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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 development 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 – discovering 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
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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)

3
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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, ‘indigenous peoples worldwide continue by and large to be disadvantaged
in every area of life’ (Daes 2000). Martínez Cobo, in an earlier study of
discrimination against indigenous peoples, reached a very similar conclusion: 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’ (Martínez
Cobo 1986, quoted in Daes 2000).
While data on indigenous disadvantage are available from some countries (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 Australia, 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 Australians’ (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 80 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 threequarters 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 displacement 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 Federation 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 developed 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 territories, 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. (Martínez Cobo 1986)

This deﬁnition was accepted by an international gathering of indigenous
peoples in July 1996; nevertheless, deﬁning indigenous peoples is still problematic (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 offensive to those tired of being deﬁned and categorized by outsiders. Selfidentiﬁcation, 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-

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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ments, the need for a declaration with universal application. (CHR 1996: 7)
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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 organizations, 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 Martínez 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 nationalities, 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 geographical 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 traditional identity to recognition as a sovereign people, and that vulnerability
and marginalization should not automatically be read into the indigenous
model. (WGIP 1996)
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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 – including the Martínez 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 majority 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 preinvasion or pre-colonial societies’ is more difﬁcult to deﬁne or demonstrate. 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
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that are non-dominant (vis-à-vis other ethnic groups) and have close ties to
ancestral lands, including land-based livelihoods (hunting-gathering, herding) (Sylvain 2002: 1,075–6).1 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 stereotype, 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 impetus 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 speciﬁc to certain peoples (Inuit Circumpolar Conference, Asociación 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, International 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
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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 common 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 virtue 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 resources. 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 argument 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-determination 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
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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; Alarcón-Cháires
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, marginalization and discrimination have frequently been part of indigenous peoples’
experience is indisputable. The language of indigenous peoples and indigenous 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 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) set the halving of poverty by 2015 as
number-one priority.2 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 development), serious questions still have to be asked about the intentions and
interests of the institutions and individuals involved in this global antipoverty 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
10

diversity, or allow the actions, knowledge and strategies of indigenous
peoples into the canon of ‘good practice’ (Øyen et al. 2002).
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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 possibilities 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 realpolitik3 that dominated international politics for nearly four decades (Webster and EngbergPedersen 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 address poverty problems independent of, and disconnected from, the more
general orientation towards economic change and global politics implied
by the policies of adjustment (Escóbar de Pabón and Guaygua 2003: 18).
This badly understood pragmatism conceives of people as mere receptors of beneﬁts, rather than participants in development decision-making
(McNeish 2002; Fernández 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 community4 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 dimensions 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,5 in the 1980s non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and
researchers started experimenting with different methods to integrate civilsociety participation into the development process (Chambers 1997). By
the early 1990s a large number of participatory techniques and practices6
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 development practitioners in international organizations and national governments took participation into their standard vocabulary and policies
(Holland and Blackburn 1998).7 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, considerable 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,8 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 IMF9 and the World Bank10
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 considerable 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 Commissioner 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 communities 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 (Martínez 1996). They highlight 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 demonstrated 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 proposals, 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 process. 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 further weaken the position and possibilities of already marginalized or weak
groups, e.g. the poor, women and indigenous groups (Molyneux 2002).
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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 become 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 implementing 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 incorporate indigenous peoples within development planning, however, the
questions of power and context remain largely unanswered. Without addressing 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-development or ethno-development approach, based on empowerment of indigenous 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, however, 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 discrimination, 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’, international 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
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It is surely poignant that a book on the subject of poverty among indigenous 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 inspiration 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, ‘Strengthening poverty research and academic support to poverty reduction programs in less developed countries and regions of Latin America and the
Caribbean’.11 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 Indígena de la Pobreza, focusing on indigenous poverty in Guatemala (Alvarez Aragón 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 organizations 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
18
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topic, and so she approached Else Øyen, 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 collaboration. 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 continents, 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 indigenous 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 context 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 situations 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 Māori’s response. In this chapter, as well as the following chapter on two Colombian
indigenous groups and their experiences of ‘popular participation’, it becomes 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 (Australia, 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 a whole. Here, a Latin American study by Pablo Alarcón-Cháires explores
indigenous peoples’ perspectives on the natural environment and development, offering various examples and suggestions as to how indigenous
environmental knowledge and practice can contribute to poverty reduction 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 drawing 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 follow. 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

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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1 The International Labour Organization, in its Conventions 107 (1957)
and 169 (1989), includes both ‘tribal’ and ‘indigenous’ people. ‘Tribal’ emphasizes 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).
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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 (Martínez 1996;
Mohan 1996; Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 1992). These experiments are
often combined with parallel efforts to decentralize government and encourage 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 principally 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: economic, 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 economics. 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 pattern 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 something 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 labourers, 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, disease). Another recent study by medical doctor Héctor Javier Sánchez-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 indigenous poverty. They make it possible to quantify some aspects of the
relative disadvantage experienced by indigenous peoples vis-à-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 – reinforced by deeply embedded assumptions about the inferiority of indigenous culture vis-à-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
30

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 navigate 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
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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 introduction 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 distinction 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 participation 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 succession 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 welldeﬁned, 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-à-vis later arrivals.
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Indigenous poverty in Asia takes many forms. Gray (ibid.: 46–52) classiﬁes 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 northcentral 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 remained 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:
32
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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 dispossession 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 subjected 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 international 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’ organizations 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.1 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).
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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 surprising. 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 20012 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 indigenous peoples is lower, many still suffer relative poverty vis-à-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 Māori as a group continue to
demonstrate lower levels of educational attainment, employment, income,
health and housing relative to non-Māori. 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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This introductory overview has attempted to highlight common patterns 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 experiences 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, plundering of resources, forced relocation, cultural genocide, the forced integration 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 intended 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:
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1 As with all experiences of poverty, indigenous poverty is multi-dimensional, encompassing both measurable and non-measurable aspects of
people’s lives.
2 Indigenous poverty, speciﬁcally, is related to the cultural differences between 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 members 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. Indigenous peoples are often deﬁned as ‘non-dominant’, frequently colonized, peoples. Non-dominant peoples are those which, for a variety of
reasons, are not in a powerful position vis-à-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-à-vis the mainstream societies in which they live. Whether
contrasting measurable indicators, as do Sánchez-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 poverty 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 Committee (IPACC) is available from <http://www.ipacc.org.za/content.asp>
2 A regional meeting at the World Conference against Racism, Racial
Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance, Sydney, Australia, 20–22
February 2001.
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Several studies have demonstrated that Chiapas (with nearly 4 million
inhabitants, based on the results of the last population census) is the
most socio-economically marginalized state in Mexico (CONAPO 1998;
INEGI 1990). Of Chiapas’ over 20,000 communities, nine out of ten are
considered to be high or very high socio-economic marginalization areas,
even based on its own ofﬁcial statistics (CONAPO 1998). In addition to
being one of the most socio-economically marginalized areas in Mexico,
the state of Chiapas also evidences the worst demographic, health-related
and health resource indicators in the country (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 1995;
Sánchez-Pérez 1999).
As regards its health conditions, for instance, the 1991–95 infant mortality rate in the three most marginalized states of the country, Chiapas,
Oaxaca and Guerrero – all of them situated in the south-east of Mexico
– shows a ten-year lag compared to the country as a whole, but that rate
turns into a twenty-year lag compared to other northern states (CONAPO
1998). In relative terms, the largest number of deaths and births with no
healthcare services occurs in Chiapas. Based on health sector ﬁgures, at
least one out of ten cases of cholera, and one out of three cases of malaria,
occurs in Chiapas, and there are endemic areas of poverty-related diseases
within the state (Health Secretariat, Pan American Health Organization
1995).
In this context, the above-mentioned conditions for women living in
Chiapas are among the poorest in the country. For example, the illiteracy
rate in Chiapas is 26 per cent (the highest in the country), as compared
with 10.6 per cent in Mexico as a whole. In the case of women, the illiteracy rate in Chiapas is 33 per cent (against 13 per cent at national level).
Additionally, Chiapas shows the highest birth rate in Mexico, the highest
aggregate fertility rate and the lowest life expectancy for women (SánchezPérez 1999).
Moreover, it should be noted that there are signiﬁcant indigenous settlements in Chiapas. Of the sixty-two ethnically and linguistically recognized

peoples in the country, people from at least forty different ethnic groups
live in Chiapas, including groups such as Tzeltal, Tzotzil, Chol, Tojolabal,
Zoque, Kanjobal, Mame, Chuj and Jacalteco. Based on the last population
and household census count of 1995, there are 768,720 people living in
Chiapas aged ﬁve or older who speak a native language (32 per cent of
whom, at least, cannot speak Spanish). This means that at least one in
four in the state is an indigenous inhabitant (INEGI 1996).1
Even though it is true that socio-economic marginalization within
Mexico is greater among indigenous peoples than among non-indigenous
groups, there are different levels of socio-economic marginalization within
these indigenous groups. For example, the following features can be mentioned (CONAPO 1998):
• Whereas 58 per cent in the Mixteco group (central area of the country)
live in municipalities rated as ‘very highly marginalized’, 93 per cent of
the Tzeltal group live in such areas.
• The Tzeltal, Tzotzil and Tojolabal groups have the largest average
number of children per woman in the country (over 4.1 children per
woman).
• In 1995, the estimated infant mortality rate was 33 per 1,000 children
born alive for Chontal-speakers, 40 for Chinantec and Zapotec groups,
but 79 for the Tarahumara group, 81 for the Tzotzil group, and 87 for
the Tojolabal group.

Goals and work methodology

The core goal of this paper is to analyse the living and health conditions of indigenous women in highly and very highly socio-economically
marginalized areas, focusing on the Border Region of Chiapas, Mexico.
For this purpose, a survey was conducted in thirty-two localities (n=1,894
households) of the Border Region of Chiapas between March and October
1998. This region of nearly 425,000 inhabitants is located in the border area
between Mexico and Guatemala and is one the poorest areas of Chiapas.
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Despite these ﬁgures, however, there are almost no studies analysing
the living and health conditions of indigenous and non-indigenous women
in highly socio-economically marginalized areas in Chiapas. As a result,
research has been conducted to analyse health conditions in highly and
very highly socio-economically marginalized areas of the Border Region,
one of the nine administrative regions into which the state of Chiapas
is divided (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 1996). This paper includes the results of
the analysis of the living and health conditions of indigenous women in
that region.
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Of its twelve municipalities, two are deemed to be very highly marginalized, nine highly marginalized and one is regarded as having medium-level
marginalization (CONAPO 1993). They have many Mayan (most of them of
the Tojolabal group) and non-Mayan peasant (campesino) settlements.
The thirty-two localities under study were randomly selected based on
two criteria for inclusion: the level of socio-economic marginalization (high
or very high, as classiﬁed by the Consejo Nacional de Población) (ibid.),
and how far the communities were from the nearest healthcare centre (<1
hour, or one or more hours) (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 2000, 2001; World Bank
1997). The selection of communities was based on the two municipalities
rated as very highly marginalized in the region (CONAPO 1993), as well
as a random selection of the nine highly marginalized municipalities.
Then, ﬁeld data provided by different governmental agencies (Secretariat
of Health, Secretariat of Public Works, etc.) and various non-governmental
organizations working in the region were used to prepare a list of communities in the selected municipalities based on how far they were from the
nearest healthcare centre, sorted as per the World Bank’s (1997) proposed
approach for analysing access to healthcare centres – less than an hour;
one or more hours. Of the 1,894 households selected for the study, survey
data could be collected for 11,274 people in 1,878 households.
For the analysis of the living and health conditions of women in the
area under study, only the data for people aged between ﬁfteen and fortynine were taken into account: totalling 2,558 women and 2,476 men. For
study-related purposes, the population was classiﬁed as indigenous or
non-indigenous, depending on whether or not they could speak a native
language (CONAPO 1998, 1993), thus resulting in a total of 523 indigenous
women and 487 indigenous men (mainly from the Tojolabal Mayan ethnic
group) and 2,035 non-indigenous women and 1,987 non-indigenous men,
i.e. of mixed race.
The following indicators were analysed: Demographic Indicators. 1.Aggregate Fertility Rate (AFR); 2. Pregnancy within two years prior to the study.
Socio-economic Indicators. 1. Schooling; 2. Employment; 3. Social security;
4. Household indicators (household ﬂoor type, material used to cook food,
water availability in the house, type of bathroom, lighting – electricity or
solar energy – and available refrigerator); 5. Area of residence (urban/
rural); and 6. Marginalization level of the municipality of residence (very
high/high, as per CONAPO 1993). Health-related Indicators. 1. Morbidity
observed within ﬁfteen days prior to the study; 2. Self-assessment of health
condition; 3. Pulmonary tuberculosis; 4. Result of last pregnancy (born
alive, stillborn, aborted) and health-related problems during pregnancy and
delivery; 5. Survival of the youngest child resulting from the last pregnancy
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(alive/dead); 6. History of dead children. Use of and Access to Healthcare
Services. 1. Appropriate pre-natal healthcare (ﬁve or more consultations)
and place of last pregnancy consultation within two years prior to the
study; and 2. Delivery-related healthcare for last pregnancy: agent, place
of delivery and whether a Caesarean section was performed or not.
The Aggregate Fertility Rate (AFR) was estimated using the Brass
method, i.e. based on the data collected for children born alive, dead
children born alive, and surviving children of mothers aged ﬁfteen to fortynine who reported having delivered one or more children born alive at the
time the study was conducted. Pregnancy-related indicators were based
on pregnant or not-pregnant status at the time the study was conducted
and on pregnancy completion or non-completion within two years prior
to the study.
For the morbidity observation category, a list of ‘guiding symptoms’
(Ochoa-Díaz et al. 1996) was read out at the selected households so that
household members could tell whether they had observed any disease
or not within ﬁfteen days prior to the study. The diagnosis of pulmonary
tuberculosis required an active search of coughing individuals among those
aged ﬁfteen or older within the health survey (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 2001).
Individuals who reported cough symptoms for ﬁfteen or more days were
asked to provide sputum samples for bacilloscopes and cultures, which
were processed pursuant to the regulations in force in Mexico (Balandrano
et al. 1996).
Regarding pre-natal care and delivery-related healthcare, data about
the last pregnancy completed within two years prior to the study were
collected directly from women aged ﬁfteen to forty-nine. Pre-natal care
was deemed to be appropriate in the case of women reporting ﬁve or
more consultations, pursuant to the ofﬁcial regulations in force in Mexico
(Norma Oﬁcial Mexicana 1995). Based on the answers provided by the
interviewees, pregnancy results were classiﬁed as born alive, stillborn or
abortion.

The data collected by this study are shown by type of indicator.

Demographic indicators The age structure for the four groups under study
was almost identical (the median was twenty-ﬁve years old and the average
age was twenty-eight years old). The 1996 Aggregate Fertility Rate was 7.1
for non-indigenous women (NIW) and 8.1 for indigenous women (IW).
Moreover, 27.4 per cent of NIW had completed a pregnancy within two
years prior to the study, whereas 40.8 per cent of IW were in the same
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Results
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table 3.1 Socio-economic indicators analysed in men and women aged 15–49,
according to indigenous/non-indigenous status, in areas of high and very high
socio-economic marginalization in the Border Region of Chiapas, Mexico
Indicator

Indigenous
NonIndigenous
Nonwomen
indigenous
men
indigenous
women
(487)
men
(n=523)
(2,035)
(1,989)

Schooling
No schooling (%)1
1–3 years of schooling (%)
High school or higher (%)
Average (no. of schooling yrs)
Median (no. of schooling yrs)

50.1
29.9
2.1
0.7
0.0

16.0
34.0
12.4
1.5
2.0

28.7
33.3
9.7
1.2
1.0

8.7
30.3
16.8
1.7
2.0

Occupation (%)
Agricultural jobs
Non-agricultural jobs
Household chores

67.3
6.3
26.4

17.4
11.6
71.0

80.7
19.3
0.0

79.0
21.0
0.0

No social security (%)2

97.9

96.1

95.9

96.5

72.9
92.4

45.6
80.5

81.3
97.9

51.8
91.9

70.7

32.8

72.3

33.3

17.8
95.8
47.0

13.1
81.7
19.4

15.0
96.5
48.7

13.7
83.7
20.3

Area of residence (%)
Urban
Rural

16.1
83.9

21.9
78.1

13.8
86.2

20.6
79.4

Level of poverty of the municipality of residence(%)3
High
Very high

1.0
99.0

61.6
38.4

2.3
97.7

58.8
41.2

Household condition (%)
With earth ﬂoors
Firewood cooker
No water inside the house or
solar energy
No electric power or solar
energy
No refrigerator
No toilet or latrine

Notes: 1 All the indicators analysed bear statistically signiﬁcant differences
(p<0.05), unless otherwise stated. 2 Without statistically signiﬁcant differences
among the four groups analysed. 3 According to the National Population
Council classiﬁcation (CONAPO 1993).

situation (p<0.05). In addition, 6.3 per cent of NIW were pregnant at the
moment the study was conducted, while 9.1 per cent of IW were in the
same situation (p<0.05).
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73.3
57.2
19.7
23.1
393.1
19.3
8.7
1.0
1.2
11.96
30.2

71.3
61.2
13.7
25.2
191.2
15.1
6.0
2.5
4.1
41.2
46.0

–
–
-

68.0
11.8
20.2
0.0
–
–
–

58.3

–
–
–

68.7
17.5
13.8
201.1
–
–
–

56.5

Indigenous
NonIndigenous
Nonwomen
indigenous
men
indigenous
women
(487)
men
(n=523)
(2,035)
(1,989)

Notes: 1 All the indicators analysed bear statistically signiﬁcant differences (p<0.05), unless otherwise stated. 2 Based on 199 IW pregnancies
and 591 NIW pregnancies. 3 p=0.107. 4 p=0.151. 5 Based on 194 children born alive from IW and 585 from NIW. 6 Only in women with one or
more children born alive: 385 IW and 1,360 NIW.

With morbidity observation within 15 days prior to the study (%)
Health condition assessment at the moment the study was conducted (%)
Good/very good
Regular
Bad/very bad
With pulmonary tuberculosis (rate per 100,000 in the group)
With health problems during the last pregnancy within two years prior to the study (%)2, 3
With health problems during the last delivery within two years prior to the study (%)2, 4
Result of the last pregnancy within two years prior to the study, abortion or stillborn (%)2
Children born alive within two years prior to the study but who had died when the study
was conducted (%)5
Mortality rate in children aged two or less (per 1,000 children born alive)
With history of dead children (%)6

Indicator

table 3.2 Health-related indicators analysed in men and women aged 15–49, according to indigenous/non-indigenous status, in areas of high
and very high socio-economic marginalization in the Border Region of Chiapas, Mexico1
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Socio-economic indicators Table 3.1 shows that for all the analysed indicators indigenous groups are more marginalized than non-indigenous
groups. In the case of schooling, the underprivileged situation is more
serious in indigenous women (IW) than in non-indigenous women (NIW)
and non-indigenous men (NIM). Whereas 50 per cent of IW have zero years
of schooling, only 8.7 per cent of NIM are in the same situation. Moreover,
while only 2.1 per cent of IW reach high-school educational level or higher,
17 per cent of NIM reach this level.
Additionally, it should be noted that even though a greater proportion of IW and IM live in rural areas compared to their non-indigenous
counterparts, the differences become far more signiﬁcant when analysing
the indigenous/non-indigenous status of people according to the marginalization level of the municipality where they are living. Whereas nearly
40 per cent of NIW and NIM are living in very highly marginalized areas
in socio-economic terms, almost all the indigenous population (men and
women) are living in this type of area.

Health-related indicators The proportion of people reporting a morbidity
observation within ﬁfteen days prior to the study was almost the same
among IW and NIW (71 per cent and 73 per cent respectively). In addition,
IM and NIM values were also very similar (58.3 and 56.5 per cent respectively), but lower than women’s values (p<0.05). Regarding self-observation
of health condition at the moment the study was conducted, 61.2 per
cent of IW reported a ‘good’ or ‘very good’ health condition, 13.7 per cent
a ‘regular’ health condition, and 25.2 per cent reported feeling ‘bad’ or
‘very bad’. In the case of NIW those values were 57.2, 19.7 and 23 per cent
respectively. In the case of (indigenous and non-indigenous) men, a greater
tendency towards feeling ‘good’ or ‘very good’ was found in comparison
with women (p<0.05). It is worth noting that in the case of NIM only 13.8
per cent reported feeling ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’.
Pulmonary tuberculosis (PTB) was diagnosed more often among NIW,
with a PTB prevalence of 3.93 per 1,000 women (eight PTB cases were
spotted in this group), while IW accounted for 1.91 (with one case) and
the value in NIM was 2.0 with the same denominator (four cases identiﬁed). No cases were identiﬁed in IM. The observed differences were not
statistically signiﬁcant.
As to the observation of health problems during the last pregnancy and
delivery within two years prior to the study, there was a slightly greater
observation of problems among NIW than among IW, which was not signiﬁcant from a statistical point of view. Regarding the result of the last
pregnancy, 2.5 per cent of pregnancies (out of 199 documented among
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table 3.3 Pre-natal controls and delivery care indicators for the last
pregnancy within two years prior to the study in women aged 15–49, according
to indigenous/non-indigenous status, in areas of high and very high socioeconomic marginalization in the Border Region of Chiapas, Mexico
Indicator

Indigenous
women
(n=199)

Nonindigenous
women
(591)

p

Pre-natal controls (number of visits)
Appropriate (5 or more) (%)
1–4 (%)
Zero controls (%)
Average (SD)

82.9
16.1
1.0
7.18 (3.38)

75.8
21.2
3.1
6.68 (3.61)

0.068

0.086

Pre-natal controls (start month)
Average (SD)
Median
Start within the ﬁrst three months (%)

3.38 (1.37)
3.0
64.6

3.32 (1.47)
3.0
65.7

0.629
–
0.709

(n=34)
46.7
10.0
13.3
13.3
16.7

(n=143)
54.3
8.0
10.9
9.4
17.3

0.785

Pre-natal control agent (%)
Midwife
Services at healthcare centre
Private visit to a physician
Non-sanitary

69.0
30.0
1.0
0.0

55.0
39.5
5.2
0.3

0.001

Delivery agent
Midwife
Services at healthcare centre
Private visit to a physician
Alone or with a family member (non-sanitary)

79.0
17.6
0.5
1.5

51.2
25.9
3.4
19.5

0.000

Place of delivery (%)
At home or at a relative’s home
Midwife’s home
Services at healthcare centre
Private visit to a physician
Automobile

80.4
4.5
15.1
0.0
0.0

70.8
3.4
22.2
3.2
0.3

0.011

Caesarean section (%)

2.0

7.2

0.008

Reasons for not attending 5 or more
pre-natal controls (%)
No need
Distance to health facilities
Short of money
Healthcare services assessed as poor-quality
Other
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IW within the two years prior to the study) ended in an abortion or in a
stillborn baby, i.e., there were ﬁve stillborn babies. In the case of NIW,
1.0 per cent of pregnancies (six minors), out of 591, ended in an abortion
or a stillborn baby (p<0.05). Additionally, 4.1 per cent (n=8) of the 194
babies born alive from IW had already died when the study was conducted,
whereas only 1.2 per cent (n=7) of the 585 babies born alive from NIW
had died when the study was conducted (p<0.05). These ﬁgures imply that
the mortality rates in children aged two or less were 41.2 per 1,000 babies
born alive from IW and 12.0 for children delivered by NIW. Such ﬁgures
show that the mortality rate among children aged two or less is 3.4 times
higher in IW than in NIW.
Finally, the indicator related to a history of dead children among women
who had delivered at least one baby born alive showed that this occurred
1.5 times more often among IW than among NIW.

Use of and access to healthcare services The differences observed as regards the number of pre-natal consultations among IW and NIW remained
at the statistical signiﬁcance limit level. Five or more pre-natal consultations, however, and a lower number of women with zero consultations,
were more often observed among IW than among NIW. No differences as to
the month of pregnancy inception were observed among IW and NIW. The
average number of consultations was 7.2 (standard deviation 3.4) for IW and
6.7 (standard deviation 3.6) for NIW. Approximately 65 per cent of women in
both groups initiated their pre-natal consultations in the ﬁrst three months
of pregnancy. Statistically signiﬁcant differences, however, were found in the
health agent used for pre-natal consultations. Sixty-nine per cent of IW went
to a midwife, whereas only 55 per cent of NIW did the same.
It is interesting to note that there were almost no differences as to the
reasons given for not having a greater number of pre-natal consultations.
Some of the reasons given were: consultations were considered to be unnecessary (nearly half of the women in both groups); a shortage of money
to pay for healthcare services; the services were assessed as poor-quality;
and the distance to healthcare centres.
There were also statistically signiﬁcant differences in terms of the delivery agent. Among IW, 78.7 per cent were attended by midwives, another
14.7 per cent by a physician, 4.7 per cent by a health promoter or nurse, and
1.9 per cent were attended by a non-health-service agent (self or a family
member). In the case of NIW, 51.1 per cent were attended by midwives,
24.3 per cent by physicians, 4.8 per cent by health promoters or nurses,
and 19.8 per cent did not receive any kind of healthcare, i.e. almost one
in ﬁve women in this group had no healthcare during pregnancy.
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Finally, only 2 per cent of IW pregnancies ended in a Caesarean section
while the percentage went up to 7.2 per cent for NIW.
Discussion of the results

The results obtained from the different health indicators studied in the
region demonstrate the existence of worse health conditions, as a result
of the prevailing socio-economic conditions, than those encountered by
other studies elsewhere in Mexico and at the national level (there are very
few existing data available on indigenous women living in areas of high
marginalization). We can can highlight the following examples:

The results of this study indicate that, even in areas of high and very
high socio-economic marginalization, poverty conditions and the worst
health and living standards become more evident in indigenous groups
than in non-indigenous groups. In general terms, both men and women are
found to be in worse socio-economic conditions than their non-indigenous
counterparts.
In this sense, a number of social inequalities are revealed by this
study:
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a) Prevalence of morbidity acknowledged by individuals in the last ﬁfteen
days. In the National Health Survey (SSA 1994b), there is a 10 per cent
prevalence while in this study there was a 56 per cent prevalence.
b) Proportion of people who consider their health to be ‘bad/very bad’. In the
same national survey they discovered that 3.5 per cent of the country’s
population considered their health to be such. In our study, 14 per cent
non-indigenous men perceived their health to be such, while among
indigenous women (IW) the rate was 25 per cent.
c) Proportion of women with a history of miscarriage. In a study conducted
with the peasant community in the Fraylesca de Chiapas region (Ochoa
Díaz et al. 1999) it was found that 12 per cent of ‘rich’, 25 per cent of
middle-class and 34 per cent of poor peasant women had experienced
miscarriages. In this study, the percentages were 46 per cent among
IW and 30 per cent among NIW.
d) Proportion of people attended by medical services. Chiapas is the Mexican
state with the lowest medical service coverage (45 per cent compared
to the national level of 86 per cent) (SSA 2001). In some of the regions
without indigenous communities, such as Fraylesca, it has been documented at 32 per cent (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 1998). In our area of study,
25 per cent of NIW had a nearby medical unit in proximity, but only 15
per cent of IW had such units.
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1 The socio-economic inequality (class-related inequality) suffered by
indigenous and non-indigenous men and women in areas of high
socio-economic marginalization in Chiapas compared to other socioeconomic regions.
2 The inequality between indigenous men and women compared to their
non-indigenous counterparts (ethnic inequality).
3 The condition of indigenous and non-indigenous women compared to
indigenous and non-indigenous men (gender-based inequality).
4 The inequality between indigenous women and non-indigenous women
due to poverty and the fact of being indigenous and a woman (class,
ethnic and gender inequality).
There are two particularly striking aspects. On the one hand, there is
the fact that indigenous women have signiﬁcantly lower educational levels
(which might be explained by the fact that indigenous women’s education
is mainly focused on household care, as well as by the poor educational
condition of Chiapas, particularly in areas of high socio-economic marginalization). On the other hand, there is the fact that the indigenous/nonindigenous polarity in the locations under study grows in relation to the
marginalization level of the municipalities they belong to, but the difference
is much less marked between urban and rural municipalities, in a context
where little more than ten communities in Chiapas (out of over 22,000
located in this state) have more than ten thousand inhabitants.
The following aspects may be noted as regards the analysed healthrelated conditions:
1 The increased disadvantages for indigenous women compared to their
non-indigenous counterparts, as is shown by the lower likelihood of
their completing their pregnancy by delivering a baby born alive (at
least twice as low), the higher mortality rate for their children aged
two or less (four times higher than in non-indigenous women), and an
increased history of dead children.
2 Several factors explain the higher rate of pulmonary tuberculosis (PTB)
in non-indigenous groups than in indigenous groups (both in men and
women), for instance the quality and quantity problems in sputum
samples taken for the diagnosis of PTB in indigenous groups (SánchezPérez et al. 2002). In spite of having Spanish–Tojolabal translators and
the fact that samples were obtained at the coughers’ homes (SánchezPérez et al. 2001, 2002), communication problems most probably prevented the collection of a greater number of better-quality samples. For
example, no cases were found among indigenous men (IM) (n=487),
whereas only one PTB case was found among indigenous women (IW)
48
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(n=523). The ﬁnding of at least one more case, either in indigenous
men or indigenous women, would have increased the prevalence levels
to ﬁgures similar to those observed in non-indigenous groups. Another
explanatory factor could be the insufﬁcient number of individuals in the
indigenous groups under study: data were collected from 523 IW and
487 IM, whereas the number of non-indigenous men (NIM) was nearly
2,000, as was the case for non-indigenous women (NIW).
Regarding self-observation of health problems, indigenous women did
not see themselves as a group at greater risk compared to NIW, in spite
of experiencing worse health conditions for particular indicators (result
of last pregnancy, history of dead children, survival of last child). In
contrast, the trend was that NIW considered that they were suffering
more health problems than IW.
The morbidity rate observed within ﬁfteen days prior to the survey
showed almost the same prevalence in both groups. The variable that
made a difference for this indicator among the four groups under study
was not indigenous/non-indigenous status but the gender of the individuals. A higher morbidity prevalence was found among women than
among men.
No clear trend was found among IW and NIW as regards self-observation
of health condition at the moment the study was conducted. The differences observed under this indicator were also more related to the fact of
being a man or a woman rather than to indigenous or non-indigenous
status: a higher rate of ‘good’ or ‘very good’ self-observations was found
among men than among women. Two aspects should be highlighted for
this indicator: ﬁrst, the best self-observations of health condition were
found among NIM; second, there were some differences between IW
and NIW. A higher rate of ‘good’ or ‘very good’ health self-observations
was found among IW than among NIW. IW also accounted, however,
for the highest rate of ‘bad’ or ‘very bad’ answers. In fact, while the
NIM group accounted for the lowest proportion in this category, the
IW group evidenced the greatest proportion.
NIW also reported being more prone to health problems during their last
pregnancy and delivery than IW, in spite of the fact that, as mentioned
before, stillborn cases and children born alive who died before they were
two years old were more often found among IW. This is a very important
issue because such a situation reﬂects a very low level of health risk
awareness within this group of women, at signiﬁcant variance with the
health conditions found (according to the health indicators analysed in
this study).

Sánchez-Pérez et al. | 3

Based on the analysed indicators, at least three aspects should be highlighted as regards use of and access to healthcare services.
1 Pre-natal consultations among IW tended to be greater than among
NIW, owing basically to the important role of midwives in the area under
study. In this way, the lower frequency of midwife services among NIW
largely explained the fact that one in ﬁve women (either because of
distance to healthcare centres, lack of money or for some other reason)
was not provided with healthcare services during delivery (this situation
accounted for only 2 per cent of IW).
2 It is important to highlight the signiﬁcant number of home deliveries
(80 per cent among IW and 71 per cent among NIW) because they are
performed under poor sanitary conditions in most cases, as has been
documented by other studies (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 1998) and as indicated
by the household indicators analysed (see Table 3.1).
3 Caesarean deliveries were 3.6 times higher among NIW than among
IW (7 per cent versus 2 per cent respectively). In spite of this, the proportion of Caesarean sections in both groups did not approach the
recommended 15–20 per cent under the ofﬁcial regulations in force
for second- and third-level health facilities (SSA 1994a). In this sense,
this variable seems to depend on factors that are not associated with
obstetrical risk conditions in women, such as living in an urban or a
rural area, the marginalization level of the municipality of residence,
and accessibility (cultural, geographical, economic and transportational)
to second- or third-level health facilities. Obviously, women who receive
midwife care or those who do not have healthcare at all (i.e. those who
are helped by family members or minister to themselves) have no chance
of having a Caesarean section performed during delivery, whereas for
women who attend health facilities this will depend on whether they
go to a hospital or a ﬁrst-level health facility, which in turn will largely
depend, as mentioned before, on factors related to the accessibility of
second-level healthcare, which is usually low in the area under study.
Conclusion

The living and health conditions of indigenous women are a serious
socio-economic, ethical and health problem requiring action. The results
of this study highlight the need to develop mechanisms that reduce the
inequalities in soco-economic conditions, ethnicity and gender that affect
these women. To make substantial improvements in the living and health
conditions of indigenous people (taking into consideration particularly the
situation of women) in the region under study, policies should thus aim
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at a dramatic reduction in, or elimination of, the factors contributing to
inequality, poverty, exclusion and poor health conditions in this sector
of the population. Special focus should be placed on issues such as the
improvement of levels of investment and access to land, education levels,
household conditions, and ensuring food-related safety. In order to improve
health conditions, it is necessary to develop programmes beyond those
focusing simply on reproductive health, including action to secure better
quality, accessibility and management of health services in multicultural
contexts (including knowledge of and respect for culture and customs, a
basic knowledge of native languages on the part of the health facility staff
providing the services, and so forth), as well as health-related education, to
train women and build awareness so that they may identify health risks for
themselves and for their children. In this context, it is important to support
midwives, by means of training, reference systems and resources, and to
improve hygiene and sanitary conditions under which home deliveries are
performed (Sánchez-Pérez et al. 1998).
Note
1 According to the concepts deﬁned by the Consejo Nacional de Población
(CONAPO 1998), indigenous groups are ‘characterized by cultural values,
language and identity of their own, as well as by their social organization
and their speciﬁc ways of establishing a relationship with Nature, organizing
for work and being governed by rules and regulations derived from their
customs’. Owing to the complex difﬁculties involved in analysing what is
meant by indigenous or non-indigenous, however, in Mexico the indicator
for this status is based on the fact of whether or not a native language can
be spoken by the population aged ﬁve or older (INEGI 1990, 1996). CONAPO
(1998) has recently presented a proposal to include the condition of a native
language being spoken by the head of the household and/or husband/wife
in Mexican households, so that living in a household whose head speaks a
native language would be a sufﬁcient condition for considering an individual
indigenous, whether he/she can speak it or not.
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de procedimientos de laboratorio INDRE/SAGAR: 18. Tuberculosis, Mexico:
Secretariat of Health, Secretariat of Agriculture, Cattle-Raising and Rural
Development, Pan American Health Organization
CONAPO (Consejo Nacional de Población) (1993) Indicadores socio-económicos
e índice de marginación municipal, Mexico, 1990
— (1998) La situación demográﬁca de México 1998, 2nd edn
Health Secretariat, Pan American Health Organization (1995) Situación de
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4 | Scarred landscapes and tattooed
faces: poverty, identity and land conﬂict
in a Taiwanese indigenous community
SCOTT SIMON

How can you buy or sell the sky, the warmth of the land?
The idea is strange to us. – Chief Seattle

In recent years, the interlinked goals of poverty reduction, empowerment
of poor communities and participatory development have all become key
areas of concern in international development. Inﬂuenced in part by the
ideas of Paulo Freire (1970), these approaches attempt to place the needs
and perspectives of the poor at the heart of development analysis and
planning. In this era of ‘post-development’ or ‘alternative development’,1
even the avatars of progress at the World Bank have attempted to hear the
‘voices of the poor’ through ambitious ‘participatory poverty assessments’
involving over 60,000 poor men and women in sixty countries (Narayan
2000; Narayan et al. 2000b; Narayan and Petesch 2002).
Although projects such as Voices of the Poor are commendable, they
remain incomplete to the extent that they tend to lump poor and indigenous communities in the same category. This paper contends that the
economic needs of indigenous peoples, deﬁned as peoples with distinct cultures in subordinate positions in colonial or post-colonial circumstances,2
must be considered to be distinct from those of other poor communities,
and special attention must be paid to how they became impoverished in
the ﬁrst place. With different starting places, indigenous communities
need radically different strategies for the attainment of social justice and
economic empowerment. Crucial questions are thus open to exploration
in speciﬁc communities throughout the world: How has ‘development’
contributed to poverty and disempowerment in indigenous communities?
How does indigenous identity contribute to strategies of poverty reduction
and economic empowerment? The experience of Taiwan has many lessons
to offer scholars of development and indigenous peoples.
Indigenous peoples in Taiwan: the underside of a miracle

Although Taiwan has long been touted as an economic ‘miracle’ to be
emulated by other countries (e.g. Fei et al. 1979; Galenson 1979; Gold 1986;
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Wade 1990; World Bank 1993), even the existence of the island nation’s
indigenous peoples, not to mention the disastrous effect of development on
their communities, is still little known outside of Taiwan. Among Taiwan’s
population of 22 million, nearly 400,000 people (1.8 per cent of the total
population), in eleven legally recognized tribes, are of Austronesian rather
than Han ethnicity.3 In Chinese, these peoples are now collectively referred
to as yuanzhumin, or original inhabitants.
Taiwan’s indigenous peoples belong to the Austronesian linguistic family, a language family extending from Madagascar to Easter Island and
Hawaii, from Taiwan to New Zealand. A recent theory, based on linguistics
and genetic anthropology, suggests that Taiwan may have been the starting point of the entire Austronesian dispersal throughout the Paciﬁc and
Indian Oceans after their arrival from south-east China over six thousand
years ago (Bellwood et al. 1995). In recent years, there have been increasing
numbers of ethnographic and historical studies of these ethnic groups
in western languages (e.g. Blundell 2000; Brown 1996; Cauquelin 2003;
Chen 1996; Hsu 1991; Ka 1995; Shepherd 1993; Zheng 1995). The political
economic study of these groups has led to important ﬁndings on issues
of representation (Ching 2000, 2001; Chiu 2000; Hsieh 1994, 1999; Ren
1998; Stainton 1999a), indigenous social movements (Allio 1998; Barnes
et al. 1995; Chiu 1989; Munsterhjelm 2002; Stainton 1999b, 2002), ethnic
relations (Nettleship 1976) and religious change (Brown 2003; Huang
1996). As with indigenous communities in North America, there is also
an extensive literature on medical problems. Nevertheless, there is still
relatively little on economic development in these communities, even in
the Chinese-language literature, with the notable exception of one special
issue of Cultural Survival Quarterly (Arrigo 2002a, 2002b; Simon 2002) and
research on urban aboriginal unemployment (Chu 2000).
Like indigenous communities around the world, the yuanzhumin of Taiwan have long been excluded from the fruits of development. Although their
presence on Taiwan pre-dates Han occupation by more than six thousand
years – and in spite of the fact that the country’s industrial infrastructure
was built with their labour – they remain disenfranchised relative to the
Han majority. In 2001, the indigenous unemployment rate of 9.24 per cent,
was, for example, far greater than the general unemployment rate of 3.89
per cent (Executive Yuan Indigenous Peoples Council 2001: 28); 37 per cent
did not have regular employment at all (ibid.: 16). The average income of
aboriginal people has consistently remained considerably less than that
of Han people. In 2001, it was only NT$24,000 (US$686) per month for
working aboriginal people, compared to NT$35,600 (US$1,017) per month
for the working Taiwanese population at large (ibid.: 17).4
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Since Taiwan in general has a high level of self-employment (see Shieh
1992), and Han entrepreneurs are present in even remote indigenous communities, aboriginal individuals often identify economic control of their
own communities as one of their biggest social problems. In conversations
in the villages, they often attribute the problem to questions of control over
land. In what reﬂects a degree of assimilation to Han economic norms,
some aboriginal individuals complain about difﬁculties accessing credit
because their land is legally recognized as aboriginal reserve land and cannot be used as collateral. If aboriginal reserve lands were actually providing
sustainable livelihoods for their communities, those individuals might
have less reason to protest.
Han-owned Taiwanese corporations are adept at getting access to aboriginal land, even for such destructive purposes as mining, cement production and the disposal of nuclear waste. The result is that most aboriginal
people are alienated from their traditional hunting grounds and instead
work in low-paid dangerous occupations such as that of cement factory
workers; 16 per cent of aboriginal people are engaged in construction,
as compared to 8.2 per cent of the general population (Executive Yuan
Indigenous Peoples Council 2001: 38).
Hsiulin Township in eastern Taiwan’s Hualien County is a paradigmatic
example. It is a community where the Taiwanese corporation Asia Cement
has gained access to indigenous lands through fraud and deception. A
political economic history of the tribe is the best starting point for understanding what has happened in Hualien County.
Taiwan’s Tayal tribe
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There is strong local controversy about whether the population of
Hsiulin Township should be classiﬁed as part of the Tayal tribe, or as a
separate tribe known as Taroko or Sediq. For the purposes of the present
article, I refer to local members as Taroko, but use the term Tayal in historical contexts to refer to the larger groupings of linguistically related
communities.5 The Tayal tribe, with a population of 61,597, is Taiwan’s
second-largest indigenous group.6 Dispersed throughout the mountainous regions of Taipei, Taoyuan, Hsinchu, Miaoli, Taichung, Nantou and
Hualien Counties, they also have the largest geographical range. Owing
their uncompromising resistance to both Han Chinese and Japanese violations of their property rights in past centuries, as well as a strong warrior
tradition of headhunting and both inter- and intra-tribal warfare (Mowna
1998: 211), they have earned the reputation of being ‘ﬁerce barbarians’
(xiong fan). Their facial tattoos, which both men and women traditionally
receive after successfully attaining maturity, were also perceived as a sign
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of ﬁerceness by Han Chinese colonialists, since criminals in China at the
time were sometimes branded on the face as a form of punishment.
Throughout the waves of Han Chinese immigration to Taiwan from the
seventeenth to the late nineteenth centuries, the Tayal remained largely
in charge of their own territories. During the period of Ch’ing administration (1683–1895), in fact, the island was divided into the western part,
marked as territory of the shoufan (literally, ‘cooked barbarians’) on maps,
and the eastern part, marked as land of the shengfan (‘raw barbarians’).
Han Chinese settlers and sinicized aborigines, ancestors of today’s ‘native
Taiwanese’, were allowed to settle and cultivate land on the western part
(see Brown 1996; Pasternak 1972; Shepherd 1993). The non-assimilated
aborigines maintained control of their own territories, and Han Chinese
were forbidden to settle in their regions. Considering the headhunting
customs of some of the tribes, moreover, the incoming Han Chinese were
unlikely to make such an attempt.
Before their integration into the successive Japanese and Chinese (Republic of China) states, the Tayal lived in close-knit communities regulated
by strong religious beliefs. They believed that all of nature belonged to
the omnipresent spirit rutux. The universe was structured according to a
moral order called gaga. Any violations of the moral order were perceived
to bring misfortune upon both individuals and the entire community.
Individuals who violated gaga, for example, would fail to catch wild boars
while hunting, would fall easily on dangerous mountain slopes, and would
be bitten more easily by mosquitoes. Major violations of gaga, including
the breaking of sexual taboos, required certain rituals to restore order
(Mowna 1998: 59).
The Tayal, as hunters and swidden cultivators, ruled over vast hunting
lands. According to Hsiulin Township anthropologist Masaw Mowna, they
had a complex system of property rights institutions. The Tayal, he said,
‘think that property is life’ (ibid.: 183, emphasis added). In pre-colonial
times, Tayal property rights were divided into public property owned collectively by the tribe and private property belonging to families and individuals. Collectively owned property included hunting grounds, mountains,
forests, waters, uncultivated lands, lands abandoned by the deceased, tribal
pathways, animals and ﬁsh that lived within those territories, and other
mountain products such as bees and honey. Private property included
cultivated land, agricultural products and tools, bamboo groves, and private
pathways (ibid.: 184–6).
Since property was considered to carry the souls of the ancestors and
represented hope for future generations, the protection of property rights
was regulated by the moral order of gaga. Even within the tribe, property
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rights could not be transferred from one family to another without religious
rituals that included the sacriﬁcial slaughter of pigs (ibid.: 187). Tribal
property rights were also jealously guarded from incursion by enemy tribes
and rigorously enforced.
It was only after the Japanese takeover of the island that the indigenous
peoples of central and eastern Taiwan became integrated into a modern
state system with new systems of property rights. That transition marked
the end of Tayal control over their own territory, and began the process of
cultural loss. During the Japanese colonial period (1895–1945), in order to
take control of the island’s forests, as well as mineral and other natural
resources, the Japanese limited indigenous people to ‘mountain reservations’, cutting their traditional territory of 2 million hectares down to 24,000
hectares. In order to put down resistance from indigenous peoples, the
Japanese launched a number of violent expeditions into aboriginal territory,
something the Chinese had not managed to accomplish. In the ‘Five-year
Expedition’ of 1910–14, over ten thousand Tayal people were killed. In
order to assimilate indigenous peoples, the Japanese encouraged them to
take Japanese names and forced children to learn Japanese in compulsory
elementary school education.
The Tayal tribe was the last tribe to be brought under Japanese domination. By the 1920s, the Japanese had already built police stations, schools
and health clinics in most aboriginal villages. Japanese administrators,
police ofﬁcers, military ofﬁcials, business people and teachers worked all
over the island, implementing new systems of social control and expropriating aboriginal resources. It was only a matter of time before violence
broke out as a result of this violation of sacred gaga (Ukan 2002).
In what is now known as the Wushe Incident, a group of over three
hundred Tayal warriors attacked Japanese who had gathered at a sports
event in Wushe (now Nantou County) on 27 October 1930, killing 130
people. It took Japanese forces two months, and the deaths of 216 aboriginal people, to completely quell the following uprisings. In an event
that still remains a part of Tayal collective memory today, the Japanese
hired Amis aboriginal militia to behead 101 people and return them to
the Japanese for bounty payments. Tayal people still discuss this incident
as evidence of Tayal ﬁerceness and an Amis tendency to collaborate with
outside oppressors.7
The Japanese designated much of Taroko territory as state-owned forest,
built up the timber industry, and forcibly relocated the Taroko to what is
now Hsiulin Township at the foothills of the mountains. Their traditional
hunting lands are now the Taroko National Park. Many of the hiking trails
in that park were originally hewed into the rock walls of the gorge by the
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Japanese in order to move artillery into the mountains and defeat the
‘ﬁerce’ Taroko people.
After its defeat in Second World War, Japan renounced its rights to its
colonies in Taiwan and Korea. In 1945, without consulting the island’s
population, Taiwan was given to the Republic of China (ROC) to be ruled
by General Chiang Kai-shek and the Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang, KMT). After the takeover of China by the Communist Party, the KMT
retreated to Taiwan. For indigenous peoples and native Taiwanese, Taiwan’s
transfer to Chiang Kai-shek’s Republic of China was just a change from
one violent colonial regime to another (Chiu 1999). In order to consolidate its rule, the KMT government massacred over 20,000 people in the
‘February 28th Incident’ (see Simon 2002) and imprisoned countless dissidents, including indigenous people, in the forty years of martial law
that followed.
Like their Japanese predecessors, the KMT implemented policies of
assimilating indigenous people and reclaiming their lands. Indigenous
people were required to take Chinese names, and learn Chinese in school.
Household registration regulations were composed to forcefully assimilate
indigenous people. Upon marriage to a Han Chinese man, for example,
an indigenous woman would lose her indigenous legal status. But a Han
woman who married an indigenous man would retain her Han Chinese
status.
Following Japanese precedents, the new Chinese state relocated entire
indigenous communities in order to make room for national parks, industrial zones and reservoirs; or simply to facilitate administration and
social control. The government nationalized traditional territories, hunting
grounds and ritual sites, and forbade the traditional activities of hunting, ﬁshing and slash-and-burn agriculture. Most lands with development
potential were quickly turned over to either the government or Chinese
capitalists.
In 1968, the KMT state began registering indigenous territories as legally
recognized Aboriginal Reserve Land. Although indigenous people had lived
on Taiwan for thousands of years before the Chinese arrived, aboriginal
families received usufruct rights rather than legal ownership under the new
system. Usufruct rights, moreover, were granted only under the condition
that crops were planted for ten years. This stipulation forced the indigenous
people to assimilate Chinese patterns of settled cultivation, primarily for
cash crops. Aboriginal land could not be sold or rented to outsiders. It
had to be either cultivated or ceded to the government as state property.
The latter condition eventually permitted Taiwanese corporations to gain
control of indigenous land with state support.
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Asia Cement in Hsiulin township

