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1 | Introduction: indigenous peoples and

poverty

JOHN-ANDREW MCNEISH AND
ROBYN EVERSOLE

Why write about indigenous peoples and poverty?

In recent years poverty has moved to the centre of international develop-
ment policy. ‘Development’ itself has failed to provide answers to human
suffering and disadvantage, or to fulfil its broad promise to make poor
people better off, eventually. Gone are the days of easy assumptions that
industrial development, or technological progress, or cooperative economic
activity, or enterprise development will automatically mend what is lacking
when people are poor. Now the focus is upon that lack itself - defining
it, measuring it, and sometimes even venturing to ask directly: What can
actually be done about poverty?

Encouragingly, there appears to be a growing international consensus
that poverty — and doing something about poverty - is the key development
issue (Maxwell 2003). The UNDP has placed the eradication of poverty at the
top of its list of Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Concurrently, the
World Bank has published the Voices of the Poor report and hosts the online
site Poverty Net. More importantly, the Bank and the International Monetary
Fund have made the national production of Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers (PRSPs) a condition of debt relief. The chorus of voices worldwide
giving attention to poverty suggests that there is a real will to do something
about it. Yet this rhetoric can easily lead on to dangerous ground. Suddenly,
it seems, poverty is a concrete thing that can be identified, measured and
fought. And the poor too easily become a category of people, homogenous
in their poverty, awaiting outsiders’ efforts to assist them.

Who are ‘the poor’ anyway? Indicators and methods for measuring
poverty attempt to offer an answer - to assess who is ‘in’ and who is ‘out’
of this particular group. There is of course no such group. Being ‘poor’
is simply a conceptual category, a category one may place oneself in, or
be placed in by others: one’s neighbours, one’s government, or people
on the other side of the world. Someone may end up in this category,
poor, for extremely diverse and shifting reasons, in an enormous variety
of contexts, based on vastly different experiences and indicators: from
the inability to pay the rent, to the impossibility of sponsoring a village
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festival, to the inaccessibility of schools for one’s children. Given the huge
variety of experiences the term encompasses, how can we even begin to
talk about poverty?

Yet talking about poverty is useful, because these conversations call
attention to patterns, and in doing so, they offer a lens for analysis. Where
is poverty — however defined - always more prevalent? In what kinds of
situations, in what places, in what roles, are people around the world most
likely to be poor? Clearly, there are patterns. Once a pattern is recognized,
it is possible to analyse it: to follow it back to source, to understand why
that pattern exists. If there is observable disadvantage for a group of people,
there are sure to be reasons behind it. Unearthing the reasons - discover-
ing what creates a situation of disadvantage - is a solid first step towards
understanding what can be done to reduce or eliminate poverty.

This book acknowledges and explores one key pattern of poverty: the fact
that around the world, in vastly different cultures and settings, indigenous
peoples are nearly always disadvantaged relative to their non-indigenous
counterparts. Their material standard of living is lower; their risk of disease
and early death is higher. Their educational opportunities are more limited,
their political participation and voice more constrained, and the lifestyles
and livelihoods they would choose are very often out of reach.

The United Nations estimates that there are at least 300 million people
in the world who are indigenous - belonging to 5,000 indigenous groups
in more than seventy countries (UN 2002). Not all the people in all these
indigenous groups are poor. Many are not. But in country after country,
region after region, the pattern repeats itself: people who are indigenous are
much more likely to be poor than their non-indigenous counterparts. There
is, in the terminology of Psacharopoulos and Patrinos (1994), a ‘cost’ to
being indigenous. These authors’ attempt to quantify disadvantage in Latin
American countries showed how being indigenous regularly correlated to
being below the poverty line, having less schooling and lower earnings. In
Peru, for instance, they found that indigenous peoples were one and a half
times as likely to be below the economic poverty line as non-indigenous
Peruvians. And indigenous Peruvians were almost three times as likely
to be extremely poor. In Guatemala, 38 per cent of all households were
extremely poor - but the figure was 61 per cent for indigenous households
(ibid.: xviii).

In an international consultation in 1999, the Director-General of the
World Health Organization made the following observations about the
status of indigenous peoples around the world:

Life expectancy at birth is 10 to 20 years less for indigenous peoples than



for the rest of the population. Infant mortality is 1.5 to 3 times greater than
the national average. Malnutrition and communicable diseases, such as
malaria, yellow fever, dengue, cholera and tuberculosis, continue to affect a
large proportion of the indigenous peoples around the world ... Indigenous
peoples are over-represented among the world’s poor. This does not mean
only that they have low incomes ... indigenous people are less likely to live
in safe or adequate housing, more likely to be denied access to safe water

and sanitation, more likely to be malnourished ... (Brundtland 1999)

In most countries, indigenous peoples have less access to education
than other groups, and they are often subjected to curricula designed for
other cultural groups which ignore their own history, knowledge and values.
Indigenous peoples also tend to have less access to national health systems
and appropriate medical care, and may suffer nutritional problems when
denied access to their traditional lands. Overall, according to a statement
from the United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations, ‘in-
digenous peoples worldwide continue by and large to be disadvantaged
in every area of life’ (Daes 2000). Martinez Cobo, in an earlier study of
discrimination against indigenous peoples, reached a very similar conclu-
sion: indigenous peoples were ‘at the bottom of the socio-economic scale.
They did not have the same opportunity for employment and the same
access as other groups to public services and/or protection in the fields
of health, living conditions, culture, religion and the administration of
justice. They could not participate meaningfully in political life’ (Martinez
Cobo 1986, quoted in Daes 2000).

While data on indigenous disadvantage are available from some coun-
tries (though often not using definitions or formats that are comparable
across countries), there is a general lack of reliable national-level data
on indigenous peoples in many parts of the world; also, the accuracy of
such data is sometimes disputed between government authorities and
indigenous groups (PFII 2003). In many countries, reliable data with which
to compare poverty indicators by ethnicity at the national level are simply
not available (see, e.g., Plant 2002: 31; Damman this volume). Even in Aus-
tralia, a committee headed by the prime minister recently concluded that
‘the Australian Government lacks any meaningful data about Indigenous
people, making it impossible to tell whether conditions are getting better
or worse’ (ABC 2003). Nevertheless, it is clear that ‘in all major practical
areas, Indigenous Australians are worse off than non-Indigenous Austral-
ians’ (ibid.; cf. USDS 2002).

From wealthy countries to poor countries, from East to West, patterns
of indigenous disadvantage persist. In India, for instance, about 8 per cent
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of citizens belong to scheduled tribes — and 8o per cent of these live below
the poverty level (USDS 2002). Nor does the situation for indigenous peoples
necessarily improve when they form the majority of national populations.
In Bolivia, for instance, where indigenous peoples comprise over half the
national population, and indigenous languages are now recognized as
official national languages, we still find that between two-thirds and three-
quarters of indigenous Bolivians are poor - they are much more likely
to be poor than non-indigenous Bolivians (Psacharopoulos and Patrinos
1994: xviii, Xix).

Reports from the various meetings of the United Nations Working Group
on Indigenous Populations (WGIP) highlight that, for specific countries and
areas, there are clear cases of indigenous peoples’ disadvantage relative
to non-indigenous people - including direct violations of human rights.
Note, for instance, the following excerpts:

A number of indigenous participants from, among other places, Australia,
Canada, Guatemala, Cameroon, the Philippines and the United States of
America reported that their Governments had failed to protect the rights

of indigenous peoples and that human rights violations were taking place.
They claimed that Governments and, in particular, military authorities
were violating international human rights standards, inter alia through
summary and arbitrary arrests and killings, use of violence, forced displace-
ment of indigenous peoples and confiscation or denial of access to their

communal and individual property.

A number of indigenous observers from, among other places, Bangladesh,
Ecuador, Indonesia, Nepal, New Zealand, Peru and the Russian Federa-
tion stressed the importance of the recognition of their right to land and
control over natural resources. In this regard, activities of certain TNCs
[transnational corporations] were considered detrimental to indigenous

peoples.

