating conflicts with neighbors and 

causing total ruptures within families. But the Guarani worldview, based on Teko Porã 

(well-living), which is incompatible with the advance of agribusiness on their territories, 

prevails among most Indigenous leaders. Due to its territorial intensity, this situation 

leads them to refer to Mato Grosso do Sul as the "Gaza Strip of Brazil." Organized since 

2006 under the Kuñangue Aty Guasu (Great Assembly of Kaiowá and Guarani Women), 
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they stand in direct opposition to the onslaught of agribusiness upon Guarani-Kaiowá 

territories and bodies. Leila Rocha, from Tekoha Ivy Katu, states: 

 

We are living in a very dark time. Large corporations are behind this, as 
are the banks and the ruralist caucus [in Congress]. The large landowners 
plan to turn places that had trees and rivers into plantations, without 
considering sustainable management. The Guarani and Kaiowá 
community continues without water amidst the pandemic, amidst many 
diseases. So, this is a general alert, in the face of all the attacks, evictions, 
and burnings that are advancing into the territories to make way for the 
invasion of our territories by large landowners. Our leaders, our voice, our 
organization, the leaders on the front lines are also being persecuted and 
criminalized. It is a very difficult time, even for our mental health, which 
can no longer endure all of this. Just as they are attacking the Yanomami, 
here [in Mato Grosso do Sul] the farmers arrive invading our territories, 
the leaseholders threaten Indigenous leaders, FUNAI arrives with 
repossession orders and the eviction of entire communities. Evictions 
have already reached the border region, they have already reached 
Kurusu Ambá, in Yvy Katu, they reached the communities around Yvy 
Katu, and today we have no one to turn to; who we used to rely on to halt 
repossession orders was FUNAI, but I believe we still have allies who can 
help us. So, it is a very difficult moment, but I bring this alert, this painful 
and distressing information. There is massive invasion of Kaiowa and 
Guarani Territories with the advance of leasing, leaders who fight for the 
territory are under death threats, banks, large corporations, and the 
ruralist caucus are behind the leases, without thinking about sustainable 
management. The burnings are happening forcefully! The last water 
springs are dying! The trees are agonizing amidst the fires! And the 
agricultural machinery is arriving with force on Kaiowá and Guarani 
territories, the repossession orders, the evictions/deterritorialization of 
communities are arriving, and the 'new FUNAI' using the term 'invasion' 
referring to the Kaiowá and Guarani retomadas! Dark times! Help. 
(Kuñangue Aty Guasu, 2021) 

 

 

Cosmology and Critique: Ma’etirõ as an Analytical Framework 

 

In the local context of Dourados, these conflicts are largely rendered invisible by a 

middle class economically tied to agribusiness (suppliers of inputs, machinery, and 

equipment), while activists, researchers, and professors are persecuted by local 
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newspapers for the slightest act of solidarity, particularly in the retomada areas, which 

are subject to police and militia violence at any moment.  Thus, through the routine 

commercial triviality of the soybean and meat economy, facilitated by illegal land leases 

and labour pressures, a progressive necropolitical spoliation is produced. This process 

transforms villages and reclaimed lands into sacrifice zones for agribusiness, with the 

support of economic elites and the subservience of state bodies, particularly the police 

and the judiciary. 

The Kaiowá and Guarani explain their way of life through concepts intrinsic to the 

Guarani language, formed by the conjugation of elements. For instance, "teko," which 

means "life," combined with the term "porã" (good), can be understood as "a good life." 

Teko porã, in turn, is a concept inseparable from tekoha, which can be translated as a 

specific "village" in the territorial sense, but also as "the great village" − that is, the 

Guarani and Kaiowá territory in its spiritual totality and material basis for life. Teko porã 

organizes interpersonal relationships and provides the foundation for a multi-species 

ethics, as it is grounded in a holistic ecological understanding. For the Kaiowá and 

Guarani, living the good life is directly linked to the symbolic and material appropriation 

of their territories through their practices and knowledge, which together configure a 

way of living: from cultivating ancestral varieties of corn (avaxi) to ensuring the existence 

of prayer houses, their rituals, and self-care practices − and, above all, the reclamation of 

their ancestral territories (Benites, 2021). 

In their cosmology, the Guarani and Kaiowá also reserve a special place for 

understanding the sickness of human bodies and territories (other animals, water bodies, 

etc.), a framework capable of connecting ecological and epidemiological dimensions. 

From the very beginning, they understood COVID-19 as a result of a predatory and 

destructive relationship with the environment − a conception later confirmed by critical 

epidemiologists like Rob Wallace (2016). Diseases, generally caused by pathogens 

invisible to the naked eye, are understood to be caused by a malevolent, ethereal 

substance, a spell − or a mba-etirõ − a polysemic concept that is contextually adapted to 
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different socio-ecological settings to make sense of the imbalances behind processes of 

illness. 