Aboriginal identity: a new form of social capital

By 1993, moreover, the Taroko had already gained the social capital
that comes with legal identity as indigenous peoples. They had, like many
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Asia Cement is one of the KMT-related corporations that came into being
during the import substitution policies of the 1950s to provide plastics,
artiﬁcial ﬁbres, cement, glass and other upstream materials for Taiwan’s
new industrial producers (Wade 1990: 77). Incorporated in 1957 and ﬁrst
listed on the Taipei stock exchange in 1972, it has expanded to become
Taiwan’s largest cement supplier. The Hualien plant, in Hsiulin Township,
has been one of its largest manufacturing centres.
In 1973, Asia Cement applied to rent land from the Hsiulin Township
Ofﬁce, and held its ﬁrst ‘consultative’ meeting with Taroko people. As the
‘consultative’ meetings with First Nations peoples in North America so
often do, this event resulted in the further loss of aboriginal land. Township ofﬁcials encouraged Taroko farmers to rent their land, promising
that Asia Cement would provide local employment, prevent the migration
of young people to the cities, and bring economic development to the
community. The original landowners received monetary compensation for
the displaced crops – a mere fraction of the land’s real-estate value – and
the promise that the land would be returned to them after twenty years.
Neither Asia Cement nor the township ofﬁce made it clear to the poorly
educated farmers that cement mining and production would render their
land unﬁt for agriculture.
Since Taiwan was under martial law from 1947 to 1987, there was
scarcely room for protest. The company did little to fulﬁl its promise of
employing Taroko people. Although it had promised one job to each of
the more than one hundred families ceding land, only thirty people were
employed in manual occupations as labourers, drivers and machine operators. Many of them developed respiratory ailments from inhaling cement
dust, and three have died of lung complications. During my ﬁeld visit in
2002, one young man fell to his death in the cement factory.
In 1993, Asia Cement’s leases were set to expire. When some of the
original owners tried to reclaim their land, however, they found that their
property rights had mysteriously disappeared. Asia Cement claimed that the
owners had relinquished their rights to the property in perpetuity, and that
the company had the legal documents to prove it. They argued that the land
was state property, and that they were renting it legally from the township
ofﬁce. In 1973, there had been little room for protest. Now martial law had
been lifted, however, and the Taroko people were ready to ﬁght back.
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other groups in similar colonial and post-colonial circumstances (Hodgson
2002), joined transnational alliances and ‘become’ indigenous. By adopting
the identity of yuanzhumin, a translation from the aboriginal meaning
‘original inhabitants’, they had positioned themselves as colonized peoples
with internationally recognized rights to property and possessions, cultural
practices and knowledge.
The movement did encounter resistance. One Taiwanese anthropologist
of Chinese origin, who had built a career out of studying Austronesian cultures on Taiwan, even made a public declaration to the effect that Taiwan’s
Austronesians were not true aboriginals ( yuanzhumin), but rather xianzhumin, or ‘ﬁrst inhabitants’. His argument was that since the Austronesians
also arrived in Taiwan from elsewhere, and quite likely from what is now
China, they were simply earlier arrivals and thus deserved no special rights
not accorded to the Chinese majority.
In spite of such objections, the aboriginal movement gradually built up
momentum in the 1980s. It marks its genesis with the foundation of Gaoshan qing (Mountain Greenery) newspaper in 1983, and the foundation of
the Alliance of Taiwan Aborigines (ATA) in 1984. After martial law was lifted
in 1987, the movement grew in strength and number. Several indigenous
publications, including Shan-hai and Nandao Shibao, were started, as well as
a number of NGOs, some supported by the Presbyterian Church. Since 1991,
the ATA and other indigenous groups have been the only Taiwanese NGOs to
be recognized by the United Nations, a status that gives indigenous interests
in Taiwan signiﬁcant clout (see Allio 1998). In 1996, the Executive Yuan set
up the Indigenous Peoples Council, which has since taken a proactive stance
on such issues as poverty, unemployment and land rights.8
The Taroko struggle to reclaim their lands from Asia Cement quickly
became an important feature of this movement, owing largely to the
initiative of one ambitious woman from the community. In 1993, ﬁftyeight-year-old Igung Shiban, a Taroko woman who had spent most of her
life with her Japanese husband in Japan, returned to Hsiulin Township
with her husband while he recuperated from a serious illness. When she
returned home, she was surprised to ﬁnd that her father’s property had
come under the control of Asia Cement. She did not believe that he had
agreed to relinquish his family’s land in perpetuity.
With the help of her husband, Igung Shiban organized the concerned
farmers of the community into an NGO known as the Return our Land
Self-Help Association. They began by petitioning the local government, and
ﬁnished by taking the case to court. One lucky day for the Taroko people,
township ofﬁcials left a hearing in anger, leaving behind a stack of documents. As Igung Shiban looked through them, she found that they were
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ﬁlled with irregularities. Some were missing dates or ofﬁcial seals. Most
suspicious of all, the signatures of many former owners who had supposedly
ceded their land to the township government were in the same hand. During
close to a year of research, she pulled out the agreements, one by one, from
the township ofﬁce ﬁles and showed them to the signatories to conﬁrm
whether or not they had actually signed them. It turned out that most of the
signatures to the agreements to relinquish land rights were forgeries.
Asia Cement ﬁrst resorted to intimidation and violence in attempts to
stop her research. Shiban and her husband were physically attacked by
hired gangsters twice, and her husband had his leg wounded, but they
didn’t give up. Fortunately, local environmental activist and National
Legislator Bayan Dalur, an indigenous representative for the opposition
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), helped them pursue the case by providing access to government documents.
In 1997, Igung Shiban herself ran for ofﬁce as township council representative as a DPP candidate. The KMT, however, nominated her brother’s
wife as their candidate in order to split the loyalties of her clan group. Asia
Cement also threw their ﬁnancial resources into the campaign, offering
local people as much as NT$10,000 to vote for the KMT. In a community
with high unemployment and low family incomes, the temptation was
difﬁcult to resist. Still, Shiban lost the election by only ﬁfty votes, a result
that demonstrated a strong base of support in the community.
Since then, Shiban has continued her struggle for her ancestral land in
both the courts and through other ofﬁcial channels. In 1998, she sent a
report on Taroko land struggles to the United Nations Working Group on
Indigenous Populations (Shiban 1997). As a result she gained the support
of some journalists; Taiwan’s ‘Super TV’ even made a documentary ﬁlm
on the Taroko struggle (Biho 1999). Igung Shiban has been adept at adopting the discursive practices of the international indigenous movement. In
her documentary, she said, ‘We are just like Indians in North America,
whose lands have been taken away from them.’ Linking her movement to
international indigenous and environmental movements, she even recited a
Chinese translation of Chief Seattle’s famous speech in the documentary.
In August 2000, the Taroko people ﬁnally won cultivation rights in court,
owing partly to intense lobbying on their behalf from Yohani Isqaqavut,
chair of the Executive Yuan Indigenous Peoples Council. On 4 September
2000, the Taroko people were able to enter their lands for the ﬁrst time in
twenty-seven years. They celebrated the event with a traditional ceremony
in commemoration of their ancestors.
The struggle has not yet reached a conclusion. In March 2001, conﬂict broke out when Asia Cement sent foreign workers to prevent Taroko
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farmers from planting crops on the land. A journalist was injured in the
violence that ensued. Taroko people have planted crops several times since
then, but Asia Cement responded by removing the young plants from the
ground during the night. The company is hoping that intimidation will
prevent the Taroko people from cultivating the land, a precedent that will
eventually be recognized as a legal abandonment of the property. In 2001,
an article about the conﬂict appeared in the Los Angeles Times (Chu 2001),
causing Asia Cement to react further against the Taroko people and their
allies. I was prevented by company guards from taking photos of the Asia
Cement plant from the public highway.
Appropriating Taroko ‘identity’: the tattooed faces of Asia Cement

During the time when Igung Shiban was attempting to link Taroko to
land issues, other forces in the community tried to take the pressure off
Asia Cement through the promotion of cultural identity by way of research
on facial tattoos. Until the Japanese occupation, the Taroko people had
the custom of receiving facial tattoos at adulthood. Once young women
learned to weave and young men learned to hunt, they were given tattoos
on their faces. Only those individuals with facial tattoos, it was believed,
would be allowed to cross the Rainbow Bridge into Heaven after death.
The Japanese and Chinese colonial administrations, however, forbade the
custom and it fell out of practice. By the 1990s, the remaining population
of elderly Taroko with facial tattoos was rapidly disappearing.
Igung Shiban’s younger brother, Kimi Shiban, was an employee of
Asia Cement. In 1993, as a township representative, he took an interest
in facial tattoos and convinced the township government to collect data
and photographs of eighty-two elderly men and women with tattoos. In
1995, he realized that more educational work needed to be done when his
son came home from school and asked, ‘Is it true that our ancestors were
all gangsters covered with tattoos?’ In what eventually became the Atayal
Facial Tattoo Culture Studio just down the street from Asia Cement, Kimi
Shiban conducted life-history interviews and collected photographs of over
two hundred elders with facial tattoos. The youngest person he interviewed
was eighty-two, and the oldest 105.
The result of the project was a travelling exhibition of photographs and
other Taroko artefacts. With funding from Asia Cement, the exhibition was
shown at the provincial government’s Taiwan Museum in Taipei’s New Park
and widely publicized. Asia Cement was thus able to position itself in public
discourse as the protector and preserver of Taroko culture rather than as
a colonizing power that had illegally encroached on Taroko territory.
The incursion of Asia Cement into Hsiulin Township has clearly des62

troyed the natural environment, alienated aboriginal people from their
lands, and torn apart the community. The experience of the Taroko people
in Taiwan, however, has important lessons for indigenous people worldwide
in terms of land, indigenous identity and empowerment. Asia Cement’s
support of research into aboriginal tattoos shows clearly the danger that
attention to ‘cultural survival’ as identity can pose. Although Kimi Shiban
may have been sincere in his desire to preserve memories of his grandmother’s generation, his work was ultimately used to detract attention
from the real material problems of the Taroko people and to mine social
capital for Asia Cement.
Asia Cement has been able to use this, as well as local elections, to
divide the Shiban clan and members of their community. The corporation
emerges as the winner when the community is unable to unite against its
common enemy. By providing employment, Asia Cement has even been
able to present itself as Hsiulin Township’s solution to poverty. As one
cement worker said to me, ‘The land is already ruined anyway. But Asia
Cement gives us job opportunities. We may as well work for them and earn
their money. We have families to raise.’ He was cynical about both Igung
Shiban, whom he described as a radical troublemaker, and her brother,
whom he perceived as getting rich by collaborating with Asia Cement.
Unfortunately, the Taroko of Hsiulin Township are not the only indigenous
community that has been torn apart by ‘development’.
Conclusion
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In recent years, much attention has been paid to ‘poverty’ and ‘empowerment’ in communities similar to Hsiulin Township, with an eye towards
greater participation of the poor in development. In their global study,
the World Bank concluded that a strategy for improvement must include
four critical elements: 1) starting with poor people’s realities; 2) investing
in the organizational capacity of the poor; 3) changing social norms; and
4) supporting development entrepreneurs (Narayan 2000: 274). These suggestions, however, are clearly insufﬁcient for indigenous peoples.
A study of the Taroko experience shows that such suggestions have
to be modiﬁed in signiﬁcant ways in order to better reﬂect the needs of
indigenous peoples. As Arturo Escobar so forcibly argued, ‘development’
as a discourse often masks or even justiﬁes patterns of inequality and
colonial domination. Even the construction of ‘poverty’ as a relative lack
of money and material possessions compared to the rich justiﬁed the
extension of modern institutions into much of the world to solve this
newly created problem (Escobar 1995: 23). In Hsiulin Township, in fact,
‘poverty’, ‘development’, and even ‘cultural survival’ have all been used to
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justify the control of Asia Cement over Taroko lands and the continuing
presence of the company in their community.
Real empowerment of indigenous people is needed in order to contest
the hegemonic forces of colonial domination. According to the World Bank
deﬁnition, empowerment is ‘the expansion of assets and capabilities of
poor people to participate in, negotiate with, inﬂuence, control, and hold
accountable institutions that affect their lives’ (Narayan 2002: xviii). The
democratization of Taiwan has contributed more to empowerment of Taiwan’s indigenous peoples than state guidance, or international agencies
such as the World Bank.9 It is above all the contribution of Taiwan’s grassroots NGOs such as Igung Shiban’s Return our Land Self-Help Association
which has allowed Taiwan’s indigenous communities to start from the
reality of the poor. Igung Shiban, and others like her in other Taiwanese
indigenous communities (see Wen 2000), is clearly a good example of a
‘development entrepreneur’. She has, however, managed to point out the
crux of the ‘poverty’ problem far more clearly than the World Bank and
other international agencies.
For indigenous peoples, poverty is not merely a problem to be solved by
development agencies or NGOs through aid, private enterprise development
or other strategies. Rather than being the root illness in itself, poverty in indigenous communities is a symptom of colonial loss. Colonialism destroyed
prior systems of property rights, social systems that contributed to more
or less egalitarian communities, and traditional ways of subsistence. It is
only with the loss of those institutions that indigenous peoples became
impoverished communities susceptible to exploitation by companies such
as Asia Cement.
Although speciﬁc policy recommendations need to be tailored to different national contexts, the empowerment of poor people in indigenous
communities can be achieved through nothing less than compensation for
the losses of colonialism. Since the root of indigenous poverty is loss of land
to colonial domination, that reality must be addressed as the foundation
of economic development in indigenous communities. If it is to be real,
empowerment in Hsiulin Township and other indigenous communities
around the world must begin with either the return of indigenous lands
or full compensation for their loss. Anything less will be a mere stopgap
measure with little chance of success.
Notes
1 This literature on empowerment-based development is vast. For further
essays and bibliographic information, see Crush 1995; Friedmann 1992;
Parﬁtt 2002; Parpart et al. 2002; Rahnema and Bawtree 1997.
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2 For the purposes of this paper, I accept the deﬁnition of indigenous
peoples from José’s Martínez Cobo’s 1986 UN report on indigenous peoples:
Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which have a
historical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors
of societies 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 territories, 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. (Cobo 1986, cited in Hodgson 2002: 1,039)
3 ‘Han’ here refers collectively to the three ethnic groups in Taiwan
with roots in mainland China, usually referred to as Mainlanders, ‘Native’
Taiwanese and Hakka. As an ethnic marker for the dominant ethnic groups
as distinct from indigenous people, it is more often used in indigenous communities than in urban settings.
4 US$1 = NT$35.
5 Alternative spellings for Tayal, sometimes seen in the ethnographic
literature, are Atayal and Dayan.
6 The 28,000 members of the Taroko tribe in Hualien County are included
in this ﬁgure. The Taiwanese government does not recognize them as a separate tribe.
7 Seeing me talk to an Amis man in a restaurant, one Taroko elder once
warned me against making Amis friends. He used the Wushe Incident to
prove ‘their’ untrustworthiness. Friendships and even intermarriage between
the two groups, however, do occur in spite of mutual animosity.
8 As Taiwan seeks a national identity distinct from China, the small
nation has ﬁnally become aware of indigenous issues and placed them at the
forefront of the national agenda. In 1997, legal rights for indigenous peoples
were ﬁnally included in the ROC constitution. In 2000, the Democratic
Progressive Party elected Chen Shui-bian president and promised to afﬁrm
indigenous rights. By 2001, the government was considering the establishment of autonomous regions in areas of high Austronesian population in
order to better protect indigenous rights. Such policies should not be viewed
as Machiavellian moves to gain more space for Taiwan in the international
arena; they are more accurately understood as responses to political pressure
from grass-roots social movements.
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5 | Nutritional vulnerability in indigenous
children of the Americas – a human rights issue
SIRI DAMMAN

During the 2003 session of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues,
it was pointed out that very little comprehensive information exists on
the situation of indigenous peoples. The forum thus recommended that
UN bodies provide more information on indigenous peoples’ situation
and living conditions, with a particular focus on children and youth (UN
2003).
According to a World Bank-sponsored compilation of available data from
Latin America, indigenous peoples are prone to be poor and to experience
overlapping ﬁelds of vulnerability (World Bank 1994). Another international
study suggests that indigenous peoples are also vulnerable with regards
to health (Alderete 1998). They not only tend to lack basic necessities, but
also formal education, equal opportunities and political inﬂuence (UNDP
2000). Various international organizations and conferences have added
indigenous peoples to the list of vulnerable groups1 worthy of particular
attention in regard to health, nutrition and development (PAHO 1994;
WHO 2001; WSC 1990; FAO/WHO 1992; WSSD 1995; WFS 1996). As various
international initiatives seek to address social inequalities – such as the
World Health Organization’s goal of ‘health for all within 2000’ and the
more recent ‘equity in health’ – they have focused attention on vulnerable
groups that for various reasons do not beneﬁt equally from mainstream
developments. On a parallel track, during the past ﬁfteen years the UN
human rights system has made substantial efforts to spell out the content
and implications of speciﬁc economic and social rights, including nondiscrimination with regard to food and health.2
It is rather intriguing that indigenous peoples3 (hereafter IP), a highly
diverse group of peoples, genetically very different with a wide variety of
lifestyles, from all over the world, should be more vulnerable than others.
It is also interesting to note that, in spite of a widespread consensus on
their vulnerability, there is a general lack of systematic cross-national
indicator-by-indicator analyses.
A rights-based approach to development, with its focus on nondiscrimination, respect, equity, accountability, transparency and participation, might be of particular value to vulnerable groups, and to IP in
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particular. States have the potential either to undermine or to secure the
enjoyment of the right to adequate food and the right to health, but according to international human rights standards, they have both a moral
and legal responsibility to ensure these rights within their borders. An
underlying assumption of this chapter is that one may detect a state’s
true dedication to Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR), including
the right to food and to health and social justice, through the way it deals
with the IP living within its borders. In a best-case scenario, IP are not
marginalized, and enjoy their human rights, including the right to food
and to health, on equal terms. If their nutrition and health indicators were
the same as, or approaching, the country average, this would mirror the
commitment of the state to indigenous peoples’ rights. If, on the other
hand, the gap between indigenous and non-indigenous indicators is large
or increasing, this indicates a society where different groups have unequal
access to vital resources.
In this study the author sets out to explore, although limiting herself
to the American continent,4 whether conclusions can be drawn about
indigenous vulnerability on the basis of two indicators: infant mortality
rate (IMR)5 and stunting (height/age) in children. The nutrition-related
indicators are carefully chosen according to the availability of data and
their additional function as proxy indicators of socio-economic status
and poverty (WHO 2001). Overall, Latin America is doing quite well in
comparison to Africa and Asia in regard to stunting (PAHO 2002) and
IMR. As this study will show, however, regional and national averages may
conceal wide internal variances.6 The results provide the starting point for
the second part of the study – a discussion of the practical implications
of the ﬁndings, from a human rights perspective.
Land tends to represent the basis for income and, in many cases, food,
livelihood and economic survival for IP. The land, with all the animals
and plants that live and grow there, represents their traditions, culture
and spirituality, and by living on and using the resources of the land, they
reinforce their identity as peoples. Land rights are therefore essential for
IP. Historically, states have typically disregarded traditional land rights and
indigenous peoples’ collective use of land. This has been to the advantage
both of the state itself and of commercial and other interests.
Indigenous peoples are typically caught up in a rapid acculturation,
or rather deculturation, process, often accelerated by the conﬁscation of
indigenous land. IP living in rural areas of the Americas, making a living
in the traditional way, tend to experience deteriorating access to harvested
traditional food resources. In the Arctic, traditional foods are contaminated
by heavy metals and other toxins (AMAP 1997). Besides potentially harmful
70
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dietary and lifestyle changes, indigenous communities are also prone to
poverty, and all it implies for living conditions: joblessness, high rates of
suicide, substance abuse, violence, and social and cultural disintegration
(IWGIA 1999; MRGI 1977).
In both developing and developed countries, IP seem particularly prone
to suffer and die from diseases and conditions that in principle are easy to
cure, including infectious diseases of the respiratory and digestive system,
and chronic conditions due to nutritional deﬁciencies (Alderete 1998). Furthermore, children who were undernourished during their ﬁrst years of
life are more prone to become obese and to suffer from so-called lifestyle
diseases, such as elevated blood pressure, type 2 diabetes and coronary heart
diseases (CHD) later in life. Thus, indigenous children are more prone to be
diabetic, obese and suffer heart conditions as grown-ups. So what we see is
a ‘double burden’ of disease; in one and the same population, high levels of
so-called poverty-related diseases exist side by side with diseases that until
recently were associated with wealth and an afﬂuent sedentary lifestyle.
The situation is called the ‘nutrition transition’, and is linked to rapid
Westernization of traditional diets and lifestyle. The rise in lifestyle-related
diseases is particularly strong in developing countries, including Latin
America (Bermudez and Tucker 2003). This is a scary scenario, since the
health budgets in these countries tend to be overburdened as it is (WHO
2003). In developed countries, obesity, diabetes and CHD are particularly
evident among the poorer population groups, among whom one tends to
ﬁnd the indigenous communities. These people’s diets are changing at an
alarming pace towards one rich in reﬁned ﬂour, sugar and saturated fat,
and their activity levels also tend to be changing from an active to a sedentary lifestyle (Kuhnlein and Receveur 1996; PAHO 2002). Not surprisingly,
obesity in indigenous children is found to be on the rise in both wealthy
and developing countries (Albala et al. 2002; Nakano 2003).
IP are often said to be ‘genetically small’. Research by Habicht et al.,
however, showed that child stature at seven years differed substantially
between the highest and lowest socio-economic levels, and that children
from the same socio-economic class on different continents tended to
present more similarities than differences between ethnic groups (Habicht
et al. 1974). Thus, chronic malnutrition in early life leads to reduced body
stature, so a person who is chronically malnourished during the ﬁrst years
of life will not reach the height he or she was genetically programmed for.
Interestingly, it is shown that the average height of a population changes
over time, which implies that height is a consequence of living conditions.
While the height of Mayans in Central America has actually gone down by
almost 12 centimetres during the last twenty centuries (McCullough 1982),
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children of Maya mothers who migrated to the USA are signiﬁcantly taller
than those in a comparable age group in Guatemala (Bogin et al. 2002).
Large proportions of the IP in South America live in mountainous areas,
sometimes at 3,000 metres or more, and are often found to be small. It
has been suggested that people living at high altitudes do not grow to be
as tall as those living at lower levels owing to a supposed physiological
effect of altitude on growth (Stinson 1980). Later studies, however, indicate
that the effect that was attributed to altitude is negligible or small. The
humble living conditions and food insecurity caused by short agricultural
seasons in the mountainous areas are more likely causal factors (Bustos
et al. 2001; Greksa et al. 1985).
Thus, the high levels of stunting generally found in the indigenous
peoples of the Andean region and in Mesoamerica should be interpreted
as reﬂective of resource constraints and poverty. Poor growth is due to a
combination of food insecurity and poor diets, frequent infections and the
inability of caretakers to provide the children with adequate care (Bustos
et al. 2001). Even if many are self-sufﬁcient in regard to food and basic
necessities, curable infectious diseases often take a more serious turn in IP,
since they tend not to beneﬁt equally from the services of public healthcare.
One reason for this is geographical, since IP often live in geographically
marginalized areas, where health services are scarce and scattered. Furthermore, even if a health post is in the vicinity, if people do not have any
savings, healthcare and medicines may still be inaccessible. The marginal
areas are often also the ones with the least economic potential. Besides
the issues of economic and geographical availability, authors also mention
culturally based distrust and prejudices, discrimination and communication problems due to language or cultural differences as reasons for low
health service attendance (PAHO 2002).
What does a human rights approach have to offer?

A human-rights-based approach to development starts from the ethical imperative that everyone is entitled to a certain standard of living. It
provides a non-discriminatory and ‘human-centred’ vision of development.
For obvious reasons, good health cannot be provided and ensured by a
state, nor can states provide protection against every possible cause of
human ill health. Consequently, the right to health must be understood
as a right to the enjoyment of a variety of facilities, goods, services and
conditions necessary for the realization of the highest attainable standard
of health (UN/ECOSOC 2000a, 2000b).
As peoples without their own states, IP cannot become formal members
of the United Nations. This has not stopped IP from providing a space for
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themselves, however, and quite successfully presenting their concerns both
within and outside the explicit human rights context of the UN. Since the
1990s, Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ESCR) have gained increasing inﬂuence within international development organizations. IP are the
explicit subjects of two international human rights instruments, the ILO
Convention No. 107 on Indigenous and Tribal Populations (hereafter ILO
107), and the ILO Convention No. 169 concerning Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples in Independent Countries (hereafter ILO 169). ILO 169 was introduced in 1989 and was more to the liking of IP than was the assimilationist
perspective of the earlier ILO 107; ILO 169 presents the idea that indigenous
cultures and lifestyles, history, languages, religions, values and resources
should be safeguarded through legally based protective measures. ILO 169
also opens the way for a certain degree of self-determination for indigenous
communities (ILO 1989). Within the Americas, ILO 169 has been ratiﬁed
by Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominica, Ecuador,
Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Paraguay, Peru and Venezuela (ILO 2003),
while Canada and the USA have still not ratiﬁed it (see Table 5.2 below).
On the surface, the differences between rights-based and conventional
‘basic needs’ approaches to food and nutrition may appear subtle. On
further inspection, however, the differences are fundamental. The ‘basic
needs’ approach deﬁnes beneﬁciaries and their needs, but the potential
beneﬁciaries have no active claim to ensure that their needs will be met,
and there is no duty or binding obligation on behalf of anyone to meet
these needs. As such, basic needs approaches are based on policy decisions
and economic and other considerations, and are voluntary. On the other
hand, being based in law, the human rights approach to economic, social
and cultural rights and to development substitutes for the ‘political will
approach’, whereby the state is free to choose whether or not to act, a system based on legal imperatives, duties, obligations, and the monitoring of
state performance. By emphasizing state responsibilities, beneﬁciaries are
recognized as active subjects and ‘claim-holders’ who should be consulted
and allowed to participate in decision-making and implementation. Duties
or obligations are established, and those having the responsibility to act
should be clearly deﬁned (the ‘duty-bearers’) (UNDP 2000).
The concepts of claim-holders and duty-bearers set the stage for increased accountability. This is key both to improved target group inﬂuence
and increased effectiveness of action. As such, potential ‘value added’ can
ﬂow from the application of a rights-based approach (Kracht 1997). Democratic processes, at both central and local levels, will be strengthened, and
programmes are likely to become more sustainable, through the emphasis
on accountability in decision-making and implementation. Increased ac-
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countability, consultation, inclusion and empowerment of beneﬁciaries
would facilitate the identiﬁcation of benchmarks and indicators to evaluate
processes and results (UNDP 2000).7
Human rights treaties are legally binding on states, and are not therefore
aspirations – unlike recommendations from global summits and conferences. The ethical and juridical aspects become all the more important in
a world dominated by the ideology of ‘free trade’, which places an unprecedented emphasis on the rights and interests of companies, while threatening to marginalize large population groups. A human-rights-based approach
obliges states to regulate national actors in the interests of rights-holders,
and to challenge the trends leading to a weakened state. Human rights are,
at least in theory, superimposed on all other international agreements. If the
world community decides to give human rights more priority, the human
rights system might very well provide a stronghold against international
processes leading to an increased gap between rich and poor.
Infant mortality and stunting among indigenous children of
the Americas

IMR and stunting as indicators of poverty In developing countries, more
than 40 per cent of all children are stunted,8 and over 50 per cent of all
child deaths are directly or indirectly due to malnutrition (UNICEF 2000).
Growth assessment (measuring prevalence of stunting/chronic malnutrition) is at the moment the best measure of the health and nutritional
status of children, because stunting is caused by disease and inadequate
food intake in a combined effect on child growth.
Stunting and infant mortality rates (IMR) are relatively well correlated.
Both function as proxy indicators of poverty, reﬂecting the general socioeconomic conditions in a society. What distinguishes them is that stunting
is particularly sensitive to the general socio-economic conditions, including
food insecurity, disease load, sanitary conditions and general poverty, while
IMR better reﬂect the availability and accessibility of general health services,
including birth attendance (PAHO 2002). This paper considers both IMR
and stunting as poverty indicators. It does not attempt to correlate these
with other measures of poverty, such as income levels or human development ranking, owing primarily to the paucity of such data for speciﬁc
indigenous groups.
Comparing non-standardized data materials Comparative studies examining indigenous health systematically, indicator by indicator, are practically non-existent. Reasons for this may be the tendency not to consider
ethnicity as an important variable for building models of inequity – a
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reﬂection of certain national ideologies, or of the methodological problems
involved (ibid.: vol. 1, p. 100). Surely, methodological problems should not
be underestimated. Currently, the methodological standards are poorly
harmonized – for instance, when comparing studies on indigenous health,
one ﬁnds that indigenous individuals are identiﬁed according to different
criteria9 – and few countries gather and analyse vital and health service
statistics by ethnicity (PAHO 1998). Data-sets are more commonly disaggregated by gender, urban/rural location, or by region (see Table 5.1). The
availability of region-speciﬁc data does open up the possibility of using
geographic area as a substitute for ethnicity, given that IP are often located
in well-deﬁned geographical areas (‘proxy area’, Table 5.1).10
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Findings Country averages from the relevant age group in the national
health surveys were used as reference values; indigenous data were divided
by the respective national average to express a ratio (indigenous value/
national average). Comparing indigenous data with national averages was
the best option available, since comparable data on ‘non-indigenous’ IMR
and stunting tend not to be available.
The results show that all available ratios (indigenous/national average) on infant mortality and stunting in Table 5.1 are higher than 1. This
indicates that indigenous children of the Americas are more prone to die
before one year of age and to be stunted than the general population in
the same country. Where the IMR is high, the proportion of stunting is
high too, underlining the interconnectedness between the two.
As observed in the table, in some countries there is a relatively small
difference between indigenous values and the country average, while in
others the indigenous values are two to three times higher or more. In
Canada the Inuit children are 2.2 times and Métis and Canadian Indians
1.9 times more likely to die before one year of age. In the USA, the same
trend exists.
The data-set on Guatemala is disaggregated both by ethnicity, degree
of urbanization and by socio-economic level; this opens up the possibility
of further insights. The national IMR is 45/1,000, the indigenous IMR
56/1,000, and the ladino (‘non-indigenous’) value is 44/1,000. The ratio
(indigenous/national) is small (1.2), but must be seen in connection with
Guatemala’s large indigenous population (66 per cent), which inﬂuences
the country average. If one compares the indigenous IMR to the ladino
value, the ratio increases to 1.3.
Forty-seven per cent of Guatemala’s children are stunted, 67 per cent
of the indigenous children and 34 per cent of the ladinos. Owing to the
large number of stunted indigenous children, and the high proportion of
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table 5.1a Infant mortality rate (IMR) in indigenous children of the Americas, compared to average values in their countries
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table 5.1b Chronic malnutrition (CM) in indigenous children of the Americas, compared to average values in their countries
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the population that is indigenous, the ‘indigenous/national average’ ratio
is 1.4. When indigenous children are compared to ladinos, however, the
ratio increases to 1.97, showing more marked indigenous disadvantage.
The data reveal that stunting is associated with a strong socio-economic
gradient, and affects only 18 per cent of the richest, 52 per cent of those
on an intermediate level, and 61 per cent of the poorest. A similar gradient is seen between big towns (29 per cent), smaller towns (41 per cent),
and rural areas (57 per cent) (Castillo and Bixby 2001). Thus, indigenous
children tend to be poor, stunted and live in rural areas in Guatemala,
while ladino children are more likely to be better off, grow according to
their genetic potential, and to live in bigger towns. The infant mortality
ratio is smaller than that for stunting, indicating that health services are
better distributed than wealth in Guatemala.
The data from Mexico, Chile and several other countries show that the
IMR and stunting in smaller communities might differ quite substantially
from the situation in areas that are predominantly indigenous, and from
the national average for indigenous peoples. The data-set on stunting from
Bolivia is interesting material for a longitudinal analysis of the health gap
between an indigenous-dominated geographic area and the country average. In 1988–90 the stunting ratio between the predominantly indigenous
area of Potosí and the country average was 1.25 (44.0/35.0), while in 1996 it
was 1.4 (40.3/29.1), and in 1998 up to 1.8 (47.4/26.8). We see that in Potosí
the rate of stunting is not changing much, while improvements are taking
place on the national level. Further inspection of the data reveals that the
urban centres experience impressive improvements, while the stunting
rates in the rural areas are relatively unchanged.
To sum up, Table 5.1 indicates that:
• National averages may disguise substantial variations between regions
and ethnic groups.
• The difference between indigenous communities within the same country may be substantial.
• Countries and regions of the Americas with big indigenous populations
show the highest rates of IMR and stunting. The problems seem most
serious in the Andean region, in the jungle areas of South America, and
in Central America.
• Indigenous children from the Americas are more vulnerable to IMR
and stunting than the average population in those countries.
• In comparatively 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 remain
approximately the same as in other parts of the Americas.
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Seen in its wider context, Table 5.1 suggests that a socio-economic
divide exists between indigenous and non-indigenous peoples all over the
Americas, and that IP, more than the population at large, are subject to
risk factors compromising their nutritional health and their probability of
surviving childhood. Infant mortality is closely linked to stunting, but prenatal care and the presence of trained birth attendants inﬂuence mortality
rates substantially.
A key question is to what extent the health needs of indigenous peoples
differ from the needs of the poor in general. The ‘all American’ pattern of
indigenous vulnerability is explained in the Pan American Health Organization publication Health in the Americas, which links indigenous vulnerability to poverty, discrimination and the lack of culturally sensitive and
participatory healthcare approaches (PAHO 2002). While poor people in
general may experience discrimination, indigenous peoples in addition are
prone to suffer from cultural insensitivity, language barriers and general
communication barriers based on differences in thinking about health
and illness, causes of disease, ways of curing, what constitutes ‘human
well-being’, and so forth.
Individual states’ efforts to address indigenous health issues seem rather
whimsical and unfocused, and have to a large degree been characterized
by a top-down ‘one size ﬁts all’ approach (ibid.). As shown in Table 5.1, the
results are not terribly impressive so far. New approaches are in the making,
however, and the ongoing pan-American health reform initiative (ibid.) may
help tune health and development policies to local realities through participation and partnership. Such approaches would take into consideration the
fact that health services should be adapted to different circumstances and
needs, and probably be much more conducive to indigenous health (Victoria
et al. 2003). Furthermore, the current international and national focus on
indigenous health, human rights and state obligations may trigger a new
determination to address indigenous health issues more effectively.
States and their health- and food-related human rights obligations
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The human rights system provides approaches and concepts that should
be of particular use to indigenous peoples. First of all, the key principles
of the right to health, including availability, accessibility, acceptability and
quality, have been spelled out by the United Nations Committee on the
International Covenant of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (hereafter
ICESCR) in its General Comment on the right to health (GC14), which
clariﬁes the health-related obligations of the state (UN/ECOSOC 2000a).
Second, state obligations to respect, protect and fulﬁl people’s right to food
(Eide 1987; UN/ECOSOC 1999) accentuate the right to conditions whereby
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people may feed themselves through their own efforts, and get assistance
where that is no longer possible. Third, the human rights principle of nondiscrimination, combined with afﬁrmative action and protective measures,
highlights the need for social justice and at times positive discrimination
and special treatment to achieve equitable results. Finally, the principles
of accountability, transparency, people’s participation and decentralization11 (also found in the concept ‘good governance’) can potentially provide
guidance on how to govern in a way that is conducive to human well-being
and human-rights-based development.

The right to adequate food and to the highest attainable standard of
health A rights-based approach to food and health, and development as
such, is inseparable from social justice, and requires the adoption of appropriate economic, environmental and social policies at both national
and international levels, oriented to the eradication of poverty and the
fulﬁlment of human rights for all (UN/ECOSOC 1999). The state can create
and sustain/perpetuate poverty, but it can also do a lot to eliminate and
prevent it. Through ratifying the relevant human rights treaties, states have
taken on direct obligations. In Table 5.2 the reader will ﬁnd a list of various
human rights instruments that include paragraphs on the right to health
or the right to food, and an overview of the ratiﬁcation status of various
states of the Americas. These human rights instruments include the right
to health or the right to food as integral parts of human well-being and
an adequate standard of living, highlighting the solid position that these
rights have today.
In regard to the right to health, states have a core obligation to ensure
equitable distribution of all health facilities, especially for vulnerable or
marginalized groups (UN/ECOSOC 1999; UN/ECOSOC 2000a, 2000b). State
parties to the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights should
adopt and implement national strategies and plans of action to ensure
equitable distribution, and, based on epidemiological evidence, indicators and benchmarks, and give particular attention to all vulnerable or
marginalized groups.
The General Comment 14 (UN/ECOSOC 2000a) addresses the concerns
for equity in health under the following key principles:
• availability – there have to be enough functioning public health
and healthcare facilities, goods and services, as well as programmes,
to make them available to all.
• accessibility – health facilities, goods and services have to be
accessible to everyone without discrimination. Accessibility has four
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overlapping dimensions: non-discrimination (access for all, including
vulnerable and poor segments of society), physical accessibility for all,
economical accessibility (affordability), and information accessibility
(linguistically appropriate formats).
• acceptability – health services must be culturally appropriate.
• quality – health facilities, goods and services must be scientiﬁcally
and medically appropriate and of good quality. This requires, inter alia,
skilled medical personnel, scientiﬁcally approved and unexpired drugs
and hospital equipment, safe and potable water, adequate sanitation,
and conducive provider attitudes. In theory, health services should be
of the same quality, whether the patient is poor or rich, rural or urban,
indigenous or non-indigenous.

Afﬁrmative action and protective measures related to health It is established that everyone has the same right to health, without distinction of
any kind. Few would dispute, however, that there is a tendency for the rural
health services in poor areas to be less equipped, and to have fewer trained
and competent staff. In regard to vulnerable groups, such as indigenous
peoples, one also needs instruments for afﬁrmative action. In many cases
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Regarding fulﬁlling the right to adequate food, the state’s key role has
been quite extensively explored (Eide 1987; Oshaug et al. 1994; UN/ECOSOC
1999); it includes respecting what people already do and protecting them
against harm imposed on them by others. State obligations build ﬁrst and
foremost on respect for and protection of the food-acquiring and coping
strategies the population use. When needed, the state must also proactively
engage in facilitating and strengthening people in their efforts to maintain
a livelihood and thus food security. Finally, whenever individuals or groups
are unable, for reasons beyond their control, to enjoy the right to adequate
food by the means at their disposal, states have the obligation to fulﬁl
(provide) that right directly (Eide 1987; Oshaug et al. 1994). Thus, the right
to food is a right to a set of conditions that make one able to feed oneself
(and one’s dependants) in dignity.
According to the General Comment 12 (UN/ECOSOC 1999), ‘… specially
disadvantaged groups may need special attention and sometimes priority
consideration with respect to accessibility of food. A particular vulnerability is that of many indigenous population groups whose access to their
ancestral lands may be threatened.’ In order to examine whether state
parties honour their obligations in regard to food and health, one may,
ﬁrst, examine nutrition and health statistics on marginalized and vulnerable groups, and, second, state policy towards these groups.
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the most vulnerable groups are lagging so far behind on health indicators
that, to be able to reach the level of the rest of the population, compensatory
measures or ‘positive discrimination’ are needed for a limited period of
time, until the differences in nutritional health are eliminated. Afﬁrmative
action might be needed in cases where indigenous areas or services have
been underfunded for a long time. Both the United Nations Committee
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ General Comments on food and
health, and ILO Convention 169, give such provisions.
For indigenous peoples, as in gender research, the difference between
equality and equity is quite marked. The point is not for women and men
– or indigenous and non-indigenous individuals – to be the same, but
for them to achieve equity, that is, to eliminate unjust differences while
allowing, respecting and even facilitating the ‘differences that make the
difference’. Thus, the goal is not only to have the state improve the outreach
of conventional health services, but, with equity in mind, to comprehend
that indigenous communities might need processes and models other than
the conventional ones in order to achieve nutritional health and well-being.
ILO Convention 169 states that the state parties are ‘obliged to assist the
members of the peoples concerned to eliminate socio-economic gaps that
may exist between indigenous and other members of the national community, in a manner compatible with their aspirations and ways of life’.
When patient and healer belong to different health cultures, lack of
common concepts may lead to confusion and lack of trust (Sachs 1987).
Thus, health facilities, goods and services must be culturally appropriate.
In the Americas, health personnel tend to be recruited predominantly from
the latino/mestizo/white middle class, and tend not to speak indigenous
languages. Cultural differences increase the likelihood of professional
errors and patients are more likely to disregard the diagnosis given and
choose not to follow up on medication if they don’t understand or agree
with the medical doctor’s judgement. IP often use other models to explain
symptoms and diseases, and different strategies to restore health.
Health-related protective measures would have to be tuned to the speciﬁc culture and needs of the individual indigenous community. Drawing
on experiences from Canada, New Zealand and Australia, it appears that
the way to achieve sustainable results in regard to indigenous health is
through participatory approaches, capacity-building, and openness and
responsiveness to cultural needs within the health services (Victoria et al.
2003; BMJ 2003). This implies that indigenous communities should be part
of the decision-making process. General Comment 14 (para. 27) elaborates
upon indigenous health issues, and takes on an equitable, participatory
and culturally sensitive approach to health.12
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Transparency, accountability, people’s participation and decentralization Transparency and accountability are key principles for a sound participatory and democratic development process. Free access to information
and clear lines of responsibility allow for discussions about the appropriateness of means and goals, interaction between all interest groups, and
adjustments and corrections of policies and action.
When providing services for culturally or socially distinct groups it is
particularly crucial to consult with the intended users. Such an approach
is more likely to create sustainable and welcomed results, in addition to
being an exercise in good governance, and in accordance with human rights
principles. ILO Convention 169 (art. 25) addresses the importance of health
services being community based and appropriate to local conditions, as
an alternative to merely expanding the coverage of Western-style health
services in a top-down manner.13
IP often maintain their culture’s medical knowledge, using it in parallel
to the Western medical system. In some areas traditional healers might be
the only option available, as in some areas of Bolivia, Guatemala, Mexico,
Peru and Ecuador (PAHO 1998, 2002). Allowing for community-based
health services with indigenous staff or a higher availability of culturally
‘bilingual’/sensitive health practitioners might help not only with verbal
communication across languages but also with the translation of medical
ideas and ‘world views’ between two (or more) cultures. In most countries,
however, IP are poorly represented within the health services. According
to ILO 169 (arts 26 and 27), indigenous youth should be actively recruited
to medical schools and other health education and health work, including
active involvement in curriculum development.
Rights: via political decisions or legal mechanisms
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On the regional level, attitudes seem to be in close accordance with
a human rights approach, and highly conducive to improved indigenous
health. In the Summit of the Americas Plan of Action (Miami, Florida,
1994), signed by thirty-four heads of state, Equitable Access to Basic Health
Services was deﬁned as a key part of ‘Eradicating Poverty and Discrimination in Our Hemisphere’. Nevertheless, despite impressive gains in the
hemisphere, limitations on health service access and quality have resulted
in persistently high child and maternal mortality, particularly among the
rural poor and indigenous groups.
Increased accountability both at the national and at the international
level might greatly support efforts towards an effective and equitable development process. The state must also play its part, however. To analyse
whether a state has the intention of honouring its obligations in regard to
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indigenous peoples’ right to health, one may consider their human rights
treaty ratiﬁcation record, their constitution, their laws and policies. Yet even
if laws are good, there might be a lack of political will, and violators may
be able to act with impunity, leading to little progress ‘on the ground’. One
must therefore expand the analysis to explore to what extent obligations
are followed up in practical terms. This includes whether the principles of
transparency, accountability and participation are observed, to what extent
responsibilities are clariﬁed, and whether funding and other resources are
provided. In case of resource constraints, the state should call for assistance
from the international community.
Government decisions may crucially impact on the food and health
situation of the population. Governments are squeezed, however, between
the interests of market forces and economic actors and those of the poor.
Civil society can help create a counter-force to the negative consequences
of economic globalization. Civil society groups can ‘remind’ politicians that
in a democratic society they are representatives of the people, and keep
them cognizant of their obligations. And if a strong international consensus
can be built, international human rights obligations might be a forceful
argument in pushing for debt relief or non-payment of debt, freeing up
resources for states to fund improvements in health and food access.
The international human rights system is perhaps even more crucial to
IP than to other groups. First, their natural resources are so attractive to the
state and other actors that outside pressure may be needed for indigenous
land to be demarcated and their land rights and ownership respected, in
law and in fact. Second, IP might need outside support for their claims
to equal rights to state services, and special rights to protect them against
threats to their values and way of life. The human rights system offers
provisions and mechanisms protecting IP from having to abandon their
cultures, identities and lifestyles in order to obtain their share of a society’s
welfare and development. The international human rights system is often
more sympathetic to indigenous claims than the national laws. This gives
indigenous organizations and individuals a tool in the struggle against
laws and state policies that do not respect their rights.
Conclusion

This study opens the way for further investigations into why indigenous
peoples in all countries in the Americas have a higher prevalence of stunting, and are more prone to die in infancy, than other people in the countries
where they live. The ﬁndings indicate that the indigenous children of the
Americas are more disadvantaged than the average child in these countries.
There is little reason to believe that health is determined by ethnicity, and
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one would assume that if everyone’s right to food and to health had been
observed, regardless of the ethnicity or economic status of the individual,
this health gap would probably not exist.
There is good reason to assume that IP, owing both to their cultural
distinctness and the discrimination they are prone to suffer, would beneﬁt
from policies regarding them as distinct from the poor in general, and
granting them culturally acceptable services, afﬁrmative action and special
rights, within a framework of participation and respect. Owing to their
culture, IP may have distinct goals, world-views and strategies, not necessarily consonant with mainstream ideas.
State parties to the International Covenant of Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights report to the UN Committee on ESCR, providing data disaggregated for vulnerable groups. In nutrition and health policy-making
targeting IP, states would beneﬁt from disaggregating national health
data in regard to ethnicity. This would reveal if, in what way and for what
reasons IP are vulnerable. It might assist if speciﬁc data on indigenous
peoples were available from international development agencies. Trends
within human development are reported annually in publications such as
the World Bank’s World Development Report, UNDP’s Human Development
Report, WHO’s World Health Report and UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children. It would be timely for a concerned body, in line with the Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues’ recommendations, to produce and regularly
update information on the state of IP’s health and work towards solving
the methodological problems involved.
It might at times take a substantial amount of courage for a nation to
investigate ethnic health differences, owing to the possible tensions that
such a focus might create. Revealing discrimination and neglect of certain
groups might be seen as a ‘political’ issue, too sensitive to address. Several
countries in the Americas, however, have already adopted an open and
positive attitude to looking into the health problems of IP. In doing so,
they have made a move towards identifying causal factors and reducing
the health gaps.
The international human rights system may eventually be given the full
authority needed to function as a fully ﬂedged monitoring and recourse
mechanism. Even under present circumstances, however, the moral imperative of international human rights monitoring is not to be underestimated. The decisions of human rights commissions, committees or
courts, on top of international political pressure, may push countries into
complying with their obligations.
For the same reasons, IP may have a lot to gain from using forums open
to them in the UN, such as the Working Group on Indigenous Populations,
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the Permanent Forum for Indigenous Issues, the Social Forum, and treaty
bodies and international conferences, thus indirectly putting pressure on
their governments. The moral imperative of rights-based language is also
helpful for civil-society NGOs and associations of rights-holders claiming
political, civil, economic, social and cultural justice. ‘Public display’ of
health statistics is a useful approach. States tend to try to avoid accusations
and complaints of human rights abuses and violations, and might stretch
their political will and funding further to avoid it.
Ultimately, a human rights approach can provide useful strategies and
principles for advocates of social justice, including those advocating equitable access to nutrition and health. Such an approach, with both moral
and legal weight, will provide a useful framework within which to close
existing health gaps for indigenous peoples, if states are willing to give it
the backing it deserves.
Notes
1 Depending on the issue in question, vulnerability might be associated
with certain age groups, such as pregnant women, children under ﬁve years of
age or the elderly, by gender, by mental or physical conditions or handicaps,
pregnancy or by sexual orientation. Analyses of health in relation to geography
(e.g. urban/rural), economy (socio-economic strata and health) or race or ethnicity help add new insights related to determinants of health and ill health.
2 From General Comment no. 14 on the right to the highest attainable
standard of health (UN/ECOSOC 2000a):
Core obligations 43. … States parties have a core obligation to ensure the
satisfaction of, at the very least, minimum essential levels of each of the
rights enunciated in the Covenant, including essential primary health
care. … these core obligations include at least the following obligations:
a) To ensure the right of access to health facilities, goods and services
on a non-discriminatory basis, especially for vulnerable or marginalized
groups;
b) To ensure access to the minimum essential food which is nutritionally adequate and safe, to ensure freedom from hunger to everyone;
c) To ensure access to basic shelter, housing and sanitation, and an
adequate supply of safe and potable water;
d) To provide essential drugs, as from time to time deﬁned under the
WHO Action Programme on Essential Drugs;
e) To ensure equitable distribution of all health facilities, goods and
services;
f) To adopt and implement a national public health strategy and plan
of action, on the basis of epidemiological evidence, addressing the health
concerns of the whole population; the strategy and plan of action shall
be devised, and periodically reviewed, on the basis of a participatory and
transparent process; they shall include methods, such as right to health
indicators and benchmarks, by which progress can be closely monitored;
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the process by which the strategy and plan of action are devised, as well as
their content, shall give particular attention to all vulnerable or marginalized groups.
3 The term indigenous peoples is not deﬁned, on request of indigenous
peoples themselves. The countries who have ratiﬁed ILO Convention 169
(1989), however, will relate to the following description, found in Article 1(b)
of the convention: ‘Peoples in independent countries 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. According to the Article
2(c), self-identiﬁcation as indigenous or tribal shall be regarded as a fundamental criterion for determining the groups to which the provisions of this
Convention apply.’
4 Although this presentation deals speciﬁcally with indigenous children in
the Americas, the observations and suggestions in regard to state obligations
will probably have some relevance in regard to indigenous peoples in other
parts of the world, as well as in regard to other marginalized groups.
5 The probability of dying between birth and exactly one year of age
expressed per 1,000 live births (UNICEF 2000).
6 Some countries, such as Canada and the USA, do not collect national
data on stunting any more, since stunting is not considered to be a problem;
yet disadvantaged minorities within the country might still be stunted.
7 A recent forum is taking this up. The Sub-commission on Human
Rights, concerned with the need for a new social architecture to complement
the ﬁnancial architecture, has been instrumental in establishing the Social
Forum (UN/ECOSOC). This forum on economic, social and cultural rights will
meet at the UN in Geneva for two days every year, and discuss themes such as
poverty and human rights; the effect of international trade, ﬁnance and economic policies on income distribution; and equality and non-discrimination
at the national and international levels and in regard to vulnerable groups,
including indigenous peoples. It remains to be seen what inﬂuence this
forum will have.
8 Stunting/chronic malnutrition, moderate and severe – deﬁned as below
minus 2 standard deviations from median height for reference population.