The issue of institutionalized discrimination against indigenous peoples
was also seen as a reality in many countries. In this regard, references were
made to the problems associated with administration of justice, including
arbitrary detention, and access to social security and health care, including
HIV/AIDS treatment for indigenous peoples. (UNHCR 2003: 7)

In many different parts of the world, across many different cultures, a
pattern emerges in people’s varied experiences of poverty. It is only one
among many, but it may explain something very important. A clear pattern
links indigenous peoples and poverty. What does this mean? Exploring this
pattern, analysing it, can take us beyond facile assumptions about poverty

4



and how to fight it. By asking the question Why are indigenous peoples,
despite all their diversity of cultures and contexts, disproportionately affected
by poverty? we begin a discussion that can illuminate the reasons for this
pattern, and can then find strategies to address them.

Defining indigenous peoples

In the mid-1980s, the United Nations Sub-Commission on the Prevention
of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities commissioned a study
into discrimination against indigenous peoples. The resulting five-volume
report (1986) uses the following definition of indigenous peoples:

Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which, having a
historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that dev-
eloped on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors
of the society now prevailing in those territories, or parts of them. They
form at present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined to
preserve, develop and transmit to future generations their ancestral terri-
tories, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as
peoples, in accordance with their own cultural patterns, social institutions
and legal systems. (Martinez Cobo 1986)

This definition was accepted by an international gathering of indigenous
peoples in July 1996; nevertheless, defining indigenous peoples is still prob-
lematic (WGIP 1996). Given the great diversity of the world’s indigenous
peoples, trying to include them all under a single definition is difficult,
and any definition often contested. Even the process of establishing any
definition at all of who is and who is not indigenous can itself be of-
fensive to those tired of being defined and categorized by outsiders. Self-
identification, many say, is at the heart of indigenous identity. In the United
Nations Working Group meetings on the Draft Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, the following concerns were expressed:

In a statement on behalf of all the indigenous organizations participating,
it was maintained that a definition of indigenous peoples was unnecessary
and that to deny indigenous peoples the right to define themselves was to
delimit their right of self-determination. It was claimed that the right of
self-determination required that indigenous peoples define themselves
without outside interference. They reiterated, together with several Govern-
ments, the need for a declaration with universal application. (CHR 1996: 7)

Definitions by their nature draw rigid lines, while identity can be more
fluid - both for groups, and for the individuals who comprise them. Many
people would prefer not to define indigenous peoples at all.

5
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Yet while formal definitions may be problematic, the term does
acknowledge clear commonalities of experience amongst diverse peoples
- commonalities that have stimulated the formation of international organ-
izations, alliances and working groups, and which require at least a name.
The umbrella term indigenous peoples, as indicated by the definition above,
highlights the important common characteristics that these many diverse
peoples share: being original inhabitants of a land later colonized by others,
and forming distinct, non-dominant sectors of society, with unique ethnic
identities and cultural systems. Other commonalities, hinted at in the Mar-
tinez Cobo definition, include strong ties to land and territory; experiences
or threats of dispossession from their ancestral territory; the experience
of living under outside, culturally foreign governance and institutional
structures; and the threat of assimilation into dominant sectors of society
and loss of distinctive identity. The identifier indigenous peoples flags these
kinds of basic similarities in peoples’ histories and current identities.

Such peoples include the Aborigines or First Nations of Australia, New
Zealand and North America; the hill tribes, ethnic minorities, ethnic nation-
alities, original inhabitants, scheduled tribes and other indigenous groups
of Asia and the subcontinent; the indigenous campesinos (‘peasants’) or
indios (‘Indians’) of Latin America; the indigenous peoples of Russia and
Scandinavia; and even to some extent the tribal peoples or ethnic groups
of Africa. Each category in turn contains great diversity, comprising many
groups and sub-groups, distinguished by language or lineage or geographi-
cal area: a great complexity of ethnic identities. In the growing international
indigenous discourse, these diverse groups are all brought together under
a common banner of indigenous peoples.

Speaking of ‘indigenous peoples’ in the plural, rather than simply of
‘indigenous people’, recognizes this diversity. The Aymara and the Ojibwa,
the San and the Guarani, are all peoples. Unlike indigenous populations,
the term indigenous peoples recognizes that a shared identity, as a people,
exists within each distinct group. Making ‘peoples’ plural also represents
an effort to acknowledge the vast diversity contained within this umbrella
term. It is an effort to avoid the danger of oversimplification, of indicating
a stereotypical ‘indigenousness’. When we speak of indigenous peoples, we
recognize that we are dealing with no clearly defined group. Rather, we are
placing under a single conceptual umbrella many different peoples. And
even here, the variety of situations contained within this umbrella term
can make generalizations difficult:

The observer for Bangladesh [to the WGIP] said that it would be erroneous

to look for indigenous people worldwide based on a Native American
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stereotype. Recalling Commission resolution 1996/40 which referred to

the diversity of the world’s indigenous people, he said that their situation
ranged from marginalization to mainstream, from non-recognition of tradi-
tional identity to recognition as a sovereign people, and that vulnerability
and marginalization should not automatically be read into the indigenous
model. (WGIP 1996)

Given the great complexity of both the historical circumstances and
the current situations of ethnic groups around the world, there are many
grey areas. For instance, most discussions of indigenous peoples - inclu-
ding the Martinez Cobo definition above - imply a minority population
living within a numerically and politically dominant ‘mainstream’ culture.
Yet in a country such as Bolivia indigenous peoples may be the major-
ity and still marginalized. Or a majority ethnic group may define itself
as indigenous and use this status to deny rights to smaller groups, as is
sometimes the case in South-East Asia (see McCaskill and Rutherford this
volume). McCaskill and Rutherford observe that the way in which national
borders are drawn has affected the ‘indigenous’ status of mountain people,
who have a long-standing presence in the montaine region of mainland
South-East Asia — but not necessarily within the geographic boundaries
of a present-day nation-state.

In places that have not experienced overseas colonization, definitions
of ‘indigenous’ are less straightforward, as ‘historical continuity with pre-
invasion or pre-colonial societies’ is more difficult to define or demon-
strate. Overland (this volume) explains that in Russia, where indigenous
groups have been incorporated by gradual territorial expansion rather than
overseas colonization, the government defines the ‘indigenousness’ of an
ethnic group rather arbitrarily - ‘indigenous’ groups are those that are
small in size and earn subsistence livelihoods. The term itself, and the
assumptions it houses, seem a poor fit for the circumstances of some
ethnic groups. ‘Indigenous peoples’ often has the flavour of a borrowed
term. It was designed to fit the experiences of the Americas, Australia and
New Zealand, with their comparatively recent overseas colonization, and
then adapted to other parts of the world that also have territorially rooted,
culturally distinct and marginalized ethnic groups.

Indigenous captures this particular constellation of characteristics in a
way that no other word does. Yet it also glosses over differences, and so it
can become problematic. In Africa, which has also experienced overseas
colonization, the term ‘indigenous’ is seldom used. Many native African
peoples are not identified as indigenous peoples. Rather, indigenous
peoples in Africa tend to be defined narrowly as those specific peoples

7
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that are non-dominant (vis-a-vis other ethnic groups) and have close ties to
ancestral lands, including land-based livelihoods (hunting-gathering, herd-
ing) (Sylvain 2002: 1,075-6).! Non-dominance or marginalization, cultural
distinctiveness and long-standing links to land are the key traits that the
term ‘indigenous peoples’ captures. Yet these traits do not always appear
together. Marginalized, culturally distinct groups do not all demonstrate
‘indigenousness’ (in the sense of territorial continuity and close links to
land). Nor is long-standing territorial continuity necessarily accompanied
by traits such as marginalization and cultural distinctiveness.