Such a formulation, however, is not foreign to the Marxist perspective of the 

metabolic rift between society and nature (Foster, 1999). In turn, Brazilian Collective 

Health has produced an analogous formulation, with its own methods and techniques, 

which seeks to understand the socio-environmental determinants of health (Silva, 2025). 

Other Indigenous peoples of South America also hold polysemic concepts that are 

transposed from spiritual to epidemiological contexts, proving highly relevant for 

confronting illnesses caused by contemporary neo-extractivism, as is the case with the 

relationship between the concept of xawara and the fight against malaria among the 

Yanomami (Machado et al., 2020). 

Among the forms of struggle employed by the Kaiowá and Guarani in the context 

of Dourados, the following stand out: organization through councils, such as the Aty 

Guasu; women's collectives, like the Kuñangue Aty Guasu; the formation of cultural 

collectives, such as the Indigenous audiovisual producers of ASCURI (Associação Cultural 

de Realizadores Indígenas, or Cultural Association of Indigenous Filmmakers); 

agroforestry experiences in schools; and cultivation and management practices based on 

traditional knowledge that prioritize the amplification of diversity, the reintroduction of 

native corn varieties, and the refusal to use petrochemical pesticides in their diverse 

territories. However, it is through the actions of retomadas — the reclamation of 

ancestral lands — that the struggles of the Kaiowá and Guarani are most potent and 

present. It is also on this front that the organized forces of violence meet the organized 

forces of abandonment, to paraphrase Ruth Wilson Gilmore (2007, p.28). In this case, the 

violence materialises in the form of the military police and armed groups of security 

guards employed by farmers and residential estates adjacent to indigenous areas. 

The Federal University of Grande Dourados (UFGD) is a hub that brings together 

many of the voices opposing the destructive agribusiness model. The long-standing work 

of geography professor Márcia Misuzaki is particularly notable, carried out in conjunction 
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with the local section of the Association of Brazilian Geographers and in synergy with the 

Peasant Women's Movement, the "Permanent National Campaign Against Pesticides and 

for Life," and the Indigenous Missionary Council (CIMI) of the Catholic Church, to name a 

few of the active organizations in the region. Also noteworthy is the work of Eliel Benites, 

an Indigenous geographer who brings Guarani and Kaiowá cosmologies into his practice 

of teacher training at the Intercultural Indigenous Faculty (FAIND), which he formerly 

directed. 

Such a war of worlds, therefore, pits not merely worldviews against each other, 

but the very practices of social reproduction of agribusiness and the Kaiowá and Guarani 

peoples. On one side, social reproduction is commanded by a crisis-ridden accumulation 

of capital, which advances through the spoliation of body-territories, the financialization 

of nature, and the production of disease as necessary externalities. It depends on the 

conversion of tekoha into commodities, forests into pasture, and Teko Porã into a 

precarious labour force. On the other side, Guarani-Kaiowá social reproduction is 

grounded in Teko Porã, a life practice that situates human existence within a network of 

reciprocity with the territory, where life is not produced but cared for, and where 

ma’etirõ is not an aspect of multispecies life but a cosmological violation. The dilemma 

thus reveals itself as insoluble within the framework of capital: it is not a matter of finding 

an equilibrium point, but of deciding which world project will be reproduced at the 

expense of the other. The persistence of the Kaiowá and Guarani in reclaiming their lands 

and bodies from the soy-meat value chains is, in this sense, much more than resistance; 

it is the radical act of insisting on a future where life, in its holistic plenitude, remains 

possible. 

At the national level, economic actors make their narratives of economic growth 

and employment prevail, imposed with the consent of Brazilian society, which has 

accepted the sacrifice of the Guarani-Kaiowá as the natural path of progress. Under the 

Temer and Bolsonaro governments, this was compounded by the defunding and 

distortion/dismantling/immobilization of public agencies such as the Fundação Nacional 
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dos Povos Indígenas - FUNAI (federal agency for indigenous people) and the Public 

Prosecutor's Office. Furthermore, the Lula 3 administration presents the lowest budget 

allocated for agrarian reform among all previous Workers' Party (PT) mandates, while tax 

waivers for the soy sector reached the figure of 57 billion reais in 2022 alone (Campos, 

2023). Agents from the Labor Prosecutor's Office (MPT) and the Public Prosecutor's 

Office (MP), alongside researchers from Empresa Brasileira de Pesquisa Agropecuária 

(EMBRAPA), FUNAI, and Instituto Chico Mendes de Biodiversidade (ICMBio), as well as 

university-based scholars, are among the public actors who provide a degree of 

protection to the indigenous peoples in Dourados, such as providing legal support, health 

surveillance actions, solidarity support actions with food and medicine. This represents 

one facet of the State's presence in the region, which is otherwise predominantly 

characterized by economic and legal pacts centered around the agribusiness model. 