10 Where the national surveys were segregated by regions only, the
region(s) with the highest indigenous proportion were identiﬁed by using
the World Directory of Minorities (MRGI 1997), PAHO publications (Health
in the Americas) or similar sources. The author also included smaller
studies on indigenous communities (see ‘Small studies’ in Table 5.1). These
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9 Criteria such as name, language, place of birth, skin colour, dress and
community afﬁliation have been used (PAHO 2002). From a human rights
perspective, self-identiﬁcation is opted for (ILO Convention 16). Using
secondary and tertiary sources of information, the author has not made any
independent choice of deﬁnition, but has accepted the inclusion criteria used
by the author(s) of each study.
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smaller studies, however, might not be representative of the situation of all
indigenous peoples in a country, and could lead both to underestimations
and overestimations of the situation at large.
11 General Comment no. 12 (para. 23): ‘The formulation and implementation of national strategies for the right to food requires full compliance
with the principles of accountability, transparency, people’s participation,
decentralization, legislative capacity and the independence of the judiciary.
Good governance is essential to the realization of all human rights, including the elimination of poverty and ensuring a satisfactory livelihood for all’
(UN/ECOSOC 1999).
12 ‘The Committee considers that IP have the right to speciﬁc measures to
improve their access to health services and care. These health services should
be culturally appropriate, taking into account traditional preventive care, healing practices and medicines. States should provide resources for IP to design,
deliver and control such services so that they may enjoy the highest attainable
standard of physical and mental health. The vital medicinal plants, animals
and minerals necessary to the full enjoyment of health of IP should also be
protected. The Committee notes that, in indigenous communities, the health
of the individual is often linked to the health of the society as a whole and has
a collective dimension. In this respect, the Committee considers that development-related activities that lead to the displacement of IP against their will
from their traditional territories and environment, denying them their sources
of nutrition and breaking their symbiotic relationship with their lands, has a
deleterious effect on their health’ (UN/ECOSOC 2000a).
13 ILO 169 Art. 25 (ILO 1989):
1. Governments shall ensure that adequate health services are made
available to the peoples concerned, or shall provide them with resources to
allow them to design and deliver such services under their own responsibility and control, so that they may enjoy the highest attainable standard of
physical and mental health.
2. Health services shall, to the extent possible, be community-based.
These services shall be planned and administered in cooperation with
the peoples concerned and take into account their economic, geographic,
social and cultural conditions as well as their traditional preventive care,
healing practices and medicines.
3. The health care system shall give preference to the training and
employment of local community health workers, and focus on primary
health care while maintaining strong links with other levels of health care
services.
4. The provision of such health services shall be coordinated with other
social, economic and cultural measures in the country.
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two | Indigenous peoples in nation-states:
rights, citizenship and self-determination

6 | Overview – the right to self-determination
JOHN-ANDREW MCNEISH AND ROBYN EVERSOLE

Important advances have been made in the United Nations International
Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. One of the most crucial has
been the drafting of a Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. This
draft declaration, prepared by the UN Working Group on Indigenous Populations, proclaims the right of indigenous peoples to self-determination and
to the full enjoyment of all human rights recognized in the UN Charter and
international human rights law (Trask 1993: 281). In 2002 signiﬁcant moves
were made towards this draft’s ratiﬁcation, and a Permanent UN Forum for
Indigenous Issues met for the ﬁrst time. The United Nations Commission
on Human Rights has also appointed a Special Rapporteur on the Human
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of Indigenous People. The rapporteur’s
functions include ‘to gather, request, receive and exchange information
and communications from all relevant sources, including Governments,
indigenous people themselves and their communities and organizations,
on violations of their human rights and fundamental freedoms’. Finally,
the UNDP’s recently released Human Development Report for 2004 makes
a clear case not only for the respect of cultural diversity, but for ‘cultural
liberty’, i.e. ‘the capability of people to live and be what they choose, with
adequate opportunity to consider other options’ (UNDP 2004: 4).
These events mark the world community’s growing recognition and
acceptance of responsibility for the particular problems, interests and
aspirations of indigenous peoples. In turn, the growing legal acceptability
of indigenous rights discourses around the world has had signiﬁcant impact
on national legislation and the local treatment of indigenous peoples (Jentoft et al. 2003: 2–4). Such growing international recognition of indigenous
peoples’ rights has, for instance, justiﬁed landmark national court rulings in
favour of indigenous peoples. It has also provided important support for the
many indigenous peoples around the world that are attempting to negotiate
their status within nation-states. International recognition of indigenous
rights has given these groups a common language, while providing access
to international forums where their perspectives and needs can be heard.
Meanwhile, with the globalization of standards of governance, government
administrations throughout the world are forced to acknowledge and formally legislate for the integration of such rights into national law.
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The international indigenous rights movement therefore has a lot to
celebrate at the end of the Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples.
Despite this, most indigenous activists recognize that there is still a lot
of work to do in order to secure full recognition of both the common and
special rights of indigenous peoples. Despite the extent to which human
rights discourse has proved fruitful for indigenous rights movements, the
UN system also has limitations in terms of fully responding to their claims
and providing the kinds of remedies they seek (Engle Merry 1997). Speciﬁcally, while the globalization of standards of governance has meant that
many prejudicial rules and constraints have been removed at the national
and local levels, many of the exclusionary weaknesses of the international
economic and political order still remain largely unquestioned.
For instance, as Overland will demonstrate in this section, persisting
political boundaries mean that there are serious imbalances in the spread
of assistance given by the international donor system. The result is that
indigenous poor in so-called ‘middle income’ countries are largely ignored.
This indicates the need to reconsider policy divisions based on historic
economic differences, or outdated political conﬂicts.1 Moreover, it indicates
the need for critical analysis of, and changes to, the liberal and largely
economic rationality of the international system on which human and
indigenous rights both rely and operate.
This section focuses on the relationships between indigenous peoples
and nation-states in an international context where indigenous rights are
increasingly recognized, and yet are limited by liberal conceptualizations
of citizenship and citizens’ rights. This section argues, speciﬁcally, that
an understanding of the issue of indigenous self-determination is key to
reforming current debates on rights and unlocking the persisting deadlock
in relationships between nation-states and indigenous peoples. The theme
of self-determination emerges over and over in the chapters that follow as
central to the question of indigenous poverty. These chapters raise important points about how states’ attitudes towards indigenous peoples have
repercussions on the opportunities and rights that are available to the
latter. They assist us to unearth both the roots of indigenous disadvantage
and the building-blocks of change.
The limits of liberalism

Many anthropologists have failed to give their support to indigenous
rights and human rights discourses because these discourses are historically rooted in Western legal tradition and grew out of its particular social
conditions (ibid.). They argue that the global spread of human rights discourse is similar in many ways to the imperialist introduction of legal
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orders from the West to the rest. This is not the argument we mean to
make here. Indeed, we recognize that as a result of long-term globalization,
‘there are no longer cultures for which the legal regimes of the West are
totally alien or irrelevant’, and thus it would seem foolish to believe that
human rights discourse remains the exclusive property and domain of the
West (ibid.: 29). Clearly, ‘as various societies mobilise Western law in their
demands for human rights, they reinterpret and transform Western law in
accordance with their own local legal conceptions’ (ibid.).
As long as cultures are seen as integrated, cohesive, bounded and more
or less static, it is easy to perceive human rights as an intrusive, alien
discourse. If, however, cultures are understood as ‘complex repertoires
of systems of meanings extracted from myriad sources and reinterpreted
through local understandings and interests’, this understanding ‘provides
a more ﬂuid way of considering how human rights might be incorporated
into local cultural practices and understandings’ (ibid.: 30). The universalist/relativist debate distracts from an understanding of human rights in
practice: examining local political struggles that mobilize rights language
in particular situations.
Thus, the argument we want to make here is not against the international transference of legal ideas about rights. The issue is not one of
transference or of reception, but more one of questioning what is being
transferred and the existing limits placed by the international system on
its local interpretation. We therefore do not mean to argue against the
pursuit of a politics of rights, but to argue in line with Gledhill (1997)
against settling for a politics of rights premised solely on liberal political
institutions that embody various kinds of regulatory power.
While the system of international rights creates inclusive possibilities
for some, its reliance on the goodwill of nation-states and international
organizations that have long been established within the limits of liberal
democracy results in the exclusion of others bearing demands and needs
considered to be beyond the bounds of established discourse. Furthermore, because of the dominance of liberal democracy and the links that
have formed between it and international capitalism, it is increasingly
difﬁcult for alternative forms of economic organization and ownership to
ﬁnd ofﬁcial sanction.
Despite the fact that local indigenous populations are more than able
to make sense of Western/international legal ideas and ﬁnd means to
interpret and apply them for their own beneﬁt, the premising of rights
on liberal political institutions creates as many limits to indigenous rights
campaigns as openings. The foundation of international rights discourse
on an acceptance and enforcement of individual liberal citizenship means
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that more radical communal claims such as cultural identity, common
land or ‘strategic exclusion’ (Chapter 9, this volume) cannot be ofﬁcially
justiﬁed. In this sense, while Western legal forms offer a powerful language
in which to make claims against nation-states, their liberal formations
also channel and constrain the kinds of wrongs enunciated and the remedies demanded. Indeed, this helps to explain how Western legal forms
can operate as an indispensable force of emancipation at one moment of
history – for example, the American Civil Rights movement – but become
at another time a regulatory discourse, a means of obstructing or co-opting more radical political demands, or simply the most hollow of empty
promises (ibid.).
The liberal foundations of current rights discourses and institutions are
also responsible for placing limitations on policy aimed at development and
poverty reduction. The range of social policy on offer from governments
and political parties around the world has now narrowed considerably.
Welfare assistance from the state, in those countries where it was available, is no longer considered an immediate and universal ‘basic right’.
The state speaking in the name of ‘society’ now argues that (normalized)
families have private responsibilities towards individuals which should
not be transferred to society at large, and that local ‘communities’ must
shoulder more of the burden of care for the poor and incapacitated in their
midst. The role of the state has been circumscribed to the elimination
of the structural causes of individuals’ ‘lack of capability’ to function as
normal citizens – where ‘normalcy’ not only expresses prosperity, but also
forms of life and behaviour that are part of ‘a hegemonic (and class-based)
“comprehensive conception of the good”’ (ibid.: 177–8).
As policies focus on the importance of individual self-realization,2 the
poor, both indigenous and non-indigenous, are accused of living ‘without
thought for the future’. Their lack of ability to plan for the future (indicated
by their continuing to have large families, failing to have their citizenship
papers in order, or failing to buy into the security that the market can
offer) is judged as exacerbating the ﬁscal problems of the late capitalist
state and is used to reinforce the moral stigmatization not only of poverty
but also of social difference. Here, the morality of living a responsible life
has become equated with the secular obligation of citizenship and with
the character of national belonging, or nationalism.
The consequences of this are often contradictory. The liberal insistence on individual obligation forms the basis for a discourse on rights
where indigenous peoples and minorities are to be defended, and yet it
can become an excuse for a concurrent condemnation of these peoples’
ways of life. For example, as McCaskill and Rutherford describe for South100

East Asia, although cultural diversity is now often celebrated as part of
national identity, many traditional practices are at the same time deemed
manifestations of primitive and inferior cultures in need of the beneﬁts
of state-led modernization.
Rethinking the basis of indigenous rights

101

The right to self-determination

Indigenous peoples generally deﬁne themselves as different from the
mainstream national societies in which they live. This difference is the
characteristic often stressed in attempts to deﬁne what is meant by ‘indigenous peoples’; they are ‘distinct from other sectors of the society now
prevailing in those territories’ (Martínez Cobo 1986) with ‘distinct cultural
and territorial identities’ (ILO 1999: 3). This difference is generally the
basis of indigenous peoples’ demands for self-determination and particular
rights. Yet how different are indigenous peoples, really – and what does
this difference mean in the context of the modern nation-state?
Nation-states are, after all, groupings of citizens – individuals. At the
same time, it is perfectly common for these individuals to join together,
in groups of common interest, to exercise their inﬂuence and make demands on nation-states. With the exception of totalitarian regimes, this
is an expected pattern of relationship between the state and its citizens:
certainly in a democracy, and even in patronage-based governance. Political parties, lobby groups, geographic communities and a broad range of
organizations and institutions will attempt to inﬂuence national policy and
practice whenever possible, and capture resources for themselves and their
constituencies. This can be considered part of the institutional structure
of the modern nation-state – the way things are done. Indigenous voices
enter the chorus as one more interest group amid many.
But are they? For, as their argument goes, the indigenous contingent
is different. They emphasize that they are peoples. That is, indigenousness
is not simply a characteristic of particular citizens: such as being female,
or under age eighteen, or a supporter of labour rights. Rather, indigenous
identity posits an alternative citizenship arrangement – that of belonging to
an indigenous group – which precedes, and often pre-dates, citizenship in
the modern nation-state. The accuracy of this claim can often be defended
with reference to historical population movements (see McCaskill and
Rutherford in Chapter 8). Nevertheless, this is a worrisome concept for
nation-states, whose very logic is based on the assumption that its citizens
are individuals who belong, in the sense of both identity and answerability,
to that nation-state. This is the liberal concept of citizenship. The term
‘indigenous peoples’, conversely, implies sovereignty: that as peoples, they
can be the direct subjects of international law without the intermediation
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of nation-states (CHR 1996: 9). Thus, indigenous peoples have the potential
to stand outside this state–citizen relationship and even to place their
loyalties and their interests elsewhere.
It is not surprising that conﬂicts emerge when a group sees itself as an
indigenous people while its governing state sees it as an interest group comprised of state citizens. If these groups are peoples in their own right, then
the very basis of the legitimacy of state authority over them can be called
into question. Indeed, over the years, various peoples have separated from
nation-states and formed their own nations – seldom a painless process.
Nevertheless, most indigenous groups do not aim to separate themselves
from state membership or state authority. Few aim to secede from nationstates. Rather, as Louise Humpage describes in Chapter 9 for the Māori, the
goal is most often characterized as self-determination – self-determination
that is carried out within the borders of existing nation-states.
Yet what does it mean to be a self-determining people within an existing nation-state? The concept seems contradictory. Within an existing
nation-state, aspects of national identity are obviously still retained to
some degree. So is a recognition of state authority. Yet a self-determining
indigenous people would also be assumed to have signiﬁcant power to
control their own affairs. Claims for self-determination may, for instance,
involve indigenous peoples redesigning and taking more control over their
own governing institutions and decision-making processes, rather than
leaving these in the hands of state bureaucrats. Cornell describes such a
process in the United States in Chapter 11. Self-determination may also
mean having a guaranteed right to land and its protection from outside
interests (Gray 1995: 54). Self-determination may even mean the establishment of autonomous regions or districts within nation-states, as has been
the case in some parts of India (ibid.), or the presence of representative
indigenous bodies within national governments, such as the Sami parliaments (see Chapter 15).
The idea of self-determining peoples within nation-states presses at
– and beyond – liberal concepts of the nation-state. Yet self-determination
is now the articulated goal of many indigenous peoples around the world.
Gray (ibid.) has characterized self-determination as ‘the converse of colonization’, and emphasized that ‘it is not a speciﬁc alternative but an open
concept’. Yet how can a group be self-determining and still subject to a
nation-state? What can such a relationship look like?
Peoples and collective rights

The rights of indigenous peoples are now being recognized on an
international stage. Yet as we have seen, there are tensions between an
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international, liberal legal framework that is designed to protect the rights
of the individual, and the emphasis that indigenous peoples place on collective rights. The rights of indigenous peoples are by deﬁnition rights that
pertain to collectivities (peoples), not simply to indigenous individuals.
Yet national and international legal institutions, with their liberal roots,
are often ill equipped to deal with the defence of collective rights. And
for nation-states, the recognition of collective rights steps outside the
usual state–citizen relationship. When indigenous peoples ask that their
collective rights, as peoples, be recognized, this initiates a new kind of
relationship with the nation-state.
Structuring this relationship is a challenge for states. While a state
may be accustomed to creating policies and laws to recognize the rights
of collective groups of citizens (for example, women, the disabled, the
elderly), these are essentially interest groups, not peoples. When dealing
with most categories of citizens and their demands, the state can still
easily assume that these individuals’ primary loyalty of citizenship is to
the state itself. It is thus unlikely to meet much resistance when the new
laws and policies contain this assumption, and are declared and enforced
through the existing institutions of the state, according to the state’s own
ways of doing things.
Not so, however, when creating laws and policies for indigenous peoples.
Here, as the chapters in this section highlight, states’ homogenizing solutions to indigenous people’s problems not only meet with cries of protest,
but also tend to generate ineffective results. The reasons for this are, again,
tied to indigenous people’s difference from other citizens. Their ﬁrst loyalty of citizenship is often to a collectivity (tribe, sub-tribe, etc.). A direct
citizen–state relationship that bypasses the authority of the indigenous
collectivity is problematic and may lack authority. Indeed, policies that
promote such a direct relationship, bypassing indigenous institutions, are
generally understood as inimical to indigenous self-determination.
Indigenous people are also different from other citizens in terms of
their culture, and this impacts on a state’s ability to create appropriate
policies and laws for them. Martínez Cobo (1986) highlights the fact that
indigenous people have their ‘own cultural patterns, social institutions,
and legal systems’. While in some cases these may be in disarray owing to
their experiences of colonization and/or partial assimilation into dominant
societies, sufﬁcient differences still persist. These differences create considerable dissonance between what members of the mainstream culture think
indigenous people want or need and how they should go about achieving it,
and indigenous people’s own values and organizational principles. Dealing
with indigenous institutions puts indigenous individuals on familiar turf;
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dealing with state institutions, on the other hand, can be a very foreign
experience. A recognition of collective rights not only acknowledges the
legitimacy of indigenous institutions, but also of the cultural bridging
role that they play.
Thus, for indigenous self-determination to be possible within the
boundaries of the modern nation-state, it is necessary for nation-states
to be willing to recognize and deal with indigenous collectivities. Yet working with indigenous collectivities is not an easy shift for states to make.
It entails moving beyond the concept of the individual citizen with direct
responsibilities to the state, and instead granting these indigenous collectivities signiﬁcant decision-making powers – even when these decisions
may conﬂict with state interests. There are further complications in terms
of the practicalities of working with indigenous collectivities, particularly
given that the nature of representation is often contested within indigenous groups themselves. As Cornell points out in Chapter 11, given the
post-colonial disarray of many indigenous institutions and governance
arrangements, determining what level of indigenous collectivity is appropriate, legitimate and capable of governance is not always easy in practice.
Who determines whether a given indigenous collectivity is representative
and legitimate? If representation is contested within indigenous groups,
how are alternate indigenous views and agendas accommodated? As it
stands, private interests can easily foment division by sponsoring one community faction over another and selectively ‘consulting’ those sympathetic
to their own interests. Clearly there are challenges; as Chapter 9 (on New
Zealand) and 10 (on Colombia) make clear, the mere act of recognizing
collectivities does not necessarily mean that more pro-indigenous policies
are created.
Furthermore, for contemporary nation-states the challenge of representation and consultation is not conﬁned to their dealings with indigenous
peoples. Indigenous quests for self-determination echo a larger set of issues
which have been raised by a range of communities both indigenous and
non-indigenous. They are familiar issues in the literature of community
development and grass-roots development (see, e.g., Ife 2002; Coirolo et al.
2001; Annis and Hakim 1988), and in the contemporary rhetoric of groups
from rural villages to urban ethnic groups: ‘Respect us as a community’,
‘Respect our institutions and culture’, ‘Don’t impose top-down state solutions’,
‘Allow us to make our own choices about our future’. As modern nation-states
choose how to deal with the chorus of voices seeking greater or lesser
levels of self-determination, they face the opportunity to empower citizens
– and also the fear of losing control. While indigenous peoples’ claims for
difference, and consequent demands for self-determination, may be more
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strongly justiﬁed culturally and historically than those of mainstream communities or new migrants, indigenous peoples are pursuing an issue that
affects us all: how much choice do we, in our communities, have about
state decisions that affect us?
Conclusion
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In challenging a central principle in liberal democracy – i.e. that rights
are ultimately enjoyed by individuals who remain equal under the law,
but may be assigned special rights as individuals in a certain category
– the movement for indigenous rights represents a powerful test of what
liberal societies and the international system can offer ‘minorities’. Under
the present understandings and conditions of liberal democracy, this is a
challenge that, despite its ethical basis, unfortunately continues to result
in contradiction, intolerance and sometimes oppression. Great advances
have been made in securing rights for indigenous peoples over the last
decade, but the liberal discourse and institutions of the rights system
create limits to, as well as possibilities for, future cultural diversity. For
these barriers to be removed and further improvements to be made, it
is therefore necessary for the basis of the international rights system to
be radically reformed, and for indigenous claims for self-determination
to be properly studied and addressed.
We aim to demonstrate that self-determination is not simply a political
issue. As the chapters in this section argue, this quest is directly related to
the issue of indigenous poverty. This is an important point, because states
very often draw a distinction between the political claims of indigenous
people and their socio-economic needs. States may highlight the need
to do something about indigenous poverty, without seeing that this has
anything to do with indigenous political claims for self-determination. Yet
the chapters in this section suggest strongly that the reason state antipoverty programmes have often failed is precisely that they have not taken
the need for self-determination into account.
Nation-states concerned about reducing indigenous poverty need to realize that, despite their good intentions, their own state-run socio-economic
policies are unlikely to offer solutions – regardless of how well crafted or
tuned to best practice they are. Rather, states concerned with the needs
of their indigenous citizens need to take into account indigenous people’s
declared difference, and speciﬁcally the implications of this for governance arrangements affecting indigenous peoples. The ‘political’ question
of self-determination emerges as centrally important to the socio-economic
challenge of poverty reduction for indigenous peoples. Humpage develops
this theme further, while Stephen Cornell demonstrates that greater self-
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determination among indigenous people in the USA has led to important
socio-economic poverty reduction.
By stressing self-determination and local control of decision-making,
we do not mean to downplay the vital role of the state. The state has a
clear role to play in reducing indigenous poverty – not only in developing
a willingness to negotiate and work with indigenous collectivities, but also
in a key form of direct policy action. Speciﬁcally, the state is in the position
to redistribute national resources in a way that will address the historical
and structural inequalities that produce indigenous poverty. Overall, the
evidence presented in these chapters suggests that there is clear potential
for indigenous self-determination that does not undermine state authority,
but rather expands the state’s ﬂexibility through negotiated relationships
with indigenous collectivities.
Notes
1 E.g. the Soviet Union.
2 See the Introduction for a fuller discussion of the issue of self-realization
in an era of advanced liberalism.
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7 | Poverty and international aid among
Russia’s indigenous peoples
INDRA OVERLAND

Russia is the world’s largest country. Its population includes numerous
indigenous peoples with unique languages, cultures and lifestyles – as well
as claims to the largest indigenous territories in the world. At the same
time, these peoples are poorer than most developing-country populations
and are excluded from international aid ﬂows.
This chapter begins by explaining who the indigenous peoples in Russia
are. It then examines the background in Soviet policy for their current
situation, and surveys the social, economic and medical problems of these
groups today. The ﬁnal part of the chapter focuses on why there is so little
international aid to alleviate poverty among Russia’s indigenous peoples,
and what possibilities exist for increasing the amount of aid.
Indigenous peoples in the Russian Federation

The Russian Federation ofﬁcially recognizes forty-ﬁve ethnic groups in
its territory as indigenous peoples.1 They live in all ten time zones of mainland Russia, from the Saami on the Kola Peninsula in the north-western
corner of the country, to the Chukchi on Chukotka in the far north-east.
In Russia they are formally referred to as malochislennye korennye narody
– literally ‘numerically small indigenous peoples’.2 In order to be classiﬁed
as ‘indigenous’ in Russia, a people must not number more than 50,000.
This somewhat arbitrary demographic limit reﬂects the difference between
the Russian context and that in the Americas and Oceania. On those continents, indigenousness is relatively easily linked to the distinction between
pre-colonial ethnic groups and those who arrived later. In an empire built
on continuous land-based expansion such as Russia, such a distinction
becomes less clear. The outer perimeter of the Russian empire expanded
gradually over such a long period that the distinction between newcomers
and latecomers is difﬁcult to identify today. Consequently, indigenousness
in Russia is more closely linked to subsistence livelihoods and population
numbers than it is in countries with a history as overseas colonies.3
This means that several ethnic groups that have clearly been subjected
to colonization by the Russians, but who number far more than 50,000,
are not recognized as indigenous peoples within Russia, even though they
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might be so in an international context. The Komi of north-west European
Russia and the Yakut of eastern Siberia are examples of such groups.
Recognizing that the ofﬁcial Russian deﬁnition of indigenous peoples
is related to circumstances peculiar to the Russian context, this chapter
will follow that categorization rather than the broader deﬁnition set out
in ILO Convention No. 169.
Another important point in connection with the deﬁnition of indigenous
peoples is that the terms ‘indigenous peoples’ and ‘Northern indigenous
peoples’ are often used synonymously in the literature on Russia. Accordingly, ‘indigenous peoples’ as used in this chapter will also frequently refer
to northern indigenous peoples.
There are several reasons for this. First, at least forty of the forty-ﬁve
recognized indigenous peoples of Russia live in the northern and Siberian
parts of the country, with lifestyles and livelihoods adapted to arctic and
sub-arctic conditions. Thus, in practice, most Russian indigenous peoples
are ‘northern’.
Second, the northern indigenous peoples have been especially active
politically, often using objects of material culture associated with their
arctic livelihoods as symbols in both their inward mobilization of identity
and their outward struggle for recognition of their rights. For example,
several of these indigenous peoples are engaged in reindeer herding: they
have used reindeer, reindeer sledges, lassos and garments made from
reindeer fur as symbols of their indigenous identity. This has made it
easier for a group such as the Saami of the Kola Peninsula to cultivate
an indigenous identity. On the other hand it has also made it difﬁcult
for a group such as the Veps – who live in Karelia just south of the Kola
Peninsula, but who do not engage in reindeer herding – to gain recognition
as an indigenous people. They gained recognition as such only after the
collapse of the Soviet Union.
The third reason for the frequent equation of indigenous peoples in
Russia with the northern indigenous peoples is that, during the Soviet
period, the latter were the only recognized indigenous groups in the USSR.
At that time, the ofﬁcial term was ‘numerically small indigenous peoples
of the North, Siberia and the Far East’, a concept introduced into Soviet
legislation by decrees in 1925 and 1926 (Vakhtin 1994: 31; Kiselev and
Kiseleva 1979: 20).
Soviet indigenous policy

In order to understand the origins of poverty among the Russian indigenous peoples, it is necessary to look brieﬂy at Soviet policy towards
them. These groups were deemed to have been particularly oppressed under
110

the tsar, and their culture was judged to be especially backward. Thus, it
was felt, their development warranted extra attention and assistance in
order to enable them to catch up with the ‘advanced nations’ of the Soviet
Union. According to Anatoliy Skachko, one of the people mainly responsible
for the initial formulation of Soviet indigenous policy:
if the whole of the USSR, in the words of comrade Stalin, needs ten years to
run the course of development that took Western Europe ﬁfty to a hundred
years, then the small peoples of the north, in order to catch up with the
advanced nations of the USSR, must, during the same ten years, cover the
road of development that took the Russian people one thousand years to
cover, for even one thousand years ago the cultural level of the Kievan Rus’
was higher than that of the present-day small peoples of the north. (quoted
in Slezkine 1994: 220)
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Initially, the most important aspects of Soviet indigenous policy were
collectivization and the replacement of ‘nomadism as a way of life’ with
‘production nomadism’ (Kuoljok 1985: 126; Vitebsky 1992: 223). In Soviet
theory, the subsistence economies of the indigenous peoples were seen as
embodying internal contradictions, for example between reindeer breeding
and hunting in the tundra, or between reindeer breeding and ﬁshing in
the taiga (Slezkine 1994: 204). These practices were thought to result in
inefﬁciency because they stretched sparse labour across vast expanses and
diverging activities. The various central Soviet organs responsible for the
indigenous peoples saw it as their task to help them overcome this situation
by reorganizing them into progressively larger units, where the men would
work in specialized brigades dedicated to single economic pursuits, i.e.
production nomadism (Kuoljok 1985: 119; Vitebsky 1992: 223). Meanwhile
the women and children were kept in the villages, the women engaged in
gainful salaried employment as teachers, secretaries or accountants, and
the children living in boarding schools.
In the earliest stage of collectivization, small groups of workers called
artels were the main collective units.4 During the ﬁrst years after the revolution, there was pressure on the owners of large herds to join the collectives,
and attempts to persuade nomadic groups to settle down around these
units. The impact of these developments on the lives of the indigenous
peoples, however, remained limited. Most people continued to work within
units that corresponded to their old kin-based structures.
In the 1930s the artels were replaced by kolkhozes (collective farms, from
kollektivnoye khozyaystvo). This process was accompanied by the intensiﬁed persecution of ‘bourgeois elements’. In addition to ‘rationalizing’
the subsistence economy, collectivization was also intended to eradicate the
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injustices between the poor and the rich, between the owners of the means
of production and the dispossessed. Among reindeer-herding peoples, for
example, the most easily measured unit of wealth was reindeer. If ‘kulaks’
in the rest of the USSR were people who owned land and engaged in production for the open market, then among the reindeer herders they were
those who possessed large herds. And those who had few or no reindeer
of their own were ‘oppressed proletarians’ – whether or not they thought
so themselves.
The persecution of successful reindeer herders struck at the very heart
of herding society. It was a society based on the efforts and skills of individual herders and families in building up large herds, with assistance
from relatives, young trainee herders and labour paid in kind. The removal
of those who were most successful meant the removal of those who were
most talented.
The Second World War and the years immediately following were a quiet
period for the indigenous peoples in terms of governmental reforms. By the
late 1950s, however, Soviet indigenous policy had regained its vigour and
ambition. In 1957, a decree was issued concerning ‘means for the further
development of the economy and culture of the Northern Peoples’, recommending the intensiﬁcation and expansion of industrial and agricultural
projects (Kiseleva 1994: 75). What followed was the policy of ukrupneniye
(enlargement, amalgamation), in which some kolkhozes were fused into
greater sovkhozes (Soviet farms, state farms, from sovetskoye khozyaystvo)
(Vitebsky 1992: 232).
In comparison to the kolkhozes, the sovkhozes were larger, more industrial and mechanized. They relied on more varied economic activities
and were state-owned enterprises run by appointed ofﬁcials and salaried
employees (Slezkine 1994: 212; Konstantinov 1996: 17). In the kolkhozes
the employees were paid according to the proﬁts of their kolkhoz, and
were freer to dispose of the funds of the kolkhoz and determine their own
working hours (Beach 1992: 119). In the sovkhozes, the state guaranteed
their income, but also exercised greater control – increasingly through
non-indigenous management personnel.
In connection with the replacement of the kolkhozes by sovkhozes, small
villages were eradicated and the inhabitants transferred to large sovkhoz
villages where they often became an ethnic minority (Sokolova 1994: 52).
Those who were resettled were usually given little or no prior warning, and
funds transferred to the local authorities to cover the cost of relocation were
often embezzled or used to cover other expenses. For many individuals the
result was considerable hardship (Antonova 1988: 171).
New Soviet boarding schools were an important part of the collectiviza112

tion process. First established in the 1920s, they were reformed and greatly
expanded in the 1950s (Utvik 1985: 52; Kiselev and Kiseleva 1979: 127).
The task of the schools was to provide care and education, but also to
turn out little Soviets (Slezkine 1994: 237). In order to become ‘Soviet’,
the children had to assimilate a different lifestyle and detach themselves
from the traditional livelihoods that their fathers were still engaged in,
and from the care of their mothers, who were now busy serving the Soviet
state. ‘What followed was a cultural revolution of the most basic kind.
The native children had to relearn how to eat, sit, sleep, talk, dress, and
be sick, as well as to assimilate a totally new view of the world and their
place in it’ (ibid.: 241).
The result of Soviet policy was that many indigenous men continued to
herd reindeer, hunt and ﬁsh, moving around in the tundra according to
the seasons as they had done before, while the women and children were
drawn into new Soviet structures. In the long term, this undermined the
relationships that had constituted the fabric of the indigenous communities – between men and women, between parents and their children and
between the communities and their historical territories.
On the other hand, it should be borne in mind that in many cases Soviet
policy was misguided rather than intentionally destructive, paternalistic
rather than consciously oppressive. It also included a range of support
mechanisms that became integral to indigenous communities, in ﬁelds
such as medical care, education and agricultural subsidies.
In several respects Soviet indigenous policy was similar to Western
policies during the same period. For example, Danish resettlement programmes on Greenland bore a striking resemblance to the Soviet policy
of ukrupneniye (enlargement). Thus, it is important to see the faults of
Soviet indigenous policy as part of the wider conﬂict between the modern
nation-state and industrialization on the one hand, and indigenous peoples
in general on the other.

When the Soviet Union collapsed, the positive aspects of its policies
– the various support mechanisms and subsidies for indigenous peoples
– also collapsed. The negative effects of its oppressive policies also lingered
on, however. The combination of these two developments resulted in an
overall worsening of the situation for the indigenous peoples.
Unfortunately, few reliable and comprehensive data on the socioeconomic situation of the combined indigenous population are currently
available.5 This is in itself an obstacle to bringing about an improvement of
their situation (Abryutina and Goldman 2003: 11). One important statistic
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that does exist is their average life expectancy. During the 1990s, various commentators reported that it was estimated to be around forty-four
years of age (e.g. Sulyandziga 1998: 9; Agitaev 1999: 7). Recently the federal
authorities have published an ofﬁcial estimate of forty-nine years, which is
considered to be more accurate (Russian Government 2003). According to
the vice-president responsible for health issues in the Russian Association
of Indigenous Peoples of the North, the average life expectancy for some
of the peoples still remains as low as thirty-seven years (Abrutina 2002:
170). In contrast, the average life expectancy for the rest of the country’s
population is sixty-six years (World Bank 2004: 110).
Owing to the lack of comprehensive data on the entire indigenous
population in Russia, to better understand the situation it is necessary to
refer to the situation of speciﬁc peoples and regions. One important source
of information is letters from members of various indigenous peoples
lamenting the fate of their people or village. Such letters are addressed
to the authorities in their region or in the Russian Federation as a whole.
They have been published in periodicals such as the ANSIPRA Bulletin,
Zhivaya Arktika (Living Arctic) and Severnye Prostory (Northern Expanses).
Although the evidence they provide is generally anecdotal, there is so much
of it that it suggests a good overall picture of the current destitution among
the Russian indigenous peoples. For example, ninety-ﬁve inhabitants of
the indigenous village of Andryushkino in the republic of Sakha in far
eastern Russia wrote the following in a letter to Sakha politicians and
bureaucrats:
Fresh vegetables – potatoes, cabbage, onions, garlic have long been out of
sale in our village, to say nothing of fruit … All there is to buy at the local
Kolymtorg grocer’s store is bread. Of all cereals one can buy semolina only
at the village trading post with pasta pale as ashes into the bargain. There
has been no rice, millet, buckwheat or oatmeal on sale for six months. Instead, there are cans and tins, many of them with expired dates. There has
been no baby food for three or four years, nor any clothing and footwear for
children. (Andryushkino Villagers 2002: 31)

Indigenous peoples struggle with a range of basic economic problems;
among them unemployment is a particular problem. Many indigenous
villages have an unemployment rate of over 60 per cent, and the average
among indigenous peoples has been estimated to lie somewhere between
40 and 50 per cent (Agitaev 2002: 152–4; cf. Afanasjeva 2002: 140).
The main reasons for this high unemployment and other economic
problems are rampant poaching, the collapse of management and subsidies, and a lack of access to markets. During the Soviet period, the country
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Apart from the collapse of many state functions, the post-Soviet period
has brought many changes in governmental policy towards the Russian
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was isolated from world energy markets, and all types of fuel were heavily
subsidized. With the emergence of Russia as the world’s second-largest
oil exporter, domestic fuel prices have also risen steeply, with the result
that remote indigenous villages have been cut off from both supplies and
markets. Poaching – sometimes by non-indigenous people, sometimes by
unemployed indigenous people – has had a devastating effect on reindeer
herds, as well as on game and ﬁsh stocks. For example, in the Evenki Autonomous Okrug in central Siberia the number of domesticated reindeer fell
from 24,000 to under 2,000 between 1992 and 2002 (Pankagir 2002: 34).
Many indigenous peoples also struggle with social problems, especially
suicide and violence. There are three to four times as many suicides among
the indigenous peoples compared to the Russian average. In 1995, for
example, there were 145 suicides per 100,000 inhabitants on Chukotka
(the part of Russia that stretches out towards Alaska), while the Russian
and US averages for the same year were respectively thirty-eight and twelve
(Abrutina 2002: 170; cf. Agitaev 1999: 7).6 Among the Saami, 30 per cent of
deaths are due to unnatural causes, and more than half of those deaths
are suicides (Afanasjeva 2002: 139). There are twenty-ﬁve times as many
stabbings per capita among the indigenous peoples as among the general
Russian population (RAIPON 2001: 7).
Finally, there are severe medical problems among the Russian indigenous peoples, in particular tuberculosis and alcoholism (which can also
be counted as a social problem). In the Khanty-Mansi Autonomous Okrug
in western Siberia, an average of forty people out of 100,000 die annually
from tuberculosis, and in the Yamal-Nenets Okrug the ﬁgure is eighty-seven
– whereas for Russia as a whole it is ten (Agitaev 1999: 7). The emerging
HIV epidemic in Russia also poses a particular threat to indigenous peoples,
who are very poorly informed about modes of contagion, and whose small
and tightly knit communities are particularly vulnerable once a few locals
have contracted HIV. The indigenous peoples are also susceptible to various
other ailments. For example, in some indigenous communities 85 per cent
of the inhabitants are infected with opisthorhosis (liver ﬂuke infection)
(RAIPON 2001: 7).
As a result of these social, economic and medical problems, the birth
rate fell by 34 per cent and mortality grew by 42 per cent among the Russian indigenous peoples during the 1990s (Agitaev 1999: 8). The outcome
has been a severe demographic crisis.
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indigenous peoples. Among the developments that have met loudest protest
was the shutting down of the Committee on the North (Goskomsever) in
2001. The committee had been an important institution during most of
the Soviet period and had constituted a united apparatus for the formation
of Soviet indigenous policy. Although the committee had frequently been
criticized, at least it provided a clear target for criticism and it was clear
where lobbying efforts should be focused.
When the committee was shut down, responsibility for indigenous policy
was split between the Ministry of Trade and Economic Development and
the Ministry of Federal, Ethnic and Migration Policy. This did not bode well
for the coherence of Russia’s indigenous policy. The choice of the Ministry
of Trade and Economic Development as the administrative body for the
most important indigenous issues was also seen as an indication that they
would now have less priority than economic development and the extraction
of natural resources, which were the chief responsibilities of the ministry.
When the Ministry of Federal, Ethnic and Migration Policy was later disbanded, this led to a further destabilization of indigenous policy.
Among the more positive changes during the post-Soviet period have
been the formulation of three consecutive federal programmes in support
of the socio-economic development of the northern indigenous peoples
and the passing of three key laws on indigenous policy (Kharyuchi 2002:
41; Russian Government 1999, 2000a and 2003).7 The three laws are:
• on the Guarantees of the Rights of Small Indigenous Peoples of the
Russian Federation;
• on the General Principles of the Organization of Communities of the
Small Indigenous Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the
Russian Federation;
• on the Territories of Traditional Nature Use of the Small Indigenous
Peoples of the North, Siberia and the Far East of the Russian Federation
The ﬁrst of the laws is a broad statement on the intentions of the Russian
state towards indigenous peoples. It echoes international standards, but
has few practical consequences for indigenous peoples. The second law
regulates the formation of indigenous communities of different types as
recognized legal bodies. Like the ﬁrst law, it does not have major ﬁnancial
or practical consequences for the indigenous peoples, but it has a potential
impact on their social organization. The third law is the most important
of the three. It outlines the formation of Territories of Traditional Nature
Use (territorii traditsionnogo prirodopolzovaniya – generally referred to as
TTPs). A TTP is a type of nature reserve where local indigenous peoples have
116
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special rights. Such reserves have major implications for land ownership
and control over natural resources, protecting indigenous interests from
those of the state and corporations engaged in the extraction of natural
resources.
The problem with these improvements in the legal framework and policy
is that the ﬁnancial resources and administrative capacity to implement
them have been lacking. To date, all applications for TTPs under the third
and most important of the federal laws have been rejected – owing partly to
a lack of clarity about the exact procedure for their formation, partly because
they threaten other and more powerful actors such as the oil companies.
Another example of the difﬁculties of implementing post-Soviet indigenous policy is provided by the federal target programme Economic
and Social Development of the Indigenous Peoples of the North towards
2011. While it includes proposals for the establishment of trading stations,
slaughtering and processing plants, it fails to spell out what the trading
stations will trade in and what the processing plants are to process (Abryutina and Goldman 2003: 11).
The virtually constant ﬁnancial crisis of the Russian state in the postSoviet period, in particular after the crash in 1998, has greatly weakened
the state’s ability to provide support for indigenous peoples. Its capacity
for support has been further weakened by the embezzlement at various
levels of administration of the funds that have been designated for the
indigenous peoples. The improved ﬁnances since Vladimir Putin came
to power have still not trickled down to the indigenous peoples, and the
long-term effect at the local level of the clampdown on corruption remains
to be seen.
In light of the dire situation of the indigenous peoples in Russia and the
difﬁculties of the Russian government in improving their situation, foreign
actors have found it necessary to step into the void. For example, when a
Russian delegation went to the Economic Forum in Geneva to discuss the
development of the Russian north, it was not the Russian government but
foreign organizations which invited representatives of Russia’s indigenous
peoples to come along (Murashko and Sulyandziga 2002: 3).
Several foreign governments and aid agencies have involved themselves
in the affairs of the Russian indigenous peoples – in particular the Danish
Environmental Protection Agency and the Canadian Agency for International Development (Køhler 2001: 6). This involvement could, however,
potentially be far greater. Current rules on Ofﬁcial Development Aid (ODA)
are the main obstacle to its increase. For many donor countries, ODA is
a contest for prestige in which they compete to give most, relative to the
size of their gross national product (GNP). It is a long-standing UN aim
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that donor countries should spend the equivalent of 0.7 per cent of their
GNP on ODA, and in several countries it is an ofﬁcial objective to increase
ODA. At present, however, the resultant ﬂows of ODA are not available to
Russian indigenous peoples – because Russia is not ofﬁcially classiﬁed as
an ODA recipient state.
The Russian indigenous peoples and ODA eligibility