Such are the necessary considerations when attempting to write about
indigenous peoples, and to trace the pattern linking indigenous peoples
and poverty around the world. Yet despite a persistent tendency to stereo-
type, oversimplify and assume, the category indigenous peoples is none
the less useful. It describes a pattern, a constellation of characteristics
frequently seen together in different parts of the world. Perhaps more
importantly, it also reflects real commonalities of interest among these
diverse peoples themselves. These common interests have been the im-
petus for the emergence of a broad range of organizations and movements
for indigenous peoples’ rights, many of which are now active and visible
on the international stage. Currently, several organizations of indigenous
peoples have consultative status with the United Nations Economic and
Social Council (ECOSOC), and hundreds of representatives of indigenous
peoples and their organizations participate at international meetings of
the United Nations (UNHCR 1997). Indigenous organizations may be speci-
fic to certain peoples (Inuit Circumpolar Conference, Asociacion Centro
Mapuche), certain geographic regions (South and Meso American Indian
Rights Center, Asian Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Network), or they
may be pan-indigenist organizations (Indigenous World Association, Inter-
national Indian Treaty Council). These organizations’ specific mandates
and compositions vary, yet by adopting the language of indigenous peoples
and indigenous rights, they recognize common interests and build alliances.
As many scholars of social movements have shown, collective identity can
be a strategic resource for indigenous peoples as they work for change (e.g.
Selverston-Scher 2001; Brysk 2000).

The UN’s Working Group on Indigenous Populations has been one of
the most visible manifestations of international dialogue on the status and
rights of indigenous peoples. This working group was established in 1982
and brings together delegates from around the world annually in Geneva.
United Nations initiatives regarding indigenous peoples have generally
originated in this working group (UNHCR 2003: 4). Beginning in 1985,
this group began to develop a draft declaration on the rights of indigenous

8



peoples, which is still undergoing negotiation and amendment. The 2003
session was attended by 871 participants representing thirty-two states, as
well as UN bodies and a large number of non-governmental organizations
(ibid.: 3), indicating the large international interest in issues affecting
indigenous peoples, and the ability of the term itself to help create a com-
mon indigenous identity for diverse peoples around the world.

International indigenous movements are closely linked to broader
human rights concerns shared by both indigenous and non-indigenous
peoples. The banner ‘indigenous peoples’ has become a rallying point
for those colonized, dispossessed and marginalized peoples who, by vir-
tue of their long-standing presence in a given territory, are recognized
by others to have a right to its resources. Yet it is not only the right to
specific resources which is at stake, but also a right to self-determination
- to live in one’s own way, according to one’s own culture. The question
of indigenous peoples is thus really a sub-issue of a much larger question:
that of peoples, of self-defined ethnic groupings determined to continue
to live and work in their own particular way, with rights to a set of re-
sources. Indigenous peoples specifically are those who, by virtue of their
particular historical claims, are in the process of achieving an externally
recognized right to peoplehood and territory. It was less than fifty years
ago that ILO Convention 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Populations (1957)
legally recognized indigenous peoples’ claims to their ancestral territory.
And even this document assumed that indigenous groups would eventually
assimilate into national societies. Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first
century, conflicts over rights to land and self-determination continue — and
not only for indigenous peoples.

The world is full of peoples who are clamouring for rights, resources
and recognition - or achieving these, sometimes at the expense of other
peoples. Indigenous peoples are part of this wider context. Yet the identifier
‘indigenous’ also highlights an important difference, because those peoples
that can convincingly sit under this banner enjoy two key advantages in
their quest. First of all, indigenous peoples can present a clear moral argu-
ment for the reversal of past injustices. If a people has suffered from the
incursions of an expanding state, if it has lost resources and self-deter-
mination as a result of unjust actions, is it not right that resources and
self-determination should be restored? Second, indigenous peoples may
gain a sympathetic hearing based on outsiders’ perceptions of their unique
and ‘original’ cultural status and their links to the land. Though often
the subject of stereotyping, indigenous culture has also proved a source
of fascination for anthropologists, students of indigenous art and music,
and other interested outsiders appreciative of unique cultures, languages

9
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and knowledge systems. And, as long-standing occupants of ecosystems,
indigenous peoples have a unique knowledge of their environment which is
recognized to be of particular value (see, e.g., UNDP 2000; Alarcon-Chaires
this volume).

Ultimately, ‘indigenous peoples’ is a fluid term, a useful term, and a
term that has begun to develop important political currency. In the end,
indigenous peoples define themselves, and there are no standard criteria; as
one author has keenly observed, ‘There is little agreement on precisely what
constitutes an indigenous identity, how to measure it, and who truly has
it’ (Weaver 2001: 240). Yet the term ‘indigenous peoples’ flags a particular
set of common interests which many diverse peoples share. These include
a general desire to be recognized as culturally distinct, self-determining
peoples, as well as more specific claims based on long-standing territorial
continuity and, often, past dispossession. That dispossession, marginaliza-
tion and discrimination have frequently been part of indigenous peoples’
experience is indisputable. The language of indigenous peoples and in-
digenous rights names a category of common experience, and serves as a
rallying cry for justice. It also opens a window of analysis into basic issues
of development and poverty.

Poverty and policy

The attention given to poverty as a problem of development has never
been greater than it is today. The now internationally agreed upon Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs) set the halving of poverty by 2015 as
number-one priority.” The reasons for the heightened level of international
interest in the issue of poverty are complex and not easy to define. They
relate to current poverty research, theory and development practice, as
well as larger movements and pressures in global politics and economics.
It is important to highlight here the global political and economic context
because it reminds us that, although there appears to be a genuine shift
towards creating policies that specifically target poverty in order to improve
the circumstances of the poor (in contrast to general economic develop-
ment), serious questions still have to be asked about the intentions and
interests of the institutions and individuals involved in this global anti-
poverty project. Furthermore, while attention to the particular plight of the
indigenous poor and a focus on ethnicity have become accepted elements
in the canon of poverty-reducing strategies, the resulting policies are still
top heavy and contain unquestioned assumptions about development and
who controls it. This should alert us to the fact that there is still some way
to go before anti-poverty policies respond to local cultural complexity and
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diversity, or allow the actions, knowledge and strategies of indigenous
peoples into the canon of ‘good practice’ (Qyen et al. 2002).

A new politics of poverty There have been tremendous academic advances
made in the study of poverty in recent years. Research on poverty has
moved beyond simple econometric measures towards an acceptance of
multi-dimensional socio-economic perspectives on its conceptualization,
formation and reduction (Spicker 2003). Whereas this opens up possibil-
ities for better understanding of the term ‘poverty’ and the realities behind
it, however, scholarly advances alone do not adequately explain poverty’s
renewed centrality in international development policy and debates. Rather,
a series of circumstances has contributed to the renewed focus on poverty
as a priority for development policy and practice. One is the end of the
cold war and the gradual retreat from the logic of realpolitik’ that dom-
inated international politics for nearly four decades (Webster and Engberg-
Pedersen 2002). Another is simply the sheer scale and extent of poverty in
the world which, with the spread of democracy, as well as the presence
of mass media and mass communication to raise public awareness and
facilitate joint action, are not considered morally and politically acceptable.
Both these causes are without doubt important in setting the scene for a
renewed policy focus on poverty, but there are also other explanations that
need to be taken into consideration.

For some analysts the new politics of poverty can be connected to the
growing recognition that while economic growth may lead to a reduction
in the number of people in economic poverty, it is not sufficient on its own
to eradicate the social cause of poverty. There has also been a recognition
that it is not sufficient to leave poverty reduction to the state alone, and
that ‘poverty reduction is not likely to take place in a sustained manner
without the involvement of the poor’ (ibid.). There is a growing acceptance
in development practice that poverty reduction requires opportunities for
the poor and organizations working on their behalf to exert an influence
on political and economic processes. In taking this step, development
specialists are recognizing the complexity and diversity of poverty. They are
acknowledging that the particular conditions of impoverishment, and the
needs and ambitions of poor people, can vary significantly.

Other analysts express their mistrust of the new politics of poverty,
seeing it as a means to make market-driven development strategies more
socially and ethically acceptable. The new politics of poverty is identified
with what has been termed ‘adjustment with a human face’. Here authors
such as Escobar (1995) and Alvarez (1998) argue that ‘social reform’ and
the ‘war on poverty’ are part of a strategy to legitimize an economic model
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and its associated reforms, by ensuring their political and social viability.
The strategies of poverty reduction constitute pragmatic attempts to ad-
dress poverty problems independent of, and disconnected from, the more
general orientation towards economic change and global politics implied
by the policies of adjustment (Escébar de Pabdn and Guaygua 2003: 18).
This badly understood pragmatism conceives of people as mere recep-
tors of benefits, rather than participants in development decision-making
(McNeish 2002; Fernandez 1989).