After 20 years of the commodities consensus (Svampa, 2016), the spoliation 

practices described here seem to be only in an embryonic phase, given the 

announcement of the opening of one of the world's largest processed pork-based food 

factories by JBS in Dourados in 2024. This announcement demonstrates the political and 

economic capital of a megacorporation, accumulated amidst a mountain of accusations 

of land grabbing, slave-like labor, deforestation, child labor, and greenwashing in JBS's 

production chains, financed for decades by public credit from BNDES (Silva, 2019; Mighty 

Earth, 2024). Moreover, this announcement may reveal that the practices described here 

could be expanded on an unprecedented scale in the near future, making the spoliations 

described merely a social laboratory for the critical expansion of its activities. 

However, the dilemma between Teko Porã (well-living) and agribusiness does not 

pit JBS or Cargill and the Guarani-Kaiowá against each other in a Manichean opposition. 

The apparent autonomous behavior of capital markets, directing investments around the 

soy-meat value chain; of land markets, making territories available for leases even in the 

face of blatant illegalities; and of the labor market, as if responding to simple national 

supply and demand stimuli, are, above all, forms of crisis of capital, land, and labor. They 
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operate under the sign of capitalism in collapse (Kurz, 1991), which does not leave the 

State outside its crisis either, as its institutions are gradually being reduced to the 

condition of order-takers for the corporate economy, with judges advocating for 

corporations while attacking unions (Higídio, 2021), and the Public Prosecutor's Office 

acting as the Human Resources department for farmers. For example, prosecutors from 

the Labour Public Ministry, an agency responsible for overseeing labour legislation, have 

on more than one occasion taken it upon themselves to formulate employment contracts 

for companies hiring indigenous workers. This task, which should fall under the remit of 

corporate human resources departments, is carried out by the public authority in 

response to the repeated refusal of private agents to fulfil their contractual duties. 

Therefore, just as the Yanomami shaman warns that the white man is making the sky fall 

on all of us, the end of the Guarani-Kaiowá world is the end of all worlds. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

We argue in this article that the devastating impact of COVID-19 on the bodies and 

territories of the Guarani-Kaiowá was not a tragic exception, but a logical and historical—

and indeed, predictable—consequence of a long-standing, synergistic process of 

necropolitical dispossession. The pandemic amplified this process and intensified the 

violent convergence of three structural dynamics: the creation, by the meat-processing 

industry, of racialized sacrifice zones within its factories; the relentless territorial 

expansion of soy agribusiness through illegal land leases and the chemical warfare of 

pesticides; and the progressive dismantling of the state's protective functions in favor of 

its role as a guarantor of corporate interests. The "State-Market Necropolitics" we 

describe is a regime that systematically produces the conditions for the premature death 

of indigenous peoples, echoing Ruth Gilmore's definition of racism as "the state-
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sanctioned or extralegal production and exploitation of group-differentiated 

vulnerability to premature death" (Gilmore, 2007, p.28). 

We demonstrate that a comprehensive understanding of this dispossession 

requires moving beyond traditional analyses of political economy critique. The Guarani-

Kaiowá conceptualization of ma’etirõ − the malevolent smoke emanating from the soy-

meat chain − offers a profound epistemological and existential critique of the social pact 

surrounding agribusiness. It names the violence of agribusiness not merely as economic 

or public health crises, but as a cosmological attack, a poisoning of the very relationships 

that sustain life. In doing so, it reveals the central conflict as an irreconcilable clash 

between two projects, or as a war of worlds (Krenak, 2017), between Teko Porã, which 

envisions a world built upon the good life, in a holistic dimension between society and 

nature, and the agribusiness model, which operates through expropriation, poisoning, 

and destruction. 

The announcement of new megafactories, such as the JBS pork processing plant 

in Dourados, signals not the end of this conflict, but its alarming escalation. The practices 

described here risk becoming a normalized social laboratory for the expansion of capital, 

even in crisis. Therefore, the struggle of the Guarani-Kaiowá transcends a local territorial 

dispute, as revealed by their synchronized organization in collectives across Argentina, 

Paraguay, Brazil, and Bolivia in October 2025 (CIMI, 2025). This is a front of global 

importance, a decisive battle against the logic of sacrifice that characterizes 

contemporary capitalism. As the Yanomami shaman Davi Kopenawa warns of a sky that 

is falling, the defense of the Guarani-Kaiowá world − their lands, their bodies, and their 

Teko Porã − is, ultimately, the defense of a viable future for all worlds. The end of their 

world, as foretold in their cosmology is not limited to an indigenous issue, but 

foreshadows the collapse of the very conditions that sustain life on a planetary scale. 
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