ODA is a technical-administrative term used to describe the highest
and most ofﬁcial form of international aid. Aid ﬂows are categorized as
‘ODA’ according to a list of recipient states maintained by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The underlying
idea is that ODA should be strictly limited to benevolent and constructive
support to poor countries. Originally it was intended to cover only support
for long-term development in the world’s very poorest countries. Over the
past decades, however, it has been expanded to include other types of aid
as well, in particular short-term humanitarian aid and the maintenance
of Global Public Goods (discussed below).8
When the Soviet Union disintegrated, there was a debate about which
of the post-Soviet states should receive ODA. It was decided that only the
countries in Central Asia and the south Caucasus should be eligible. Assistance to the rest of the former Soviet Union was to be counted not as ODA but
as Ofﬁcial Aid (OA). Thus the list of aid recipient states was divided into two
main parts: countries eligible for ODA, and countries eligible for OA only.
OA may sound similar to ODA, but its status is fundamentally different. It cannot be included in the sum that is measured as a percentage
of a donor country’s GNP and used to compete for prestige as a generous
donor. Thus, regardless of how much OA a donor state gives to Russia,
or other states in the European part of the former Soviet Union, these
sums are not considered the most benevolent form of development aid.
Such assistance does not strengthen the prestige of the donor state in
the same way that ODA does. This has functioned as a brake on Western
aid to Russia. Although the country has received sizeable amounts of aid
for nuclear safety and other areas of direct environmental or geopolitical
beneﬁt to the donor states, other areas lacking such signiﬁcance have been
neglected. One such area is the Russian indigenous peoples.
It is not clear exactly why Russia and the other European post-Soviet
states were not included in the list of countries eligible to receive ODA.
Bureaucrats in the donor countries tend to believe that it was because
Russia was too wealthy and developed to deserve ODA, and that there
was a desire not to inﬂate ODA beyond its original purpose of helping the
very poorest countries. Other factors were also involved, including Russian
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sensitivities about being labelled as a poor country in need of help. These
sensitivities might be particularly acute owing to Russia’s history as a major
global power and a donor of development aid in its own right. The issue
is further complicated by the fact that most ODA recipient countries are
former colonies of western European states, a relationship with which
many Russians would be reluctant to be associated.
In addition to the list of ODA recipient states, there is also a list of
international organizations through which ODA can be channelled. In
principle the aid must still end up in the designated ODA recipient states,
but on this point there is considerable confusion within the aid system.
One high-ranking representative of the UNDP’s Moscow ofﬁce claimed that
the funding it receives is counted as ODA. The OECD, however, replied by
e-mail to this author that such ﬂows were not to be counted as ODA.
There are at least two arguments as to why Russia’s indigenous peoples
might in principle qualify for ODA. First, although Russia as a whole is not
among the poorest and most needy countries in the world, its indigenous
peoples are far worse off than the populations of many countries currently
receiving ODA. In light of the lack of comprehensive data on the income
of the Russian indigenous peoples, it is possible to use their average life
expectancy as a proxy indicator. At forty-nine years, it is lower than that of
most countries on the ODA recipient list (Russian Government 2003).9 Even
in the low-income countries, which make up the poorest group of ODA
recipients, average life expectancy is about ﬁfty-nine years. Several countries
on the ODA recipient list have life expectancies that are relatively high by
any standard – for example, Brazil (sixty-eight years), Saudi Arabia (seventythree years) and Turkey (seventy years) (World Bank 2003: 234–5).
Even some of the very poorest countries in the world have longer average
life expectancies than the Russian indigenous peoples, for example, Bangladesh (sixty-one years), Cambodia (ﬁfty-four years) and Eritrea (ﬁfty-two
years) (ibid.: 234–5). Since there is a strong correlation between average
life expectancy and income, this indicates that Russia’s indigenous peoples
are worse off than many ODA recipient-state populations.
Second, even the situation of Russia as a whole does not provide a clearcut argument for excluding the country from the list of ODA recipients.
The widespread notion that the classiﬁcation of ODA and OA recipient
states is based on objective criteria is erroneous. In 2001 Russia’s gross
national income (GNI) per capita was US$1,750 (ibid.: 235). A number of
countries had higher GNIs per capita than Russia, and were nevertheless
included in the list of ODA recipients – for example, Brazil (US$3,060), Costa
Rica (US$3,950), Croatia (US$4,550), Malaysia (US$3,640), Saudi Arabia
(US$7,230) and Uruguay (US$5,670). It is also worth pointing out that some
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of these countries have signiﬁcant indigenous populations. The result is
that the indigenous peoples in Russia are at a particular disadvantage in
relation to indigenous peoples in the rest of the world.
Factors relevant to extending ODA to the Russian indigenous
peoples

Aid ofﬁcials in the OECD countries tend to perceive the ODA rules as too
rigid to allow for the extension of aid to the Russian indigenous peoples
or indeed anybody else in Russia. Nevertheless, there are several factors
that might facilitate such a change.
First, when ODA to South Africa was resumed after the end of apartheid,
there were worries that this might beneﬁt the wealthy white population.
It was therefore stipulated that ODA should be targeted speciﬁcally at the
black population, referred to as the ‘Black Communities of South Africa’
in OECD documents. This is one of the very few instances of a speciﬁc
social group being singled out for ODA, and might constitute a precedent
for qualifying speciﬁc social groups, rather than states, for ODA.
Second, Canada, Denmark, Norway, Sweden and the USA have all shown
particular interest in the Russian indigenous peoples – owing not least to
the existence of northern indigenous peoples on their own territories. All
these countries are among the foremost donors in terms of gross ODA
contributions. In addition, Denmark, Norway and Sweden have been the
three biggest donors in relation to their own GNP during the past two
decades. This means that the countries that rank highest in the competition for prestige as ODA donors are among those that have already shown
an interest in Russian indigenous peoples. That may help to facilitate the
linkage of Russian indigenous peoples and ODA.
Third, the very same countries that have shown an interest in Russian
indigenous peoples also have general aid policies oriented towards the
least developed countries (LDCs). At ﬁrst sight, that might seem to make
it less likely that they would want to devote ODA to indigenous peoples
in Russia, since Russia is not among the LDCs. They have, however, made
exceptions to their focus on the LDCs as far as indigenous peoples are
concerned. Norwegian ODA, for example, generally goes to the poorest
countries in Africa, but makes an exception for middle-income countries
such as Guatemala and Nicaragua, where it focuses speciﬁcally on aid to
indigenous peoples. In this respect, several of the main potential donors
already have aid policies that might beneﬁt Russian indigenous peoples
once they manage to gain access to ODA in general.
Fourth, various non-state actors are gradually increasing their inﬂuence
in organizations such as the UN. One could argue that a differentiation
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of the rules for ODA beyond categorization by recipient state would be in
line with general trends elsewhere in the multilateral system.
Finally, ODA has increasingly come to include ﬁnancing for Global Public Goods (GPGs). This term refers to matters, such as the environment and
global health, that are important for mankind as a whole (Raffer 1998: 3).
At least 15 per cent of ODA already goes to GPGs (Martens 2001: 8).
It could be argued that the diversity of the world’s cultural heritage is one
of the most important of all GPGs. Indigenous cultures are a particularly
valuable, sensitive and endangered part of this heritage. The languages
of the Russian indigenous peoples belong to disparate language groups,
including the Finnic, Ugric and Paleo-Asiatic groups. Some of these tongues
– for example, Yukagir – are so unique that it is difﬁcult to categorize them
in any of the world’s known language groups. The various indigenous
peoples of Russia also practise a wide range of sustainable livelihoods,
including salmon ﬁshing, sea mammal hunting, reindeer herding, moose
hunting and berry and mushroom gathering.
Some of the Russian indigenous peoples are on the verge of extinction,
along with their languages and ways of life. Groups such as the Aleut, Orok,
Negidals, Yukagir, Ket, Enets, Nganasan and Tofalar are all set to disappear
during the coming decades.10 There are only an estimated 1,300 people
left who identify themselves as Nganasan, 600 Aleut and 2,000 Sakhalin
Nivkh. Groups such as the Ain, Vod, Kamasinets, Kerek, Omok and Yug
have already disappeared in the course of the past three decades. Unless
something is done, the ancient cultures of a large part of the earth – an
area spanning ten time zones – will become extinct, and humankind will
lose part of its cultural heritage. Surely, then, the culture of the Russian
indigenous peoples is a GPG that should be covered by ODA like other
GPGs, such as biodiversity and oceanic ﬁsh stocks.
Conclusions
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Soviet indigenous policy, like the policies of many other industrial
nations, tore apart the fabric of the country’s indigenous communities
– dissociating indigenous men and women, and indigenous parents and
their children. The long-term result was weak and traumatized communities that were ill equipped to confront the crisis brought on by the collapse
of the Soviet Union. They have continued to suffer from a range of social,
economic and medical problems – especially unemployment, tuberculosis
and suicide.
The Russian Federation has attempted to develop a new indigenous
policy in line with international standards, but has lacked the resources
and capacity for proper implementation. Some international actors have
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made an effort to step in and help the Russian indigenous peoples, but their
involvement is limited by the rules on ODA – which exclude aid to Russia.
The numerous positive factors discussed in this chapter indicate that it
may be possible to open up ODA to the Russian indigenous peoples. There
is also an entirely different way of looking at this whole issue. If Russia is
in fact such a wealthy and developed country that it does not belong on
the list of ODA recipients, then it should take the responsibility for the
welfare of its own indigenous peoples. In other words, Russia’s absence
from the list could be used to put pressure on the Russian government to
improve its performance on indigenous issues.
Glossary
artel – a small, voluntary association of individuals who come together for a
limited or indeﬁnite period for the purpose of performing an economic
activity. From the Tatar words orta (community) and ortak (common)
Goskomsever – from Gosudarstvennyy komitet Severa, Committee on the North
kolkhoz – short for kollektivnoye khozyaystvo, collective farm
malochislennye korennye narody – numerically small indigenous peoples
severnye prostory – northern expanses
sovkhoz – short for sovetskoye khozyaystvo, Soviet farm, state farm
territoriya traditsionnogo prirodopolzovaniya – territory of traditional nature
use, a type of nature reserve with special rights for indigenous peoples
ukrupneniye – the enlargement and amalgamation of population centres and
units of production (in the context of Soviet indigenous policy)
zhivaya arktika – living Arctic
Notes
1 For a list of the forty-ﬁve peoples, see Russian Government (2000b).
Several ethnic groups in the southern republic of Dagestan that should probably also be recognized as indigenous peoples are not included in this list.
The federal authorities have chosen to leave the deﬁnition of ‘indigenous
peoples’ in Dagestan up to the Dagestani authorities, who have postponed the
matter indeﬁnitely. The reason for this procrastination is the extreme ethnic
diversity of the mountainous republic, and the ethnic tensions that might
arise if certain groups were categorized as ‘indigenous’ and others not.
2 For translations of Russian terms, see also the glossary at the end of the
chapter.
3 In Africa, despite a history of overseas colonization, the distinction
between indigenous peoples and other black Africans raises issues similar
to those in Russia. For a discussion of the difﬁculties of deﬁning indigenous
peoples in Africa, see Saugestad (2000, 2002).
4 For varying and partly contradictory deﬁnitions of artels, see Kuoljok
(1985: 109) and Schindler (1992: 56).
5 It is expected that better data on the situation of the indigenous peoples
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will become available when the delayed results of the 2002 Russian census are
published. During the Soviet period such censuses were carried out every ten
years, but that taken in 2002 was the ﬁrst since 1989.
6 Another estimate gives a rate of suicides of 65 per 100,000 inhabitants
among the general Russian population in 1995 (RAIPON 2001: 7).
7 The three federal programmes are Kompleksnyy plan meropriyatiy
Mezhdunarodnogo desyatiletiya korennykh narodov 1994–2004 (Complex Plan
of Measures in Connection with the International Decade of Indigenous
Peoples 1994–2004); Federalnaya tselevaya programma ekonomicheskogo i
sotsialnogo razvitiya korennykh malochislennykh narodov Severa do 2000 goda
(Federal Earmarked Programme on the Economic and Social Development of
the Indigenous Small Peoples of the North until 2000); Federalnaya tselevaya
programma ekonomicheskogo i sotsialnogo razvitiya korennykh malochislennykh
narodov Severa do 2011 goda (Federal Earmarked Programme on the Economic and Social Development of the Indigenous Small Peoples of the North
until 2011).
8 Such broadening of ODA has been criticized by some commentators and
donor countries as weakening efforts to support long-term development and
diverting resources from the world’s most needy countries (OECD 1998: 18;
Martens 2001: 2). With the original, narrower deﬁnition, total ODA in 1994
would have been 0.2 per cent of the gross national product of all the member
states of the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee, rather than the 0.3
per cent that was recorded (Raffer 1998: 7).
9 Note that this is the new ofﬁcial ﬁgure released by the federal authorities. Previously an estimated average life expectancy of forty-four years had
often been quoted (e.g. Sulyandziga 1998: 9). Average life expectancy for men
among some of the indigenous peoples is in the low forties.
10 The Aleut live on the Aleutian Islands in the north-eastern part of the
Paciﬁc Ocean, the Orok on Sakhalin Island off Russia’s Paciﬁc coast, the Negidals on the Paciﬁc coast near Sakhalin, the Yukagir in north-eastern Siberia,
the Ket and Enets in the north-western part of central Siberia, the Nganasan
in northern central and western Siberia, and the Tofalar south of the Ural
mountains. For an overview of endangered and extinct indigenous languages
in Russia, see <http://odur.let.rug.nl/~bergmann/russia/languages_endangered.htm>
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8 | Indigenous peoples of South-East Asia:
poverty, identity and resistance
DON McCASKILL AND JEFF RUTHERFORD

This chapter will examine the situation of the indigenous peoples of SouthEast Asia, focusing on Thailand, Lao PDR, Vietnam, Burma (Myanmar),
Cambodia and Yunnan province in south-west China.1 The indigenous
peoples in these countries are among the poorest, most isolated and most
marginalized in the world.2 At the same time forces of globalization, development, regionalism and nationalism have reached into the most remote
areas and have resulted in signiﬁcant economic, political and cultural
changes. Globalization in this context refers to increasing connectedness
and economic integration of regions and states characterized by the broad
processes of rapid modernization, liberalization and advances in technology. These forces result in signiﬁcant intensiﬁcation of cross-border
trade, international investment, migration, information and ideas and
interactions among states. These complex and sometimes contradictory
processes have the potential for both positive and negative consequences
for the indigenous people of the region. Globalization can lead to a ‘ﬁxing’ or ‘closing’ of ethnic boundaries and afﬁrmation of old identities as
a response of indigenous peoples to rapid social change and assimilation
forces. Conversely, it also contributes to a ‘ﬂux’ or ‘ﬂow’ of identity as
indigenous people attempt to respond to their changing conditions as they
are increasingly integrated into the nation-state. Globalization, therefore,
appears to contribute to the formation of new identity boundaries as much
as the reafﬁrmation of old ones (Meyer and Geschiere 2003).
On the one hand, globalization can lead to more opportunities for economic development with increased liberalization as nations in the region
move from planned, centralized, state-controlled, subsistence economies to
market economies characterized by deregulation, privatization, individualism and decentralization. It can be argued that decentralized economic
policies and decision-making structures can result in increased local empowerment. Furthermore, some have suggested that globalization brings a
shift in emphasis from universalism to particularism, as governments begin
to recognize the signiﬁcant cultural diversity within their borders, while
indigenous groups become more aware of issues in common with similar
groups in other locations and begin to assert their collective rights (Long
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figure 8.1 Mainland South-East Asia
1996). Increasingly, the concepts of multiculturalism and cosmopolitism
are being used to characterize contemporary states. New social and political
identities and movements based on transnational ideas of citizenship are
emerging (ibid.). And ethnic nationalism is a force ﬁrmly established in
all states of the region.
Finally, development strategies in all South-East Asian countries have
emphasized poverty reduction as a central goal, with the recognition that
indigenous peoples are among the poorest groups. Thus signiﬁcant efforts
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have been made to increase local community infrastructure, transportation,
educational opportunities, health facilities, tourism and access to markets.
These development initiatives have, in some cases, led to an increase in
the quality of life of indigenous peoples.
On the other hand, some have suggested that globalization, development, regionalism and nationalism are having a devastating effect on the
indigenous peoples of South-East Asia. The rich and ruling elites are in
a superior position to exploit the opportunities afforded by globalization,
as there are few existing rules to govern the new economic relationships
and because investment capital, access to markets and information and
technology are often prerequisites for beneﬁting from globalization. The
impacts will clearly be uneven. Indeed, many have claimed that globalization has widened the gap between the rich and poor and led to increased
poverty and marginalization of indigenous peoples (Kaosa-ard 2003). And
the state has not withered away as a result of globalization. It maintains
a critical role as manager of development, agent of social control and
mediator between global and local processes. Further, in most South-East
Asian countries, economic liberalization does not necessarily correlate with
political or social autonomy. Indeed, a central preoccupation of states in the
region is the integration of minority groups into the nation as deﬁned by
the dominant group. Ruling elites are loath to describe their countries as
multicultural or recognize the collective rights of indigenous groups within
their borders. Various strategies are utilized to ensure that indigenous
peoples do not assert any degree of autonomy. In this, governments are
supported by the ideology of classical liberalism inherent in globalization,
with its emphasis on individual rights over collective goals and a lack of
concern with particular cultures (Vincent 2002).
All this has signiﬁcant implications for indigenous cultures. The countries of South-East Asia are experiencing major efforts to support state
nationalism. This involves convincing their populations of the state’s right
to a monopoly on governance within a speciﬁc territory, and attempting
to unite the people by creating a common culture, often implying efforts
to homogenize the population. Pressures for assimilation of indigenous
peoples, whose distinctive cultures and identities may pose an implicit
threat to national unity, are frequently brought to bear. Thus, in many instances traditional indigenous cultures are in danger of disappearing. At the
same time, in recent years, some countries have recognized the presence
of the distinctive cultures in their midst and instituted policies and programmes to recognize those cultures. Often, however, these policies tend to
view indigenous cultures as cultural assets for socio-economic development
such as tourism and marketing handicrafts and rarely involve indigenous
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peoples in a meaningful role or take seriously indigenous knowledge or
the non-material aspects of culture. Indeed, traditional practices are usually viewed as manifestations of primitive and inferior cultures which can
beneﬁt from the virtues of civilization and modernization.
People not only passively accept their situation, but also creatively
respond to it. Indigenous peoples in South-East Asia possess a strong
‘national’ identity and group consciousness, stemming from their shared
history, common culture, attachment to a territory, sense of separateness
from other groups and, in some cases, assertion of the right to self-determination. Increasingly, indigenous peoples are developing adaptive strategies
to resist state assimilation pressures and protect their identity, and they
are beginning to engage in cultural politics in their attempt to retain their
territory and way of life.
This chapter will discuss the implications of these complex and often
contradictory phenomena on the indigenous peoples of South-East Asia
by describing their situation in each country.
Indigenous peoples, the state and marginalization
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The indigenous peoples who live in the upland forests of mainland
South-East Asia were of little interest to lowland societies or state authorities until the decades following the Second World War. Political divergences
among the region’s states following the Chinese revolution and during the
Indo-Chinese wars meant different experiences for indigenous peoples. In
Yunnan, Vietnam and Lao PDR, insurgency and socialist nation-building
made for intense interaction between lowland and upland spheres. Examples include northern Vietnamese and Chinese efforts to win the loyalties
of upland peoples with state-led development and Lao PDR government
attacks on Hmong insurgents in the wake of the 1975 communist victory.
In Thailand, post-Second World War skyrocketing international demand for
opiates, especially in the 1960s and 1970s, veered from state and market
promotion of the trade to a multi-million-dollar state–international partnership to expunge it. In Burma, state violence, ethnic insurgency and drug
production plagued indigenous societies for decades and they continue
into the present.
The mainstream viewpoint of indigenous peoples can be a schizophrenic
one. For example, in Thailand they are often demonized as disloyal, drugdealing forest destroyers, dirty and wild and trapped in a primitive means
of existence. At the same time, they are romanticized by some as rugged
traditionalists free from the corrupting inﬂuences of modern society, living
in harmony with nature and each other. This contradiction is exempliﬁed
by the forestry department’s efforts to evict ‘forest destroyers’ while the
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tourism authority advertises the exotic customs and ecological wisdom of
the very same people.
Today the frontiers of the region are hardly less penetrable than in days
past, with myriad forest trails criss-crossing the mountainous ‘borders’,
but the impact of state defence of territorial sovereignty and the concomitant role of citizenship cards, border police and nation-building policies
have wrought great change in indigenous societies. State policies vis-à-vis
indigenous peoples will be explored in this section.

Citizenship The issue of citizenship – and its converse, statelessness
– can only be understood in a regional context. While the Chinese and
Vietnamese can boast more inclusive citizenship policies (Sturgeon 1997:
132; Duong 2002: 3) – citizenship is not overtly or covertly linked to ethnic
allegiance to the dominant society – they are not facing the immigration
pressures of Thailand, which is and has long been a magnet for the region’s
most desperate people. After all, no one is ﬂeeing oppression into Burma.
No one is escaping war into Lao PDR. For centuries, and continuing into
the present, chaos and lack of opportunity have driven both Han Chinese
and ethnic minorities from China into the mountains of mainland SouthEast Asia. This in no way justiﬁes the harsh treatment dealt to migrants. It
does mean that the problem is only meaningfully addressed in a regional
context.
Of course, this is of little consolation to Thailand’s stateless residents.
Perhaps half the 800,000 upland indigenous peoples in Thailand, most born
there or settled for decades, are denied the basic rights of Thai citizens.
With no citizenship cards they fall prey to a pass-law system depriving them
of the right to move freely within the country. They are denied access to
public goods such as education and quality healthcare. They are politically
voiceless, with no say in local or national elections. Their employment
opportunities are starkly limited, with the black economy offering the only
ﬂexibility, though with great danger. Statelessness leaves them at risk of a
range of abuses by unscrupulous police and employers (Kammerer 1989;
Vaddhanaphuti and Aquino 1999; Ekachai 2002).
At root, this problem reﬂects bigotry in Thai society. Indigenous peoples
are viewed as being outside the orbit of the Thai polity. Ethno-linguistically foreign to mainstream Thai society, predominantly non-Buddhist
and barred by terrain from practising wet rice production, uplanders are
viewed not only as different, but as inferior. At best indigenous peoples
are denigrated as primitive, rustic and backward. At worst, they are viewed
as a national security threat (Asian Development Bank 2000). Many state
ofﬁcials hold this view, and the problem is intensiﬁed by two enduring
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legacies of the centralized Thai state: the idea of state ofﬁcials as rulers
rather than public servants and the concept of gin meuang, or ‘eating’ the
polity (McVey 2000).
The idea of ofﬁcials as rulers stems from the system of absolute monarchy, in existence for centuries until 1932, and the following decades of
military rule in Thailand. State ofﬁcers have been dispatched for more than
a hundred years from Bangkok to exert central control over the population
and ensure order and regular tax ﬂows to the national treasury. Such a
system did not encourage sensitivity to cultural or language differences. It
‘intended instead to convey the majesty and distance of the State, reminding country folk that they were relatively uncivilized and therefore rightfully
without power’ (ibid.: 4). Even today, all ofﬁcials above the sub-district
level are part of a hierarchy with authority radiating from Bangkok. These
ofﬁcials were ever poorly paid by the state, and are poorly paid today. The
understanding was that the national treasury could be spared expense by
allowing the up-country ofﬁcials to live off the land – that is, gin meuang. In
earlier times this meant ‘eating’ the surplus extracted from the populace.
Today it means a wide range of corrupt practices.
Bigotry, ofﬁcial arrogance and corruption are of course prevalent in
the rest of South-East Asia, but the Marxist-Leninist traditions of China,
Vietnam and Lao PDR demanded efforts to win the loyalty of the diverse
‘nationalities’. For instance, in Vietnam all indigenous peoples are granted
citizenship, but an ‘ethnic hierarchy’ exists based on evolutionary theory
espoused by Vietnamese ethnologists. This positions the majority Kinh at
the apex of the hierarchy, with wet-rice-growing and ‘civilized’ peoples such
as ethnic Tai on the next rung, above shifting cultivators still in need of
civilizing (Duong 2002: 4). Such a Stalinist ethnic hierarchy was formalized
into a systematic and pseudo-scientiﬁc effort at classifying and documenting the ethnic milieu in China, Vietnam and Lao PDR. In China, more
than four hundred potential groups identiﬁed on the basis of local distinctions were reduced to the ofﬁcially recognized ﬁfty-six ethnic nationalities
(Keyes 2002: 37). Also in China, a system of autonomous regions exists
that provides for nominal self-determination. There are 159 autonomous
areas governed by the Minorities Regional Autonomy Law of 1984, including ﬁve autonomous regions, thirty prefectures, and 124 counties. There
are also 1,500 autonomous townships ( Jianchu and Salas 2003: 129). The
term ‘autonomous’ should be treated sceptically, however. After all, Tibet
is considered an ‘autonomous’ region, despite the persistence there of
violent repression, large-scale Han immigration and ofﬁcial management
of Tibetan culture. These systems of classiﬁcation and autonomy, furthermore, have wilfully ignored the true diversity of indigenous populations.
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Cultural groups with no afﬁnity with each other have been lumped into
the same ethnic categories. Autonomous regions providing limited self-rule
to a locally dominant indigenous group subsume many smaller groups, or
people of a larger group dispersed throughout a large area. While China
has recognized that problems exist for the ‘minorities within minorities’ in
these autonomous areas, the demands for recognition continue (ibid.).
Despite the limitations of this statist approach to relations with the
indigenous peoples, and the political limitations faced by most people
in these still-authoritarian states, indigenous peoples enjoy citizenship
and are free of the insecurity faced by many upland indigenous peoples
in Thailand, who must live with the threat of deportation and denial of
rights enjoyed by the rest of society. In Thailand, the structural racism of
the citizenship system was most recently elaborated by the prime minister
himself, who threatened revocation of citizenship of ‘hill-tribe’ peoples who
are suspected of engaging in the drug trade. This threat was not extended
to ethnic Thais convicted of the same crime.

Control and use of natural resources The protection and enhancement of
upland indigenous cultures in South-East Asia are inextricably linked to
land rights and sustainable farming. The indigenous peoples of South-East
Asia are overwhelmingly agriculturists. While cultures and livelihood systems are dynamic and responsive to the array of external pressures exerted
on them, they are ultimately grounded in the land. The diverse livelihood
portfolios of indigenous peoples in the twenty-ﬁrst century certainly include
economic integration, opportunities for off-farm employment and migration to the cities by some members of the communities. But loss of access
to farmland is a fundamental threat to the cultural and economic survival
of upland minorities, and this is where the true struggle lies.
Struggles over natural resources are another important intersection
between the state and upland indigenous peoples. These take many forms,
but most common among them are infrastructure development, especially
dam construction, and state enclosure of forests. State claims on natural
resources in the name of national economic development and the ‘general
good’ supersede local claims of land rights and subsistence. In each country
of the region mass relocations of indigenous peoples have been undertaken, are threatened in formal state plans or are implied in blueprints
for future development. Examples of this include Chinese dams on the
upper Mekong and tributaries, Vietnam’s disastrous experiment on the
Black River, Lao’s Nam Theun dams and a much-contested Thai government wish-list of dams, underground canals, water diversion projects, cable
cars and a proposed rapid-rail tunnel from Chiang Mai to Mae Hong Son
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(Dore 2003; Hirsch 1996). The results of these big projects in terms of
indigenous lives are too often landlessness, ecological scarcity, cultural
dislocation and malnutrition. It must be noted that the dubious beneﬁts
of these mega-projects and the proven insincerity of ofﬁcials in previous
cases where relocated people were left to fend for themselves have done
little to limit state hunger for more projects. The ultimate success or failure
of the projects, of course, has no bearing on the substantial money to be
made along the way from contracts and kickbacks.
While some donor hesitation has arisen – the Asian Development Bank
(ADB) excepted – based on the failure and corruption of past projects,
big infrastructure proposals in South-East Asia are never discarded. They
are shelved in anticipation of a more conciliatory political or ﬁnancial
climate. Current Thai, Chinese and ADB cooperation with the Burmese
authoritarian regime in the planned construction of dams on the Salween
river, in areas where the Burmese generals have overseen ethnic cleansing
of indigenous peoples, is a stark example of state venality and big ﬁnance
intersecting with indigenous lives.
A more far-reaching pressure on indigenous peoples has been state
enclosure of forests in the name of ‘conservation’ of natural resources.
National parks and wildlife refuges are carved on to maps in imitation
of North American conservation systems, but in areas populated for generations by indigenous peoples. Traditional systems of agriculture are
derided as primitive and outlawed. Swidden agriculture is replaced with
‘permanent’ commercial agriculture and tree plantations. In Thailand
and China, destructive state-sanctioned logging and incentives for monocropping were followed in the 1990s with logging bans and the expansion
of parks and other ‘conservation’ areas. Given the fact that exceptions in
‘conservation’ regulations can be made for capital development such as
dams and tourism facilities, in the interests of national development, while
traditional indigenous farming is outlawed, we argue that rhetoric about
‘conservation’ in this context should be treated as a hypothesis rather
than an assumption, and subjected to rigorous empirical evaluation. In
any event, it is clear that logging bans in China and Thailand led timber
industries in both countries to aggressively and rapaciously exploit the
Burmese forests, with the connivance of the Burmese dictators, to the tragic
detriment to indigenous peoples along the Burmese frontier.
In each country of the region, then, state authorities armed with the
rhetoric, technology and institutions of nature conservation related to
international standards inherent in globalization – ‘protection’, mapping
and national parks, for example – have steadily moved to restrict and in
some cases criminalize the land-use practices of upland farmers (Thoms
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1996). State policies concerning ‘slash-and-burn’ agriculture vary across the
region, but the common attitude is that shifting cultivation is uniformly
backward and destructive and should be replaced with either permanent
ﬁelds or orchards, or reforested for watershed protection or timber production. This fallacy of the superiority of ﬁxed-ﬁeld production over swidden
cultivation, whether in ecological or social terms, is universally accepted by
the states of the region, though with much variety of actual implementation
dependent upon local negotiations between communities and ofﬁcials
in the ﬁeld. The ecological and social impacts of this often self-serving
‘ecological orthodoxy’ on indigenous peoples are many.
In Thailand, for example, the majority of upland peoples reside on state
land, with no legal title to their homes or farmland. Upland minorities, by
deﬁnition, live in the mountains. Mountains, by legal deﬁnition in Thailand, are the property of the Royal Forest Department. While this has been
true for more than a century, in recent decades the capacity and motivation
of the state to establish real control over the northern mountains has
markedly increased. This is manifested by the rapid expansion of national
parks, wildlife sanctuaries and watershed areas, all nominally in the name
of protection. Another aspect is the establishment of tree plantations, also
nominally for watershed protection but notably using commercial timber
species in single-stand plantations. Whether ‘protection’ describes the
activities carried out in these areas enclosed by state authorities is a matter
of debate; what is clear is that state intervention in the lives of mountain
and forest dwellers has increased dramatically in recent years.
The state enclosure of forestland – much of it forest only in memory
– results in various dimensions of livelihood insecurity for indigenous
peoples. First, the threat of relocation is always present, if not imminent.
Second, because of this threat long-term planning is impeded and hopes for
future generations of villagers are difﬁcult to visualize. Third, access to land
is limited by forestry department maps, fences and armed rangers. Fourth,
enclosure of forestland bars local access to their traditional ‘supermarket’,
the source of nutrition for generations of forest peoples. A study of a Karen
village in Thailand’s northern forest, for example, found that most (53
per cent) of the food consumed is gathered daily from the forest (40 per
cent) or grown by the people themselves (13 per cent) in their rotational
or paddy ﬁelds (Carrier 2002). Fifth, enclosure threatens the perpetuation
of local knowledge and culture. As the ‘schoolyard’ is fenced off, young
people are unable to learn from their elders and precious knowledge of
biodiversity and medicinal uses of forest plants is lost for ever. Finally,
traditional land-use practices are criminalized.
The term shifting cultivation, known pejoratively as ‘slash-and-burn’,
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encapsulates a diversity of traditional land-use practices ranging from
the destructive to the ecologically sustainable. Forest laws usually do not
discriminate between such practices. Because they all involve the clearing
of trees, they are illegal. Cutting trees and burning the remains, even when
done on plots of land that have been cleared and regenerated countless
times by generations of farmers, is punishable by law. This limits land
available to farmers, resulting in a choice between food insecurity or
conversion to chemical agriculture. Alternatives limited to starvation and
eventual environmental despoliation hardly hold out hope for perpetual
tenure in the mountains.
The importance of forests for society at large – and the dangers of ﬁre
– has to be balanced with the livelihood and cultural needs of indigenous
peoples. The intransigence of forestry departments and other organs of
the state, however, precludes innovative adaptations to a convergence of
problems and opportunities facing mountain peoples such as population
growth, market demand for forest products, and environmental degradation. Potential components of sustainable adaptation are taken off the
negotiating table, even when they offer real prospects for a sustainable
future (for example, organic farming, community-based tourism, improving
forest fallows with marketable plant species such as rattan and tea, and
replacing ﬁre with the use of green manures).

Population relocation State plans to resettle segments of national popula-
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tions vary across the region, ranging from carrots in Lao such as State
schools and clinics to the stick of ethnic cleansing in Burma. Relocation has
been carried out in the name of national security, economic development
and environmental protection, depending on the era and imperatives of
the state. It is interesting to note that in Thailand and Lao PDR, upland
indigenous populations are seen as a threat to the environment and thus
ideally relocated to the valleys. In Vietnam, the sparse settlement of the
uplands (for very good ecological reasons, as it turns out) was seen by
the state as a safety valve for the overcrowded lowlands. In both cases, the
complexity and diversity of indigenous relations with the land were ignored
or stereotyped and the coercive tools of the state brought to bear.
In Thailand, the dearth of available arable valley land in which to relocate
upland peoples vastly complicated these plans, and past relocations have
often been to other upland areas, though ones with much less congenial
environmental conditions. In any event, planning and practice generally diverge, with the understanding that a heavy-handed relocation policy would
result in increased conﬂict and perhaps armed struggle. State experiences
with ethnic insurgency are still quite vivid. The complexity of Thailand’s
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elite politics also complicates plans by some agencies. Most recently, in
2002 army plans to relocate all border villages in the name of national
security were torpedoed by the queen’s birthday observation that the plan
might not be the best idea.
In Vietnam, pressures on upland cultivators to leave their forest homes
also exist, but are aggravated by a relentless state policy of relieving population pressures in the densely settled Red River valley and other majorityKinh areas with incentives to relocate into the Central Highlands. While
indigenous peoples are still demonized as primitive forest destroyers, it is
recognized that state timber operations and the lowland settlers’ ignorance
of mountain agriculture are far more to blame for environmental problems
in Vietnam (Salemink 1997). In Lao PDR, relocation is the answer to conﬂict
between indigenous shifting cultivators and state forestry. The export of
timber and timber products is still a major industry in landlocked Lao
PDR, ranking as the primary source of foreign exchange in 1998. Thus the
livelihood interests of indigenous peoples are at odds with the proﬁts of
a powerful elite, with predictable results (Pholsena 2002: 7). The Lao PDR
model of ‘bringing the people to development’ differs from experiences in
China and Thailand (in the latter because of the obvious failures of this
model). In China and Thailand, considerable efforts have been made to
set up schools and clinics in remote mountain areas (see below). In Lao
PDR, the state tries to bring upland indigenous peoples closer to roads,
markets and schools through relocation.

Assimilationist policies All the countries of the region have expended effort
and funds to assimilate the indigenous peoples living in their mountain
frontier, though with signiﬁcant differences in capacity, tactics and results. In Yunnan, for example, the indigenous peoples have had long and
sometimes intimate contact with the dominant Han Chinese. The premodern policy of Han frontier administrators was to progressively bring
peripheral peoples within the orbit of Chinese civilization, then playing
off the ‘cooked’ peoples against the ‘raw’ (Keyes 2002). This ‘inclusivist’
approach meant that if outsiders could learn the language and the literary
classics, they could become Chinese (Sturgeon 1997). Following the communist victory in 1949, and employing an inclusivist policy of incorporating ‘national minorities’ within the socialist state, the Communist Party
was capable of mobilizing people and resources from around the country
and deploying them to the frontier in the name of national development.
Conversely, the natural resources of Yunnan were exploited for national
development. More recently, development policies have eyed Yunnan as the
gateway to South-East Asia and as a tourist haven boasting rich biological
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and cultural diversity. All this attention by the Chinese state has not been
uniformly welcomed, however. Communist Party dictates about superstition and feudal customs, especially when enforced by zealous Red Guards
in the 1960s, and decentralization in the 1990s to powerful local-level
entrepreneur-politicians, are two examples of pressures on indigenous cultures to change. Both tourism and infrastructure development beneﬁts have
tended to accrue to Han investors and migrant labourers, as well, with the
costs – relocation, land alienation and environmental degradation among
them – disproportionately borne by the indigenous peoples.
In Thailand, assimilation efforts were greatly facilitated by a vast inﬂow
of capital from foreign sources in an effort to end opium production in
the 1970s and 1980s. At the peak period of development during the 1980s,
there were a total of 168 agencies from thirty-one government departments
and forty-nine international donors and NGOs working in the mountains
(Ganjanapan 1996). Much of that attention has shifted since to the recently
accessible countries of former socialist Indo-China, but its legacy in Thailand has been intensiﬁed by state penetration of the uplands. A vast road
network was created throughout the uplands, bringing with it schools,
clinics and agricultural extension centres, the most inﬂuential being a
range of Royal Projects specializing in fruits, vegetables or ornamentals
for market. Television and other information technology such as the video
player and cellular telephone link once isolated villages to the lures of
advertising and the fantastical world of the Bangkok elite.
In the case of education, there is evidence that bringing schools to the
uplands has been an assimilation project from the beginning. A statement from the Thai Department of Public Welfare conﬁrms this, saying,
‘Education for tribal people should be implemented in a distinctive way,
which differs from general lowland primary schools … It is not only for
tribal people to read and write, but also to have them loyal to the government’ (Leepreecha 2001: 143). One of the impacts of the national education
project was to devalue minority languages, which were banned in school
areas. Leepreecha writes that in Border Patrol Police schools in the 1970s
students were taught to report on fellow students who used the forbidden language, and violators were made to run laps around the school or
were beaten on their hands. While such punishment is on the wane, the
denigration of minority languages continues. Leepreecha argues that an
example of this is the increasingly common practice among many Hmong
of using Thai-language kinship terms instead of Hmong ones.
While in the socialist countries pseudo-religious reverence of state
and party were inculcated into the indigenous peoples, in Burma and
Thailand Buddhism is identiﬁed with nationalism. As with all things, the
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Burmese experience has been extreme, with Christian schools nationalized, indigenous religions denigrated and Muslim villagers forced to build
pagodas. The state and mainstream perception in Thailand is that to be
Thai is to be Buddhist. Leepreecha writes that the Buddhist religion, as
one of the state’s technologies of power, has been employed in the ‘Thaiization’ assimilation project of the state. Thammacarik, a Buddhist mission
project, was deployed in the 1960s into the uplands. A collaborative effort
of the Buddhist Sangha and the Division of Tribal Public Welfare of the
Department of Public Welfare, the project sent Buddhist monks into the
hills and encouraged indigenous peoples to enter lowland monasteries
(ibid.: 169).3 Despite this, Leepreecha argues that conversion to Buddhism
has had a minimal impact on Hmong culture, largely because of Thai
Buddhism’s long history of harmonious coexistence with animist beliefs.
Conversion to Christianity, on the other hand – often originally as a means
to gain powerful friends (foreign missionaries) as a counterbalance to state
interference – has had a much greater impact on indigenous culture and
identity (ibid.: 180).
Indigenous peoples and globalization

The meaning of ‘globalization’ is much contested. In the words of Thai
scholar Nidhi Aeusrivongse, ‘globalization does not have only a one-sided
meaning, namely the economic integration of various countries under the
rules set by globally hegemonic organizations acting under the supervision
of the Western powers. It also means the integration of information available to people worldwide through the dispersal of the information system.
The result has been the creation of social organizations at the international
level that are connected as networks in a way never experienced before. Such
development is usually termed civil society globalization or globalization
from below’ (Aeusrivongse 2003: 48). We would add that the dispersal of
information – for instance, in the forms of corporate advertising and soap
operas championing elite culture – is too often uni-directional, with little
opportunity for articulation of indigenous perspectives.
For the purposes of the discussion of indigenous peoples and poverty, this chapter will consider globalization from both the top-down and
bottom-up perspectives. Globalization from the top, or what might be called
the most recent phase of imperialism, involves the rapid penetration of
both market and state into once peripheral areas. While this penetration
brings great change, it should be emphasized that marginalization is a
persistent element of the change. The advent of chemical agriculture,
‘ecotourism’ and cellular communication, for instance, creates proﬁts
and facilitates communications, but not in equal measures for all. These
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interventions from the outside also bring with them debt, sickness, social
stratiﬁcation and the social construction of needs and desires. While state
agencies and the mass media champion this external penetration of backward or ‘poor’ areas as modernization and progress, its impact raises questions about the very cultural survival of indigenous communities.
An important aspect of the impact of capitalist penetration is the
commodiﬁcation of nearly everything. Land, labour and the fruits of this
combination – cash crops – replace production for subsistence and the
barter economy. Off-farm and seasonal migration draw people into the
cities to sell their labour in the service industries. The lure of fast money
in the ubiquitous drug and sex trades draws many into the black economy,
with dire results measured in addiction, HIV-AIDS, imprisonment and
violence. The expansion of tourism, especially hill-tribe trekking, means
indigenous clothing, ornaments, ceremonies and households all now have
a value measured in dollars, baht or yuan, etc. The commodiﬁcation of
indigenous lives will now be explored in more detail.