Though declaring an interest in improving social indicators, it can be
argued that the new politics of poverty prioritizes economic growth and
governmental stability over the real interests of poor people. Policies of
poverty reduction can be understood to have come to the fore, not for the
sake of the security of the poor but rather for that of the security of the
prosperous. This emphasis is widely supported in the academic commun-
ity’ and reflected in policy-making at both the national and international
levels. For example, in the Bolivian PRSP the preface states that ‘poverty,
inequality and social exclusion are the most severe problems that affect
democracy and governability in Bolivia; consequently the maintenance of
democracy demands prioritising these issues’ (EBRP 2001: i). The UNDP has
stated that poverty constitutes a danger in that it adds to social instability
and could undermine the results of economic reforms (UNDP 1993).

New policies for poverty We now have some indication of the background
to the renewed international interest in poverty. This not only explains
current interest in anti-poverty policy but characterizes the political scene
in which national and international policies and strategies for poverty
reduction have been chosen and developed.

In the 1990s an acceptance grew of the need for a broader conceptual
and methodological approach to the assessment of poverty. Although the
dollar-a-day poverty line introduced in the 1990 World Development Report
still serves as a basic yardstick with which to compare poverty levels across
countries and over time, it has been criticized extensively. There is now
wide acceptance of the need to take into account a much broader set of
indicators to assess anti-poverty progress. This acceptance of a broader
set of indicators has in turn had significance for indigenous peoples. The
recognition of qualitative as well as quantitative anti-poverty indicators has
created room within policy to take account of, and integrate, a multiplicity
of social interests and demands.

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) focus on tangible dimen-
sions of poverty that include human-development-based indicators such as
literacy levels, levels of access to health services and access to basic services
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such as water and sanitation (Kanji 2003). Yet an even more profound
shift than the widespread acceptance of such indicators by international
organizations has been the integration of public participation into the
mainstream of development practice. Acknowledging that local projects
are far more successful when they take account of stakeholders’ interests
and knowledge,’ in the 1980s non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
researchers started experimenting with different methods to integrate civil-
society participation into the development process (Chambers 1997). By
the early 1990s a large number of participatory techniques and practices®
had been accepted as part of the standard practice of local development.
As a result of their success, a process of scaling-up occurred whereby de-
velopment practitioners in international organizations and national gov-
ernments took participation into their standard vocabulary and policies
(Holland and Blackburn 1998).” Indeed, in recent years the development
community has made considerable efforts to add the right to participation
to the terms proposed in their international rights-based approach (ibid.).
For indigenous peoples, the concept of the right to participation is opening
up the opportunity, at least in theory, to tailor development to their own
interests and goals.

Concurrent with the developments in the area of participation, consider-
able academic debate has taken place around the concept and significance
of social capital as a relevant concept for new anti-poverty policies. Social
capital is generally understood to mean the social structures and networks
necessary for sustaining collective action, the supposed normative contents
of these structures,® as well as the outcome of the collective action achieved
through them (Fine 1999). By expressing the interrelationship between local
organizations and the state in quantifiable terms, social capital has had the
effect of making social movements and the importance of social processes
acceptable to the international donor community (Portes 1998; Woolcock
1998). The reports and literature of both the IMF° and the World Bank'®
now make repeated references to their aim of encouraging the growth and
fulfilment of social capital in developing communities.

Beyond participation and social capital, in the last few years consider-
able advance has been made in rights-based approaches to development. In
rights-based approaches, the International Human Rights framework of the
United Nations has been utilized and expanded to define legal mechanisms
to push national governments and the international community to take
development seriously. Over the last year, the Office of the High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights at the United Nations has been preparing draft
guidelines for a ‘Human Rights Approach to Poverty Reduction Strategies’.
The Sector for the Social Sciences in UNESCO has recently been working
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with CROP/SIF on a draft document for ‘Abolishing Poverty through the
International Human Rights Framework’ (UNESCO/CROP n.d.). One of the
academic ideas that has been most persuasive to development practitioners
and the international community is the idea of the ‘right to development’
(Aoed 2003) that has developed out of the work of Sen (1999). Although
there is academic debate on its conceptualization (Alkire 2002) there is a
growing acceptance by governments and the international system of an
obligation to assist poor and marginalized individuals and their communi-
ties by developing the ‘capabilities’ they need to escape their condition. This
capability approach is at present considered the central paradigm through
which the international community, state institutions and the poor should
work together for development and the eradication or abolition - rather than
merely the reduction - of poverty. The most relevant and recent examples
of this approach being taken on board by the international development
community are the UNDP Human Development Report (2004) and the World
Bank-funded Culture and Public Action Study (Rao and Walton 2004).

Persisting poverty of policy? There have clearly been improvements over
the last decade in understanding poverty and developing anti-poverty
policies. This process, however, and the resulting policy approaches, are
certainly not without controversy.

Although supported by development practitioners and researchers on
both the right and left of the political spectrum, the recent scaling-up of
participation has polarized opinion. Sceptics highlight the way in which,
despite the official rhetoric to the contrary, participation is often strictly
managed and controlled by state mechanisms (Martinez 1996). They high-
light the role of participation as ‘sweetener’ which takes public attention
away from the conservative goals of the state (McNeish 2001). Rather than
providing a sphere for democratic deliberation on public policy among
autonomous civil-society organizations and the state, it has been demon-
strated that state-sponsored participation gives specified groups the ability
to take part in a prescribed methodology of participation in state-specified
public policy matters (Van Cott 2000; Burkey 1991; Blackburn 1998). As well
as having a common economic rationale, these prescribed methodologies
are often heavily influenced by class and cultural prejudices. For indigenous
communities this has meant that their locally defined development pro-
posals, even when of economic value, are frequently dismissed as either
impractical or wasteful by regional or national planners (McNeish 2001,
2002).

Similarly, important questions are being asked about the PRSP pro-
cess. For many governmental and non-governmental donor organizations,
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the apparent change to a country-driven participatory process has been
welcomed as heralding the international acceptance of a need for a more
democratic, grass-roots-driven and targeted development. This optimism
has not, however, been shared by all. For some sceptics PRSPs may be little
more than ‘old wine in new bottles’ (Cling et al. 2000), the rediscovery of
poverty being used as a way to disguise an economic model that produces
poverty and corruption (Bendana 2002). Even among researchers who point
to the improvement in language and practice created by the PRSPs, there
is agreement that macroeconomic policy and poverty reduction remain
two unconnected goals, each with their own contradictory policies and
targets (May 2003). A body of research evidence demonstrates clearly that
PRSP formation and conclusions remain governed by international policy
and technocratic interests, with undeniable similarity between different
nations’ ‘tailor-made’ plans (Bendana 2002). For example, reports from
Bolivia, Nicaragua, Uganda, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Cambodia
all claim to demonstrate the extent to which citizens’ participation in the
PRSPs was purposely limited (McNeish 2002; Bendana 2002; Gariyo 2002;
Bretton Woods Project 2003; NGO Forum Cambodia 2002).

Although contributing to development theory and practice, the concept
of social capital has also been a subject of controversy. Academic debates
rage not only about the persisting lack of clarity about the meaning and
content of social capital as a concept (Coleman 1988; Putnam 1993; Harris
and de Renzio 1997), but about the validity of this concept to both the social
sciences and development practice (Molyneux 2002). Critics of the concept
point to social capital theorists’ over-reliance on formalized structures and
networks. As a result, informal networks, as well as non-Western religious
and cultural organization and leadership forms, are frequently left out of the
social capital equation. By emphasizing formal and existing social structures
and networks, the concept can appear static rather than transformative
and may ignore the possibility of change by new actors or ideas (Tendler
1997). As such, some researchers highlight the dangers of it acting to fur-
ther weaken the position and possibilities of already marginalized or weak
groups, e.g. the poor, women and indigenous groups (Molyneux 2002).

Poverty policy and indigenous peoples These critiques of recent directions
in development policy demonstrate that although improvements have been
made, significant questions still need to be asked about the political context
of development and the motivations of actors involved in poverty reduction
at different levels. Indeed, this is all the more important when the target is
the reduction of indigenous poverty, an area where questions of intention,
prejudice and control are thrown into strong relief.
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Inspired by the wider development practice of recent years, the World
Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) have unambiguously
identified the reduction of extreme poverty facing indigenous peoples as
among their foremost priorities (Plant 1998). The World Bank has be-
come increasingly concerned to target indigenous communities with social
funds. The first generation of social investment funds targeted the poorest
municipalities, assuming that this would benefit all the poor, indigenous
and non-indigenous alike. The results of the first projects pointed to the
limits of poverty-targeting mechanisms, and to the need for special efforts
to achieve greater participation by indigenous peoples, helping them to
make their demands known. Thus, specific indigenous communities were
targeted, and resources provided to assist them in developing their own
proposals (ibid.). Similarly, the IDB has also highlighted the importance
of indigenous community support mechanisms for designing and im-
plementing sustainable bottom-up development projects (IDB 1997). At
the country level, most IDB country documents now list the alleviation
of indigenous poverty, or the more effective incorporation of indigenous
peoples within national development models, highly among their strategic
objectives (Plant 1998).

On the face of it, these attempts to target indigenous poverty reflect
important changes in the development policies of these two influential
institutions. Despite the stated intentions of these organizations to in-
corporate indigenous peoples within development planning, however, the
questions of power and context remain largely unanswered. Without ad-
dressing the specificities of existing power structures or the premises of
the international economy, policies towards indigenous peoples remain
top-down, continue to treat indigenous peoples as isolated from national
societies and economies, or fail to take indigenous peoples’ own visions
of survival and development seriously.

To some extent this flaw is made clear in a comparative report on World
Bank and IDB policies on indigenous poverty. It states that:

The World Bank’s 1994 Indigenous Peoples and Poverty study was clearly

a watershed, drawing widespread attention within this organization to the
close correlation between indigenous identity and poverty. But much of the
response has been to seek remedies within the framework of a self-develop-
ment or ethno-development approach, based on empowerment of indig-
enous peoples within a local economy, rather than to examine and confront

what may be seen as the structural causes of indigenous poverty. (ibid.: 33)

According to the IDB, their own approach is more ‘open-ended’, with
no equivalent to the World Bank’s operational directive that conditions
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policies and programmes at the national level. Although the IDB stresses
taking full account of indigenous peoples’ cultures and aspirations, how-
ever, and of their position in wider economic and political networks, some
reservation must also be voiced in terms of the IDB’s own approach to
indigenous poverty. Although they are concerned with the issue of dis-
crimination, there is still little reflection on their own role as self-defined
stewards of indigenous development within the global economy. Although
both these institutions claim support for the creation of new political
‘spaces’ for indigenous peoples’ participation in politics and development,
they also reserve the right to set strict checks and balances on the limits
and character of their participation and visions for the future.

While seeking to have an impact on both policy-making and the academic
understanding of indigenous poverty and development, this book does
not claim to contain a solution to indigenous poverty. What it does offer
is a comparative, cross-disciplinary and accessible understanding of the
issue. The papers included in this volume not only describe the character
of indigenous poverty, but also highlight the way in which possibilities
and limitations for indigenous peoples to overcome poverty are shaped
by existing and changing power structures and relationships in human
society. As such, this book is not an attempt to be prescriptive, but rather
to be aware of, and responsive to, the dynamics and complexities involved
in understanding and addressing the issue of indigenous poverty.

In writing about how poverty affects indigenous peoples specifically, the
intention is to underline both the differences and commonality of their
experiences. We aim to demonstrate that differences and commonalities
together form the realistic basis for the study of indigenous poverty, and can
represent real opportunities for more effective poverty reduction strategies
and policies. In this sense the book aims to contribute to both academic
debates on indigenous peoples and poverty, and governments’, inter-
national organizations’ and NGOs’ practical responses to poverty among
indigenous peoples. Furthermore, by bringing together the experiences of
diverse indigenous peoples in a comparative book, we also hope to offer
indigenous peoples, organizations and activists some valuable practical
insights from the experiences of others.

The story of this book

It is surely poignant that a book on the subject of poverty among in-
digenous peoples should be published immediately following the end of
the International Decade for the World’s Indigenous Peoples. While the
closing of the International Decade serves as an important reminder of
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work still to be done and injustice unanswered, it is hoped that this book
can suggest paths on which this work can move forward.

This book has an interesting and multi-stranded history. Its initial inspi-
ration came in November 2001, when the Latin American Research Council
(CLACSO) and the Comparative Research Programme on Poverty (CROP)
co-organized an international conference entitled ‘Indigenous Peoples and
Poverty: Multi-disciplinary Approaches’, working with the Faculty of Latin
American Social Sciences (FLACSO) in Guatemala. The conference formed
part of CLACSO and CROP’s larger ongoing joint programme, ‘Strength-
ening poverty research and academic support to poverty reduction pro-
grams in less developed countries and regions of Latin America and the
Caribbean’. The success of this international conference, and the strong
engagement of its participants in discussions and debates on the issue of
indigenous poverty, inspired the initial idea to assemble the conference
papers and publish a book. In 2003 FLACSO drew on the inspiration of
this conference to publish a book El Rostro Indigena de la Pobreza, focus-
ing on indigenous poverty in Guatemala (Alvarez Aragon 2003). Yet the
organizers also recognized the need to broaden the focus on indigenous
poverty beyond the confines of most of the original conference papers,
namely Central and South America.

At the same time as this conference was happening in Central America,
a small research centre at Edith Cowan University in Western Australia
was developing a strong relationship with members of a local indigenous
community, as part of its regional development research programme. This
small research centre suddenly found itself with a significant portfolio
of indigenous research projects, and recognized the need to look further
afield to place local issues and challenges in a larger context. International
academic and practitioner literature offered important insights on various
aspects of indigenous poverty, development, land rights, political organiza-
tions and so forth, yet there was little systematization of this knowledge
in a way that addressed the basic question Why are indigenous peoples so
often poor, and what can be done about it?

A research fellow at this centre had just completed an edited book on
anti-poverty projects and non-governmental organizations (Eversole 2003).
Interested in the question of indigenous poverty, and as an extension of
her work with the research centre’s local indigenous projects, she began
drafting a book proposal for an international study of indigenous peoples
and poverty. She then extended invitations to a select group of colleagues,
working internationally, to prepare articles for this collection. The initial
response was enthusiastic. At the same time, she was aware that CROP and
CLASCO had recently held an international conference on a very similar
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topic, and so she approached Else @yen, scientific director of CROP, to
enquire as to the status of that project and whether a publication was
being planned.

It soon became clear that this was an excellent opportunity for collabora-
tion. The Australian manuscript, already in progress, could be combined
with selected conference papers from the 2001 international conference
to create a more in-depth book than either group could produce on its
own. CROP and CLASCO each agreed to appoint a co-editor, and to lend
their organizations’ expertise and support to the project. Meanwhile, when
the co-editor from Australia moved from Edith Cowan University to RMIT
University (Victoria, Australia) in mid-2003, the project moved with her. The
book was adopted as a project of RMIT University’s Centre for Regional
and Rural Development (CRRD). Thus, it became a three-way collaboration
among CROP, CLASCO and CRRD - a collaboration based on three contin-
ents, and endeavouring to produce a book truly international in scope.

This book draws together contributors from more than ten countries,
writing on the diverse - yet often surprisingly similar - experiences of
indigenous peoples on five continents. It begins with a general introductory
section on indigenous poverty and disadvantage around the world. This first
section considers both quantifiable indicators of poverty - factors such as
infant mortality, illiteracy rates, housing conditions, incomes and so forth
- and less quantifiable aspects of poverty having to do with political voice,
human rights and social exclusion. Part One thus lays the groundwork
for the rest of the book by exploring particular patterns of disadvantage
affecting indigenous peoples. Through specific studies from Mexico and
Taiwan, as well as a comparative study from across the Americas, Part One
demonstrates the very different international contexts in which indigenous
peoples live, and the often surprising similarities in their situations when
compared with those of non-indigenous peoples.