Commercial agriculture Conﬂicts over natural resources are an everyday
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aspect of life in the mountains of South-East Asia. The rapid and widespread
conversion of land-use practices from largely subsistence production to
market-oriented agriculture has increased the value of land and its products. Given the concurrent increases in population of the uplands – either
from fertility rates or immigration – and state enclosure of forestland and
prohibition of shifting cultivation, pressures on soil and water are intense
and in many areas increasing. This has social and environmental ramiﬁcations for indigenous peoples.
Thailand’s far more advanced integration with the global economy,
including commercial agriculture for lowland consumption and export, can
be viewed as a harbinger of things to come for the rest of the region, though
Vietnam’s disastrous experiment with coffee in the Central Highlands and
Yunnan’s problematic experience with rubber offer national examples that
counsel wariness regarding unbridled adoption of cash cropping. In the rest
of the region, the beneﬁts of integration of upland crop production with
international markets have proved elusive, as the destitute coffee farmers of
the Central Highlands of Vietnam learned after following state dictates to
plant millions of coffee trees only to ﬁnd themselves vulnerable to a slump
in global coffee prices. In fact, in many areas of mainland South-East Asia
rough terrain and crude infrastructure cast doubt on the very possibility of
real links between indigenous peoples and the global economy.
Not in Thailand. Longan growers sell their product to processors who dry
the fruit for export to Greater China. Taiwanese tea producers set up dryers
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in remote villages. Flower growers scout out remote villages to produce
seed. Temperate vegetables near the border with Burma ﬁnd their way to
Bangkok dinner tables. Stories of failure abound, it is true: market failure,
indebtedness and death from chemicals ought to temper economists’ zeal
for a globalized world. The fact remains, however, that the upland economy
of northern Thailand is increasingly tied to the world outside.
The experience in Thailand with commercial upland agriculture is that
there are many winners, but far more losers. And many of the ‘winners’ – for
example, urban investors in tangerine plantations or strawberry processors
– are not indigenous peoples. To make matters worse, problems externalized by these ‘winners’ such as chemical contamination from pesticides or
forest encroachment or violent exploitation are borne disproportionately
by indigenous and often stateless peoples.
During the dry season in northern Thailand, strife can be found in
literally every catchment area in the region. Signiﬁcant increases in both
upland and lowland dry-season farming are leading towards a crisis in
water demand, though ofﬁcial attention and lowland propaganda focus
exclusively on water supply and target upland indigenes as the villains
for clearing forests. Despite some scholarly attention to what Andrew
Walker calls ‘ecological orthodoxy’ – such as the idea that forests make
rain – sustained research and conﬂict resolution measures are needed to
study the relationships between forests, water and the rapid expansion
of dry-season agriculture (see Alford 1992; McKinnon 1997; Enters 1995;
Kaosa-ard 2000; Walker 2002).
Conﬂicts over resources have led to road blockades by lowland farmers,
demonstrations by upland minorities at government ofﬁces and even mob
action – allegedly with ofﬁcial sanction – against property of indigenous
people. It is one of the many ironies of the Thai hills that these resource
conﬂicts have their roots in state–foreign partnerships to end opium production in the north.
The shift to commercial agriculture, including the use of chemical inputs and hybrid seeds, raises concerns over ecological – and by extension,
cultural – sustainability. Farmland in the uplands is often steep and the
soil poor, and irrigation is limited or non-existent. Allowing a sufﬁcient
fallow period – at the very least ﬁve years and in the past sometimes up to
ﬁfteen years – could limit the worst excesses of soil erosion and ensure that
soil fertility was not depleted beyond recovery. Multi-cropping helped limit
pest populations and diversiﬁed the upland diet. Today, land available for
farming is increasingly limited by the establishment of national parks and
reforestation projects, while the demand for hill property by lowland resort
developers and orchard growers, among many others, is growing. Thus
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Drugs The production, distribution and consumption of illicit drugs must
be considered from regional and international perspectives. For example,
precursor chemicals for the production of amphetamines originate far
from the production platforms of South-East Asia in Burma and Lao PDR.
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the marginal upland farmer’s fallow period is reduced beyond sustainable
levels, and reliance on chemical fertilizers and pesticides increases for
those who can afford them.
Localized examples of the failures of chemical agriculture can be found
throughout the hills. Soil quality declines, farmer health is threatened,
debt increases and the haphazard application of pesticides sometimes
fails completely to stop the pests, resulting in crop failure. Experiences
the world over warn that chemical agriculture will temporarily reward a
relatively wealthy minority but will drive the poorest farmer off the land.
In the ecologically vulnerable upland farms of northern Thailand, a key
problem is a lack of options. Many farmers cannot even afford the chemicals that would give them a few more years of production on over-farmed
soil. Those who can afford them can do so until debt or soil degradation
revoke even this option.
In a paradoxical twist to the story, the energetic response of some communities to opium prohibition, most notably the Hmong, has led to a new
phase of recrimination and possible state repression. By replacing shifting
cultivation and opium with permanent ﬁelds and cash crops such as cabbage, which require chemical fertilizers and pesticides, upland farmers
are attacked for polluting watersheds and selling contaminated crops in
the market. Announcements by the Minister of Natural Resources and
Environment that chemical inputs will be banned in upper watersheds
could foretell a new round of criminalization of upland farming.
More attention needs to be paid to environmentally sound ways for
upland peoples to chart a middle course between currently untenable
traditional practices and total reliance on chemicals. Organic agriculture,
including targeting and developing niche markets for this increasingly
popular business, must be urgently furthered with a view to improving
upland community health and food security, while simultaneously buttressing land rights claims. That is, the link between land rights and sustainable
farming (including agroforestry in community forests) must be aggressively researched, articulated, propagated and developed. This is not just
smart strategy; if environmentalist warnings about the dangers of chemical
farming prove true, then many upland farmers could be approaching a
critical threshold that would add to the already great pressures on their
livelihoods.
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Markets for these drugs, too, are distant from the producers. Changes in
one country often have severe repercussions for neighbouring countries. In
Thailand, for instance, suppression of opium production led to ramped-up
production of heroin in Burma, while the dramatic increase in Bangkok’s
appetite for speed facilitates production of this drug in Burma and Lao
PDR.
While the analogy of the ‘ﬂood’ is used ad nauseum in Thai newspaper
accounts of the drug problem – ‘ethnic Wa drug lords ﬂooding Thailand
with drugs’ – just as Americans talk of South American cocaine ‘ﬂooding’
the United States, we argue that a ‘pump’ analogy is more ﬁtting. It is
urban Thai demand for amphetamines, like US consumers’ hunger for
cocaine, which drives the drug trade. For the indigenous Wa or Lahu cultivators of opium or the conscripted labourer in an amphetamine factory
in the desperate hills of Burma’s Shan State, this trade is a deadly scourge.
The bottom rung on the drug ladder is not enriched by the trade, but
imprisoned by it. The terrorist collaboration of the Burmese military and
narco-armies such as the United Wa State Army is fed by urban demand
for drugs in Bangkok, Shanghai, Sydney and Los Angeles and facilitated by
ofﬁcial corruption every step of the way. The people who grow and make
the stuff are the principal victims of the multibillion-dollar global drug
trade, while the petty dealers – too often alienated indigenous youth – are
the principal victims of so-called ‘wars’ against drugs.
Drug trafﬁcking in Thailand became a national preoccupation in the
mid-1990s as the dynamics changed quickly from a trade in heroin that
largely transited Thailand en route to foreign markets to a trade in amphetamines speciﬁcally targeting skyrocketing Thai demand, especially among
Thai youth. The Thai government, in fact, sees the trans-border trade of
speed as national security threat number one. Owing in large part to the
international collaboration discussed above, opium cultivation in the north
is a tiny shadow of the past. Production levels declined in Thailand from
an estimated 48,500 kilograms in 1980 to 3,700 kilograms in 1999 (Renard
2001: 36). Critics, however, argue that production is booming just across
the border in Burma and Lao PDR, and that unintended consequences have
included an epidemic of heroin and amphetamine addiction in indigenous
communities.
Total South-East Asian opium production, the bulk of it in Burma, increased about 2.5 times between 1987 and 1995 – though the late 1990s did
see a sudden decrease, mainly accounted for by poor weather conditions.
Comparisons in the latest ﬁgures show the disparity between the three socalled Golden Triangle countries. In terms of area under poppy cultivation,
Thailand reported 1,600 hectares in 2000, while Burma showed 108,000
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hectares and estimates for Lao PDR ran from 19,000 to 26,000 hectares.
In global terms, Thailand accounted for just 0.2 per cent of the world’s
opium poppy ﬁelds, while Burma recorded 50 per cent and Lao PDR nearly
9 per cent. In production terms, estimates of opium cultivation in Thailand
for 2000 were 4.3 tonnes, compared with 1,085 tonnes in Burma and 167
tonnes in Lao PDR. Again on a global scale, Thailand’s contribution of
opium was less than 1 per cent, while Burma’s production accounted for
23 per cent of the world total and Lao PDR’s 4 per cent. Percentages for
heroin production are roughly similar (UNDCP n.d.).
Heroin distribution channels for international markets, a decade ago
running primarily through Thailand, are now increasingly snaking through
China and Vietnam instead. Yunnan has surpassed Thailand as a transit
route for external markets and both countries, as well as India, are integral
to the trade as suppliers of essential precursor chemicals such as ephedrine
(China, India) and caffeine (Thailand). Given important changes in patterns
of production, distribution and consumption of illicit drugs in Asia, and the
reality on the ground in the Thai ‘angle’, the evocative label ‘The Golden
Triangle,’ is today little more than a catchy phrase for tourism advertisements. Perhaps a new geometric–colour combination is required.
Both heroin and amphetamines businesses exist now in parallel in
montane mainland South-East Asia, disproportionately ravaging upland
communities even as the people themselves are pinpointed as the principal
culprits. While both heroin and speed enrich many, especially in the upper
echelons of society – it is argued that modern Chiang Mai was built on
heroin proceeds – heroin has killed foreigners and speed is destroying kids
in Bangkok and other cities. This has changed the Thai approach to drugs
completely. It is the grave misfortune of indigenous communities that they
are located along the trafﬁcking routes of the opium grown in the Shan
hills and the heroin and amphetamines processed in factories lining the
Burmese side of the border. Many indigenous peoples are implicated in
the trade, though playing bit parts as mules and small-time dealers in a
drama including some of the region’s most powerful people. It is common
in indigenous villages to ﬁnd families deprived of parents or youth who are
serving long jail terms for transporting relatively small amounts of drugs, or
parents who have lost teenage kids to drug-related or extra-judicial killings,
while the kingpins live in mansions and amass ill-begotten wealth with
impunity. For example, in a Hmong community (population approximately
one thousand) that has been relocated from the mountains of northern
Thailand to an area in the lowlands with poor agricultural land and few
employment opportunities, more than sixty youths are incarcerated for
drug trafﬁcking, mostly in an effort to support their amphetamine addic-
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tions.4 Still, the common perception is that it is the ‘hill tribes’ which are
responsible for the scourge of drugs in Thai society.
Thailand saw a 1,000 per cent increase in amphetamine abuse between 1993 and 2001, according to the UNDCP. The rise from 260,000
users to 3 million in eight years – including a current estimate of 300,000
amphetamine-dependent people nationwide (UNDCP n.d.) – has been
paralleled by a dramatic increase in law enforcement measures, notably
including the role of the army, involving a proliferation of roadway check
points, border patrols and the activation of a long-dormant death penalty
for trafﬁcking. Though the drug routes from speed factories on the Burmese border to Bangkok schoolyards involve many different people from
all walks of life, it is generally indigenous peoples which are blamed for
selling drugs. Too often, of course, this proves to be true, and the attendant
combination of violence, health problems, imprisonment and law enforcement is tearing communities apart.
Recent efforts to reorganize the state drug suppression apparatus into
a ramped-up ‘war on drugs’ are particularly worrying given Thailand’s
history of authoritarianism and military interference in politics. In early
January 2003 it was announced that the government would create a new
unit called the National Centre to Defeat Narcotics under Deputy Prime
Minister Chavalit Yongchaiyudh. It is clearly driven by the national security
mindset that Thai human rights commission staffer Taneeya Roonchaleurn
argues is a especially virulent artefact of the cold war and one that inhibits
the adoption of human rights thinking. The deputies of the new agency
will be drawn from the National Security Council, the Internal Security
Operations Command and the supreme command, with the unit’s impetus
being to achieve unity in a notoriously fractured state suppression effort.
The unit will also include ofﬁcials from the public health and education
bureaucracies, but the primacy of the military in the new structure is clear
from the fact that the regional army commanders will lead suppression
efforts, subordinating provincial governors, who are under the Interior
Ministry’s chain of command. This arrangement threatens to undermine
the stated goal of unity, with Interior already criticizing the preponderance
of military men in the new agency. Even more troubling is a plan, also
opposed by Interior, to create a special zone in which the northern border
provinces with the most indigenous peoples – Chiang Mai, Chiang Rai,
Mae Hong Son and Tak – would come under direct control of the Third
Army.5 In early 2003 Prime Minister Thaksin gave authorities three months
(until 30 April 2003) to rid the country of drugs. Although no one really
expected this goal to be met, the militarization of the drug problem and the
resultant bloodbath – more than two thousand people were killed in three
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months of extra-judicial killings and drug lords neutralizing competitors
and potential informants – meant that the rights and security of indigenous
communities were even more rigorously violated by the state.

Urban migration Anthropologists studying upland indigenous peoples

Tourism The tourism industry is one of the world’s leading money-earners.
In Thailand, it is the top earner of foreign currency. Much of the draw in
the mountainous north has been ‘hill-tribe trekking’. This industry has
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argue that the migration of village dwellers to the cities, for a variety of
reasons, is a major component of the dramatic changes in the region’s
uplands. Buadaeng et al. studied migration into northern Thai cities by
indigenous peoples in a 2002 study in Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai. According to their study, the number of ethnic migrants from the uplands
increased from 2,500 in 1996 to almost 4,690 in 2001. They argued that
several factors converged in the rapid increase. These were: 1) a scarcity of
land for agriculture, the result of state forest enclosure and sale of farmland
to urban land developers; 2) inability or unwillingness of some individuals
to conform to village regulations or cultural traditions, including sanctions against drug addiction; 3) the desire for higher education, which
can only be found in the cities; 4) aspirations of material improvement
associated with urban life; and 5) the opening of trade routes between
neighbouring countries, which facilitates illegal immigration (Buadaeng
et al. 2002: 3–4).
The sort of life facing urban migrants from the hills ranges from the
educational opportunities of boarding schools to the hell of the brothel.
The study by Buadaeng et al. found that urban migrants were engaged
in studying, wage labour (mainly construction sites, petrol stations and
restaurants), the sex industry, small-scale trading and, in the case of many
children, as homeless beggars and pedlars. The study concluded that
while some migrants had succeeded, mainly as traders but also as NGO
workers or government ofﬁcials, life was grim for the majority. They faced
exploitation by unscrupulous employers or state ofﬁcials, were at high
risk of drug abuse and transmission of HIV and earned far-below-average
wages. Their work is often physically dangerous and under-regulated (ibid.:
28–9).
The scholars conducting this study called for more empirical research
on the phenomenon of urban migration by indigenous peoples, with an
emphasis on both success and failure stories. The current emphasis on
ethnic peoples as rural subsistence farmers is missing a large part of the
story of the changing lives of these people.
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expanded to the rest of the region, with indigenous villages in Lao PDR and
Vietnam added to the trail of the ethno-tourist circuit. In China, Yunnan
is promoted as the ‘Great Cultural Province’ with its indigenous peoples
the key draw. Other draws of the ‘hill-tribe trekking’ industry in the region
have been drugs and sex, as well as a trade in indigenous heirlooms.
In Thailand, the growth of tourism has been dramatic in recent decades. In 1960, about 81,000 foreign tourists visited Thailand, earning the
country about US$4.9 million. The number of visitors mushroomed to
nearly 2 million in 1980 (earning US$442.5 million), 5.3 million in 1990
(US$2.75 billion) and 7.8 million in 1998, earning the country US$6.1 billion (Alpha Research Co. 2000). The industry affects the mountains and its
people in four main ways. First, many tourists who visit the north engage
in ‘hill-tribe trekking’, which involves visiting and often staying overnight
in upland villages after walking through the forest or riding elephants to
reach them (which today can be done much more conveniently, though
less dramatically, by road). Second, selling handicrafts to tourists is an
important source of income for poorer families. This is done either in
the village, at markets along major mountain roads, or in tourist areas of
cities such as Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai. Third, in the 1990s developers
scrambled for land to build upscale tourist resorts in the mountains to serve
both the boom in foreign tourism and the demand of urban Thais for an
escape from the increasingly congested city. A fourth area of importance
is tourism in national parks, with the current Thai government pressuring
the national parks department to become a proﬁt-generating entity.
With the exception of the state’s role in providing amenities for tourists
at national parks, and the Tourism Authority of Thailand’s spending on
advertising and promotions for upscale tourism, state institutions play
a minimal role in tourism in the north. The private sector, especially
small- and medium-sized enterprises, leads the way. Forsyth differentiates
between regulated and non-regulated tourism, with the former restricted
spatially to places such as national parks. In that sense, most tourism in
northern Thailand and neighbouring countries is of the non-regulated
type, growing ‘without the spatial and administrative restrictions that exist
in a park “environment”’ (Forsyth 1995). The record is mixed in terms of
determining whether such tourism is a boon or a bane for the natural
environment. Such activities may reduce environmental degradation by
providing farmers with an alternative source of income to agriculture.
They might relieve pressures on the land by both extracting labour from
agriculture and providing money to purchase yield-enhancing and thus
land-saving innovations such as fertilizers. On the other hand, as a society
like Thailand develops economically and land is seen increasingly as an
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investment rather than a resource, another face of tourism is the resort
industry, which has meant forest clearing and demands on scarce water
resources. Such developments, including luxury resorts and golf courses,
have ‘encouraged a revolution in land ownership’ because land used for
tourism offers a higher rate of return than traditional agriculture (ibid.).
The number of adventure tourists walking the hills of the north twentyodd years ago is unknown, but most reckon it was minuscule. Since then
‘the industry has mushroomed’ (Dearden 1993). Estimates of the number
of trekkers vary, from Dearden’s (1993) ﬁgure of 100,000 trekkers per year
with a median trek length of three nights each, giving some 300,000 trekker
nights per year in indigenous communities, to the Thai tourist police
estimate of a high of more than 73,000 in 1995 (TDRI 1997). This does
not include those who stop by roadside villages on bus tours through the
mountains, which would likely constitute the majority of foreign visitors to
the north, who are ‘mainly attracted by the colorful ethnic minorities who
are marketed as remote and exotic “tribes” living pre-industrial lifestyles’
(Forsyth 1995). Forest trekking, rafting, elephant riding and, less today
than a decade ago, opium smoking are among the various attractions.
According to TDRI, in 1997 the average trek price was 1,200 baht, of which
villagers received an average of 20 baht.6 Chiang Mai is still the trekking
headquarters for the region, with the main tourists strips lined with tour
agencies advertising exotic getaways, but smaller centres have emerged in
Chiang Rai, Mae Hong Son and Pai. In recent years, the attraction of the
opening of formerly communist Indo-China has cut into the Thai trekking
business.
Scholars debate the balance of pros and cons of the tourist industry as
it expands throughout the mountains. In fact, ‘expand’ might not be the
best term, because one dynamic of the trekking business is the tendency
for tour operators to quit villages that attain too high an economic status
– in part from tourism – and move on to ﬁnd more ‘authentic hill tribes’
(Dearden 1993; Michaud 1997). Trekking, along with roads, electriﬁcation
and communications technology, brings the outside world to the village.
The resulting commodiﬁcation of customs – villagers will sometimes put
on shows and dances, for a fee – and hunger for material objects and the
cash to purchase them is decried by many (see Michaud 1997), but trekking should be seen as just one of many forces of change in the uplands.
Cash and the need for it are part and parcel of the shift to commercial
agriculture, after all. As has already been noted, the returns from this
business are far from evenly distributed. Those losing out in the changing
indigenous village welcome off-farm sources of income.
While the number of national parks in Thailand nearly doubled between
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1985 and 1995, the number of visitors tripled to 12 million per year by
1995 (Kaosa-ard and Wijukprasert 2000). The injustice of this is readily
evident to indigenous peoples that have either been relocated or live with
the threat of eviction every day, or have seen their traditional farmland
placed off limits. As they watch busloads of well-heeled tourists or rowdy
Thai students drive past, they may wonder at the logic of state forest ‘conservation’ policies.
Conclusion: identity, resistance and empowerment

Given the difﬁcult situation for indigenous peoples in South-East
Asia described above, it is a major challenge for them to protect their
culture and identity and assert their rights. State concerns with nationbuilding and controlling frontiers, coupled with negative stereotypes and
the desire to assimilate all populations within their borders, continue to
plague indigenous peoples. Policies with such manifest goals as protection
of biodiversity and the ecosystem, often supported by Western environmentalists, have resulted in the creation of numerous national parks and
forest preserves in the region with supporting programmes to relocate
indigenous peoples (who are viewed as threats to the environment) out of
‘protected’ highland areas and strict controls placed on activities inherent
in the indigenous knowledge of the people. McNeely (1997) argues that
the harshest programmes of restrictions on land use have targeted areas
where indigenous peoples reside, and reports on extensive resettlement
initiatives to remove indigenous peoples from protected areas, including
an example of 550 Muong households being moved out of Cuc Phuong
National Park in Vietnam.
Elements of globalization and modernization have come to characterize
an increasingly large number of indigenous communities. TV aerials bristle
in even seemingly remote villages, and in those communities that have been
the most aggressive in the transition to cash cropping, satellite dishes are
all the rave. In one Hmong village in Thailand studied by Kunstadter and
Prapamontal (2001), motorcycles were universal and every other family
owned a pick-up truck. TV sets, video players and cellular phones are now
seen as essentials in many mountain communities.
This does not mean that poverty is not a crushing problem in most
communities, however, as the largesse of economic development has not
been equitably divided. This social differentiation of traditionally egalitarian societies is the subject of much academic criticism. Much of what was
a culture intimately linked to the production of subsistence rice has now
been commodiﬁed, with ‘authentic hill-tribe dancing’ performed for a
fee and traditional ceremonies accompanied by photo-snapping Western
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tourists. Increasingly, off-farm employment in urban centres is important
for many indigenous peoples, with working-age people travelling to Chiang
Rai, Chiang Mai, Bangkok and even abroad to places such as Taiwan and
Saudi Arabia seeking employment. The monetary remissions back to the
village are not inconsiderable, though a less welcome import has been the
arrival of HIV-AIDS. In all, most mountain villages of northern Thailand
bear little resemblance to those of a generation ago.
Characterized by threats to indigenous knowledge and identity, poverty,
powerlessness and marginalization, the forces of globalization, modernization and nationalization might appear to leave indigenous peoples little
choice but to abandon their culture, migrate to urban centres, integrate
into the lowest economic strata of society and eventually assimilate into the
dominant group. Yet individuals not only passively accept their situation
but also actively create and even resist it, even under the most oppressive
of circumstances. In describing the effects of external forces, care must
be taken not to reify the actions of the state and assume a uniformity
of application or exaggerate their impact. Indigenous peoples cope with
their situations and develop strategies to address issues and do so on
the basis of local knowledge and within a particular cultural framework.
This framework includes speciﬁc and shared beliefs, values, attitudes and
behaviours that are appropriate to the group. And cultures and identities
are adaptable. Aspects of cultures are preserved, transformed, sustained
and revitalized as a result of both internal and external forces.
In addition, globalization and nationalism are not the homogeneous
tyrannical forces they are often made out to be. Virtually all South-East
Asian nations have moved from state-controlled centralized economic
systems to one that is more market driven, decentralized and liberalized,
which, in theory, allows for more freedom for local and regional initiatives
and decision-making and increased autonomy in asserting collective aspirations. Long argues that globalization has not destroyed cultural, ethnic,
economic and political diversity but rather has ‘ … generated a whole new
diversiﬁed pattern of responses at national, regional and local levels’ (Long
1996). This includes the development of new social and political identities
and movements based on diverse social commitments including ethnicity
and locality.
Similarly, globalization is characterized by issues related to the nature
of science, technology and knowledge in terms of how they shape the
social relations and value orientations of diverse cultures. Speciﬁcally, socalled ‘expert’ and ‘local’ modes of knowledge encounter one another, with
contrasting cultural and epistemological frameworks (ibid.). Increasingly
there is a questioning of centralized, standard solutions to problems of
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development in favour of more ﬂexible, localized and sustainable strategies
which involve local people in meaningful decision-making roles in the
‘development’ of their communities (McCaskill 1997). Indigenous knowledge is now recognized as a viable concept within a larger paradigm of
knowledge. The Karen in Thailand have utilized these processes to turn a
liability into an asset as they attempt to legitimize their natural resource
management system. They have effectively argued that what is termed
‘slash-and-burn’ agriculture by outsiders is, in fact, an effective and forestconserving ‘rotational farming system’ based on indigenous knowledge
practised for centuries (Trakarnsuphakorn 1997).
New networks of global communication and information are also
affecting cultures and identities even in remote indigenous communities.
The ability to transmit symbolic images across borders allows for individuals to compare themselves and their situation with others, communicate
with indigenous groups in other countries and develop ‘transnational’ or
‘cosmopolitan’ notions of citizenship. These images and lines of communication can be utilized to organize, reinforce identities and further collective
goals. The Hmong, for example, have effectively used communication tools
such as the Internet and video to connect communities and organizations
from around the world to reinforce identities and create new ones.
The question arises: how can indigenous peoples in South-East Asia
sustain a viable individual and collective identity given the pressures they
face? At the most fundamental level our identity is our understanding of
who we are. It is formed and maintained through a social interaction with
other individuals and collectivities. Identity is about meaning, which is
the outcome of agreement or disagreement, convention and innovation,
shared, and always to some extent negotiable ( Jenkins 1996). On the one
hand, we possess unique individual identities while on the other we share
aspects of our identity with others as part of our collective identity. Indeed,
we have multiple identities based on ethnicity, gender, nationality, social
class, occupation, religion and so on. But an important aspect of our identity, especially for marginalized groups, is how others perceive us.
It has been pointed out that the social categorization of indigenous
groups by members of the dominant society is frequently negative. Damaging negative stereotypes abound. It is not enough to assert one’s identity, it
must always be reinforced by others. And identity formation always involves
power, the power of one group to establish its way of life as normative. Thus
indigenous peoples are faced with the challenge of constructing an identity
that balances positive group identiﬁcation against the onslaught of negative
categorizations by others. As discussed above, contradictory pressures by
the state to assimilate indigenous peoples into the nation while at the
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same time withholding citizenship and threatening them with relocation
from their homes have had the effect of marginalizing indigenous groups
and maintaining them in a vulnerable situation.
A study of Hmong and Dan Lai communities in northern Vietnam
discovered that many villagers now accept the negative stereotypes about
their cultures that have long been prevalent among lowland Kinh (Cuc and
Rambo 2001). In a Hmong village close to the Lao border, close to sixty
individuals are currently in prison as a result of drug-related offences,
primarily the result of supporting drug addictions.7 There can be no doubt
that, for many individuals, factors such as drugs, coupled with urban migration and state attempts to annihilate and commodify indigenous cultures,
have had the effect of weakening aspects of indigenous cultural identity.
Nevertheless, increasing numbers of indigenous peoples are developing
adaptive strategies, constructing internal processes in their communities
while responding to the challenges and opportunities of external forces. For
example, in 2002 the Hmong in Thailand organized a major ceremony to
afﬁrm their identity and attempt to reverse the negative images held by Thai
society. It involved presenting the Thai royal family with a silver musical instrument symbolic of their culture as a gesture to signify that they were good
citizens of Thailand, and not drug-smuggling forest destroyers. Hmong from
around the world attended the ceremony as well as a signiﬁcant number
of lowland Thais. In other cases individuals are taking advantage of the
economic opportunities of globalization and integrating into the regional
economy. In the process they are attempting to create a new identity based
on blending elements of ethnic and dominant group cultures. For example,
a Hmong community located near a major Thai city has been able to take
advantage of substantial income generated by tourism (supplemented by
agriculture) to develop a signiﬁcant improvement in their standard of living.
They have also emphasized the importance of education and welcomed
technological and infrastructure changes in their community. In short, they
have viewed globalization as a positive opportunity.
This community in turn is utilizing its increased ‘economic capital’,
higher levels of education and increased knowledge of Thai culture to
elevate its status among Thais. Individuals reported that, while Thais looked
down on them previously, now they enjoy a greater degree of acceptance
and equality.8 They suggested that while some aspects of traditional Hmong
culture are disappearing (i.e. songs and stories) and others are changing
(i.e. ceremonies) the fundamental nature of their culture (i.e. language,
clans, world-view) remains strong. They conceive of their primary identity as Hmong and see their biculturalism in positive terms. Thus the
forces of globalization, under some circumstances, can contribute to an
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improvement in economic circumstances and exposure to aspects of the
dominant society while at the same time not resulting in the assimilation
of indigenous people. Indigenous identities can be protected, maintained
and enhanced.
To understand how these identity-protecting strategies function it is
important to recognize that critical components of identity are developed
during primary socialization. Children, in effect, ‘take on’ the world of those
in charge of their upbringing. They identify with signiﬁcant others and in
the process the child becomes capable of identifying himself or acquiring a subjectively coherent identity (Berger and Luckmann 1967). In this
process they internalize the beliefs, values, roles, language and behaviours
that characterize their indigenous culture and social structure. Secondary
socialization occurs when the individual encounters the institutions of the
lager society. But secondary socialization must be superimposed on the
already formed identity and the content is much less subjectively inevitable
than the contents of primary socialization. When contradictory deﬁnitions
of reality become a threat to an established identity, indigenous peoples
must establish mechanisms to counter those threats.
An increasing number of indigenous peoples are rejecting the negative
images attributed to them by dominant groups. They are asserting the
indigenous collective identity learned during primary socialization through
a number of adaptive strategies designed to legitimize their way of life and
collective rights. In some cases they are reversing the direction of social
categorization and turning derogation into dignity. For example, interviews
in Karen villages in Thailand revealed that, while villagers were aware of
the negative stereotypes of them held by lowland Thais, they effectively
rebuffed them by articulating negative images of Thais. The Karen claimed
a moral superiority by pointing out negative behavior they believed characterized Thai culture, such as excessive alcohol consumption, immoral
sexual practices and disrespectful gender relations.9
In addition, indigenous organizations are playing an important role in
resisting the negative inﬂuences of the state and increasingly addressing
issues and asserting their collective rights. In Thailand, where the greatest freedom exists for the formation of such organizations, a number of
indigenous associations such as the Inter-Mountain Peoples Education and
Culture of Thailand (IMPECT), the Hmong Association of Thailand and the
Akha Association have been operating for ﬁfteen years. Their roles include
conducting development projects in indigenous communities, organizing
cultural and political events, advocating on behalf of members, and, in
recent years, coordinating with indigenous groups in other parts of the
world. With the passing of the new constitution in 1997 various forms
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1 Although Yunnan is not technically part of South-East Asia it has numerous indigenous groups in common with the other countries.
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of political protest have become possible and indigenous peoples have
become active in organizing marches, sit-ins and demonstrations. Also
notable in Thailand are the beginnings of a movement towards a recognition of the validity of indigenous cultures by state agencies. For example, at
Rajapat University in Chiang Rai an ethnic studies programme has begun
with a curriculum based on indigenous cultures.
Unfortunately, as described earlier, most states in South-East Asia
prohibit the formation of indigenous organizations and do not allow any
overt form of political protest. But even under the most oppressive circumstances, indigenous peoples ﬁnd ways to resist external pressures and
reafﬁrm their culture and identity. In Burma indigenous groups such as
the Karen, Shan, Wa and Kachin have been waging a war against the ruling
dictators for ﬁfty years. Indeed, a paradox inherent in attempts to assimilate
indigenous peoples is that these attempts may serve to strengthen identity.
Indigenous identities tend to persist. They become critically important
when threatened. The need for boundary maintenance becomes most important when the boundaries are under pressure. Contrary to expectations
that indigenous identity would disappear because of the homogenizing
effects of state nationalism, indigenous identity does not vanish, ‘… but
instead emerges in a new, often more powerful and more clearly articulated
form’ (Eriksen 1993). Struggles of ethnic nationalism are inherent in all
countries in South-East Asia.
Thus while the forces of globalization and nationalism discussed in this
chapter are exerting intense pressures on indigenous peoples in SouthEast Asia, they are also affording new opportunities. Globalization can
offer indigenous peoples new opportunities to assert their identities and
create new ones. Meanwhile, there are examples of state agencies that
support indigenous peoples and promote aspects of indigenous culture. For
example, in Kunming China the Yunnan Nationalities University teaches
numerous courses in indigenous cultures to a student body which is 80 per
cent indigenous. It is clear that indigenous cultures and identities will not
disappear. Indigenous identity is so fundamental to an individual’s being
that people are willing to die to ensure its survival. It is to be hoped that
the states of South-East Asia will come to recognize the legitimate territorial, cultural and political rights of indigenous peoples as they attempt
to balance construction of viable cultures and identities with integration
into the nation-state.
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2 The term indigenous peoples as used in the South-East Asian context
differs from the more common usage of the term in, for example, North
America, Australia or New Zealand. In these nations indigenous peoples have
been referred to as tribal peoples, Indians, native peoples, aboriginal peoples
and, more recently, as First Nations. In this context the term refers to the
original inhabitants who have lived in a territory from time immemorial, have
been subjugated by colonial regimes, and by virtue of their occupation of a
territory possess certain usufructory rights (rights of occupancy and usage) to
the land. These rights are often codiﬁed in legal agreements such as treaties
and legislation with corresponding special legal status. Subsequent attempts
at assimilation through such draconian institutions as residential schools
have resulted in serious social problems and severe cultural loss.
3 The primary goals of the Thammacarik Project are: 1) to propagate
Buddhism among highlanders; 2) to improve their minds, provide them with
basic education and health services and resolve emergency problems; 3) to
convince highlanders to become Thai; and 4) to teach highlanders their moral
and civic duties (Leepreecha 2001: 170).
4 McCaskill, interview with village headman, Chiang Rai, 2003.
5 As reported in the Bangkok Post, 11 January 2003, p. 1.
6 About 40 baht to the dollar at the time of writing.
7 McCaskill, interviews with Hmong villagers, Chiang Rai Province, 2003.
8 McCaskill, interviews with Hmong villagers, Chiang Mai Province, 2004.
9 McCaskill, interviews with Karen villagers, Chiang Mai, 2003.
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9 | Tackling indigenous disadvantage in the
twenty-ﬁrst century: ‘social inclusion’ and
Māori in New Zealand
L O U I S E H U M PA G E

Inﬂuenced by a Third Way politics, the Labour-led coalition1 elected to
govern New Zealand in 1999 aimed to promote ‘social inclusion’ through
a new ‘social development’ approach to social policy. Although yet to
be articulated in any formal manner, this aim was reﬂected in a policy
strategy called ‘Closing the Gaps’ which speciﬁcally targeted Māori, the
indigenous peoples of New Zealand. The strategy was promoted in terms
of ‘self-determination’ and the Treaty of Waitangi, but its title revealed that
government policy for Māori continued to deﬁne the ‘problem’ in terms
of Māori socio-economic disparity. It was thus concerned with the needs
(and increasingly the obligations) of Māori as citizens, rather than their
rights as indigenous peoples and treaty partners.
This comes as no surprise given that the concepts of social inclusion
and exclusion may be regarded as contemporary manifestations of traditional social policy concerns with poverty, cultural deﬁcit and social cohesion which have already proved problematic for Māori.2 In supporting
this contention, this chapter brieﬂy outlines the traditional assumptions
upon which Māori affairs policy has been founded, before exploring the
Labour-led government’s major achievement in the Māori affairs portfolio,
the Closing the Gaps strategy. This discussion foregrounds an analysis of
the ‘improving effectiveness’, ‘capacity-building’ and ‘partnership’ policy
initiatives that were central to the strategy targeting Māori, as well as to a
more general social development approach to social policy that reﬂected
British understandings of social inclusion. It is argued that, owing to
overlaps in the rhetoric that accompanied this social inclusion discourse
and the language used by Māori calling for greater self-determination, the
Closing the Gaps strategy gave the appearance of accounting for Māori
understandings of the problem, which highlight the unequal power relations that exist between Māori and the state. In concluding that a social
inclusion discourse makes no challenge to historical assumptions about
Māori deﬁcit and disparity, however, this chapter asserts that the Closing
the Gaps strategy continued to marginalize alternative, indigenous-deﬁned
solutions. This is because the Labour-led government continued to con-

sider many such solutions, which include forms of ‘strategic exclusion’
achieved through the development of parallel development mechanisms at
the local, regional and national level, as irreconcilable with state authority
and legitimacy.
These arguments are based on a qualitative analysis of government
documents, including unpublished cabinet papers, policy statements,
submissions on legislation, media releases and political speeches, covering the period 1999–2003.3 Data collected from twenty-eight interviews
undertaken between April and December 2001 with politicians, government
sector ofﬁcials, representatives of Māori organizations and well-known
commentators on Māori affairs are also used in the chapter. These sources
together provide the basis for a comprehensive overview of a policy strategy
that promised a ‘new era of partnership’, yet in practice offered only a
twenty-ﬁrst-century twist on the conceptually poor policy foundations that
have historically failed to successfully address Māori disadvantage.
The traditional parameters of Māori affairs policy
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The relative socio-economic disadvantage that Māori experience has
been the central focus of Māori affairs policy since the Second World War,
when social policy concerns began to be incorporated into this portfolio.
It is beyond the scope of this chapter to document the continuing poverty
and disadvantage that Māori experience in New Zealand. Sufﬁce to say there
have been ﬂuctuations and improvements in terms of absolute measures
but, with the exception of Paciﬁc peoples in some cases, Māori as a group
continue to demonstrate lower levels of educational attainment, employment, income, health and housing relative to non-Māori4 (see Te Puni Kōkiri
2000a; Ministry of Social Development 2003). Given that, in 2000, 15 per
cent of New Zealanders identiﬁed themselves as Māori and this ﬁgure is
expected to increase to approximately 22 per cent by 2051 (Te Puni Kōkiri
2000a: 13), the negative effects of Māori disadvantage continue to present
a signiﬁcant challenge for New Zealand governments.
In attempting to address the relative disadvantage of Māori, government
policy has traditionally applied a needs-based discourse to Māori. This
conceptualizes Māori as just one of many disadvantaged groups whose
‘needs’ can be met by activating equal citizenship rights. This needs-based
discourse, which conceives indigenous culture as a major explanation for
indigenous poverty and disparity, has legitimized state intervention into
Māori communities under the pretence of ‘helping’ Māori peoples gain
access to the kind of socio-economic status their non-Māori counterparts
enjoy (see Fleras and Spoonley 1999).
Following the failure of policies of assimilation and integration to
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eliminate disparities between Māori and non-Māori, a more forward-looking, positive focus on Māori development was introduced in the mid-1980s
(see Māori Economic Development Summit Conference 1984). In the
context of increasing economic constraints and neo-liberal agendas, this
attempted to refocus largely ‘negative’ spending (such as on imprisonment or unemployment) on ‘positive’ initiatives aiming to develop Māori
capability to meet their own needs (Durie 1998: 6–9). Although promoted
by the fourth Labour government (1984–90) with reference to ‘devolution’
and ‘self-determination’, no more than a principal–agent relationship of
delegation was envisaged. Under National Party-led governments during
the 1990s, this rhetoric was largely abandoned, but large numbers of Māori
providers were contracted to provide ‘culturally sensitive’ social services
and emphasis was placed on encouraging Māori into business.
Such government-deﬁned Māori development initiatives none the less
perpetuated the long-held interest in ‘civilizing’ and ‘modernizing’ Māori,
even if this goal was increasingly articulated in terms of building their
labour market skills and participation in the mainstream economy rather
than cultural assimilation. This economic emphasis is not surprising for development as an academic activity has been dominated by economists and
focused on poverty, with rational organization and technological efﬁciency
used as standards of ‘progress’ towards the values that Western liberalism
privileges (see Hall and Midgley 1988; Verhelst 1990; Sardar 1999). Lacking a context-speciﬁc philosophy and a set of relevant indicators against
which progress can be measured (Durie et al. 2002: 12), a reorientation
towards Māori development thus did not seriously challenge government’s
preoccupation with ‘closing the gaps’ between Māori and non-Māori. In
fact, addressing these gaps was the major goal behind Māori development
policies during the 1990s, even if the initiatives implemented sometimes
shared similarities with Māori proposals for greater self-determination at
the local level.
Māori scholars and leaders critical of government policy agree that
socio-economic disparities between Māori and non-Māori should be
eliminated. But they question government’s preoccupation with measuring
Māori against a non-Māori standard. A Māori scholar and former policy
adviser noted in an interview: ‘I think a lot of Māori believe that … we’re
on a journey to self-determination, but there’s no sort of yardstick of that,
you can’t measure that against anybody else, it’s about going from A to B
… rather than try to “close the gaps” between another sort of community
and our community.’
In addition, government’s focus on Māori disadvantage has diverted attention away from majority group advantage, allowing the structural factors
160
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(including colonization and ongoing systemic discrimination) that cause
socio-economic disparities to go largely unaddressed. Although hardly
uniﬁed by one voice, Māori have long argued that the solution requires
renegotiation of the gaps in power that exist between Māori and the state,
rather than simply putting a Band Aid on the socio-economic gaps that
separate Māori and non-Māori.
This thinking was reﬂected in a recent study (ibid.: 38, 57) which consulted twenty-ﬁve Māori professionals about developing Māori-speciﬁc
outcomes and indicators. Along with ‘Māori well-being’, ‘tino rangatiratanga’ was the top outcome area mentioned by interview participants.
Although literally meaning absolute chieftainship or full chieﬂy authority, tino rangatiratanga can be more broadly deﬁned as the power to be
self-determining (Fleras and Spoonley 1999: 27). Self-determination is a
multi-dimensional concept and Māori individuals, tribal groups and nontribal conﬁgurations have proposed a variety of means through which tino
rangatiratanga might be expressed (see Melbourne 1995; Durie 1998).
There have been occasional calls for a separate Māori state (see Evans
1981; Awatere 1984), for example. But most Māori realize the impracticality of such a proposal given the high degree of familial and geographical
integration between Māori and non-Māori. Many more proposals articulated by Māori recognize the beneﬁts gained from being part of a single,
larger state while at the same time proposing greater autonomy for Māori
through parallel development mechanisms. These include a parallel Māori
parliament, bicultural legislatures in the existing parliament and devolved
authority across a range of jurisdictions, including health, welfare, economic development, law and education (see Mead 1997; Walker 1999;
Winiata 2000). In addition to such expressions of self-determination at
the level of national politics, the outcomes study also reﬂected the interest of many Māori in exercising tino rangatiratanga at the local levels of
iwi (tribe), hapū (sub-tribe or clan) and whānau (extended family). While
some Māori individuals prioritize one particular area, Durie et al. (2002:
18, my emphasis) stress that ‘the whole notion of Māori development is
underpinned by a widespread aspiration for control and self-management
at local, regional, and national levels’.
New Zealand governments are now relatively comfortable with initiatives
that allow Māori to exercise a degree of self-determination at the local and
regional levels where it overlaps with broader agendas for minimizing the
size and cost of the state. For instance, the entry of Māori organizations
into social service provision, which may be regarded as a form of parallel
development at the local or regional level, was supported because it enabled responsibility and accountability in these areas to be decentralized.
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Proposals for greater self-determination at the national level, however, have
been harder for governments to endorse. This is because they challenge the
state’s authority and absolute sovereignty by invoking the need for some
form of power-sharing arrangement between the state and indigenous
peoples.
The practices of governance without formal government are expanding, leading to ‘indigenous governances’ (forms of government that arise
in and are endemic to the everyday lives of subjects, such as community
organizations)5 being increasingly utilized by governments to bring gains
in terms of innovation, ﬂexibility and cost efﬁciencies (O’Malley 1996: 313;
Tully 1999: 178). Dean (1999: 149) suggests that such ‘technologies of rule’
have also distanced the processes of regulation from the forms or images of
coercion. We may, therefore, regard the increasing incorporation of Māori
personnel, culture and governances into the government’s work as a means
of shoring up the legitimacy of the state in light of Māori resistance to government policy and authority, as well as growing international acceptance
of indigenous rights and cultural pluralism more generally. This has been
particularly necessary given that the 1835 Declaration of Independence
and Article 2 of the Māori-language version of the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi
provide a strong moral and legal argument that Māori were recognized
as distinct, sovereign peoples with the right to self-determination prior
to colonization. New Zealand governments have resisted recognition of
Māori self-determination at the national level, however, because this would
discredit the assumptions that underlay colonial settlement, including the
supposed civilizing mission and ethnic superiority of Europeans, and call
into question the legitimacy of the former settler state and its citizens
(Mulgan 1998: 179–80).
In responding to these potential threats to state legitimacy, National-led
governments trod an ambivalent path during the 1990s. They increasingly
acknowledged the state’s role in Māori dispossession and endorsed the
unique rights that Māori hold through the Treaty of Waitangi claims settlement process. Yet, at the same time, they failed to adequately endorse the
relevance of indigenous and treaty rights to social policy (see Barrett and
Connolly-Stone 1998). Māori development initiatives implemented by government consequently tended to marginalize proposals for a Māori-centred
form of development to which Māori identity, culture and governance are
integral. This is the case even though international and local commentary
(e.g. Cornell and Kalt 1998; Loomis 2000a; Begay and Kalt 2002; Durie et
al. 2002) suggests that, unless Māori development is closely aligned with
Māori views and Māori aspirations for greater self-determination, the relative disparity that many Māori experience is unlikely to be resolved.
162
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The Labour Party’s 1999 election campaign, which actively targeted
Māori in an effort to regain support lost to the New Zealand First Party6 in
1996, suggested that Labour had listened to Māori concerns about Māori
affairs policy. Recognizing that the priority National-led governments had
placed on treaty claims settlements during the 1990s failed to provide a
long-term, holistic approach to the social problems that affected Māori,
the Labour-led coalition government announced ‘Closing the Gaps’ as its
ﬂagship social policy strategy in June 2000.
The ﬁrst major arm of this $243 million strategy attempted to ‘improve
the effectiveness of government performance for Māori’ as part of a
broader emphasis on the development of strategic, evidence-based social
policy. ‘Capacity-building’ was a second arm of Closing the Gaps, which
symbolized what Māori development meant for the Labour-led government
at the turn of the century and offered Māori communities a chance to
improve their long-term capabilities for preventing and solving issues for
themselves. Alongside the effectiveness and capacity-building initiatives
sat measures aiming to address issues of Māori representation and participation and thus put ‘partnership’ into practice. For example, the New
Zealand Public Health and Disability (NZPHD) Act 2000 included three
speciﬁc provisions relating to Māori.
In the ﬁrst months of the Labour-led government’s term, the Closing the
Gaps (CTG) strategy was promoted with frequent reference to the Treaty of
Waitangi, partnership and self-determination. This rhetoric suggested that
the Labour-led coalition was keen to extend into social policy a rights-based
discourse recognizing Māori claims to self-determination, as National-led
governments had been loath to do. Nevertheless, it is argued that the
CTG strategy provided no serious challenge to traditional, needs-based
discourses of citizenship. The strategy’s core project was social inclusion
where the problem continued to be framed in terms of disparities between
Māori and non-Māori.
This interest in social inclusion was inﬂuenced by a developing Third
Way politics, in particular Tony Blair’s New Labour government in Britain,
which argued that the market alone could not meet the needs of citizens
and that the state should invest in social development as a means for
achieving social inclusion (see Maharey 2001a). The concepts social inclusion and exclusion hold the potential to look beyond just the distribution
of resources to structural issues, including those manifesting themselves
at the local, national and global levels (see Percy-Smith 2000; Peace 2001).
A shift towards a focus on social development might thus be regarded as
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constructive, bringing some welcome innovations in terms of measuring
social outcomes and thinking strategically about social policy issues (see
Ministry of Social Development 2002a).
The goal of social inclusion was founded, however, on an assumption
that the ideal, ‘active’ citizen is one who participates in self-management,
free choice and personal responsibility (Rose 1999: 257–8). Those not participating in this kind of activity are deﬁned as ‘excluded’ and in need of
shaping, guiding and moulding so that they are capable of responsibly
exercising their individual freedom and thus allowing government to ‘rule
from a distance’. Part of a broader shift towards a focus on what the Labourled government called ‘active citizenship’, the three CTG initiatives under
analysis in this chapter assisted in setting out the attributes and values of
a person who truly ‘belongs’ and thus should be considered a ‘real’ citizen.
This is because the initiatives together provided a technical means for
managing the risk that Māori ‘exclusion’ posed to effective governance,
in that each attempted to shape Māori conduct to suit the moral and
political requirements for optimizing government performance and, as
a consequence, enhance state legitimacy (Dean 1999: 165–8). A focus on
social inclusion was thus an extension of traditional social policy concerns
with poverty, cultural deﬁcit and social cohesion described earlier.
In representing a ﬁrst articulation of this general social policy framework7 aiming to improve social inclusion through social development, the
CTG strategy was clearly not driven by Māori perspectives and aspirations.
A small number of initiatives speciﬁcally targeting Paciﬁc peoples, a multidimensional population group that grew out of waves of migration from
islands in the Paciﬁc following the Second World War, were included under
the Closing the Gaps umbrella. This indicated that Māori were regarded as
just one of many disadvantaged targets of social policy and that the needsbased focus traditionally found in the Māori affairs arena remained intact.
The strategy’s key policy tools – improving effectiveness, capacity-building
and partnership – were also applied in other portfolios across government,
either at the same time or shortly following the introduction of CTG (see
Ministry of Social Policy 2001).8 As a result, it was easy for the Labour-led
government to respond to a public backlash against the strategy’s speciﬁc
targeting of Māori9 by rebranding it in the more general terms of ‘reducing
inequalities’ from the end of 2000.
That the strategy’s underlying philosophy was more generic than Māorispeciﬁc was not clear at the time because the goal of social inclusion
was couched in the same language of self-determination and partnership
that Māori use to articulate claims for greater autonomy. There is some
overlap between these two projects, in that Māori agree that reducing socio164

economic disparities between Māori and non-Māori should be a crucial
goal for the government sector (Durie 2000: 418). Yet it can be argued that
these disparities are symptoms of the unequal power relations that exist
between Māori and the state, rather than the core problem itself. Thus, the
CTG strategy, although initially appearing to be a signiﬁcant response to
ongoing inequalities in power between Māori and the state, continued to
rely on generic social policy constructs that were conceptually incapable of
fully accounting for either the causes of Māori disadvantage or the solutions
proposed by Māori that call for greater self-determination.
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‘Improving the effectiveness of government performance for Māori’ The
CTG strategy’s ﬁrst arm placed an emphasis on improving the effectiveness
of government performance for Māori. This appeared to be a natural starting
point for the strategy. Māori had long argued that government policy had
failed to solve the problem of relative disparity because it did not adequately
account for either the diverse realities that Māori experience or their desires
for greater self-determination. In addition, the newly elected Labour-led
government found that expenditure on Māori programmes had increased
but little evaluation had been undertaken to assess whether they were actually effective and achieved the outcomes intended. A February 2000 cabinet
paper (Ofﬁce of the Prime Minister 2000: 5) consequently noted: ‘The lack
of information is a major impediment to improving the provision of programmes and services and more effectively addressing the gaps.’
Anthony Giddens (1998: 74), Britain’s Third Way intellectual ﬁgurehead,
has suggested that ‘[to] retain or regain legitimacy, states without enemies
have to elevate their administrative efﬁciency’. With an emphasis on ‘what
works’, the Labour-led government aimed to make ‘social investment’ by
implementing initiatives based on evidence about which government-led
interventions can actually make a difference in improving outcomes (see
Ministry of Social Development 2002b). This was seen as a way to gain
greater accountability for policy outcomes and over government departments, as well as distance Labour from the excesses of neo-liberalism (an
ideology that it had promoted in the mid-1980s) and restore public faith
in government10 (see Cabinet Committee on Closing the Gaps 2000; Clark
2002). Recent critiques of ‘advanced liberalism’ (see Dean 1999; Rose 1999)
also suggest that being able to measure and count a problem is necessary to
govern it. As a result, evaluation and auditing may be regarded as a central
mechanism for governing at a distance through indigenous governances
embedded within communities (Rose 1999: 155, 221).
Thus, although Māori were a speciﬁc target for this emphasis on government effectiveness, it was clearly part of a broader reorientation towards
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strategic, whole-of-government, evidence-based policy that reﬂected a Third
Way politics more generally (see Maharey 2001b; Ministry of Social Policy
2001). The goal of improving government performance for Māori provoked
an important shift in government sector thinking by encouraging departments to account for their Māori-related outcomes more than ever before.
For example, the funding and authority of the Māori Development ministry,
Te Puni Kōkiri, was increased to enable it to monitor the effectiveness
of social policy programmes for Māori. In addition, government departments and their chief executives became more accountable for their delivery
to Māori (and Paciﬁc peoples) through quarterly and annual reporting
mechanisms (see Cullen 2000). These initiatives went a considerable way to
establishing the processes and systems necessary to measure outcomes so
that it was possible to conclude whether improvement had occurred or not.
Given the context of poor government sector capacity for strategic thinking,
this in itself was a major achievement for the Labour-led coalition.
The implementation of the CTG effectiveness initiatives suffered, however, from poor planning and poor communication between different
sectors of government. The Labour-led government also demonstrated a
lack of willingness to engage with the complexities that measuring Māori
disparity involved, even when Simon Chapple (2000), a Department of
Labour economist, published a report critical of the ‘ethnic’ focus of the
CTG strategy. While promoting a particular personal standpoint, Chapple
correctly identiﬁed the tendency of government departments to predominantly use external indicators of comparison when analysing disparity
issues, resulting in the diversity contained within the ‘Māori’ and ‘nonMāori’ groups being underestimated (see Durie 1998: 92). Instead of fully
engaging with this dispute, the Labour-led coalition went on the defensive
and, following further debate about this and other aspects of the policy
strategy, abandoned the CTG slogan in an attempt to divert public attention
from Māori issues (see Baehler 2002).
This raises questions as to the Labour-led government’s level of commitment to pursuing improved outcomes for Māori when compared to
improving the accountability and cost-effectiveness of programmes in
social policy more generally. Certainly, several commentators (e.g. Elwood
2003; Marston and Watts 2003; Nutley et al. 2003) have highlighted the
limitations of evidence-based policy if ‘evidence’ is perceived as a resourcerationing tool that is neutral and objective instead of politically driven.
More fundamental, however, was the supposition that it was appropriate
for government agencies to leave Māori communities largely out of the
outcome deﬁnition, policy development and evaluation process of policy
and programmes that aimed to beneﬁt them.
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Māori opinion was, of course, represented through Te Puni Kōkiri’s
contribution to the policy development process. Interview data also suggest that the Māori policy election manifesto (Labour Party 1999a) upon
which the CTG strategy was loosely based had been developed by a collection of Māori Labour Party members over some years. But neither the
effectiveness initiatives, nor the CTG strategy more generally, was initiated
by or subject to widespread consultation with Māori communities. Associate Minister of Māori Affairs Tariana Turia suggested that the weaknesses
created by this lack of Māori input had not been resolved as the Labourled government embarked on a second term in 2002. Commenting on a
recently released research report on the living standards of older Māori,
Turia (2002: 2) stated:
The report is intended to promote informed debate, and lead to evidencebased policy, ‘on the situation of Māori (as tāngata whenua),11 as well as
non-Māori’. I think this is unlikely, because the research does not reﬂect
tāngata whenua paradigms, or world views …
I believe mainstream social survey methods and statistical data are part
of a colonial research paradigm that does not recognise the whānau dimension of Māori lifestyles. New research and evaluation methodologies are
required, to fully capture the experience of tāngata whenua.
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In the short term, any limitations relating to the effectiveness initiatives may have been the result of a desire to avoid further complicating
the already difﬁcult process of establishing an outcomes-based approach
to the government sector’s work or provoking any further backlash against
the Labour-led government and Māori. It could be argued that this was only
a ﬁrst phase in the broader process of improving outcomes for Māori, with
appropriate stakeholder values and input to be included as the government sector developed more experience and the outcomes-based approach
became embedded in bureaucratic structures. Indeed, in 2002, Te Puni
Kōkiri commissioned important research (Durie et al. 2002: 58) which
produced ‘Te Ngāhuru’, a very complex, integrated and holistic Māori outcomes schema. This attempted to address the long-standing problem of
supplementing generic outcome measures with Māori-focused outcomes
that apply only to Māori and are not transferable to other populations
(ibid.: 48).
Te Puni Kōkiri’s (2003: 14) most recent ‘Statement of Intent’ certainly
appeared to be inﬂuenced by the thinking behind this outcomes schema,
but did not adopt the full range of outcomes it outlined. Focused on
whānau development at the local level and deﬁning its ultimate outcome
in relation to social, economic and cultural development, Te Puni Kōkiri

Humpage| 9

(2003:1) still skirted the broader power inequalities between Māori and the
state at the national level. The importance that Te Ngāhuru p
a laced on tino
rangatiratanga/autonomy, both as a determinant of positive outcomes for
Māori and as an outcome itself, was thus not matched (Durie et al. 2002:
53). Three years following the introduction of the effectiveness initiatives,
no signiﬁcant challenge was made to the fundamental assumption that
government departments would continue to be accountable to the political
leadership of the day, rather than Māori themselves, for the effectiveness
of their performance for Māori. This demonstrates the way in which indigenous discourses of resistance may be incorporated into government’s
work but reinterpreted or revised so that they do not threaten government
agendas or authority.
Such an example emphasizes that Māori values and input should never
be regarded as ‘add-ons’. Rather, appropriate Māori involvement should
be sought right from the initial stages of planning through to the implementation stages of any government initiative for Māori. There is growing
Māori interest in a Kaupapa Māori (literally, Māori agendas) framework
being applied in the policy context to achieve this goal. Developed out
of Māori concerns regarding research, such a Māori-centred approach
places heavy emphasis on ‘being and acting Māori’ as a critical part of
the research enterprise, so that the whole research process reﬂects Māori
attitudes and traditions (see Cunningham 1998; Smith 1999). Given the
competing bureaucratic and political agendas that constrain policy development within mainstream institutions (including the Māori-focused Te Puni
Kōkiri), it is unlikely that such a framework could be fully implemented
without greater autonomy and control, potentially through parallel policy
and/or political institutions.
In failing to offer this level of input and control, the effectiveness
initiatives may have been ‘effective’ for the Labour-led government, in
terms of tracking spending and temporarily managing the risk that Māori
disadvantage presented. Certainly, increased attention to Māori outcomes
offered the Labour-led government the tools to place Māori affairs funding
under greater surveillance and control and, correspondingly, increased
the likelihood of greater political manipulation. In remaining centred on
government agendas regarding control and legitimacy, however, the effectiveness initiatives were not ‘effective’ at responding to Māori calls for
greater opportunity to exercise self-determination over issues of speciﬁc
concern to Māori. As the following discussion about capacity-building
demonstrates, the Māori development arm of CTG also failed to realize
this goal, despite rhetoric suggesting otherwise.
168
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component of development models advanced by indigenous peoples as
a way to strengthen the ability of indigenous communities to exercise
self-determination. Central to this indigenous interpretation of capacitybuilding has been the need to build the cultural, economic and political
strength of indigenous peoples (see Loomis 2000a, 2000b). In New Zealand,
the Labour-led coalition developed capacity-building initiatives across the
government sector following the 1999 election, with speciﬁc funding ($113
million over four years) allocated to those targeting Māori (Horomia 2000:
1). Political rhetoric suggested that capacity-building was a response to
Māori desires for self-determination and an improved relationship between
Māori and the state (see Ofﬁce of the Minister of Māori Affairs 2000a:
10). Indeed, Minister of Māori Affairs Parekura Horomia (2000: 1) rather
grandly promoted capacity-building as a ‘new era of partnership’ in Māori
development and as having ‘the potential to reshape New Zealand as we
know it’ (Horomia cited in Te Puni Kōkiri 2000b: 1).
It is argued that the understanding of capacity-building adopted by
the Labour-led government was rather more limited in its scope than
that endorsed by indigenous peoples, for two related reasons. First, Māori
capacity-building did not embody the level of ﬁnancial and political autonomy central to indigenous models. By 2002, a signiﬁcant $17.1 million
had gone to 1,897 applicants, and this fact should not be overlooked,
given the constraints of previous Māori affairs funding (Horomia and Turia
2002). But the 565 applications received in the ﬁrst year requested a total
of $34 million, when Te Puni Kōkiri had only $9.2 million to allocate.12
As a result, many communities received only very small sums of money,
perhaps $2,000 here or $5,000 there, out of what was described as a very
complicated and demanding application process. The chief executive of a
non-tribal Māori organization indicated that this meant: ‘The amount of
money they poured into it … looked huge, but broken down it was nothing.’
In addition, two prominent Māori leaders agreed that capacity-building
mostly funded ‘committees to sit around talking about capacity-building’,
with a lot less action at the level of Māori communities.
Receiving capacity-building funds also placed Māori communities under
the regulation of the state in that they were required to meet substantial
accountability and monitoring requirements (see Te Puni Kōkiri 2000c).
Capacity-building funds thus remained dependent on the ‘goodwill’ of
government and tied to its objectives, even if these did at times overlap with
those of some Māori communities. It must be noted that a ‘direct resourcing’ initiative offered greater ﬂexibility and a higher degree of autonomy.
In 2001 the Labour-led coalition announced direct resourcing worth $15
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million over three years as a means through which Māori communities
could directly approach Te Puni Kōkiri with innovative solutions and apply
for funding to develop them (Horomia and Turia 2001). Cabinet was slow
in approving direct resourcing and, following changes in its planned implementation, it was deferred until 2002/03 (Te Puni Kōkiri 2002b: 60). The
direct resourcing fund was also rather small once divided between a large
number of organizations and over a three-year period, being described by
one interview participant as more ‘the ambulance at the foot of the cliff’
than a great opportunity for autonomy and control.
In addition to these ﬁnancial limitations, neither capacity-building
nor direct resourcing offered the degree of political autonomy found in
indigenous models of development. A Te Puni Kōkiri ofﬁcial indicated the
agency was ‘very much openly supporting and encouraging, strengthening
the governance of Māori communities’, but that references to ‘political
development’ or ‘tino rangatiratanga’ were avoided because they provoked
resistance to Te Puni Kōkiri’s work. For example, the Treasury (government’s primary economic and ﬁnancial adviser) reacted strongly to a paper
from the Ofﬁce of the Minister of Māori Affairs (2000b: 7) which suggested
that capacity-building would fund ‘political initiatives in [Māori] communities’. The Treasury recommended a greater emphasis on evaluation so
that capacity-building funding could be monitored for effectiveness in
achieving the goals of government. Within this context, capacity-building’s
core goal was thus conceived as improving the efﬁciency and effectiveness
of government-funded social services delivered by Māori providers.
There is a second major reason why the coalition government’s version
of capacity-building could never have fully endorsed Māori self-determination, even with greater ﬁnancial and political support. Founded upon a
Third Way notion of ‘community empowerment’, it also suffered from conceptual limitations. As indicated earlier, capacity-building is one of the core
policy solutions in the social inclusion repertoire. Minister of Social Services
and Employment and Labour’s key Third Way thinker Steve Maharey indicated in an interview that the notion of capacity-building reﬂects the trend
for Third Way governments to be ‘struggling away from being a traditional
social-democratic party where the state is the mechanism for doing things
to saying the state is a facilitator of people doing things for themselves’.
Third Way governments have recognized that communities are sites of
relevant knowledge regarding local needs and capability and have the ﬂexibility to meet diverse needs and the motivation to mobilize resources and
energy far beyond that which commercial self-interest and government
regulation can achieve (Harris and Eichbaum 1999: 234–5). It has already
been noted that governments have been interested in adopting indigenous
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governances that allow them to rule from a distance. As a consequence,
they have looked to build the capacity of local communities so that they
are empowered to solve local problems (see Clark 2000, 2001).
Māori capacity-building was driven by this same desire for community
empowerment which underlay more general initiatives. Yet while there
might be some overlap in the actual activities engaged in as a means to
community empowerment and Māori self-determination, the philosophies
behind the two outcomes are signiﬁcantly different (see Jenkins and Jones
2000: 139). Servian (1996: 5–7, 12) has noted that the term ‘empowerment’
can be deﬁned in numerous (often contradictory) ways, but it frequently
refers to those in authority giving power to or meeting the needs of those
who are powerless. Implying that communities are in deﬁcit and need to
have power invested in them to discourage social exclusion, the goal of
empowerment thus complements the way in which Māori have traditionally been conceived by New Zealand governments as culturally lacking
(see James 1999: 20).
Capacity-building is consequently an example of government giving
Māori communities ‘permission’ to assume greater responsibilities and
accountabilities for meeting their own needs, but only at a level that does
not threaten the political status quo because it continues to deﬁne them
simply as groups of disadvantaged citizens. The discourse of community
empowerment may therefore have had its origins in a language of resistance and critique, but it was transformed into an expert discourse whereby
government ofﬁcials aimed to create a set of conditions requiring Māori
communities to be active citizens and thus allow government to be more
effective at meeting its own goals (see Rose 1999; Dean 1999).
This is in contrast with the notion of Māori self-determination, which
assumes that Māori already hold power (as ‘ﬁrst peoples’ and through
Article 2 of the Māori-language treaty),13 although their ability to exercise
it has been diminished. As noted earlier, there is no one means through
which tino rangatiratanga might be expressed. Calls for greater government
recognition of this existing power through the transferral of authority and
control over decision-making and resources are, however, widespread. This
might potentially involve signiﬁcant structural changes within existing
institutional arrangements at the local, regional and national levels and is
clearly quite a different outcome than that which the Labour-led government’s Māori capacity-building initiative intended to achieve.
Loomis (2000a: 19) has argued that if capacity-building had truly been
about self-determined development, Māori would have been encouraged
to develop their own measures of success. These might have been along
the lines of the Te Ngāhuru outcomes schema discussed earlier or a ‘Tino
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Rangatiratanga Index’ developed by a graduate class at the School of Māori
and Paciﬁc Development at the University of Waikato, which identiﬁed
seven criteria for self-determined indigenous governance and development14 (ibid.: 38). Developed by Māori, both the schema and index position
political autonomy at the local, regional and national levels as central to
Māori development.
The Labour-led government’s capacity-building initiative, however,
was designed, regulated and monitored by government and subject to its
political needs and interests (Te Puni Kōkiri 2000c: 2). For all the rhetoric
concerning empowerment and self-determination, capacity-building made
little signiﬁcant movement towards greater self-determination for Māori
except at the most basic, local level. Nor did it seriously attempt to
make the government sector more accountable to Māori communities.
As a result, Loomis (2000a: 22, emphasis in the original) noted at the
time: ‘Government’s current capacity-building initiative seems to recognise the importance of Māori self-determination, but not the strategic
difference between government reducing disparities and Māori achieving
their own development through self-governance.’ Driven by government’s
desire to reduce the risk of Māori disadvantage and the cost of governance through greater self-management by Māori at the community level,
capacity-building did not endorse Māori self-determination at all levels
of governance. The next section, concerned with ‘partnership’, supports
the argument that negotiating a power-sharing arrangement where Māori
could exercise greater self-governance was never on the agenda for the
Labour-led government.

‘Partnership’ The term ‘partnership’ usually suggests a mutually supportive dialogue whereby power is shared between equals (Morton and
Gibson 2003: 9). Certainly, indigenous peoples have tended to equate partnership with the development of power-sharing relationships that reﬂect the
equal, sovereign status of both indigenous peoples and the state. Indigenous
calls for partnership have thus commonly articulated a desire for indigenous
peoples to assume decision-making power over all matters related to themselves, while engaging in dialogue with the state over matters of mutual
interest. In being concerned with governance over all things indigenous,
rather than simply indigenous participation or representation, partnership
in this context is an outcome in its own right (see ibid.: 2).
In New Zealand, the term ‘partnership’ resonates with even deeper
meaning because Māori have long argued that Article 2 of the Māorilanguage version of the Treaty of Waitangi indicates that Māori rights to
self-determination were never extinguished and that the treaty was intended
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as the basis for an ongoing partnership between Māori and the state. New
Zealand governments since the mid-1980s have increasingly accepted that,
even though there may not have been a partnership as such at the original
signing of the treaty, it seems clear that Māori signatories were keen to
establish a working relationship with the British queen and her people
(Durie 1991: 157). The question of how and to what degree such a partnership might be expressed remained under debate on the cusp of the
twenty-ﬁrst century. But political rhetoric prior to the 1999 election and
in early promotion of the CTG strategy suggested that the newly elected
government was willing to acknowledge that the unique relationship Māori
have with the state should be reﬂected in social policy.
It is argued, however, that initiatives implemented as part of the CTG
strategy were founded upon the more limited understanding of partnership
employed by Third Way governments in their pursuit of social inclusion.
In the context of social inclusion, partnership is deﬁned as a functional
means or process through which to achieve improved outcomes (greater
social inclusion) and conﬂated with consultation and participation (see
Morton and Gibson 2003). In this way, Labour-led government used the
term partnership when referring to the government sector ‘supporting
stronger communities for the shaping and local co-ordination of the delivery of services’ and ‘greater community say in the design and delivery of
policy and services’ (Maharey 2000: 7; see Ministry of Social Policy 2001).
Although there was certainly talk about the treaty and the relationship
that stemmed from its signing, the CTG strategy was founded upon this
Third Way understanding of partnership rather than that articulated by
Māori and other indigenous peoples. O’Malley (1996: 316–17) highlights the
fact that in appropriating indigenous discourses to achieve the ends sought
by governments, policy-makers often ‘make sense’ of such discourses by
ignoring aspects that are ‘incomprehensible’, thinking of practices as if they
were situated within a familiar rather than an ‘alien’ culture and assigning
signiﬁcance according to familiar rather than to ‘alien’ priorities. In the
context of the CTG strategy, this resulted in partnership being interpreted
so that government remained the ‘senior partner’ in the treaty relationship, deciding when and where the implementation of partnership might
occur. In addition, while the Labour-led coalition recognized that Māori
consultation and participation were desirable, there was no question that
both processes would take place within mainstream, rather than parallel, institutions and mechanisms or that traditional notions of absolute
sovereignty would remain unchanged.
Attempting to combine the ‘gaps’ focus of other CTG initiatives with a
partnership framework built upon the principles of the Treaty of Waitangi,
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the New Zealand Public Health and Disability (NZPHD) Act 2000 illustrates
such contentions. The act’s prime purpose was to abolish the government-appointed Health Funding Authority established under a National-led
government and replace it with twenty-one democratically elected District
Health Boards (DHBs) that would govern the country’s hospitals. Giddens
(1998: 76) considers ‘improving democracy’ to be another form of risk
management for ensuring legitimacy in ‘states without enemies’. Certainly
the Labour Party (1999b: 4) had vowed prior to the election to ‘restore the
[health] system’s moral authority’ by improving democracy in this area.
In addition, the Labour Party (1999a: 6) had promised ‘fair’ representation for Māori on statutory and other government agencies and advisory
boards as a means with which to improve ‘Māori participation in democracy’. As a result, the NZPHD Act made direct reference to the Treaty
of Waitangi (a ﬁrst in social policy legislation),15 required every DHB to
maintain partnership relationships with ‘mana whenua’ (deﬁned as people
with customary authority over a particular area)16 and guaranteed two DHB
positions to Māori representatives. Promoted in terms of the treaty and of
partnership, these legislative provisions suggested that signiﬁcant power
had been conceded to Māori.
In regarding participation as having a ‘voice’ or being represented
within a decentralized administrative or management context as power,
the Labour-led government appeared to regard power as if it could be
measured and distributed by the state, rather than as a set of relations
between groups in society (see Servian 1996; James 1999). Young (1990:
31–2) argues that because power is a relation, not a thing, it cannot be
distributed. While exercise of power may sometimes depend on the possession of certain resources, the resources are not in themselves power.
Rather, power consists of a relationship between the exercisers and those
over whom power is being exercised. Regarding power as a commodity to
be distributed misses the structural phenomena of the domination and
oppression that Māori experience.
Thus, although the two guaranteed positions for Māori on each of the
twenty-one DHBs, for example, were a signiﬁcant measure, they failed
to account for the fact that such representatives are unlikely to exercise
signiﬁcant power within a context that, in all other respects, reﬂects
majority group values and norms. Māori ‘participation in democracy’ was
constrained by what Tully (1999: 172) calls ‘rules of recognition’, which
include the types of knowledge, standard forms of conduct and relations
of power that govern negotiations between citizens and governments. In
this case, such rules included acceptance of government’s ‘senior partner’
status, with the Labour-led government retaining the power to appoint four
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members to the DHBs, two of whom would be Māori if none was elected
(Ofﬁce of the Minister of Health 2000: 1–3). As only four Māori members
were successfully elected on to the twenty-one, eleven-person boards across
the country in 2001, the coalition government consequently maintained
considerable control over whom it approved (or disapproved) of as suitable
for the DHB positions (Ministry of Health 2001).
Reference to the treaty – and thus the unique relationship that exists between Māori and the Crown – in the health legislation also did not radically
modify government’s long-running preoccupation with the relative disparity
of Māori. The Labour-led coalition’s interpretation of the treaty was one that
prioritized Māori needs as citizens over their rights as treaty partners. This
was possible because there are both English- and Māori-language versions
of the Treaty of Waitangi, each consisting of three articles. Article 2 of the
Māori-language treaty guaranteed Māori the continuing possession of ‘tino
rangatiratanga’ in balance with the ‘kāwanatanga’ (governance) granted
to the British Crown in Article 1. Article 2 is commonly interpreted by
contemporary Māori to indicate that their rights to self-determination were
not extinguished and that the signing chiefs expected to continue governing
themselves, although they did cede to the British Crown the right to govern
all present and future colonists. In the English-language treaty, however,
the term ‘kāwanatanga’ in Article 1 was translated as ‘sovereignty’. This
suggested that the British Crown alone held the power to govern, limiting the notion of tino rangatiratanga to a form of property rights. A third
article, which was much the same in both the Māori- and English-language
treaties, guaranteed Māori equal rights as British citizens.
It is Article 3 which was the focus of the Labour-led government’s interest in the treaty within a social policy context. By positioning Māori as
disadvantaged and excluded citizens rather than sovereign peoples, the
government could be seen to be fulﬁlling its obligations as a treaty partner,
while at the same demonstrating the limits of government’s engagement
with Māori. Ignored were Māori calls (see Hancock 1999) for greater control
over Māori health (including funding, criteria, management and delivery
of services), as well as greater accountability to Māori and further Māori
involvement in developing tools of measurement and the benchmarks
necessary to improve Māori health. As a result, Māori certainly achieved
some important gains out of the implementation of a more functional,
Third Way understanding of partnership, but the potential for a partnership
based on a power-sharing relationship was not fulﬁlled.
In situating debate about Māori and social policy within a citizenship
discourse (as correlated with Article 3), the Labour-led government opted
for a similar position to that of its National-led predecessors in the 1990s.
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It is argued, however, that the social inclusion discourse adopted by the
Labour-led government made this position all the more troubling in the
twenty-ﬁrst century. The goal of social inclusion is to eliminate social exclusion, which is seen as an inherently negative outcome. While the policy
focus has largely been on involuntary forms of exclusion that manifest
themselves in poverty and marginalization, an underlying aim has also
been to discourage voluntary exclusion. Work activity testing for welfare
beneﬁciaries has been the most explicit attempt to combat such voluntary
exclusion from the workforce (see Percy-Smith 2000: 20).
Initiatives aiming to improve participation in democracy have also attempted, however, to redress the withdrawal of more afﬂuent groups from
public institutions, such as education and health, and society more broadly.
Indeed, Giddens (1998: 105) has noted that: ‘Exclusion at the top is not only
just as threatening for public space, or common solidarity, as exclusion at
the bottom; it is causally linked to it and limiting the voluntary exclusion of
the elites is central to creating a more inclusive society at the bottom.’ For
this reason, a key characteristic of what the Labour-led government called
‘active citizenship’ was the ‘social participation’ (through, for example,
volunteerism or involvement in democratic processes) of all citizens.
Barry (1998: 2) indicates that we should be sceptical about the ‘voluntary’
nature of self-exclusion when withdrawal from mainstream participation
occurs within the context of discrimination and inequality, which is certainly the case for indigenous peoples. The perception that any form of selfexclusion is inherently detrimental to society has enormous consequences
for indigenous peoples wishing to gain greater levels of self-determination
through parallel forms of development. As noted earlier, calls for a separatist exclusion that rests upon a breakaway Māori state have been rare, but
many more proposals articulated by Māori recognize the beneﬁts gained
from being part of a single, larger state while at the same time proposing a
form of strategic exclusion that allows greater autonomy for Māori through
parallel development mechanisms.
The Labour-led government did not make any speciﬁc comments on
such proposals. But in being based on a social development approach
with social inclusion as its goal, its ﬂagship CTG policy strategy worked
from a conceptual framework which could not possibly conceive that a
‘new era of partnership’ might actually require the strategic exclusion of
Māori from the mainstream.
Conclusion

This chapter has argued that the CTG strategy continued to conceive of
relative Māori socio-economic disadvantage as the key problem for Māori
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affairs policy, with the solution being the integration of Māori and other
disadvantaged groups into the mainstream labour market and society. An
analysis of the CTG strategy and its three key initiatives – which aimed to improve the effectiveness of government performance for Māori, build Māori
capacity and encourage partnership – certainly provided some important
opportunities for Māori. But they were limited by conceptual weaknesses
that were not altogether obvious, owing to overlaps in the language used
by Māori to promote greater self-determination and that adopted by the
Labour-led coalition to promote a social development approach to social
policy.
It was this generic approach, aiming to improve social inclusion, which
drove the CTG strategy. No matter how genuine the intentions of particular politicians or ofﬁcials, the strategy’s initiatives were conceptually
incapable of addressing the unequal power relations between Māori and
the state which cause and perpetuate socio-economic disparities. In failing to provide the conceptual space for a process of power-sharing within
a common legal and governmental order, CTG did not fully account for
the unique needs and rights of Māori as indigenous peoples and treaty
partners. Instead, attempts to ‘include’ Māori encouraged integration of
Māori ‘difference’ into mainstream institutions as a means to enhance
social cohesion and maintain the legitimacy of the state. In the twenty-ﬁrst
century, this aim of integration was not driven by an open desire on the
part of the coalition government to extinguish Māori culture; in fact, there
was explicit support for its retention (see Labour Party 1999a). The common
refrain that social inclusion and cohesion were necessary as an ‘essential
building block for a growing and innovative economy’ (Clark 2002: 10)
suggested that a kind of corporate assimilation, likely to enhance Māori
integration into the mainstream labour market and the global economy,
was a key pursuit.
This outcome demonstrates that social policy solutions for indigenous
peoples such as Māori should not be founded on whatever conceptual
discourse happens to be internationally popular at the time; the wholesale
adoption of neo-liberal economic rationalism has already demonstrated
this lesson in New Zealand, for the negative effects of deregulation, corporatization and privatization hit Māori disproportionately in comparison
to non-Māori (see Te Puni Kōkiri 2002a). It is clear that there is a need
for policy to pay serious attention, rather than mere lip-service, to the
alternative discourses offered by indigenous peoples.
Over the years, Māori have reﬁned one such discourse, based on the
notion of ‘tino rangatiratanga’, which reﬂects the speciﬁc historical and
cultural context of New Zealand. This discourse embodies a range of
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proposals at the local, regional and national levels as diverse as Māori
communities themselves. For instance, this chapter has highlighted the
way in which Māori outcomes indicators which account for tino rangatiratanga could be applied in the current policy context. The implementation
of a ‘bulk-funded’ model in the social service context would also allow
Māori providers greater autonomy, while parallel institutions in particular
policy areas and/or at the political level would offer Māori the level of
input and control they have long sought in developing policy solutions for
Māori problems. Underlying such diverse proposals is the assumption that
greater Māori self-determination over all things Māori would improve the
long-term well-being of Māori communities. Certainly, evidence provided
in other chapters found in this volume indicates that greater indigenous
self-determination may be the only real solution to the Labour-led government’s self-deﬁned goal of ‘closing the gaps’ in poverty and disadvantage
that exist between Māori and non-Māori.
The CTG strategy none the less represented the latest example of government policy in New Zealand attempting to engulf and neutralize indigenous resistance by importing elements of an indigenous discourse into
government. While at the same time disqualifying Māori self-determination
from serious discussion, this act has also established sites of resistance
within state rule. Continued Māori frustration with government policy consequently has the potential to cause instability within state institutions and
processes (see O’Malley 1996). This chapter has demonstrated that a new
interest in social inclusion did nothing to resolve this and other tensions
and contradictions long evident in the Māori affairs policy portfolio.
Glossary of Māori words
hapū
iwi

sub-tribe; clan
tribal grouping; confederation

Kaupapa Māori
kāwanatanga

Māori-centred research framework; literally, Māo
ori agendas
governance; trusteeship; the right to govern and make laws

mana whenua Māori people with customary authority over a particular area
(as deﬁned in the NZPHD Act 2000); literally, title, sovereignty (predicated
on landholding) or customary rights over land
tāngata whenua
taonga

‘people of the land’; local people; indigenous inhabitants

property; treasure; treasured aspects of Māori society

Te Ngāhuru

title of a Māori outcomes schema developed by Durie et al. (2002)

Te Puni Kōkiri

Ministry of Māori Development

tino rangatiratanga absolute or highest chieftainship; full chieﬂy authority;
sovereignty; the power to be self-determining
whānau

extended family
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Notes
1 Under New Zealand’s Mixed Member Proportional (MMP) representation
electoral system, the Labour Party had to form a coalition with the Alliance
Party to gain the majority needed to govern the country. Alliance was Labour’s
coalition partner for the 1999–2002 period, which is the main focus of discussion, but following the August 2002 election a coalition was formed between
Labour and the Progressive Party (established when Jim Anderton, then deputy
prime minister, left Alliance). To provide consistency and to reﬂect the fact that
the Labour–Progressive coalition was largely a continuation of the same administration, the term ‘Labour-led’ is used to refer to both coalitions. Similarly, ‘National-led’ is used to refer to all governments during the 1990s, although
only the 1996–99 administration was a coalition government under MMP.
2 Depending on how they are deﬁned, the concepts ‘social inclusion’ and
‘exclusion’ have the potential to go beyond these traditional social policy
concerns to include broader, structural issues. It is argued that in the New
Zealand context this potential was not fulﬁlled, however, with social exclusion
often used interchangeably with poverty, socio-economic disadvantage and
disparity, and with social inclusion frequently correlated with social wellbeing, social participation and social cohesion.
3 Particular focus, however, is placed on the Labour-led government’s
ﬁrst parliamentary term (1999–2002) when plans for the Māo
ori affairs policy
portfolio were laid out.
4 There is, however, continuing debate as to how these disparity ‘gaps’ are
best measured owing to disagreement about the way in which ‘Māori’ should
be deﬁned for such purposes (see Chapple 2000; Baehler 2002; Kukutai 2003).
5 ‘Indigenous’ in this sense thus incorporates other groups besides those
whom we refer to as ‘indigenous peoples’.
6 Māo
ori have traditionally tended to vote Labour, but this trend was
radically altered in New Zealand’s ﬁrst election using MMP in 1996. The New
Zealand First Party captured ﬁve Māori electorate seats and, given the choice
of forming a coalition with either of the National or Labour parties, chose the
former against most predictions.

8 In fact, only thirty-nine of seventy-two initiatives placed under the
Closing the Gaps umbrella title exclusively targeted Māori and Paciﬁc peoples
(Young 2000: A17), despite strong perceptions that it was a ‘Māori’ strategy.
9 This backlash, provoked by the political opposition, was fed by
Chapple’s (2000) report criticizing the Māori focus of some Closing the Gaps
initiatives and by widespread debate about the Māori-speciﬁc provisions
found in the NZPHD Act 2000.
10 Dean (1999: 169) argues, however, that while auditing and evaluation
may be presented as techniques for restoring trust, they actually presuppose
and contribute to a culture of mistrust.
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7 The social development approach was not ofﬁcially launched until a
year after the Closing the Gaps strategy, but an interview with Steve Maharey,
Minister of Social Services and Employment, suggests that it was under development from November 1999.
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11 Literally, ‘people of the land’, but this term is often used to refer to
Māori as the local people or indigenous inhabitants of New Zealand.
12 A further $9.3 million was allocated in 2001/02 but this decreased to
$8.6 million in 2002/03 (Te Puni Kōkiri 2002b: 80).
13 There are both English- and Māori-language versions of the Treaty of
Waitangi, which provide inconsistent translations of the three articles contained within the document.
14 These were listed as: cultural identity, values and protocols; the people
guide the development process and aims; governance, particularly decisions
about the ownership and management of development, is under the ultimate
control of the members of the tribe, nation, organization or community; the
whole membership or community beneﬁts equitably from the process and
outcomes of development; the organization, tribe or community enjoys relative economic self-sufﬁciency instead of disadvantage and dependency; the
tribe, nation or community owns or has access to the necessary resources for
sustained development; all the tribe, nation or community’s tāonga [treasures
or treasured aspects of Māori society] and resources are known to them, their
rights recognized, and processes in place to monitor, protect and/or utilize
them for present and future generations (Loomis 2000a: 38).
15 References to the Treaty of Waitangi have been included in other types
of legislation, most notably the State Owned Enterprises Act 1986.
16 Developed without consultation, this particular clause appeared to
favour tribally based organizations over pan-Māori organizations and thus
caused considerable debate within Māori communities.
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10 | Political participation and poverty in
Colombian indigenous communities: the case
of the Zenú and Mokaná peoples
A. CAROLINA BORDA NIÑO AND DARIO J. MEJÍA
M O N TA LV O 1

Through its political mobilization, the Colombian indigenous movement
has contributed greatly to the recognition of cultural diversity in Colombia.
The state’s formal recognition of cultural diversity has been accompanied
by policies aimed at ensuring the inclusion of ethnic groups within the
social and economic life of national society. At the same time, however,
these policies have been based on governmental administrative structures’
own concepts and appraisals of indigenous peoples’ social problems, interpreted from the standpoint of indigenous economic disadvantage. Policies targeting poverty are clear examples of this; their focus on economic
issues fails to take into account the cultural characteristics of indigenous
communities.
This chapter intends to address the relationship between poverty and
ethnic and cultural diversity in Colombia. It starts by highlighting the
deﬁnitions of poverty that have informed the creation and implementation of public policies to transform the living conditions of an indigenous
population deﬁned as ‘poor’. It then considers how these understandings
of poverty have inﬂuenced how poverty has been dealt with in Colombian
public policy. It argues that, despite the ground-breaking recognition of
ethnic diversity in the Colombian constitution of 1991, policies targeting
poverty have not been informed by a perspective of ethnic diversity. Rather,
the government targets general and abstract indicators of poverty within
programmes with speciﬁc time frames and using efﬁciency criteria that
are different from those of communities. Such policies demonstrate a lack
of awareness that such actions alter the collective life and create resistance which generally leads to the failure of such programmes. In short,
these anti-poverty approaches fail to take ethnic and cultural diversity
into account.
Overall, it can be said that the political participation of indigenous
peoples in Colombia has inﬂuenced the formal recognition of ‘diversity’,
but not the implementation and execution of policies that are based on
a perspective of ethnic diversity. When discussing the legal recognition
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of ethnic diversity, it is important to understand what, exactly, is being
recognized and how; for instance, are indigenous groups recognized as
peoples (with the autonomy which that implies) or as communities subject
to state control? The experience of Colombia is particularly worthy of exploration, as its constitutional reform process of 1991 can be characterized
as resulting in ‘the most ambitious attempt of any Latin American state to
implement legal pluralism’ (Van Cott 2000). Here, indigenous organizations
inﬂuenced the constitutional reform process in order to achieve signiﬁcant
ethnic autonomy (Van Cott 2001).
This chapter will consider the processes of identity construction, organization and political participation of two of Colombia’s many indigenous
ethnic groups, the Zenú and Mokaná, comparing and contrasting the experiences of these two groups. The different experiences of these groups,
and their distinct priorities and strategies, underline the diversity among
indigenous groups, as well as the importance of ethnic and political identity
construction in addressing social issues. They also draw attention to the
limitations in the way in which ethnic and cultural diversity is currently
recognized by the Colombian state. The chapter’s conclusion suggests the
basic outlines of a new approach to addressing poverty in Colombia, one
that is based on the recognition of rights to cultural diversity.
Poverty and ethnic diversity in Colombia

Poverty has been measured in Colombia using the NBI (índice de necesidades básicas insatisfechas, or unmet basic needs index), which classiﬁes as
‘poor’ those people and households which have inadequate housing, access
to services, school attendance, and so forth. Available statistics from 1997
demonstrate marked differences among regions or departments. Using
these NBI indicators, the areas with the greatest incidence of poverty are:
Chocó, Córdoba, Sucre, Nariño and Boyacá, where over 50 per cent of the
population can be categorized as ‘poor’; those with the lowest incidence
of poverty are Bogotá and the departments of del Valle, Atlántico and the
coffee region (Caldas, Quindio and Risaralda). In terms of the poverty
line, Bogotá shows the lowest incidence of poverty (30 per cent of the
population is below the poverty line), with the poorest departments of the
country being Atlántico, Córdoba, Bolívar, Cesar, La Guajira, Magdalena,
Sucre, Boyacá, Tolima, Cauca, Chocó and Nariño. An abject poverty line
has also been set based on the estimate of the income required to buy a
minimum basket of food for survival (biological approach).
In 1986, the concept of absolute poverty was introduced in Colombia,
within a context of governance crisis and increasing escalation of armed
conﬂicts. With its policies to ﬁght poverty, the government aimed to demon186
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strate the continued presence of the state in areas regarded as ‘marginal’,
including of course areas with indigenous populations. The aim was to solve
the crisis of governance through the eradication of poverty, regardless of
local needs or diverse conceptions of development.
Those people considered to be suffering from ‘absolute poverty’ were
those who did not have the means to meet either their material needs for
food, housing, protection and health, or their non-material needs for education and social integration. The notion of social integration was used to
deﬁne those groups which did not participate in the economic development
of the country, and who were expected to adapt and participate. In this
case, homogenization was the premise of development and, consequently,
difference was the hurdle to be removed.
Indigenous communities were considered to be different and disadvantaged sectors, a backward population that needed to be integrated into
mainstream society. Indigenous peoples were not seen as a population
whose active participation was necessary to create stability in the nation,2
as could be argued from a perspective of ethnic diversity. At present, even
with the overt recognition of diversity, and constitutional mechanisms
permitting a degree of administrative autonomy for indigenous groups,
the state’s goal remains to reduce diversity to homogeneity. It is thanks
only to the struggle of excluded groups that diversity has been recognized
to any extent.
After the concept of absolute poverty was introduced in 1986, Colombian
policies over the next four years (1986–90) pursued the recovery of excluded
regions and their integration into national development visions. Speciﬁc
programmes were designed to work with indigenous populations. In most
cases, indigenous peoples were characterized as farming populations
(‘campesinos’), in need of updated production methods and more urbanized lifestyles. Indigenous peoples reacted strongly against this approach,
arguing that it was not they who should readjust to the state, but rather
the state which should adjust to them.
The Colombian constitution of 1991 emerged from a process of constitutional reform in which indigenous organizations had an inﬂuential
role. It recognized the nation’s multi-ethnic and multicultural nature, and
with it, participatory democracy as the core of the new state of democratic
openness. Subsequent governments established more differentiated policies towards ethnic groups as compared with previous years; indigenous
communities were recognized, and speciﬁc resources were allotted to these
communities (government transfers). These advances meant a greater possibility for participation in the government policy-making affecting these
populations, but they also led to the subsiding of struggles for identity,
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reduced political participation in the economic arena, and the transformation of identity in both political and cultural arenas.
Indigenous groups are well aware of the consequences of this process
for them. Indigenous movements have faced a crisis; yet despite this crisis,
new forms of resistance and autonomous development alternatives have
emerged. Their articulation has been developed in tandem with indigenous
organizations from other countries.
Recognizing diversity in Colombia