From there, the book moves on in Part Two to address the position of
indigenous peoples in contemporary nation-states, with a focus on indigen-
ous rights, citizenship and indigenous demands for self-determination.
These chapters explore the relationships between indigenous peoples and
nation-states in various countries around the world, within the broader con-
text of globalized economies and international recognition of indigenous
rights. Indra Overland reflects on the historical position of indigenous
peoples in Russia, as well as the limitations of international aid in terms
of reaching impoverished indigenous peoples who live in comparatively
wealthy nations. Don McCaskill and Jeff Rutherford then discuss the situ-
ations of indigenous peoples in various countries of South-East Asia, within
the context of national policies and global economies.
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Part Two continues with Louise Humpage’s insightful analysis of New
Zealand anti-poverty policy for indigenous people, and the Maori’s res-
ponse. In this chapter, as well as the following chapter on two Colombian
indigenous groups and their experiences of ‘popular participation’, it be-
comes clear that indigenous peoples have their own agendas, and that
these agendas are often poorly understood and recognized even by those
governments that claim to seek their participation and inclusion. The
section’s final chapter, by Stephen Cornell, explores indigenous demands
for self-determination, offering a comparative study of four countries (Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, Canada and the United States). Throughout Part Two,
it becomes clear that understanding the relationships between indigenous
peoples and nation-states is key to understanding indigenous poverty, and
to uncovering the potential for change.

Part Three focuses specifically on indigenous peoples’ own perspectives
on development and poverty reduction, a theme that runs through the book
as awhole. Here, a Latin American study by Pablo Alarcon-Chadires explores
indigenous peoples’ perspectives on the natural environment and develop-
ment, offering various examples and suggestions as to how indigenous
environmental knowledge and practice can contribute to poverty reduc-
tion for indigenous groups. This chapter is followed by an Australian case
study describing an indigenous community members’ own anti-poverty
strategies in one Australian town. Part Three concludes with a reflection
on the history, context and achievements of Sami anti-poverty strategies
in the Nordic countries.

This book is structured to include a variety of voices and perspectives
without sacrificing continuity and flow. The narrative thus begins by draw-
ing attention to the pattern of indigenous poverty (Part One), then discusses
its national and international contexts (Part Two) before moving on to the
question of development - or doing something about poverty (Part Three).
Each of these three sections opens with a short introductory chapter, which
presents a conceptual background to the topic and the chapters that fol-
low. The book’s concluding chapter then draws together key themes from
these three sections and reflects on their practical implications for poverty
reduction among indigenous peoples. The aim is to create a convincing
tapestry in which diverse stories and experiences are presented, key patterns
explored, and conclusions drawn.

The strengths of this book lie in its international perspective, its focus
on real-world cases, and its willingness to tackle, thoroughly and sensitively,
one of the current ‘big issues’ in development and international policy.
The book also has limitations. Because it has followed the contours of
indigenous discourse internationally, it has sparse representation from
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some geographic areas, most notably the continent of Africa, where the
terminology of ‘indigenous peoples’ is used less frequently. Even in other
parts of the world, the book can offer only a small sampling of the great
diversity of experiences of indigenous peoples. It does not attempt to profile
all the indigenous groups of each region - impossible in anything short
of a multi-volume encyclopaedia - and as a result, inevitably, valuable
experiences and perspectives will be overlooked.

Drawing on contributions from a broad range of disciplines within
and beyond the social sciences, this book is truly multi-disciplinary. As
such, it has a further limitation in terms of not being able to deliver a
common research methodology or common theory-set for the study of
indigenous poverty. As the reader will see, the multi-disciplinarity of the
contributions to the book also means that the presentation and language
differ from chapter to chapter. These limitations aside, there is still a lot
to be gained from a multi-disciplinary project of this kind, both in terms
of contributing to a multi-dimensional understanding of poverty in general
and in helping to provide a nuanced explanation of the complexities of
indigenous poverty in particular. The decision to write about indigenous
peoples and poverty has entailed choosing to ask difficult questions, and
to invite a range of voices into the conversation. The authors of this book
share a wide knowledge and a diversity of perspectives. Their insights,
taken together, can illuminate a way forward to better understand - and
act upon - the issue of poverty among indigenous peoples.

Notes

1 The International Labour Organization, in its Conventions 107 (1957)
and 169 (1989), includes both ‘tribal’ and ‘indigenous’ people. ‘Tribal’ empha-
sizes distinctiveness from national cultures and a degree of self-rule, while
‘indigenous’ emphasizes descent and territorial links, as well as at least a
certain level of cultural distinctiveness. Tribal peoples are those ‘whose social,
cultural and economic conditions distinguish them from other sections of
the national community, and whose status is regulated wholly or partially by
their own customs or traditions or by special laws or regulations’. Indigenous
peoples are those ‘who are regarded as indigenous on account of their descent
from the populations which inhabited the country, or a geographical region
to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colonisation or the
establishment of present state boundaries and who, irrespective of their legal
status, retain some or all of their own social, economic, cultural and political
institutions’ (Article 1, ILO Convention 169).

2 <http://www.undp.org/hdr2003/>

3 During the cold war development aid was steered pragmatically by the
contrasting political interests and ideologies of the Soviet Union and the
Western powers.
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4 For example, ‘... if global poverty persists, the cost to the United States
over the next decades will grow. Eliminating absolute poverty, therefore, is not
just an ethical but an instrumental issue for US policymakers’ (Sewell 2003).

5 In its World Development Report for 1990 the World Bank defined
‘inadequate participation’ as one of five reasons why aid projects had been
ineffective. It concluded, ‘Evidence supports the view that involving the poor
in the design, implementation and evaluation of projects in a range of sectors
would make aid more effective’ (1990: 193).

6 For example, Rapid Rural Appraisal (RRA), Participatory Action Research
(PAR) and Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA). For a discussion of these
methodologies, see Holland and Blackburn (1998).

7 Efforts at state-sponsored popular participation have also been tested
in a number of countries throughout the developing world (Martinez 1996;
Mohan 1996; Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 1992). These experiments are
often combined with parallel efforts to decentralize government and encour-
age improved systems of governance and administration in urban and rural
areas (Crook and Manor 1998).

8 Such as trustworthiness and reciprocal relations.

9 The IMF presently has 11,948 documents that discuss or mention social
capital, <http://www.imf.org/>

10 ~http://www.worldbank.org/poverty/scapital/>

11 This research and academic capacity-building programme is prin-
cipally funded by the Norwegian Overseas Development Administration
(NORAD).
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2 | Overview - patterns of indigenous
disadvantage worldwide

ROBYN EVERSOLE

This book begins with a simple observation: that there is a pattern linking
indigenous peoples and poverty. This pattern emerges in many different
contexts around the world, and it is woven of many different threads: eco-
nomic, social and environmental; qualitative experiences of deprivation as
well as quantitative lack. This international pattern of indigenous poverty
is often thrown into relief by the contrasting colours of indigenous wealth:
cultural wealth, environmental knowledge, social cohesion, sustainable eco-
nomics. Poverty is clearly no innate characteristic of indigenous peoples. It
is not something which indigenous peoples often possess or have a tendency
to be. Rather, poverty is a pattern that results from human actions, set in
particular historical, geographical, economic and social contexts. It is a pat-
tern depicting relationships of disadvantage: poverty as a verb, not a noun;
a process, rather than a static state. The pattern of poverty is continuously
in the process of being woven - or unravelled to make something new.

Indigenous peoples in Latin America

Estimates vary, but the indigenous population of Latin America is some-
thing over 40 million. Indigenous peoples comprise nearly 10 per cent of
the total Latin American population and are very diverse, speaking over
four hundred different languages (Partridge and Uquillas 1996). These
peoples include the descendants of complex civilizations such as the Maya,
Aztec and Inca, as well as tribes of the forests and lowland plains, peoples
such as the Yanomamo, Xavante, Miskito and Guarani. The indigenous
peoples of Latin America live in a diverse range of settings, from tropical
forest villages to mountain towns, and in the largest cities of the continent.
They may be agriculturalists or hunter-gatherers, merchants or labour-
ers, tradespeople or craftspeople or professionals. The largest indigenous
populations are found in Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Guatemala and Mexico
(Gonzalez 1994: 31). In these countries, indigenous culture has exercised
a particularly strong influence on national culture, even as indigenous
peoples themselves have experienced racism, marginalization, violence
and pressures to assimilate.

Despite the widely varied contexts in which the indigenous peoples of
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Latin America live, there is a clear pattern connecting indigenous peoples
with poverty and disadvantage, from the highlands to the tropics. A study
carried out in 1994 concluded that indigenous peoples in Latin America
were more likely than any other group of a country’s population to be
poor, whether poverty was measured by income indicators, access to basic
services such as water and sewage, educational attainment, literacy or
housing quality (Psacharopoulous and Patrinos 1994). Recent research on
the comparative conditions of indigenous and non-indigenous children
in Latin America by Siri Damman (Chapter 5) indicates that indigenous
children are more likely to die before one year of age than those of the
general populations of the countries where they live, and are more likely
to be stunted due to inadequate nutrition and health issues (parasites, dis-
ease). Another recent study by medical doctor Héctor Javier Sanchez-Pérez
and his co-authors in Chiapas, Mexico (Chapter 3) finds similar patterns of
disadvantage for indigenous women: this quantitative survey demonstrates
that indigenous women tend to have lower educational attainment, live in
more impoverished municipalities, and suffer from higher infant mortality
rates.

These kinds of comparative studies, focusing on measurable economic
and social indicators, provide a good base from which to talk about in-
digenous poverty. They make it possible to quantify some aspects of the
relative disadvantage experienced by indigenous peoples vis-a-vis other
groups, as well as the absolute impacts of this disadvantage on various
aspects of people’s lives. Reflecting on these studies, it is possible to
argue convincingly that a clear pattern of disadvantage exists in which
the indigenous peoples of Latin America are overall worse off than their
non-indigenous counterparts. These studies also draw attention to some
of the obvious and measurable forms this disadvantage takes (infant and
child mortality, stunting, lack of services and opportunities, poor living
conditions), making clear the unacceptability of current conditions and
the need for change.

Yet these indicators do not paint a complete picture of poverty. Among
indigenous peoples in Latin America, as elsewhere, there are aspects or
‘dimensions’ of poverty that are not easy to measure but are none the less
a very real part of people’s daily lives. For indigenous peoples in Latin
America, these dimensions of poverty often take the form of racism - re-
inforced by deeply embedded assumptions about the inferiority of indig-
enous culture vis-a-vis European culture (see Regional Meeting 2001: 7-8)
- accompanied by linguistic and cultural marginalization from the centres
of commercial, intellectual and political power. Even where indigenous
languages are recognized as national languages, bilingual education is
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promoted and indigenous cultures are acknowledged and even celebrated
(though generally as a tourism resource), the practical obstacles that divide
most indigenous people from opportunities are still vast. The dominant
languages, institutions and cultural expectations in the countries of Latin
America are still overwhelmingly non-indigenous. Those who cannot navi-
gate comfortably within them are marginalized. And while the presence
of significant indigenous political movements seeking change has allowed
this marginalization to be articulated (Rojas 2003; Ticona Alejo 2000), it
has not yet been eliminated.

Indigenous peoples in Asia

It is estimated that about 70 per cent of the world’s indigenous peoples
live in Asia (IFAD 2000/2001). Yet defining indigenous peoples is particularly
problematic in this part of the world. As Barnes (1995) writes in the intro-
duction to the excellent volume Indigenous Peoples of Asia, ‘“Indigenous
peoples”, a category that first came into existence as a reaction to the legacy
of Western European colonialism, has proven especially problematic in
postcolonial Asia, where many governments refuse to recognize the distinc-
tion sometimes advanced by dissident ethnic groups between indigenous
and nonindigenous populations’ (Barnes et al. 1995: 2).

The Philippines, where around 20 per cent of the total population is
indigenous, is the only Asian country to have officially adopted the term
‘indigenous peoples’ (Vinding 2003a: 236). Nevertheless, Asian participa-
tion in international indigenous movements and forums is sizeable. And
in 1992, the Asian Indigenous Peoples Pact was formed, bringing together
the indigenous peoples of Asia in a joint quest for self-determination (Gray
1995: 44).

In Asia, which has experienced different waves of migration and a suc-
cession of colonial experiences, one ethnic group may have longer-standing
claims than another without actually being the original inhabitants of
an area (ibid.: 36-9). Thus, indigenous peoples are often defined as prior
rather than original inhabitants (ibid.). For instance, many of the peoples
of the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh are not the original inhabitants
of that region - only the Kuki peoples can make that claim - but they all
pre-date recent efforts by the Bangladesh army to colonize the area through
violent attacks on villages (ibid.: 39). As McCaskill and Rutherford indicate
in Chapter 8, the indigenous peoples of Asia do not have the same well-
defined, long-standing and recognized status as indigenous peoples in
recently colonized areas such as North America, Australia or New Zealand.
Nevertheless, the identifier indigenous peoples serves many groups in Asia
to indicate their claims as prior inhabitants vis-a-vis later arrivals.
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Indigenous poverty in Asia takes many forms. Gray (ibid.: 46-52) classi-
fies the problems faced by the indigenous peoples of Asia in four categories:
militarization; plundering of resources; forced relocation; and cultural
genocide. Hill (1996) adds to this list the forced integration of indigenous
peoples into market economies - giving the example of the Santals of north-
central India - and bigotry/discrimination, such as that experienced by the
Ainu in Japan and the original inhabitants of Taiwan and the Philippines.
Examples for each of these categories can be found in the International
Work Group for Indigenous Affairs IWGIA) Indigenous World reports (e.g.
Vinding 2003a) and the various reports to the UN’s Working Group on
Indigenous Populations. Nor are these problems particular to Asia; rather,
as Gray (1995: 45) observes, they are remarkably similar to the experiences
of indigenous peoples in other parts of the world. In Chapter 4, Scott Simon
presents a case from Taiwan of land loss, indigenous activism and cultural
appropriation which would look familiar to other indigenous peoples across
the globe struggling with similar issues.

Basic economic and social indicators also tell a story of poverty and
disadvantage for many Asian indigenous groups. In Vietnam, for instance,
the poverty rates in regions where ethnic minorities are concentrated re-
mained high in the 1990s (73 per cent in the northern highlands and 91
per cent in the central highlands), even as poverty rates for the country
as a whole decreased from 58 to 37 per cent (ILO n.d.: 2). In Nepal, the
Dalit, who comprise 20 per cent of the total population, own only 1 per
cent of the arable land, and as many as 80 per cent live below the poverty
line (ibid.: 2). In China, illiteracy rates are high among minority groups
and ‘lack of fuel for fires, insufficient clothing and shoes, several months’
shortage of grain each year, and extreme scarcity of animal protein are
common conditions’ (Tapp 1995: 215). Simon (Chapter 4) describes the
situation of indigenous peoples in Taiwan as ‘the underside of a miracle’;
the country’s so-called economic miracle has left indigenous peoples with
higher unemployment rates and lower average incomes than the general
population, as well as uncertain access to land.

Indigenous peoples in Africa

Many ethnic groups in Africa pre-date the arrival of European colonizers
yet do not identify themselves as indigenous peoples. Other terms such as
‘tribes’ or ‘ethnic groups’ are generally preferred. While ‘indigenous’ is used
in southern Africa ‘to distinguish the black majority from the European and
Asian settler minorities’, these are not indigenous peoples in the United
Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations’ sense of non-dominant
indigenous groups with distinct cultural and territorial identities (ILO 1999:
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3). The groups who identify as indigenous peoples in this sense are more
specific: generally pastoralists or hunter-gatherers, such as the Pygmies,
Hadzabe, Maasai and Tuareg, who have been marginalized, relative to
agriculturalists, in both colonial and post-independence eras (ibid.: 3).