In the 1970s, national unity in Colombia was based on the populist
model of national integration (Gros 1997). In the 1980s, this model began
to undergo a crisis, and the state proved unable to meet growing social
demands. The transformations that took place during the 1980s and 1990s
included changes in the education system, the increased politicization of
the population, the weakening of traditional ideological references (resulting from a crisis of conﬁdence in traditional political parties), urbanization, and increased drug dealing and corruption. Together these changes
resulted in a governance crisis. Political instability and political violence
forced constitutional reform to the centre of the political agenda, as a
response to a crisis of national government legitimacy and popular demand
for an open, participatory process of radical constitutional reform (Van
Cott 2001).
During this period, a revival of social movements from different sectors took place; these included movements of farmers, women, workers
and indigenous peoples. Indigenous peoples’ movements were able to
signiﬁcantly inﬂuence the constitutional reform process, and even, through
political pressure, achieved the establishment of special self-governing indigenous territories (Van Cott 2000). From the state’s perspective, it became
necessary to think of ways to institutionalize, accept and take possession
of popular social movements, towards the goal of national unity and state
stability. Indigenous ‘participation’ was thus encouraged and promoted in
state policy, and cultural diversity3 became worthy of protection by law.
Here, the political exercise was for culture and its manifestations to be
recognized by the state4 so that a conﬂictive element (the ethnic movement)
would be integrated into the supposed national society.
Against this backdrop, however, there also emerged a counter-dynamic
favouring transformation (Gros 1997: 35, 37). First, the indigenous population’s access to formal education helped to foster the training of new
leaders with new perspectives for the indigenous movement. Second, there
was an increasing involvement of players outside indigenous movements
themselves, which for different reasons served to encourage the recovery
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of ethnic identity. An example of this would be the ADM-19 political party,
which formed a political alliance with indigenous delegates to the constituent assembly in 1990 and supported the passing of controversial indigenous
proposals (Van Cott 2001: 48). Finally, the international context proved
to be increasingly favourable to the defence and promotion of cultural
diversity, given the growth in indigenous peoples’ movements and the
increasing recognition of indigenous rights on the international stage. In
the political constitution of 1991, Colombia was declared a multi-ethnic and
multicultural nation. This has created and continues to create processes
of organizational construction, transformation and identity redeﬁnition
among all Colombian indigenous peoples.
The case of the Zenú people
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The Zenú indigenous people dwell in the northern Colombian departments of Córdoba and Sucre. In the 1970s, they began a process of recovering their ethnic identity, mainly through their struggle for the recovery
of land. This population mobilization was made possible thanks to the
inﬂuence of the Asociación Nacional de Usuarios Campesinos (ANUC), a
farmers’ organization in the region. Although starting out as an economic
struggle for land ownership, in a relatively short period of time the possibilities for action were broadened owing to the inﬂuence of a growing
national indigenous movement. Although this resulted in ideological and
political battles within ANUC to deﬁne the meaning of the struggle, there
was an agreement on the centrality of land as a common symbol.
From the early 1980s, the identiﬁcation of this population as members
of an indigenous community became widely accepted. This was articulated
in terms of cultural traditions surviving from the territorial expropriation
processes from the start of the twentieth century, and the existence of a
royal document from the Spanish Crown dated 1770 which granted the
Zenú people the ownership of the lands of the region. A major achievement of the movement has been the reorganization of the resguardo (an
indigenous community and its speciﬁc corresponding territory) and the
establishment of its own town council, by order of the Colombian Agrarian
Reform Institute.5
The active participation of the Zenú in national indigenous meetings
and the uniﬁcation of pro-farming and pro-indigenous political trends
were the starting point for a struggle to solve welfare problems related to
health, education and transport. From reclaiming land, they went on to
conduct road blockades, demonstrations in the municipalities seats, and
occupation of state institutions. The problem of land became conceptualized, not merely as land, but as territory. Thus, more than just tangible
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property, land as territory became an artefact that concretely articulated
unmet needs and demands.
The growth of the Zenú movement over the last decade has been
signiﬁcant. This can be seen in the growing number of Zenú municipal
councils, of Zenú territories, and the member population. As a whole,
the resguardo had only six minor town councils in 1983. By 1994, it had
seventy, and by August 2001 the number of minor town councils had grown
to 335. The Zenú population in the 1980s was unknown, but there were
33,106 in 1993; by 1995 this had grown to 49,818, and by 2001 there were
approximately 70,000 members of the Zenú movement. Likewise, in 1983
the Zenú movement had territories in four municipalities; while by 2001
it had territories in twenty municipalities between Córdoba and Sucre
departments ( Jaramillo and Turbay Ceballos 1986).
While the indigenous struggle focused its efforts on the ﬁght for territory, it also looked for a better allocation of the resources generated by
local production. The movement thus made demands for better education,
transport and communication, water services and decent housing, as well
as fair working conditions.
The Zenú indigenous movement cannot be fully understood without
taking into account the armed conﬂict in Colombia, which has affected
it directly. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a variety of different guerrilla groups, such as the Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores (PRT)
(Workers’ Revolutionary Party), the Ejército Popular de Liberación (EPL)
(Popular Liberation Army), the Ejército de la Liberación Nacional (ELN)
(National Liberation Army) and, to a lesser extent, the Fuerzas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) (Colombian Revolutionary Forces), began
to appear in Zenú territory. The Zenú movement has also been affected
by the establishment of radical positions within the indigenous movement
in the south-west of the country, particularly the emergence of a guerrilla
movement, Manuel Quintín Lame (MQL), in the districts of Cauca, Tolima
and Nariño.
After the constitutional reform process in the early 1990s and the
introduction of Law 60, which regulates the distribution of the nation’s
ﬁscal resources, the indigenous resguardos were given a share in national
resources. The state, however, imposed regulations that determined the
allocation of economic resources. This created a fragmented panorama of
policies aimed at reducing the marginality of the indigenous population,
but which ultimately prevented an adequate treatment of poverty for the
Zenús. The participation of the Zenú people in the deﬁnition of policies
has been limited to meeting the development planning requirements of
core institutions (the Departamento Nacional de Planeación, or National
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Planning Department) in coordination with the state territorial institutions
(municipalities).
The main development investments for the Zenú people have comprised
training in public resources management, intensive cattle and agricultural
pilot production programmes, the construction of facilities for rural schools
and healthcare centres, and loans for individual or family productive activities. Unfortunately, it can now be demonstrated that neither the economic
nor the social conditions of the population have changed much, despite
the sizeable amounts of money invested in targeted poverty reduction
programmes.
The case of the Mokaná people
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The transformations brought about by the political constitution of
1991 led to processes of organizational change and identity redeﬁnition
for all the Colombian indigenous peoples. For the indigenous Mokaná
people, this process began in 1998, and involved approximately 25,000
people. It attempted on the one hand to gain – through the creation of
political-participation bodies for the indigenous population – recognition
by the state at different levels. On the other hand, it aimed progressively
to conﬁgure a self-deﬁned indigenous identity, informed by both current
experience and accumulated knowledge.
The Mokaná people were recognized ofﬁcially by the state as an indigenous group in 1998. In 2001, this recognition was withdrawn by the Dirección
de Asuntos Indígenas (DAI) (Ministry of the Interior), which argued for the
need to carry out a new ethnographic study to determine the indigenous
nature of the population, because previous recognition of this community
(not people) had been informally granted without an ofﬁcial ethnographic
study. This decision mirrors the general process used by the Colombian
state to discourage the recognition of cultural diversity rights. It can be
explained by the economic and governance cost which the progressive increase in cultural and ethnic diversity recognition represents for the state.
After recognition was withdrawn, the Mokaná people ofﬁcially requested
that an ofﬁcial ethnographic study be undertaken. The DAI was given a
period of six months to conduct the study. The DAI, however, started from
the presupposition that the Mokaná could not be considered an indigenous people. This was clear from the statements made by the director of
the study, who took the Mokaná’s lack of a distinctive language, housing
pattern, clothing or religion as indicating that they did not have their
own culture. In the ofﬁcial view, they were considered a group of farmers
looking for economic resources who were attempting to take advantage of
public pro-diversity policies. There was no consideration whatsoever of the
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fundamental basis of being indigenous: i.e. self-recognition, as stipulated
both in the political constitution and in international agreements.
The period between the grant and the withdrawal of recognition corresponds to a stage of cultural and political redeﬁnition by the Mokaná
people. During this time they set new political goals, reorganized their
leadership, redeﬁned their political strategies, and developed new strategies
for using culture as a way to secure proposed political objectives. The basis
of identity lies in the political project it represents, creates and reproduces.
Cultural identity bears a dialectic relation with political identity; that is,
accepting certain institutionalized exercises of power (politics) determines
the legitimate rules of community practice (culture). At the same time, the
assimilation of everyday cultural practices determines the structure of a
speciﬁc exercise of political power.
The political community of the Mokaná is formed from the relation
between material needs and the way to meet these needs based on ethnic
identity, i.e. the experience of ethnicity. Ethnicity speciﬁcally refers to the
‘call to identity, the exaltation of community values, that is more evident as
a means rather than as an end. It expresses the will to access new cultural
assets, new technology, development, modernity’ (Gros 1997: 27). It also
embraces the ﬁeld of political action, born of the instrumentalization of
ethnic identity, and taking place parallel to a process of cultural identity
development. The goal of this political action is positive discrimination
by the state, namely the recognition of cultural diversity and of speciﬁc
corresponding rights. In addition to the quest for positive discrimination, the issue of territory is a key aspect of Mokaná political identity.
Overall, the Mokaná’s outward-looking political structure is speciﬁcally
geared to the relationship between state and indigenous organizations.
In terms of the inward-looking relationship between the indigenous
organization and the indigenous population itself, the development of
Mokaná political identity is essentially based on the material beneﬁts
that leaders can generate for the community. This creates a highly volatile
identity. In this case, the constant political participation of the population at large is neither necessary nor possible.6 The strengthening of the
organization is, rather, undertaken in terms of training community leaders
in the skills to negotiate with the state apparatus and its representatives,
and the mobilization of the population as necessary.
This political structure leads to the constitution of a weak political
identity among Mokaná community members. Political decisions of great
importance for the organization are not made in a democratic way, or
according to the traditional ways of most indigenous peoples in the country
– where political decisions are in the hands of wise individuals. In the
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Human poverty has a multi-dimensional and diverse nature. It is a socially deﬁned category. Consequently, the way to address it varies according
to each social situation.
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Mokaná organization, the most important decisions (such as support
for certain political candidates, or the design of strategies to create an
ethnic identity, or the appointment and removal of ofﬁcers within the
department’s main deliberative body) are controlled by the community
leadership, in the form of various councils, which are actually structured
as consultative rather than decision-making bodies.7
The political participation of indigenous peoples such as the Mokaná, in
interaction with national policies for diversity in Colombia, has resulted in
the creation of a political identity with two basic features: dispersion and
volatility. Political identity is dispersed because individuals may belong to
different political groups, groups that may even have contradictory goals.
For instance, it is not uncommon for an individual to belong to a traditional
political group in the region (which claims for itself the electoral support
of its members) while also belonging to an indigenous organization, which
claims for itself the electoral support of those identiﬁed as indigenous
(Senate and House of Representatives). Political identity is volatile because
leaders and reference organizations are constantly changing, i.e. according to the changes in alliances among leaders and organizations. These
changes occur as a result of the symbolic assets and, above all, the material
support they can offer.
For the Mokaná group, the process of reindigenization offered a way to
address their central aspiration, which is to respond to the needs of people
in the rural context. Thus, in the political ﬁeld they prioritize the ability to
inﬂuence the dynamics of resource allocation, to undertake social projects,
and to mean something in the rural context, rather than focusing on the
particular political orientation of a candidate or a political alliance. The
Mokaná people challenge the concept of indigenous because they do not
demonstrate all the characteristic traits of ‘indigenous’ as deﬁned by the
state. They do not have traditions and customs considered by the authorities to be distinctive from the surrounding non-indigenous peoples, they
do not have their own language, they farm and do not gather, and they
claim political rights instead of respect for their cultural identity. We are
faced with societies undergoing transformations, in which what comprises
‘indigenousness’ is both dynamic and diverse. The concept of ethnicity is
useful here in that it takes into account this diversity.
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It is important to highlight the fact that the term indigenous is itself
homogenizing, concealing differences in the way in which reality is viewed
and how social transformations are generated in order to ensure both
cultural and material survival. Therefore, a government policy cannot have
the same results even if applied to relatively similar contexts. In many
cases, collective preferences do not permit the changing of traditions in
order to achieve a supposed improvement in the standards of living for
individuals. Moreover, people understand deprivation in different ways:
each person and community has its own deﬁnition of the deprivations
and disadvantages that affect their lives.
Processes aimed at recovering identity – such as those of the Mokaná
people – and processes of accelerated transformation of ethnicity – such
as those experienced by the Zenú people – are strongly inﬂuenced by the
political and legal transformation of the Colombian state. The initiatives
of these peoples focus on their demands for territory, self-determination,
development and their distinctive cultural traditions. Public policy aimed
at reducing poverty among indigenous peoples should not disregard the
existing relations, positions, knowledge and strategies that have emerged
from indigenous social movements and political organizing – that is, the
area of inter-ethnic relations (Zambrano 2002: 30).
The demands for territory, and with it the capacity for self-determination
as regards the distribution of resources and governance roles within each
community, are commonplace in Colombian indigenous communities.
Poverty is, from an indigenous perspective, the lack of rights to territory,
since this is a necessary condition to guarantee autonomous development
and to be able to implement policies that ﬁt the conditions and expectations of each indigenous people. In most cases, community members
feel they possess the right to territory, whether or not this right is legally
recognized. This allows indigenous peoples to implement, even without
state recognition, their own development and self-management strategies,
for instance health and education projects, and the commercialization of
goods they produce using traditional methods.
In general, we can say that for indigenous peoples poverty can be
measured according to the degree of autonomy they have over their territory. From this standpoint, plentiful economic resources do not translate
into wealth. This helps explain why some peoples reject state-crafted antipoverty policies: because the indicators are not applicable to them, do not
satisfy them, or fail to measure the standards of living they hope for. Rather
than trust state institutions to decrease poverty, many believe that the state
itself is the problem: that ethnic groups’ conditions of ‘poverty’ have been
imposed by state institutions as they systematically exclude diversity.
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The relation between the state and indigenous peoples in Colombia can
be seen as contradictory. Indigenous peoples reafﬁrm their character as
peoples, in opposition to the ambiguous ways in which state institutions
deﬁne them.8 Understanding this is key. The concept of people implies
the exercise of self-determination as outlined by international agreements
such as the United Nations Agreement on Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights, and the Agreement on Civil and Political Rights. It implies the right
to the free exercise of political rights and provision for socio-economic and
cultural development, self-government, increased negotiation capacity and,
above all, the ability to assume legal-political competences (Díaz Polanco
2001: 5). In Colombia, however, the different levels of government recognize
indigenous groups only as communities, i.e. as culturally diverse populations that require differentiated policies to become part of the national
society to which they historically belong. The traditional forms of government and authorities of the communities are recognized, but always subject
to the constitutional and legal rules of the state.
The Colombian indigenous movement has reached a signiﬁcant consensus in terms of generic demands for the recognition of their cultural
diversity, and that this recognition implies special rights. Nevertheless,
there are still internal differences over how to use diversity as an asset, and
how to achieve development objectives. Although in the case of the Mokaná
people we see that ethnic diversity strategies can involve communication
and awareness of similar experiences (such as the Zenú’s struggle and that
of other communities), it is impossible to think of similar procedures,
strategies and tactics for all Colombian indigenous groups. Ethnic diversity
implies not only differences from the majority population, but also differences among and within indigenous communities.
The generic term ‘peoples’ – indiscriminately used here – can disguise
substantial differences in different groups’ identities and their political
self-identiﬁcation. The Zenú people have envisaged a particular struggle, no
longer centred on land as property, but rather on territory as the representation and expression of needs, demands and the processes through which
they seek these. They have consolidated this struggle by institutionalizing
a political organization now recognized by the state.
The case of the Mokaná people is different. Their action is focused on
claiming the right to be a people, aiming for self-development and the
recovery of their identity. Their struggle for recognition is relatively new
compared to that of the Zenú people, and they have remained aloof from
one of the key drivers of political transformation in Colombian indigenous
communities: government transfers. They neither want nor need them.
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Their goals, rather, are directed towards internal strengthening (identity
and political organization).
The Zenú people’s experience of direct struggle, their political failures
and organizational achievements are well known to the Mokaná, for whom
they provide a reference point. It is also true, however, that despite the
youth of their movement, the Mokaná have also become a political point
of reference for the Zenú people and for many other Colombian indigenous
peoples. This communication makes it possible to trace the particular
and shared logics among the indigenous peoples of a given region. It is
also essential to understand these peoples’ shared experience, and their
recent political repositioning, when considering poverty from an ethnic
diversity perspective.
Notes
1 We are grateful for the comments and suggestions of Professor Carlos
Vladimir Zambrano from the Political Science Department, Universidad
Nacional de Colombia.
2 This conceptualization can be traced back to colonial times, when
indigenous people were regarded as minors (owing to the legal implications
of such status), or historical leftovers standing in the way of development.
3 According to the state: ‘ … Culture, with its different expressions, is the
foundation of nationality … ’ (Colombia political constitution 1991, sect. 70).
4 For instance, consider the following excerpt from a 2001 state speech
which referred to the transfer of economic resources to indigenous peoples
and spoke highly of ethno-educational programmes: ‘In Colombia, the
political constitution, the legal norms, and jurisprudence have established
and recognised the rights of indigenous peoples within the framework of the
ethnic and cultural diversity of the Nation’ (Indigenous Affairs Directorate
1998: 8).
5 Instituto Colombiano de la Reforma Agraria – INCORA – Resolution 054,
21 September 1984.
6 ‘Population analysis ( … ). Many of the people recorded in the census
[Mokaná indigenous people in the main area of the Atlantic District] do not
take part in the activities of the cabildo or in meetings; they are not interested
in the indigenous organization, they are not aware of and have not participated in the process and have only shown interest in accessing beneﬁts guaranteed by the State for indigenous people as previously stated’ (Indigenous
Affairs Directorate 1998: 36).
7 As regards the councils, the by-laws of the Tubará Deliberative Body (the
political organization of the indigenous people) state: ‘They are coordinators
which help in the process to strengthen and control our indigenous people
( … ). As Councils, their coordinators and members do not have the nature of
traditional authorities, they will act as guides only in the issues within their
scope and upon the request of any authority or by the assembly of authorities
of the Mokaná people’ (emphasis added).

196

8 ‘In Colombia, the political constitution, legal norms, and jurisprudence
have established and recognised rights to the indigenous peoples within the
framework of the ethnic and cultural diversity of the Nation’ (Indigenous
Affairs Directorate 1998: 3). In another fragment of the same text: ‘According
to the habits and customs of the indigenous communities, the State recognises
the existence of political-administrative organisational forms, represented by
traditional authorities and deliberative bodies (Cabildos), as special public
authorities which perform the roles of social control and organisation in their
communities.’
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11 | Indigenous peoples, poverty and selfdetermination in Australia, New Zealand,
Canada and the United States
STEPHEN CORNELL

Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the United States are among the
world’s wealthiest nations.1 It is an often noted irony – and an occasional
source of embarrassment to the governments of these countries – that
the indigenous peoples within their borders are in each case among their
poorest citizens. The irony is either explained away or made all the greater,
depending on your frame of mind, by the fact that the wealth of these countries has been built substantially on resources taken from these peoples,
whose poverty – in the grand scheme of things – is a recent creation.
Although my interest is not in the sources of indigenous poverty but
in how to overcome it, this poverty is the subject of this chapter. In what
follows, I consider the comparability of indigenous peoples’ situations
in these countries, including the mismatch in all four cases between indigenous demands for self-determination and state programmes to address
socio-economic disadvantage. I then summarize evidence from the United
States that indigenous self-determination and self-government are essential
bases for improving the socio-economic conditions of indigenous peoples,
explore some of the issues raised by this evidence, and conclude with
implications for policy-makers.
One might ask whether US evidence on indigenous poverty is relevant
to the three other countries listed above. There is as yet little systematic
research that addresses the point, and this chapter draws most directly on
work carried out with American Indian nations in the United States. My
colleagues2 and I have done additional, but less comprehensive research,
with First Nations in Canada and have had only preliminary discussions
about governance and development issues with Māori and Aboriginal
peoples in New Zealand and Australia.3 Consequently, the conclusions I
draw from non-US research are necessarily speculative. Nevertheless, they
are worth exploring. In all four countries, indigenous poverty has been
not only deep and widespread but persistent, defying policy prescriptions.
Both indigenous peoples and the states that seek to address this problem
face daunting challenges. What works in one country may hold lessons for
others. At the very least, it may point research in productive directions.

Cornell | 11

Differences

Do the historical and cultural differences among these four countries
and their indigenous peoples overwhelm the insights we might draw from
any one of them? What grounds have we for thinking that what works in
one might be relevant to the others?
Obviously the differences are substantial, both historically and today.
For example, Britain recognized Māori sovereignty over the North Island
of New Zealand early on and then, over the years, set out to extinguish
it. In contrast, it gave no recognition to Aboriginal sovereignty – or even
occupancy – in Australia. Warfare between indigenous groups and European settlers and states was frequent and at times prolonged in the United
States and New Zealand, but much less common in Canada and Australia.
Serial treaty-making took place in Canada and the United States, but was
unknown in Australia, while treaty-making in New Zealand was limited
to the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840 – itself quite a different enterprise from
Canadian and US treaty-making (Pocock 2000) – which, despite the refusal
of some Māori to sign it, was viewed by the Crown as establishing British
sovereignty over the whole of the North Island.
Likewise, once European control had been established, the administration of indigenous affairs differed in numerous ways among these countries.
In the United States, for example, relations with Indian nations have been
under the exclusive control of the federal government, with individual states
playing only a minor role. In Canada, on the other hand, despite the prominence of the federal government, the role of the provinces in relations with
First Nations has been substantial, especially in recent years (Morse 1998).
In Australia, the administration of Aboriginal affairs largely ignored ‘tribal’
boundaries and often fostered a mixing of peoples, while such boundaries
eventually became the basis of the organization of relations with American
Indians, and both treaty-making and the administration of Indian affairs in
many cases rigidiﬁed group boundaries or introduced new ones. We could
point to numerous other legal, political and organizational differences in
the history of indigenous–settler relations in these four countries.
Today, numerous differences remain, from the details of indigenous
relations with central governments to land rights, from demographics to
socio-economic conditions. Neither the relative size of the indigenous land
bases nor the ofﬁcially recognized rights of indigenous peoples to land are
the same in all four countries. Recognition of Native title and restoration
of some land rights to Aboriginal Australians are very recent, while most
American Indian nations have exercised at least some jurisdiction over
reserved lands for decades and, in some cases, much longer, and some
of those reserved lands are extensive. Many First Nations in Canada have
200

some measure of control over reserved lands, but in nearly all such cases
the lands are minuscule in extent, while Māori, having suffered massive
land losses over the years, have been engaged in a major effort in recent
decades to regain signiﬁcant lands and resources.
In all four countries the indigenous populations are small, but not
equally so. At the turn of the twentieth century, indigenous peoples made
up approximately 1.5 per cent of the overall US population, just over 2 per
cent of that of Australia, more than 4 per cent of that of Canada, but close
to 15 per cent of the population of New Zealand.4 Tribal or equivalent
groups range widely in size from populations of under one hundred, found
in each country, to the Navajo nation in the United States, more than a
quarter of a million strong. More than half of the Indian population in the
United States live in urban areas; an even higher percentage of Māori do.
While many Aboriginal Australians likewise live in cities and towns, they
are much more likely than American Indians or Māori to live in remote
regions. Indigenous groups are among the poorest populations in each
country, but there are signiﬁcant differences in social and economic conditions. In Australia, for example, Aboriginal life expectancy at birth in 1991
was 59.6 years but was 70.5 years for New Zealand Māori and registered
Indians in Canada and 73.5 years for American Indians and Alaska Natives
in the United States (Beavon and Cooke 2001).5
Commonalities

• All four are settler societies, states in which ‘the predominant population
arises from immigrants and the indigenous population has become a
displaced minority’ (Perry 1996: 167).
• All four contemporary societies are of predominantly British heritage.
Not only did immigrants from Great Britain long dominate settler
populations, but all four legal and political structures draw heavily on
English political traditions and common law. All are predominantly
English-speaking societies today.
• Furthermore, as Moran (2002: 1,015–16) points out, ‘countries like the
United States, Canada, New Zealand and Australia, despite important
differences, are all structured by the fact that they are predominantly
English-speaking settler cultures which have to a large extent supplanted
indigenous peoples’.
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Although there are clear differences there are, however, also substantial
similarities among these four locations and the situations of their indigenous peoples. The following seem particularly important and grounds for
comparative enquiry.
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• But this fact structures not only these countries; it profoundly structures the experience of their indigenous peoples as well. In all four,
supplanting these peoples has entailed enormous indigenous resource
losses, the eventual destruction of indigenous economies and a good
deal of social organization, precipitous population declines, and subjection to tutelary and assimilationist policies antagonistic to indigenous
cultures (for a summary of the record in three of the four, see Armitage
1995).
• In all four cases, this history had catastrophic and long-lasting effects
on the original inhabitants. As noted above, indigenous populations in
each of these societies are at or near the bottom of the scale of socioeconomic welfare.
• Despite this record, the disruptions and displacements that have occurred in each of these societies have not resulted in the complete disappearance of indigenous peoples, either through warfare and disease
or through assimilation. In each case, indigenous populations survive,
many of them not simply as aggregations of individuals but as distinct
communities concentrated on remnant lands that have been the keys
to their survival and over which they exercise varying levels of control.
• Furthermore, in all four cases the indigenous populations – either as
individuals or as communities – have long occupied legal positions that
differ in critical ways from those of mainstream populations. These
positions vary from country to country and have changed over time,
but indigenous legal distinctions vis-à-vis the mainstream has been a
prominent feature of each country’s history. Among the issues debated
in all four countries and not entirely resolved in any has been that of
the rights of indigenous peoples to govern themselves in their own ways
and to shape their relations with encompassing societies in ways of
their own choosing – in short, rights to self-determination. These rights
have been variously challenged, ignored, undermined, acknowledged
or modestly supported over the years and across these cases, but as
the twenty-ﬁrst century gets under way, they remain at the very heart
of indigenous concerns and of inter-group tensions in each case.
These commonalities suggest that comparative enquiry across these
four countries is by no means misplaced. On the contrary, the mix of
convergence and variance invites comparison: why have the patterns of
inter-group relations and of indigenous political and economic development varied in the ways they have?
The present enquiry, while prompted in part by these commonalities,
begins with a further pattern shared across these countries, but not in202

cluded in the above list: the gap between indigenous political assertions
and the responses of states.
Indigenous assertion and state response
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Recently a senior ofﬁcial of the Canadian government remarked, in a
private conversation, that the government of Canada was quite willing to
address issues of equality involving indigenous peoples, but was fundamentally unwilling to address issues of difference.6 This was hardly the
ﬁrst time such reluctance had surfaced in Canada. In 1969, in a famous
‘White Paper’, the government of Pierre Elliot Trudeau, in support of the
idea that ‘we are all Canadians’ (Perry 1996: 150), sought to end any distinct
political or legal status for Canada’s Aboriginal peoples. Under the government plan, these peoples would differ from other Canadians, as Armitage
(1995: 80) says, ‘only in ethnic origin, not in law’. Nor was the Canadian
government alone. Other central governments in these societies have also
been reluctant to directly address certain indigenous agendas.
What are those agendas? They are diverse, of course, but in recent
decades indigenous groups in all four countries have been engaged in
both tribal and supra-tribal political work on behalf of self-determination
and self-governance.7 The core of their argument is about rights. From a
Western perspective, the argument is rooted in an evolving, if contested,
body of international law (see, e.g., Anaya 1996; Havemann 1999; Tully
2000); from an indigenous perspective, in the priority and continuity of
indigenous ties to the land and in the personhood that is substantially
derivative of those ties, of shared cultural practice and of collective memory.
Both perspectives support the right of indigenous peoples to determine
their own futures and control their own affairs.
More speciﬁcally, this means the right to shape the political order of
which they are a part, from their relationship with encompassing societies
to the institutions by which they govern themselves – including the laws
to which they and others are subject in their own lands – and thereby to
maximize their control over lands and resources, cultural and civil affairs,
and the nature and quality of community life.8 These peoples have seldom
sought, in recent decades, complete separation from those encompassing
societies. Instead, they have generally envisioned ‘nations within’ status
(Fleras and Elliott 1992), or what Anaya (1996: 112) describes as ‘on the
one hand autonomy and on the other participatory engagement’ in the
encompassing whole, an arrangement in which indigenous peoples ‘are
appropriately viewed as simultaneously distinct from yet parts of larger
units of social and political interaction’ (see also Behrendt 2001; Sanders
2002).
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The outcomes of their efforts have varied across these cases. Indigenous
groups have won some battles in pursuit of these ends, leading to policy
changes of various kinds, to expanded indigenous self-rule within limited policy domains, to an increased indigenous voice in certain political
affairs, and to the return of some lands and other resources. Other battles,
however, have been lost, and the most fundamental issues of status and
rights remain, in all four cases, substantially unresolved.9
Central governments, on the other hand, as illustrated by the Canadian
case, have been reluctant to engage with the issues that form the core of
indigenous concerns. They have preferred to focus on the socio-economics
of integration and typically have interpreted self-government as an administrative project in which indigenous populations are allowed to manage
programmes designed – usually by central governments – to address social
problems and economic marginality.
In Australia, for example, Smith (2002: 3) observes that ‘in recent years
self-determination … has been rejected as an active federal government
policy position’. According to Sanders (2002: 2), the current government
‘has preferred to focus its rhetoric on “practical” matters such as “overcoming disadvantage” and achieving better “outcomes” for Indigenous
people in areas like employment, housing and health, while seemingly
studiously avoiding any reference to self-determination … ’ (see also Dodson
and Pritchard 1998).
Similarly, recent government policy in New Zealand, while paying some
lip-service to the idea of self-determination, has been concerned primarily
with ‘closing the gaps’ and for a time even adopted this as its ofﬁcial policy
slogan. ‘Closing the Gaps’, remarks Loomis (2000: 11), ‘means improving
mainstream government services and targeting funding to Māori provider
groups. In effect, better State intervention.’ According to Humpage (2002:
45–6), the thrust of Māori affairs policy ‘has been the state’s desire to maintain and protect its own legitimacy from potential threats, including Māori
calls for self-determination focused on the establishment of autonomous
institutions and shared governance arrangements at the national level’.
She goes on to point out that ‘distributive justice, needs and development
discourses have been used to support this preference for conﬁning Māori
claims to the domestic, dependent rights of citizenship … Each of these
discourses deﬁnes the “problem” largely in terms of Māori socio-economic
status’ (see also Maaka and Fleras 2000).
The exception to this pattern would seem to be, superﬁcially at least,
the United States. In the mid-1970s, in response to a nationwide movement
of Indian political activism and aggressive demands by Indian nations
for greater self-government and increased control over lands and other
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resources, the US government adopted a policy commonly known as ‘selfdetermination’. This policy, at least on paper, acknowledged the right of
Indian nations to decide for themselves what was best for them.
The rhetoric of self-determination, however, outstripped the reality.
Despite the name, this was not self-determination in the classic sense. The
intent was not to give Indian nations the power to reshape the political
order either within tribes or in their relations with the United States. What
policy-makers had in mind was more modest: a shift from federal bureaucrats to tribal ones in administrative authority over federal socio-economic
support programmes (see Barsh and Trosper 1975; Deloria and Lytle 1983;
Esber 1992). In other words, the federal idea was to treat self-government as
self-administration, turning tribal governments into adjuncts of the federal
administrative apparatus. In the years since, most federal involvement in
Indian affairs has been more concerned with addressing social problems
than with building indigenous capacities for genuine self-rule. This trend
has been supported by recent US court decisions that have severely curtailed
tribal jurisdiction and undermined indigenous rights of self-government
(Getches 2001; Wilkins 2002).
In sum, central governments have tended to respond to indigenous
peoples in the same ways they have responded to immigrant and other
minority populations: with egalitarian and assimilative policies that
attempt to address indigenous disadvantage and facilitate integration
into encompassing societies. In particular, the stark discrepancy between
indigenous socio-economic indicators and those of the society at large
has been a matter of recurrent policy concern, generating a diverse array
of initiatives designed to bring indigenous indicators more in line with
the mainstream.10
Thus there is a signiﬁcant mismatch between the ambitions of indigenous peoples and the responses of states. States generally have been more
willing to engage with socio-economic issues of equity and access than
the political issues of self-determination and difference that often have
mattered more to indigenous peoples.11
It is not difﬁcult to understand why. As Fleras (1999: 188) remarks, ‘At
stake in the ethno-politics of indigeneity are fundamental challenges to
the conventions and tacit assumptions that underpin the governance of
White-settler dominions.’ Indigenous self-determination challenges state
concerns about societal cohesion and universality (‘we are all the same’).
In cases where indigenous peoples potentially control signiﬁcant natural
resources, it threatens the ability of the state to utilize those resources or
facilitate their movement on to the market; and it generally undermines
the state’s ability to tightly control either what happens within its borders
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or the political order itself, forcing the state to consider – in at least some
areas of political structure – a decision-making partnership. As a result,
and as Humpage (2002: 85) points out in regard to New Zealand, central
governments concerned with indigenous issues have moved towards a
rhetoric of distributive justice, ‘which focuses on the narrow interest of
redistributing socio-economic goods’, and a needs-based discussion that
positions indigenous persons ‘as disadvantaged citizens who need “help”
in achieving a similar socio-economic status’ to non-indigenous persons.
In short, reluctant to address indigenous self-determination, states instead
address indigenous poverty.
But what if the two are connected? What if self-determination is a necessary element in the struggle against poverty? In fact, there is compelling
evidence from at least one case – American Indian nations in the United
States – that these two sets of issues are related in practical and concrete
terms.
Indigenous poverty and self-determination: the US case

The pattern of American Indian poverty The indigenous peoples of the
United States – commonly known to themselves and others as American
Indians or Native Americans – are among the country’s poorest citizens.
American Indian reservations, as the reserved lands belonging to Indian
nations are called, include a number of America’s poorest places, and
reservation-based populations rank at the bottom, or near the bottom, of
the scale of income, employment, health, housing, education and other
indices of poverty (Henson et al. forthcoming).
Strikingly, however, this situation is not uniform across Indian nations.
In the last quarter or so of the twentieth century, some Indian nations began
doing signiﬁcantly better than others, building sustainable economies that
ﬁtted their own strategies and criteria of economic success. Furthermore,
this uneven pattern of economic performance is not easily explained by
many of the usual economic factors such as natural resource endowments,
educational attainment or location, which vary widely across the more
successful of these nations. Nor is the pattern easily explained by internal
colonialism or dependency. While their histories of interaction with the
colonial power have varied, Indian nations in the United States, excluding
Alaska, have been subject to a broadly similar regime of legal and political
domination.12 The regime readily accounts for their descent into poverty,
but not for differential success in escaping poverty.
Explaining the pattern In the mid-1980s, the Harvard Project on American
Indian Economic Development began a research effort designed to explain
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the emerging pattern of indigenous economic success. What was enabling
some Indian nations to break away from the overall pattern of seemingly
intractable poverty? What were the conditions for sustained economic
development on American Indian reservations?
This research effort, continuing today through the Harvard Project and
its sister organization, the Native Nations Institute for Leadership, Management, and Policy at the University of Arizona, has produced results with
policy-signiﬁcant implications. Across a sample of nearly seventy Indian
nations, the most consistent predictors of sustainable economic development on reservations are not economic factors such as location, educational
attainment or natural resource endowments but rather largely political
ones. Three have proved particularly important.

Where these three factors are in place, community assets – from natural
resources to location to human capital – begin to pay off. Where they are
missing, such assets are typically squandered or fail to yield their potential.
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• Sovereignty or self-rule. Indigenous peoples need to have genuine
decision-making power in their own hands, from constitution-making
to law-making to policy. The primary reason for this is accountability:
it links decision-makers and the consequences of their decisions.
• Capable governing institutions. Indigenous peoples have to be able to
exercise decision-making power effectively. Doing so requires institutional stability, depoliticized dispute resolution mechanisms such as
tribal courts, depoliticized management of resources and enterprises,
skilled administration, and other provisions. These create an environment of governmental action that is stable, fair, competent and reliable,
shifting the focus of government towards nation-building and away from
factional battles over resources.13
• A congruence between formal governing institutions and indigenous political culture. There has to be a match between the formal institutions of
governance and prevailing ideas within the community or nation about
how authority should be organized and exercised. This cultural match
is the source of government’s legitimacy with those being governed,
and therefore a source of its effectiveness (see Lipset 1963). One of
the handicaps facing American Indian nations has been the stark mismatch between indigenous social and political organization on the one
hand and, on the other, an imposed overlay of governing institutions
designed largely by the US government in the 1930s. This has tended to
produce tribal governments that lack support with their own citizens,
have difﬁculty getting things done, and easily become objects of political
opportunism and factional conﬂict.

Cornell | 11

In short, it is the political factors which either limit or release the potential
of economic and other assets.14

The meaning and role of self-rule The ﬁrst of these factors – sovereignty or
self-rule – is of critical interest to this discussion. Sovereignty or self-rule
appears to be a necessary, but not sufﬁcient, condition for sustainable
development on indigenous lands.
I say ‘sovereignty or self-rule’ because of the ideas of exclusivity and
indivisibility often attached to the term ‘sovereignty’. The protection and
expansion of ‘tribal sovereignty’ have long been central political objectives of American Indian nations, but the term has not necessarily implied
separate statehood or absolute authority vested in Indian hands. On the
contrary, its common usage in Indian politics has tended to accommodate the possibility of a shared or limited sovereignty, a usage that has
roots in, among other places, the Marshall trilogy of US Supreme Court
decisions in the 1820s and early 1830s that described Indian societies as
domestic dependent nations that, none the less, remained distinct political
communities and retained exclusive authority within their territories.15
Within this usage, one can imagine a sovereignty that is ﬂexible both in
the degree and the scope of authority across institutional or policy domains
and which is tailored to support a particular relationship between peoples
or nations. In some domains it may be an exclusive sovereignty; in some,
it may be shared. Sovereignty thus becomes a continuous as opposed to
a dichotomous variable.16
This usage, however, is less common outside the United States, where
sovereignty is often viewed in zero-sum terms: to the extent that ‘we’ have
it, ‘you’ don’t.17 The term self-rule, on the other hand, appears to carry less
deﬁnitional baggage.
In any case, the core question from a development viewpoint is simple
and can be phrased in a number of ways: Who controls the primary relationships involved? Who is exercising decision-making power? Who is
calling the shots within a given policy domain or set of decisions? Who’s in
charge? To the degree that the answer to such questions is the indigenous
nation, this is an example of indigenous self-rule. To the degree that the
answer is someone else, it is the absence of self-rule.
The US research noted above shows that as Indian nations expand the
scope and degree of their own decision-making power, the chances of
sustainable economic development rise. This is particularly so in certain
domains such as constitutional authority, the design of governing institutions, law-making, the management of lands and resources, the organization of civil society, and the determination of strategies for community
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Self-determination as an anti-poverty policy As already noted, when the
USA moved to the ‘self-determination’ policy, its intent was modest: to bring
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and economic development. In such areas, the likelihood of achieving
sustainable development rises as power and authority are devolved to
indigenous nations or communities, moving non-indigenous entities, including central governments, from decision-making to resource roles and
freeing indigenous peoples to decide these things for themselves and by
their own criteria.
Admittedly, the shift in jurisdictional power is in itself no guarantee of
sustainable development; it merely makes such development possible. As
the research results summarized above indicate, more is needed. Those
nations making the decisions have to be capable of governing well. They
have to put in place an institutional environment that their citizens support
and which can encourage and sustain economic activity and community
initiatives that ﬁt their strategic objectives and opportunities. But self-rule
itself remains essential. Jurisdiction that is not backed up by effective
governing institutions will be unproductive, but a set of well-designed
governing institutions that lack jurisdictional authority will be toothless.
In either case, the result will be something other than sustainable development.
Why does self-rule play such a large role in producing these effects?
There are several reasons. First, with self-rule, decision-making reﬂects
indigenous agendas and knowledge, making it more likely that solutions
to problems will be appropriate and informed and, therefore, viable. Second, it puts development resources in indigenous hands, allowing a more
efﬁcient use of those resources to meet indigenous objectives. Third, it
fosters citizen engagement in economic and community development,
something effectively discouraged – with the attendant human energy
being wasted – when the nation lacks substantive power. Fourth – and
most importantly – it shifts accountability. Devolution makes governmental
decision-making accountable to those most directly affected. The decisionmakers themselves pay the price of bad decisions and reap the beneﬁts of
good ones. Consequently, and allowing time for a learning curve, decision
quality improves. For generations, authority over indigenous peoples not
only in the USA but in Australia, New Zealand and Canada has rested with
non-indigenous governments, which have seldom been held accountable
to the indigenous peoples they have governed. This divorce between those
with the authority to make decisions and those bearing the consequences
of those decisions has resulted in an extraordinary and continuing record
of central government policy failure in all four countries.
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Indian nations into the administration of federal programmes and quash
Indian complaints about lack of input. But with the federal government on
the defensive, and presented with a policy that paid at least lip-service to the
idea of tribal control over tribal futures, many Indian nations moved quickly
to assert self-governing powers, variously redesigning governing institutions
previously designed by outsiders, taking over management of resources,
retooling development strategies, and displacing federal decision-makers
in an assortment of reservation matters. Some of these assertions were
confrontational. Others unfolded incrementally as tribal leaders took
the initiative in governmental reorganization and constitutional reform,
searched for alternative funding sources through business enterprises,
excluded federal representatives from decision processes, stopped asking permission before acting, and ﬁlled the governmental gaps left by
inadequate, incompetent or paternalistic federal administration.
As they did so, those nations that also backed up their asserted powers
with effective and culturally congruent governing institutions began to see
signiﬁcant results. Among these were reduced unemployment, reduced
welfare rolls, the emergence of viable and diverse economic enterprises
– both tribal and private – on reservation lands, more effective administration of social services and programmes, including those addressing
language and cultural concerns, and improved management of natural
resources. In case after case, such nations proved to be much better at
running their own affairs and managing their own resources than federal
administrators had ever been.18
The US government had inadvertently stumbled on the only policy
that – in three-quarters of a century of federal attempts to improve socioeconomic conditions on American Indian reservations – actually made
signiﬁcant progress against reservation poverty. While the United States
may not have intended the ‘self-determination’ policy launched in the
1970s to include constitutional authority and expanded tribal jurisdiction, a
number of Indian nations chose to interpret it that way and beneﬁted enormously from doing so. Self-determination, it turned out, was an effective
anti-poverty policy – the ﬁrst ever in US relations with Indian nations.
The transferability of US results

The American Indian experience connects self-determination and
self-governance with overcoming poverty. It argues that the way to attack
socio-economic disadvantage among indigenous peoples is not primarily
by organizing centrally designed programmes addressing poverty and its
related social pathologies – although such programmes can provide tribes
with needed resources and expertise – but instead by substantially expand210

ing the jurisdictional authority of those nations and empowering them to
develop capable governing institutions that in turn can support sustainable,
self-determined economies and social programmes of their own design.
But how generalizable is the US case? Can it be extended to Australia,
New Zealand and Canada? Could expanded jurisdiction and constitutional
authority, backed up by effective and culturally congruent governing institutions, yield comparable results in indigenous economic and community
well-being?
Only systematic research can answer such questions deﬁnitively,19 but
I see little theoretical basis for believing the US results are inapplicable to
these other situations. Speciﬁc development outcomes obviously depend
on other factors as well, however, and the translation of these results into
practical policy initiatives in other countries will require careful consideration of speciﬁc indigenous situations. At least three issues appear to be
important: the economic circumstances of various indigenous peoples;
the problem of identifying appropriate units of collective authority; and
the willingness of mainstream societies to tolerate difference and invest
in indigenous capacities. I consider the ﬁrst two of these here and the last
in the concluding section of this chapter.

Economic circumstances Within-country variation in economic resources
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and opportunities obviously has major impacts on the development potential of indigenous peoples. To pick an obvious and extreme US example,
Indian and Eskimo nations located in remote regions of Alaska or on
very small land bases face narrower economic opportunity sets than those
faced by Indian nations located near large metropolitan areas or on large
land bases. Similarly, variation in human capital can affect the ability of
indigenous peoples to take advantage of certain kinds of opportunities
– or at least delay action in response to those opportunities while human
capital investments are made.
Such variation is apparent in all four countries. Many First Nations in
Canada have been left with minuscule land bases, or are located far from
markets and transportation systems. Many Australian Aboriginal communities are remote. The circumstances of Māori peoples likewise vary across
the country. Some groups have higher levels of education or labour force
experience than others.
Such variation does not negate the US results; it is apparent in the USA
as well. Self-determination, self-governance and appropriate and effective
governing institutions create an environment in which sustainable development becomes possible, but the nature and extent of development and of
its impact on the community depend on what each indigenous nation or
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people has to work with and on the speciﬁc decisions it makes. What the
US case indicates is that economic assets – whatever they may be – are
far more likely to be productive where indigenous nations have decisionmaking power and the institutional capacity to back it up.

The social unit of authority But where should decision-making power and
institutional capacity be located? Self-determination and self-governance
require subjects, in the grammatical sense: someone has to do the
determining and governing. In which social units do the rights to selfdetermination reside? Within which social units should the institutions
of self-governance be built? Who, in these processes, is the ‘self’?
In all four countries, one of the most prominent results of a century
or more of colonialism, land expropriation, ethnic cleansing, imposed
population movements, assimilationist programmes and related settlerstate policies has been the transformation of indigenous group boundaries,
many of which were already porous and dynamic long before European
contact. Some collectivities disappeared while others were mixed or fragmented; some boundaries were invented out of whole cloth while others
were solidiﬁed out of pre-existing relationships.
While these processes were common in the United States, the particular
form they have taken there has provided, in most cases, unusual clarity
about the identity of the ‘self’. Despite urbanization and intermarriage
among American Indian groups, tribal societies have continued to exist
and, in some cases, thrive on Indian reservations. While warfare, colonialism and assimilationist programmes came close to extinguishing the
Indian land base, the remnant parcels, some of them substantial, have
combined with the treaty process and the peculiarities of federal Indian
administration to simplify and rigidify inter-group boundaries that had
previously been more complex or ﬂuid. Although this process often ignored
indigenous perceptions, it unintentionally provided a foundation for tribal
continuity and survival (Cornell 1988b).
Today, both as political units and as frameworks of collective identity,
most Indian nations remain robust. The ‘self’ in self-governance has in
most cases been apparent, embedded both in continuing social relations
and cultural practice and in formal political relationships established by
treaty between individual Indian nations and the United States. This clariﬁes where constitutional authority and jurisdiction should be vested and
focuses the challenge of nation-building.20
The situation has been more variable in the other three countries. A
recurring concern in Australia, for example, according to Bern and Dodds
(2000: 163), ‘is how indigenous self-government and representation should
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be structured, given the array of goals that self-government is supposed
to meet, and the diversity of Aboriginal communities’. Much of the organizational structure of inter-group relations in Australia today is embedded
in local or regional, federally funded, indigenous service organizations or
in the national Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC).
Sanders (2002) argues that both the service organizations and ATSIC represent indigenous interests, albeit different sets of interests and in different
ways, but he also acknowledges that many local Aboriginal communities
see neither service organizations nor an elected national body as adequately
representing their concerns.
Bern and Dodds discuss the situation in the Northern Territory, where
Aboriginal polity is constituted in three primary forms: land councils, local
communities, and kinship/language groups. Only the last has traditional
roots. Local communities ‘are largely based on pastoral containment and/or
government/mission institutions’, while the land councils are products
of federal statute (2000: 174). Only a few groups, particularly those with a
geographical base or strong language ties, have been effective at organizing
‘above the level of the local community’ (ibid.: 175). David Martin argues
that in much of Cape York ‘few if any Indigenous community-wide political institutions exist, apart from the quasi-local government community
councils instituted under State legislation, and regional bodies …’ (2001:
14). Many communities are products of enforced relocation to mission
and government settlements; the councils that have emerged in these
situations, he claims, have ‘neither the political nor the moral authority’ required for effective self-governance. Any new institutional order will
require identifying – and perhaps rebuilding – ‘clear centres of political
authority’ (ibid.: 17) in these communities: a difﬁcult task. Meanwhile,
Diane Smith (2002) and others argue for a ‘regionally dispersed, layered’
system of self-governance in which local communities are jurisdictional
building blocks, aggregated for certain purposes into larger structures.
A different indigenous history in New Zealand has led to some similar
issues. According to the Māori historian Ranginui Walker, prior to European incursions the hapu, sometimes described as a clan,21 was ‘the main
political unit that controlled a deﬁned stretch of tribal territory’ (1990: 64).
Angela Ballara (1998) has traced the historical processes that encouraged
Māori to alter this political structure. Such structures are generally dynamic,
but the European agenda shaped the process of change in particular ways.
Negotiating over land, Europeans searched for and encouraged paramount
chiefs at ever larger scales of social organization. Māori responded to land
pressure in part by combining in larger units to defend their interests.
Over time, both Europeans and Māori tended to construct Māori – for
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purposes of inter-group relations – in fewer and larger social groups. The
result was to privilege iwi (conceived as peoples, tribes or confederations
of hapu), over hapu. Formal government policy and the organization of
social programmes have tended to continue the trend in recent years,
leading to what Manuhuia Barcham (2000: 141) calls ‘the iwi-isation of
Māori society’.
But the situation is further complicated by continuing diversiﬁcation. A
majority of Māori now live in cities. Along with the more general integration
of many Māori into New Zealand society, this has produced new sets of
interests that do not easily combine into hapu or iwi constructions. Speaking of the Māori concept of tino rangatiratanga, a polysemous concept that
combines ideas of, among other things, sovereignty, self-determination,
autonomy, nationhood and chieftainship, Maaka and Fleras remark that
‘for some, tino rangatiratanga resides within the hapu; for others, the iwi;
for still others only Māori as a collectivity; and for yet others still, within
the individual’ (2000: 100). Under these conditions, what form should selfgovernment take? (see Humpage, Chapter 9).
In Canada, as in the United States, a lengthy history of treaty-making,
land loss and paternalistic federal administration has reshaped Aboriginal
political relationships and group boundaries. Particularly under the Indian
Act of 1876 and its subsequent amendments, the government of Canada
recognized various groups of Aboriginal people as bands, recognized certain lands as reserved to those bands, replaced indigenous governmental
forms and practices with imposed ones, and, on behalf of assimilationist
goals, regulated numerous aspects of Aboriginal life. While some group
identities and boundaries supported by federal recognition made sense,
others appear to have been chosen at the whim of local administrators
or to be simply the result of a dispersed geography.22 Widely distributed
peoples sharing culture and language were often broken up and isolated
from each other in small numbers on tiny acreages. Their modest selfgoverning powers were exercised through imposed institutions that had
‘no … congruence with the cultural premises of aboriginal people’ (Scott
1993: 322). Today, Canada’s indigenous population is much smaller, in
absolute numbers, than the Indian population of the United States, but
it is divided into many more First Nations located on many more, and
generally much smaller, reserves.
In the 1990s, one of the major concerns of Canada’s Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples was the effect of this historically generated
fragmentation on self-government. The commission concluded that some
Aboriginal bands and communities were too small to effectively exercise
self-governing powers. ‘The problem’, said the commission, ‘is that the
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Conclusion: policy implications

There is substantial evidence from the US case that indigenous selfdetermination has been a critical element in the effort by American Indian
nations to improve their socio-economic conditions. While indigenous
situations in Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the USA vary, certain
commonalities encourage comparative enquiry and a search for transferable policy insights. They suggest that it would be a mistake for other
governments to dismiss the US evidence.
The overall policy implications appear to be three. First, the refusal to
come to grips with indigenous demands for self-determination cripples
the effort – prominent in all four countries – to overcome indigenous
poverty. The two are profoundly connected, and public policy has to take
this into account.
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historical Aboriginal nations were undermined by disease, relocations
and the full array of assimilationist government policies. They were fragmented into bands, reserves and small settlements. Only some operate
as collectivities now. They will have to reconstruct themselves as nations’
(Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996: 26). It went on to suggest
that the thousand or so Aboriginal settlements or reserve communities in
Canada comprised only ‘60 to 80’ such nations, based on bonds of culture
and identity (ibid.: 25). While some Canadian First Nations would dispute
those numbers and might see themselves differently, the underlying issue
remains: at what level of the social order should institution-building appropriately occur? Should it be in bands, tribes, confederations of tribes,
or in different entities in different situations?
These legacies of colonialism and paternalism will not be easy to overcome. In many cases, ﬁnding appropriate social units of authority will be
complex and time-consuming, but the fact that such units are sometimes
no longer obvious is not an argument against self-determination. On the
contrary, it should sharpen the focus of both indigenous peoples and central governments on a critical ﬁrst step in nation building.23 In searching
for such units, several things should be borne in mind. First, the outcome
should be home-grown. Imposed units are likely to be failed units. Second,
the effort will take time. Rebuilding a sense of nationhood requires not so
much exhortation or deadlines as it does careful deliberation and broad
community participation. Third, both indigenous leaders and central governments will have to wrestle with two requirements of such units: they have
to have legitimacy with the people they are going to govern, and they have to
provide an efﬁcacious foundation for governance. Combining legitimacy
and efﬁcacy is one of the major challenges of nation-building.
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Second, implementing indigenous self-determination and building
self-governing capacities will require both innovation and a diversity of
models. A one-size-ﬁts-all approach within any one country – a common
temptation for central governments concerned with administrative control
and convenience – is bound to fail.24 It will come to grief on both the varied
cultural distinctiveness that indigenous peoples have struggled to preserve
and on the social organizational diversity that each country’s history has
imposed on its indigenous peoples.
Third, the best way to avoid the one-size-ﬁts-all recipe for failure is to
let indigenous peoples decide for themselves who the appropriate self in
self-governance is and how self-governing institutions should be structured
– and to accept the variety of relationships and governance solutions that
will surely result. This is what self-determination means. Furthermore,
not only is outsider decision-making in this regard the antithesis of selfdetermination, but neither collective units nor governing institutions that
are imposed by outside authorities are likely to command the respect or
allegiance of the peoples on whom they are imposed – which means they
will not work.
The question of what will actually work ought to be of some concern to
central governments. Surely the rights of indigenous peoples to reshape
the political order they have been forced into and to govern themselves
in their own ways provides a substantial argument for self-determination.
But what the US data show is that there is an economic argument for it as
well, not only from the point of view of indigenous peoples but also from
the point of view of central governments and mainstream societies. They,
too, have something to gain.
Poverty, after all, is expensive. Its costs come in at least two forms. First,
the attempt to alleviate indigenous poverty through social service provision
is an expensive strategy, tending to consist of palliatives instead of cures
and, therefore, to be never-ending. Second, poverty is expensive in terms
of lost resources, trapping human beings in dependency instead of helping
them contribute to their own and other societies. The US data are notable
in this regard, indicating that self-determining indigenous nations not only
are more likely to build economies that support their own peoples, but in
the process also spin off signiﬁcant beneﬁts to non-indigenous communities through jobs, expanded vendor business, reduced welfare rolls, and
the like. Economically, self-determination is a win-win proposition.
If central governments reject the rights-based argument for self-determination, one hopes their economic self-interest will lead them to reconsider.
As my colleague Joseph Kalt and I have written elsewhere (Cornell and Kalt
1998), the US record is clear: if central governments wish to perpetuate
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indigenous poverty, its attendant ills and bitterness, and its high costs, the
best way to do so is to undermine tribal sovereignty and self-determination. But if they want to overcome indigenous poverty and all that goes
with it, then they should support tribal sovereignty and self-determination,
and they should invest in helping indigenous peoples build the governing
capacity to back up sovereign powers with effective governments of their
own design.
Notes
1 For example, according to the United Nations Development Progamme’s
2002 World Development Report, in 2000 Canada ranked third among countries of the world, Australia ﬁfth, the USA sixth, and New Zealand nineteenth
on the Human Development Index, which combines indicators of knowledge,
individual longevity and the standard of living in each country (United
Nations Development Programme 2003).
2 ‘Colleagues’ in this context refers to the community of scholars, practitioners and students concerned with indigenous governance and development issues and afﬁliated with the Native Nations Institute at the University of
Arizona and the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development
at Harvard University.
3 Although some of us have served as advisers on research efforts in both
countries.