Pastoral and hunter-gatherer groups across Africa often have similar
experiences of marginalization. They are frequently in a state of partial
integration (at the lowest level) into cash economies, and suffer disposses-
sion from their traditional resources and pressure to abandon traditional
lifestyles and livelihoods. Thus, for instance, the Nama and San people
constitute some of the poorest of the poor in South Africa, dispossessed
of their traditional lands, without access to traditional bush food, and
stigmatized as a rural underclass fit only for menial labour (ibid.: 12-13).
In Uganda, forcible eviction from their forests for a Nation Parks scheme
moved many Twa Pygmies ‘from a fairly independent existence to being
landless, impoverished squatters, forced to survive by working for local
farmers’ (Vinding 2003a: 387). And in Ethiopia, the indigenous peoples
(such as the Somali, Afar, Borena, Kereyu and Nuer) are estimated at about
5 million people, or 12 per cent of the country’s population; they are mainly
pastoralists and, according to the 2003 Indigenous World report, ‘are sub-
jected to the worst forms of political, economic and social marginalization
and subjugation’ as well as ‘social, ethnic, religious, political and economic
inequality’; for them, ‘development’ often involves confiscation of their
grazing lands and forced sedentarization (ibid.: 358-9).

African indigenous peoples have generally been less involved in inter-
national indigenous movements than indigenous peoples of other parts
of the world. For the first time in 1989, seven years after its founding, two
indigenous representatives from Africa (both from Tanzania) attended the
United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations (Parkipuny
1989). Since then, however, African involvement in international indigenous
forums has increased. The Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating
Committee (IPACC), an advocacy network of indigenous peoples’ organ-
izations in Africa, was founded in 1996 by a group of organizations in
attendance at the United Nations WGIP; this committee now has over
seventy members.' Meanwhile, within Africa, groups such as the Amazigh
cultural movement in various countries of North Africa are working for
the recognition of the rights of particular indigenous groups. In 2001, the
African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights established a Working
Group on the Rights of Indigenous People/Communities in Africa, marking
the first time that this important African organization had dealt specifically
with the issue of the human rights of indigenous peoples (IWGIA 2004).

33

abpJUDApDSIp snouabipul jJo sulaypd



Eversole | 2

Indigenous peoples in wealthy nations

For students of development accustomed to drawing sharp distinctions
between the countries of the so-called North and those of the South - that
is, between wealthy (‘developed’) and poor (‘developing’) nations - the
similarities among indigenous peoples across these countries can be sur-
prising. As Damman (Chapter 5) demonstrates in her study of indigenous
children in the Americas, ‘in rather wealthy countries such as Argentina,
Chile, the USA, Canada and Brazil, one notes with interest that in spite
of their relatively strong economy and small indigenous populations, the
ratios [for infant mortality and stunting] remain approximately the same
as in other parts of the Americas’. She notes that in Canada, Inuit children
are 2.2 times more likely to die before one year of age as children in the
general population; Métis and Canadian Indian children are 1.9 times more
likely to die, and a similar trend exists in the United States.

A meeting of the indigenous peoples of Australia, New Zealand, Canada,
Hawaii and the mainland United States in 2001 concluded that ‘indigenous
peoples by any social or economic indicator do not have equality with the
members of the dominant societies where they live. They remain severely
disadvantaged and marginalised’ with discrimination ‘deeply embedded
in the social, political and economic fabric of these countries’ which has
become ‘systematic and institutionalised’ (Regional Meeting 2001). While
living in wealthier countries may mean that the absolute poverty of in-
digenous peoples is lower, many still suffer relative poverty vis-a-vis the
general populations in which they live.

Indigenous poverty in wealthy countries takes a variety of forms, some
measurable and some not. Poverty indicators here may range from a greater
incidence of ill health and unemployment to the loss of sacred sites to
outside developers and the loss of language, cultural knowledge and social
cohesion. As Cornell indicates in Chapter 11, reservation-based indigenous
groups have some of the lowest income, employment, health, housing,
education and other statistics in the United States. In New Zealand as
well, Humpage observes in Chapter 9 that Maori as a group continue to
demonstrate lower levels of educational attainment, employment, income,
health and housing relative to non-Maori. In Australia, indigenous people
overall have lower incomes, higher unemployment and incarceration rates,
and much lower life expectancy than the non-indigenous population (see
Chapter 14). And even in Norway, while the standard of living for the Sami
is now nearly equal to that of other northern Scandinavian citizens, there
are still experiences of racism, discrimination and threats to land rights
(see Chapter 15).
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Patterns of indigenous disadvantage

This introductory overview has attempted to highlight common pat-
terns of indigenous poverty and disadvantage which criss-cross the globe.
In vastly different contexts, indigenous peoples demonstrate surprisingly
similar experiences of poverty in the form of land loss, income inadequacy,
health challenges, social marginalization, violence, pressures to abandon
traditional practices, and so forth. While the specific conditions and experi-
ences of poverty of each indigenous group vary, many different groups often
have surprisingly similar experiences. The categories of problems faced by
indigenous peoples that Gray (1995) and Hill (1996) identify hold true not
just in Asia but in many other places around the world. Militarization, plun-
dering of resources, forced relocation, cultural genocide, the forced integra-
tion of indigenous peoples into market economies, and discrimination in
everyday social life are not characteristic of the experience of all indigenous
peoples or of all indigenous individuals, but they are sufficiently common to
indicate a pattern. Around the world, indigenous peoples experience poverty
- and they experience it in often surprisingly similar ways.

Drawing attention to indigenous poverty and disadvantage is not in-
tended as an exercise in negativity. Rather, the purpose is to understand
the characteristics of indigenous poverty, as a way to help understand
poverty’s causes — and potential solutions. Most notably, attention to the
patterns of indigenous poverty and disadvantage worldwide reveals some
key points:

1 As with all experiences of poverty, indigenous poverty is multi-dimen-
sional, encompassing both measurable and non-measurable aspects of
people’s lives.

2 Indigenous poverty, specifically, is related to the cultural differences be-
tween dominant and non-dominant groups. Non-dominant indigenous
peoples have cultures distinct from those of the dominant groups in the
areas where they live. They tend to have different ways of doing things,
different values, and even speak different languages. When dominant
groups impose their culture (e.g. market capitalism, sedentary lifestyles)
and destroy aspects of indigenous culture (e.g. access to land, language),
poverty tends to increase.

3 Indigenous poverty is also related to racism. Indigenous peoples are
often racially distinct from dominant cultures which have frequently
branded them as inferior. Racist assumptions may be used by mem-
bers of the dominant society to justify the appropriation of indigenous
peoples’ resources, as well as the exclusion of indigenous peoples from
resources and opportunities available in the dominant culture.
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4 Finally, indigenous poverty is related to social marginalization. In-
digenous peoples are often defined as ‘non-dominant’, frequently colon-
ized, peoples. Non-dominant peoples are those which, for a variety of
reasons, are not in a powerful position vis-a-vis other groups. They may
therefore find it difficult to exercise their influence or defend their
interests. With growing indigenous rights movements, this situation
is slowly changing. Yet around the world, appropriation of indigenous
physical and cultural resources, militarization of indigenous territory
and other such experiences can be attributed to indigenous groups
having little social and political leverage with which to defend their
rights and interests.

The chapters in Part I compare the situations of different indigenous
peoples vis-a-vis the mainstream societies in which they live. Whether
contrasting measurable indicators, as do Sdnchez-Pérez and Damman, or
exploring the less quantifiable social and political contexts of disadvantage,
as does Simon, the authors in this section draw attention to the ways in
which poverty affects indigenous peoples particularly. In doing so, they
highlight aspects of the process of poverty (see Vinding 2003b) - poverty
not as a noun but a verb, a process seated in social relationships. Clearly,
it is in the interaction of people and institutions that conditions of pov-
erty emerge. The conditions described here for indigenous peoples are
the result not only of historical relationships and encounters, but also
of current choices and actions. The active creation of poverty continues
in our institutions and our relationships, with consequences not only for
indigenous peoples, but for human society as a whole.

Notes
1 Information on the Indigenous Peoples of Africa Co-ordinating Commit-
tee (IPACC) is available from <http://www.ipacc.org.za/content.asp>

2 Aregional meeting at the World Conference against Racism, Racial
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, Sydney, Australia, 20-22
February 2001.
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