5 For additional information on indigenous poverty in these four countries, see Hunter (1999); Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996);
Durie (1998: ch. 4); Henson et al. (forthcoming).
6 Reported to me in Ottawa in January 2003 by the second party to the conversation. See also Salée (1995) for further discussion of this issue in Canada.
7 The range of such work is enormous in all four countries. Illustrations
and accounts can be found in, among many other places, Walker (1990);
Indigenous Constitutional Convention Secretariat (c. 1999); Smith (1993);
Cornell (1988a); Nagel (1996).
8 Anaya (1996: 81) describes self-determination as consisting of ‘two normative strains: First, in what may be called its constitutive aspect, self-determination requires that the governing institutional order be substantially the
creation of processes guided by the will of the people, or peoples, governed.
Second, in what may be called its ongoing aspect, self-determination requires
that the governing institutional order, independently of the processes leading
to its creation or alteration, be one under which people may live and develop
freely on a continuous basis.’
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4 The ﬁgure for the USA is from <http://www.census.gov/prod/2002pubs/
c2kbr01-15.pdf>; for Australia, from <http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs%40.
nsf>; for Canada, from <http://www.ainc-inac.gc.ca/nr/wc/bdg2k3h_e.html>;
for New Zealand, from <http://www.stats.govt.nz/domino/external/pasfull/
pasfull.nsf/web/Media+Release+2001+Census+Snapshot+16+Iwi?open>. All
were accessed in March 2003.
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9 The literature on indigenous status and rights in these societies is vast,
but see, for example, Ivison et al. (2000); Ivison (2002, 2003); Arthur (2001);
Sanders (2002); Nettheim et al. (2002); Fleras and Spoonley (1999); Durie
(2000); Price (2001); Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996); McNeil
(1998); Mohawk Council of Akwesasne (2002); Getches (2001); Wilkins (2002);
Cornell et al. (2002).
10 Such policies have had decidedly mixed results in all four countries.
For example, while considerable progress has been made in some areas, such
as certain aspects of indigenous health, much less has been made in terms of
the more general phenomenon of indigenous poverty.
11 In drawing a distinction between indigenous assertions and state
response, I do not mean to suggest that indigenous peoples have been
uninterested in equity or in addressing the grim realities of poverty. But
indigenous politics in all four countries have tended to be recognitive ﬁrst
and distributive second. While there are exceptions, particularly among urban
populations, rights to land, recognition and self-government have tended
to take priority over socio-economic issues. This has distinguished much
indigenous politics from the more distributive politics of immigrant groups or
other, non-indigenous minority populations.
12 On Alaska, see Case and Voluck (2002); Berger (1985); and Cornell and
Kalt (2003).
13 The idea that governing institutions matter to economic performance
and societal well-being is well-established. See, for example, North (1990);
Oberschall (1990); Barro (1991); Ostrom (1992); Knack and Keefer (1995);
Egnal (1996); and La Porta et al. (1997, 1998, 1999).
14 For these results, see in particular Cornell and Kalt (1992, 1995, 1997a,
1997b, 2000, 2003); also Krepps and Caves (1994); Jorgensen (2000a); Jorgensen and Taylor (2000); Jorgensen et al. (forthcoming); and Harvard Project
on American Indian Economic Development (1999, 2000, 2003).
15 Cherokee Nation v. Georgia, 30 US (5 Pet.) 1 (1831); Worcester v. Georgia,
31 U.S. (6 Pet.) 515 (1832). See the discussion of these decisions in Deloria and
Lytle (1983).
16 See the discussion of sovereignty in Maaka and Fleras (2000: 92–4) and
of devolution in Smith (2002: 3–5).
17 See Tully (2000: 51), who describes this view as holding that ‘either the
dominant state exercises exclusive jurisdiction or the indigenous people do’,
with no middle ground. Labelling this as one of the ‘underlying presumptions’ that states use ‘to legitimize the system of internal colonization’, he
notes that it ignores the possibility that ‘jurisdiction can be shared’.
18 Cornell and Kalt (1992, 1998); Cornell et al. (1998); Jorgensen (1997,
2000b); Jorgensen and Taylor (2000); Krepps (1992); Krepps and Caves (1994);
Wakeling et al. (2001); Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development (1999, 2000, 2003).
19 Such research has begun in Canada and ﬁnds evidence of similar
relationships. See Jorgensen et al. (forthcoming); also Chandler and Lalonde
(1998); and Moore et al. (1990).
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20 Exceptions to this overall pattern include peoples forced together on to
reservations or into shared treaty-making and others fragmented by warfare,
forced migration and other events. Both Alaska and California also include
many small Native groups located on small land bases, limiting human
capital pools and prompting debate about building joint institutions of larger
scale and broader jurisdiction.
21 Walker (1990: 63–5) identiﬁes three basic units of Māori society: the
whanau is an extended family, the hapu is a descent group composed of
related whanau, and the iwi is a descent group composed of related hapu.
Ballara (1998: 161) describes hapu as ‘politically independent corporate and
social groups which also regarded themselves as categorically identiﬁed with
a wider set of people’. Like Walker, she emphasizes the prominence of hapu,
but she also notes that this tripartite organization is neither as rigid nor as
static as a simple description might imply (ibid.: 17–19).
22 There are similar cases in the USA but, thanks in part to differences in
the treaty process, they are less prevalent than in Canada.
23 A number of indigenous peoples have actively taken that step at different
times, from the Ktunaxa-Kinbasket Tribal Council in Canada to the Yakama
Nation in the United States. See, for example, Native Nations Institute for
Leadership, Management, and Policy (2001) and Yakima Nation Review (1978).
24 For discussions of a recent effort by the Canadian government to adopt
just such an approach, see Mohawk Council of Akwesasne (2002) and Cornell,
Jorgensen and Kalt (2002).
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— (2000) ‘Contemporary Māori development: issues and broad directions’,
Working Paper no. 7/2000, Development Studies Programme, University of
Waikato
Egnal, M. (1996) Divergent Paths: How Culture and Institutions Have Shaped
North American Growth, New York: Oxford University Press
Esber, G. S. (1992) ‘Shortcomings of the Indian self-determination policy’,
in G. Castile and R. Bee (eds), State and Reservation: New Perspectives on
Federal Indian Policy, Tucson: University of Arizona Press, pp. 212–23
Fleras, A. (1999) ‘Politicising indigeneity: ethno-politics in white settler
dominions’, in P. Havemann (ed.), Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in Australia,
Canada, and New Zealand, Auckland: Oxford University Press, pp. 187–234

Fleras, A. and P. Spoonley (1999) Recalling Aotearoa: Indigenous Politics and
Ethnic Relations in New Zealand, Auckland: Oxford University Press
Getches, D. H. (2001) ‘Beyond Indian law: the Rehnquist court’s pursuit of
states’ rights, color-blind justice and mainstream values’, Minnesota Law
Review, 86(2): 267–362
Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development (1999) Honoring
Nations: Tribal Governance Success Stories, 1999, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
Project on American Indian Economic Development, Harvard University
— (2000) Honoring Nations: Tribal Governance Success Stories, 2000, Cambridge. MA: Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development,
Harvard University
— (2003) Honoring Nations: Tribal Governance Success Stories, 2002, Cambridge, MA: Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development,
Harvard University.
Havemann, P. (1999) ‘Chronology two: twentieth-century public international
law and indigenous peoples’, in P. Havemann (ed.), Indigenous Peoples’
Rights in Australia, Canada, and New Zealand, Auckland: Oxford University
Press, pp. 18–21

221

Indigenous peoples, poverty and self-determination

Fleras, A. and J. L. Elliott (1992) The ‘Nations Within’: Aboriginal–State Relations in Canada, the United States, and New Zealand, Toronto: Oxford
University Press

Cornell | 11

Henson, E., J. B. Taylor, S. Beane, K. Bishop, S. S. Black, K. W. Grant,
M. Jorgensen, J. King, A. J. Lee, H. Nelson and Y. Roubideaux (forthcoming)
‘Native America at the New Millennium’, in Harvard Project on American
Indian Economic Development, American Indian Research and Grants
Assessment Project: A Report to the Ford Foundation
Humpage, L. V. (2002) ‘Closing the Gaps? The politics of Māori affairs policy’,
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12 | Overview: indigenous peoples’
perspectives on poverty and development
JOHN-ANDREW MCNEISH

The integration of indigenous peoples into development planning is no
longer a new idea. Both the special nature of indigenous poverty and the
possible contribution that indigenous knowledge and technology can make
to sustainable development have been recognized in international development circles since the late 1980s. This recognition has been inﬂuenced by
the growing number of international agreements on indigenous rights, as
well as the publication of the Brundtland Report and the later statements
made at the conclusion of the Rio Summit in 1992, which have been particularly inﬂuential in underlining the importance of indigenous peoples
in future development. Indigenous peoples are now hailed by academics,
development specialists and politicians alike as the ‘guardians of nature’.
The Brundtland Report states:
These communities are the repositories of vast accumulations of traditional knowledge and experience that link humanity with its ancient
origins … It is a terrible irony that as formal development reaches more
deeply into rain forests, deserts and other isolated environments, it tends
to destroy the only cultures that have proved able to thrive in these environments … Hence the recognition of traditional rights must go hand in hand
with measures to protect the local institutions that enforce responsibility
in resource use. And this recognition must also give local communities a
decisive voice in the decisions about resource use in their area. (Brundtland et al. 1987: 114–16)

As outlined earlier in this volume, many international development
organizations, including the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank, have drafted policies and backed projects aimed at encouraging
indigenous participation in development processes. They have sought to
identify strategies and techniques that ﬁt with their recent conversions
to a doctrine of sustainable development. There is no doubt that the integration of indigenous peoples into development thinking is positive,
not only in terms of its contribution to cultural preservation, but also as a
move towards identifying more realistic and sensitive strategies for poverty
reduction. This is an issue taken up again and explored in detail in the

McNeish | 12

chapter by Alarcón-Cháires. While his detailing of alternatives could be
further critically nuanced, this section of the book aims to argue that there
is a considerable need to rethink the assumptions of many indigenous
development policies if the mistakes of previous integrative policies (so
clearly described by Humpage in the case of New Zealand) are not to be
repeated.
Indigenous knowledge and development

There are now numerous well-known examples of the incredible knowledge indigenous peoples have of their local environment. This knowledge
is now recognized as a valuable source of ideas about sustainable development and adaptation to both environmental and economic change. It is
now well documented, for instance, that the Mardu desert people have an
extensive vocabulary for cloud and rain types and other weather phenomena
(Tonkinson 1991: 37). They are also experts in assessing the likelihood and
possible consequences of rainfall in their territory. Another elaborate form
of knowledge is encountered among the Kayapó, who classify over ﬁfty
different types of diarrhoea/dysentery, each one with its respective herbal
treatment (Posey 1987: 24). The Shuar people of Ecuador’s Amazonian
lowlands, in turn, use 800 species of plants for medicine, food, animal fodder, fuel, construction, ﬁshing and hunting supplies (Posey 2000: 188–9).
According to Posey (ibid.: 189–90) there are numerous categories of
traditional knowledge among indigenous peoples ‘which clearly have great
potential for application in a wide range of sustainability strategies’. Tribal
peoples conserve biological diversity, and in some cases provide other
environmental beneﬁts through, for example, soil and water conservation,
soil fertility enhancement, the management of game ﬁsheries and forest
management. By planting ‘forest gardens’ and managing the regeneration of fallow bushland in ways that take advantage of natural processes
and mimic the biodiversity of natural forests, the natives of the Amazon
demonstrate ways of using resources within the land’s carrying capacity.
Similarly, much of the world’s crop diversity is in the custody of farmers who
follow age-old farming and land-use practices that conserve biodiversity
and provide other beneﬁts (ibid.: 189).
Anthropology and particularly economic anthropology have gathered
together an important corpus of information about the logic and techniques of non-Western economic systems and, in doing so, have contributed to wider debates in development practice about these alternatives
to top-down strategies (Korovkin 1998; Goldin 1996; Smith 1984). Now,
recognizing the need for local participation in development planning and
the value of people’s existing techniques, many international development
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organizations have been involved in funding research and projects designed
to further study, catalogue and ﬁnd a place for different kinds of indigenous
knowledge within development planning and policy. As the chapter by
Eversole, Ridgeway and Mercer argues, however, this research has not been
related closely enough with the preoccupations that indigenous people
deﬁne for themselves. Despite some interest in better engagement with
indigenous populations and their knowledge of the local environment,
international development professionals and governments by and large
remain focused on the development of anti-poverty programmes initiated,
or at least funded, by outsiders. As a result indigenous peoples’ own initiatives and strategies have remained largely invisible, except in cases where
they can easily be capitalized on within existing external industries and
markets, for example biotechnology, organic products, crafts, etc.
While there has been some discussion within academic circles of the
possible contribution of indigenous ideas to sustainable development, or
ethno-economics, this has not been reﬂected in development practice. The
practical agents of development have done little more than show their
appreciation of the aesthetic, practical environmental and simple technical
prowess of indigenous peoples. Meanwhile, the philosophical implications
of economic systems that are based on personal relations, and not the
accumulative rationale of market economics, have not been considered
deeply enough. The contrast between the ethical and political structure of
the international economy and that of indigenous economic systems remains largely unmade, and thus the appropriateness of the former remains
unquestioned. This in turn leaves the way open for the kinds of abuse of
indigenous culture demonstrated in the chapter by Simon.
An ontological shift that can encompass different economic rationales
is necessary to achieve a clear understanding of development options.
Speciﬁcally, it has been demonstrated that while conventional Western
economics deals with the theory of goods, and focuses on the subjective relationship between consumers and objects of desire, other kinds
of economics (those of exotic societies) refer to the ‘personal relations’
between people that the exchange of things (gifts) in certain social contexts
creates (Gregory 1982: 8). The outcome of a model of society as an adjunct
to the market is, as Polanyi (1944: 57) so well demonstrated, that instead
of the economy being embedded in social relations, ‘social relations’ are
embedded in the economic system. The practical implication of this change
is that social relations become dependent on economic relations, and
therefore also subject to a tendency of ﬂuctuation and impermanence.
Although a shift to a more sustainable model is needed, as the chapter
by Humpage highlights, national governments still appear incapable of
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relating to indigenous conceptions of development and poverty, or of the
strongly related issues of the politics of rights and inclusion. It is worth
underlining the fact that, as the chapter by Eversole, Ridgeway and Mercer
makes clear, indigenous strategies for poverty reduction tie together environmental, social, economic and political issues.
The way in which indigenous peoples constitute their knowledge of
the environment and manage it still lacks recognition and inﬂuence at
the level of international development bureaucracies. Studies of ecological
knowledge demonstrate that, as a matter of fact, ecological knowledge does
not exist as a separate entity. It is not restricted to a simple compilation
of data (Posey 2000: 188). Rather, it exists as an element of the totality of
the individual’s bonds to the land and all living things, and as a part of the
logically uniﬁed order of humankind, other beings and nature; thus, it also
has a spiritual and supernatural dimension (Cavalcanti 2002). Ecological
knowledge is the outcome of a long learning process that involves an accumulation of information through systematic methods. Amazonian natives’
knowledge of several aspects of the ecosystem such as medicinal plants,
animal behaviour, climatic seasonality and forest and savannah management, for instance, attests to a diversity of knowledge ‘that can contribute
to new strategies for ecologically and socially sound development’ (Posey
2000: 1). This does not happen by accident. For an understanding of nature
to make sense and to offer results, it is necessary that the natives classify,
order and systematize the data that daily experience gives them. Contrary
to simple preconceptions, this ordering has a physical impact on the local
environment as well as human relations with it. As Posey demonstrated,
‘Many so-called “pristine” landscapes are in fact a cultural landscape, either
created by humans or modiﬁed by human activity (such as natural forest
management, cultivation and the use of ﬁre). Indigenous peoples and a
growing number of scientists believe that it is no longer acceptable simply
to assume that just because landscapes and species appear to outsiders to
be “natural” they are therefore “wild” ’ (Cavalcanti 2002: 48).
Indigenous participation in development

Although ‘indigenous participation’ has become accepted in development practice,1 indigenous peoples’ participation in development has been
integrated without real agreement among the international development
community, governments and indigenous peoples themselves as to what
their right to participate in development really means. In order for the ‘right
to development’ to be fulﬁlled, there needs to be more reﬂection on what
is meant by creating ‘capability’ among disadvantaged populations. And
indigenous participation in development needs to be examined in the light
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of wider political debates focusing on the nature of political participation
within ‘advanced liberalism’.
There are now numerous well-known ‘good practice’ examples of
participation in development (Fung and Olin Wright 2003; Webster and
Engberg-Pedersen 2001; Abers 2003; Chavez Miños 2002; Tendler 1997;
Rubin 1997). Yet while these positive experiences have been picked up by
many governments, international organizations and overseas development
agencies as a vindication of and basis for their policies, there is nevertheless considerable multi-disciplinary research available to demonstrate that
these good practice examples should be considered exceptions to the rule
(Cooke and Kothari 2001; Mohan and Stokke 1999; Crook and Manor,
1998; Stiefel and Wolfe 1998; Martínez 1996). For example, Martínez writes
that although programmes for popular participation help to maintain
the stability of the governmental system, such programmes are usually
‘designed without the participation of [constituency] interests, without
their goodwill or agreement. Rarely do they [the government] take into
account local calendars and rhythms, or even less the speciﬁc cultures of
the population; as a rule they are plans and rules imposed and alien to the
concrete processes which operate in reality’ (Martínez 1996: 73). According
to Stiefel and Wolfe: ‘the few projects in which people’s participation has
been successfully introduced and pursued are almost without exception
“accidents” … normally due to the special efforts of one or a few committed
individuals in the organisation of the “target group”, and are not the result
of any planned guidance by the organisation’ (1998: 226).
Using fear of ‘waste’, ‘bad management’ and ‘corruption’ as cause for
intervention, popular participation and often-related decentralization processes are frequently used as a tool for the re-establishment of centralized
control (Cooke and Kothari 2001). In the interests of national sovereignty
and governability, strict rules and numerous checks and balances are introduced and enforced to make sure that popular participation happens in
a controlled and closely monitored environment. In the process, local
informal systems of thought, organization and authority are re-engineered
to match ofﬁcial requirements (though these may be locally manipulated
and/or resisted). Indeed, although the policy language used to introduce
decentralization and popular participation programmes may talk of respect
for local culture and organization, governments generally perceive a need
to deﬁne a standardized system for the whole population, making such
sensitivity difﬁcult, if not impossible, in practice.2 As Juan Gonzalez writes
about Colombia, ‘in spite of the political rhetoric used many times behind
the discourse on participatory democracy and development in the country,
it is the administrative approach that has become dominant’ (2000: 3).
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The appropriation of participatory development by international ﬁnancial institutions, as a means to soften the impact of their economic activities, explains in large part why so many countries have in turn adopted
participation as an element of their national development policy. Indeed,
while ﬁnancial institutions’ appropriation of these development ideas
explains why states’ adoption of them is so widespread, it also provides
some indication as to why present applications of popular participation
differ so much from the way they are understood in radical non-governmental development parlance. Whereas earlier development theorists
supported decentralization strategies as a means to redistribute power,
the World Bank adopted them as a means to streamline and cut the costs
of government administration (Cooke and Kothari 2001). Thus, although
both development theorists and the World Bank supported participatory
development as a means to encourage the self-sufﬁciency of local communities, there is a crucial difference in their thinking. It is important to
underline that this difference in thinking explains to a large extent the way
in which participation has been implemented in practice.
Other than ﬁnancially supporting the design and implementation of
participatory development and decentralization schemes, the bank was in
no way interested in covering the cost of the work towards self-sufﬁciency.
This work is to be shouldered by local communities themselves. At the
root of the World Bank’s policy towards participatory development and
decentralization is an ideological assumption about the role and responsibility of individuals. Individual citizens are free to act in a society and
market in which the state is omnipresent only to ensure that competition
between these individuals is free and unhindered (Foucault 1991: 119). This
is a notion quite different from the socialist and communitarian ideas of
academics involved in debates about participatory development. Interestingly, the World Bank’s understanding of self-sufﬁciency also appears to
move towards an idea of disciplined liberal individualism favoured by
neo-conservatives. Here, we witness ‘the multiple responsibilization of
individuals, families, households, and communities for their own risks’
(Dean 1999: 165).
Through the practice of policy, the World Bank and governments who
support it aim to create a new kind of subject, i.e. individuals who are
self-sufﬁcient and responsible for their own self-improvement (Shore and
Wright 1997). Here the idea matches the analysis of ‘advanced liberalism’
made by Nikolas Rose in that the aim is ‘to govern without governing
society, that is to say, to govern through the regulated and accountable
choices of autonomous agents – citizens, parents, employees, investors’
(Rose 1999: 298). ‘Poverty’ for the new subject ‘is represented not as a
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social problem, but as a new possibility for poor individuals to experience
“empowerment” through the actualization of their own self-management’
(Hyatt 1997: 219).
Under the logic of ‘new public management’, the state acts only to
create the organizational conditions for its citizens’ self-realization. In this
new dispensation, experts no longer act as the direct functionaries of a
‘social’ state. Instead they act as competitive providers of information and
knowledge – for example, risk assessments – that enable individuals and
their communities to steer themselves. As Nikolas Rose writes:
they tutor them in the techniques of self-government – as in the burgeoning of private consultancies and training operations. They provide the information that will allow the state, the consumer or other parties – such as
regulatory agencies – to assess the performance of these quasi-autonomous
agencies, and hence to govern themselves through evaluation and audit.
They identify those individuals unable to self-govern, and either attempt to
re-attach them – through employment training, welfare-to-work etc. – or to
manage their exclusion – through incarceration, or the residualization of
welfare. (1999: 147)

As a means to encourage self-governance and the management of ‘risk’
(Beck 1992), popular participation supports an idea of empowerment. This
idea of empowerment has been hollowed out, or ‘depoliticized’, however,
to establish something quite different from the idea of sharing power.
Existing structures of power are ignored and empowerment understood
mainly in the sense of having a place, a voice within an administrative or
management system. ‘Empowerment’, as Wendy James writes:
now seems to have little more body to it than responsibility delegated
from above, or from the centre, to monitor others below or beyond one, for
whose activities one has to be accountable. One seems to be ‘empowered’
contemporary sense of the word does not seem to entail any direct control
of resources or scope to join with others at the same level in the structure
to pursue collective bargaining with the centre. (James 1999: 14)
Development on their own terms

Through their ﬁght for self-determination, indigenous peoples are
clearly not interested in having their futures managed by others. The following chapters demonstrate that the self-determination of indigenous
peoples has more to do with the right to deﬁne future development on
their own terms than it has to do with questioning the legitimacy of the
235

Indigenous peoples’ perspectives

to take a shred of management responsibility and decision-making, but the
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nation-states in which they have found themselves. Many indigenous
peoples have already discovered for themselves that to uncritically accept
participation in development can result in the reduction of freedom, not its
creation. This is even further reinforced by the top-down nature and often
inﬂexible economic rationale of development policies and programmes.
There is therefore a need for some caution by indigenous peoples and
indigenous rights workers when offered a voice and place within national
and international development plans. Serious questions have to be asked
about the goals and premises of such offers.
Having said that, it is also clear that, with caution, serious advances can
be made. The chapter by Hicks and Somby demonstrates that early recognition of the managerial intentions of elites, government and international
organizations, as well as their ethical rhetoric and concerns, can provide
political opportunities on which indigenous peoples can capitalize. The
Sami in Norway, Sweden and Finland can attribute a large part of their
success in ﬁghting for their rights and autonomy to their abilities to use
their respective governments’ discourses on democracy to their own advantage in terms of expanding their economic, social, cultural and political
rights. There are particular features and conditions (for example, economic
wealth, traditions of social democracy, etc.) within these nations’ histories
that have undoubtedly created a favourable context for the Sami’s efforts.
Their different histories of negotiation with these governments, however,
are none the less instructive in terms of highlighting common ‘pressure’
points on which different indigenous peoples can press to strengthen their
campaigns for rights and against poverty. Indeed, given the extent of coverage now offered by human rights conventions and rights-based models of
development there are parallel mechanisms available to help indigenous
people work on these national ‘pressure points’ for change.
Notes
1 The term ‘indigenous participation’ has been used to refer both to the
participation of indigenous peoples speciﬁcally and to the participation of
local people in general.
2 Although with their emphasis on standardizing individual rights this is
particularly the case in liberal democratic countries, it is even more the case
in countries that still have authoritarian governments.
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13 | Ecological wealth versus social poverty:
contradictions of and perspectives on indigenous
development in Central America and Mexico
PA B L O A L A R C Ó N - C H Á I R E S

One of the characteristics of the current state of human civilization is signiﬁcant scientiﬁc and technological progress. This progress has permitted
humanity great conquests in the pursuit of dominance and supremacy
over itself, nature, time and space. Biotechnology, deep knowledge of the
cosmos, sophisticated communication systems, signiﬁcant progress in
medicine, etc., are examples of such development.
The basic problems of over 50 per cent of human beings are still to be
solved, however. Consisting of what economists call extreme poverty, the ills
affecting the planet, such as hunger, lack of basic healthcare and sanitary
services, lack of educational opportunities, etc., are frequently found among
the populations of the so-called ‘developing’ countries. Social strata in these
countries are increasingly divided, with the worst positions being occupied
by the rural population and, within this, the indigenous population. In
spite of having in most cases a vast and rich natural environment, these
populations have little or no economic wealth.
This chapter includes an overall assessment of environmental conditions in Mexico and Central America, in order to highlight the marked
contradiction between the ecological and biological wealth in the region and
the serious process of impoverishment of its population. It examines the
contributions made by indigenous cultures to ecological management and
conservation, as well as some proposals for alternative development based
on these contributions. Finally, the chapter presents overall guidelines for
development projects involving indigenous peoples and territories.
Social deterioration in the region

Ranked as the poorest region in the continent, Central America is currently facing a new challenge. The consolidation of recently inaugurated
democratic regimes promises an improvement in the quality of life for
its inhabitants. It is therefore a contradiction that, in spite of increased
political and democratic stability in Central America since the 1970s and
1980s, the social indicators in the region continue to deteriorate. Poverty
in Central America is so serious that over half the population is estimated
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to be living in poverty, and approximately a third in conditions of extreme
poverty. In the case of Mexico, the situation is very similar: 60 per cent
of Mexican people are poor and 44.7 per cent of this group are living in
extreme poverty. In the case of Honduras, 70 per cent of the population
is living below the poverty line (CEPAL 1997).
Land tenure is greatly unequal, even where the indigenous model of
land tenure is still in force. For example, in Guatemala in 1989, 66 per cent
of the land was held by 3 per cent of estate holders (Ascher and Hubbard
1989). In this context, there is a regional tendency towards the import
of food, implying the abandonment of traditional primary activities and
tending towards a process of agricultural industrialization (with marked
use of pesticides and fertilizers) and cattle production.
The human development indices for the region show that there are
signiﬁcant differences between the countries in the region.1 The degree
of social precariousness also varies within each country. In Mexico, the
illiteracy rate in the south-east region – where there are more indigenous
inhabitants and greater indigenous cultural diversity – is higher by ten
percentage points than the national average. This is a result of the great
dispersion of population, school leaving due to family-related economic
needs, and infant malnutrition. The lack of healthcare services and access
to local sanitary facilities is also reﬂected in the following rates: only 29
per cent of households have piped water, 49 per cent have drainage services, 30 per cent have earth ﬂoors, 44 per cent use wood as the principal
household energy source, and 18 per cent live in a single room. Seventy-four
per cent of the Mexican indigenous population are living in this region,
representing 16 per cent of the total population.
In short, the Mesoamerican region has a chronically disadvantaged
population, including 15 million people who do not eat as they should,
two-thirds of whom are located in the countryside. According to the United
Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), a ﬁfth of Mesoamerican
people suffer from malnutrition, a rate almost double the percentage for
the whole of Latin America and which is more serious given that, while the
rate decreased in the subcontinent by two points over the past decade, it
increased by two percentage points in the isthmus countries.
In general, a large part of the active population is unemployed, or is
on its way to unemployment. Access to healthcare services and education
has diminished, basic human rights are violated, and children, women and
indigenous peoples are the groups that are mostly affected by this social
deterioration. In addition, Central America frequently confronts natural
disasters such as hurricanes and earthquakes, which signiﬁcantly affect
the process of regional impoverishment.
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In 1995, Central America had a forest area comprising 522,443 square
kilometres (km2). According to some estimates, 18 per cent of those forests
were conifers and the remainder was comprised of broadleaf forests. The
conservation status of the Central American eco-regions revealed that 33 per
cent were in a critical status; 33 per cent were in danger; 15 per cent were
vulnerable; 15 per cent were stable; and 3 per cent were relatively undamaged (Dinerstein et al. 1995).
Mexico, for its part, has a forestry area of 141,745,169 hectares, with 21
per cent composed of forests, 19 per cent rainforests, 41 per cent desert
areas vegetation, 3 per cent hydrophilic and halophitic vegetation, and 16
per cent disturbed areas (Secretaría de Agricultura y Recursos Hidráulicos
1994). At present, fewer than 15 per cent of rainforests and 50 per cent of
forests have been conserved in Mexico. The status of its eco-regions is as
follows: 12.5 per cent in critical condition; 16.6 per cent in danger; 16.6 per
cent in vulnerable condition; 16.6 per cent stable; 12.5 per cent are relatively
undamaged; and 25 per cent unclassiﬁed (Dinerstein et al. 1995).
There are indications of a tendency towards a lower quality and quantity
of tree-bearing mass with consequent ecological implications. In Central
America, the decreasing forest frontier, resulting from the pursuit of agrarian solutions, clearing for cropping and war-related activities, has entailed
high environmental costs. In Nicaragua, for example, the colonization process and the changes in land use have meant that between 100,000 and
150,000 hectares have been deforested per year.
In general, the regional deforestation rate is estimated at 4,603 km2
per year. In Mexico, climatic events and cutting result in a yearly loss
of approximately 500,000 hectares of forests. This deforestation is also
connected to a series of other environmental changes such as erosion
(between 5 and 35 tons per hectare). If we consider that 70 per cent of
this territory is made up of sloping hills (Girot 1997), the environmental
and social cascading effect is obvious.
On the other hand, with nearly 7 per cent of the world’s biodiversity,
Central America is a pillar of the planet’s biological wealth, not only in
terms of the quantity of species it has overall, but also on account of the
high number of endemic species that are found there. Costa Rica, Panama
and Guatemala have over a thousand endemic species each. The biological
speciﬁcity of the Central American eco-regions (based on the richness and
complexity of the species, the endemic species, and the type of ecological
functional processes) enables it to be ranked in the region as Outstanding in
terms of its Bio-Regional Level, that is to say that the eco-regions included in
it are closely dependent on each other (see Dinerstein et al. 1995). Mexico,
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for its part, has 212,900 distinct species, and these represent over 10 per
cent of the planet’s biodiversity. This situation, together with the sensitive
attitude of Central American national governments, has facilitated the
deﬁnition of legal regulations enabling the existence of protected areas
all over the region.
Cultural diversity and diversity of species

According to estimates, there are currently 6,500 cultures worldwide
within the total population of nearly 6 billion. What is important from the
ecological point of view is that there is an overlap between the presence of
indigenous populations and little-disturbed ecosystems. As Kuna Geodisio
Castillo from Panama has put it, ‘ … where there are forests, there are
indigenous people, and where there are indigenous people there are forests’
(see Figure 13.1). An indigenous population of approximately 19 million
people distributed in something over a hundred groups is estimated to be
living in Mexico and Central America (Table 13.1).
Conservation of nature and indigenous peoples

Various international organizations, researchers and scholars agree that
indigenous groups are the naturally allied groups for conservation and
good management of ecosystems. This occurs because, as Clad (1982)
has pointed out, the lifestyles of indigenous cultures are based on the
sustainable management of their local ecosystems.
Reichel-Dolmatoff (1976) argues that indigenous groups have a set of
ecological principles combined with a social system and economic rules,
contributing to a feasible equilibrium between nature and social requirements. According to Berkes et al. (1993), indigenous peoples’ conservationist approach to the management of ecosystems is based on the protection
of some biological communities, habitats and species, and the protection of
some species development, as well as organized use of resources under
the supervision of a local expert.
There are more deeply embedded reasons that highlight the role of
indigenous peoples in the conservation of natural environments. To Toledo
(1992a), the interaction between indigenous peoples and nature goes beyond physical observation and is closely linked to the indigenous perception of the world. This view of the world includes the whole set of beliefs
represented and expressed by means of myths and rituals that allow them to
explain themselves and, most importantly, to establish a relationship with
their sacred nature. The song sung by the Huichol’s shaman to the deer,
the Chaa chak rain invocation of the Maya, the ceremonies celebrated by
the Pipil after a good harvest, etc., are examples of the indigenous vision
242
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figure 13.1 Indigenous presence in Central America

243

Ecological wealth versus social poverty

in pursuit of a reciprocal relationship with Mother Nature. The indigenous
concept of nature implies a conceptualization of themselves, because they
see themselves as part of nature – Mother Nature provides them with their
food, their clothing, their housing, their own essential features.
Based on an ethical code, indigenous peoples use their natural resources
with a view to the welfare of future generations. As an indigenous person
told anthropologist Martin Von Hildebrand, ‘ … the difference between you
and us is that while you set aside a money inheritance for your children, we
provide for an inheritance based on trees and animals’. And it is precisely
this vision and attitude towards nature which have come to take second
place in the dominant, ‘civilized’, ‘modern’ and ‘progressive’ society. Immersed in the ‘individual self’ and the ‘here and now’, the ‘developed’ world
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table 13.1 Mexico and Central America: total, rural and indigenous population

is increasingly losing itself in its pursuit of the fulﬁlment of pleasures,
rather than the fulﬁlment of needs.
In addition to indigenous peoples’ involvement in the management
of protected natural areas, there is a silent ecological activism headed by
indigenous groups in various locations in Mexico and Central America. In
Honduras, for instance, the Misquito and Pesch indigenous groups, working together with the Garifuna and Ladinos,2 have established the Comité
de Vigilancia de Tierras (CVT). The CVT is a committee for the supervision
of lands with the purpose of stopping the invasion of colonists, farmers
and cattle raisers in the Plátano River Biosphere Reserve. The CVT also
participates in marine turtle conservation programmes.
Protected natural areas and indigenous peoples
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The International Union for the Conservation of Nature deﬁnes protected natural areas as land and/or sea regions speciﬁcally devoted to the
protection and maintenance of biological diversity, and the associated
natural and cultural resources managed by means of legal or other kind of
procedures. According to IUCN/WCPA/WWF (2000), the advantage of using
this term lies in the fact that it includes social, economic and cultural
interests, as well as the values, rights and responsibilities of local communities living in or around protected natural areas (PNAs).
Indigenous populations live in 85 per cent of Latin American PNAs
(Colchester 1994). PNAs in Mexico and Central America match the presence
of several indigenous groups (Table 13.2). All indigenous groups in Belize,
Nicaragua, Honduras and Costa Rica are to be found in a PNA, while half
or more are living in a PNA in the other countries.
This indicates that indigenous peoples are among the major actors
responsible for safeguarding the natural wealth of global and national
societies. Some experiences in various worldwide locations where indigenous peoples participate in PNA conservation and management activities
demonstrate that there is no conﬂict among indigenous groups, conservation and alternative development models. In general terms, the cases
where the conservation of nature is a socialized act supported by participatory democracy, and where indigenous peoples play a signiﬁcant
role in conservation decision-making, can be considered successful – in
spite of the small number of such cases. Moreover, progress in ecological
research (evolutionary ecology) has shown that the interaction between the
indigenous groups and nature is so close that, when indigenous management of nature ceases, the ‘natural’ system decays, requiring even greater
time to attain stability.
Local indigenous groups’ knowledge of PNA ecosystems provides

Alarcón-Cháires | 13

opportunities for an improved quality of life. Such is the case with the
Tawahka experience in the Tawahka Asagni Biosphere Reserve in Honduras (Benítez and Leyva 1998). And there are various other examples
of indigenous peoples’ management of natural areas; for instance, the
Talamanca National Park and Indigenous Reserve in Costa Rica. There,
the Bribri Territory Development Association, ADITIBRI, has designed
a reserve management programme based on traditional systems which,
at the same time, contributes to the conservation of national resources.
Within this scheme there are conservation, agricultural, economic, cultural,
communication and social activities in which indigenous peoples actively
participate (García-Segura 1998).
Similarly, in the Kuna Yala region, Panama, the administrative, territorial
and managerial control of natural resources is in the hands of indigenous
peoples represented in the National Congress of the Kuna, a body governing
all the activities in this territory (see Arias 1998). And in Nicaragua, some
actions and zones of the Marine Biological Reserve of Cayos Miskitos and
Franja Costera (regions of Mismakad, Karata and Laguna Woutha) are the
responsibility of the Miskito, who, in addition to regulating access to natural resources, participate in the design of management programmes and
explore economic alternatives for their communities (IUCN/WCPA/WWF
2000). Also in Nicaragua, the Mayagna Sumu have presented a proposal
for the implementation of a management plan for the Bosawa Reserve,
table 13.2 Presence/inﬂuence of indigenous populations in protected
natural areas of Mexico and Central America
Country

Belize
Nicaragua
Panama
Honduras
Costa Rica
El Salvador
Guatemala
Mexico
total*

Protected natural
areas/presence
of indigenous
groups

Presence of
indigenous
groups in PNAs
as per (total for
the country)

PNAs with
indigenous
individuals, as
per (total for
the country)

9/3
26/3
10/5
17/6
9/10
28/2
43/19
33/31

3 (3)
3 (3)
5 (8)
6 (6)
10 (10)
2 (3)
19 (22)
31 (62)
80

9 (37)
26 (75)
10 (37)
17 (37)
9 (123)
28 (94)
43 (104)
33 (89)
175

(* Neither ethnic groups nor repeated PNAs among countries are broken down
in this total)
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including historical and socio-economic research, mapping of the territory, passing of internal ecological regulations, and a conservation and
sustainable development programme for shock-absorbing zones (RobinsLino 2000).
In Belize, the Instituto de Manejo Indígena (Institute for Indigenous
Management) of the Sarstoon-Temash National Park has greatly inﬂuenced
the knowledge and traditional practices which, assessed on scientiﬁc
criteria, have allowed for the inclusion of a wide range of the park’s biodiversity in its management plan. The system of community co-management in Belize has facilitated the participation of the Q’eqchi in the Four
Blues National Park and the Aguacaliente Sanctuary (Sánchez 2000). In
Guatemala, the Itza have organized into cooperative groups in order to
provide for the conservation and management of 80 per cent of their territory located within the Maya Biosphere Reserve. And in the Sierra de Las
Minas Biosphere Reserve, external initiatives are promoting the integration
of the Keckchi and Poqomchi indigenous groups and the conservation
and management of the region’s natural resources. These cases suggest
a promising trend, and more research needs to be done to clarify the suggested linkage between indigenous peoples’ management of natural areas
and changes in the income/quality of life of these populations.
Conservation of nature and indigenous peoples: are they linked
by a direct relationship?
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The image of the ‘noble savage’ that has been usual in anthropological
and ethnological research for many years is currently subject to debate.
Various examples from all over the world indicate that the issues of conservation of nature and indigenous peoples are not always compatible.
This situation should be analysed, however, in the light of the modern
history of these peoples and the role of Western society in establishing
new guidelines for behaviour.
In some cases, the abrupt incorporation of indigenous peoples into
national and international dynamics through the tourist industry, or the
demand for regional natural resources, has led to the acquisition of foreign
values, contributing eventually to nature’s exploitation. In other cases, the
‘exclusion principle’ typical of nature conservation activities in the region
restrains access by local indigenous populations to the existing natural
resources within the PNA, and disregards the fact that these peoples may
have been living in the region for centuries. In the case of Honduras, the
phenomenon of indigenous migration towards areas that differ from their
own in ecological terms has turned some PNAs into open spaces and ‘territories subject to predation’, resulting in their progressive deterioration.
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Thirty years ago, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) recognized the need to respect the right of indigenous peoples to
their lands when establishing protected areas, recognizing the value of
their lifestyles, and to design tools to turn their lands into conservation
areas without the occupants giving up their rights or being displaced.
Agreements resulting from the twenty-ﬁrst Rio de Janeiro Summit agenda,
particularly those related to the conservation of biodiversity, support this
view on indigenous rights.
In spite of this, the vast majority of the protected areas established have
violated these rights. According to scientiﬁc estimates, 1 million square
kilometres of forests, savannahs, pasturelands and crop lands in Africa
have been redeﬁned as protected areas, but in most of them the indigenous
rights to ownership, control and management of those areas have been
denied. The number of people who have been displaced by these protected
areas is unknown, and little has been done to reduce the resulting ills and
poverty (Forest Peoples Programme 2003).
The region of Takarkunyala, located in the Darien National Park in
Panama, is considered a sacred place by the Kuna because of a mountain
bearing the same name. The ANAM (National Environment Authority) has
forbidden the Kuna to use the territory in a traditional way. The park and
the Humedal de Patiño PNA overlap the Emberá-Wounaan region, where
the same restrictions apply. The traditional hunting and ﬁshing activities
carried out by the Maleku indigenous people from Costa Rica have been
restricted by the establishment of the PNA and wildlife refuge of Caño
Negro on indigenous lands.
In Mexico, the Cucapá, who have been living by the Colorado river
located in the biosphere reserve of Alto Golfo and by the river’s delta for
thousands of years, are prevented from carrying out their main economic
activity – ﬁshing. This has led them to ﬁle a claim with the National Human
Rights Commission over the pressure exerted on them by the environmental authorities.
The creation of new protected natural areas, where local authorities’
involvement is relegated to second place, tends to ‘encapsulate’ these
biologically wealthy zones for foreign interests. This occurs even when it
implies the eviction and migration of local communities – more precisely
indigenous communities – as with the Tzeltal, Tzotzil, Tojolabal, Chol and
Lacandon communities in the Montes Azules Biosphere Reserve, Mexico.
The vacation of the area by indigenous peoples is intended to further
biological conservation. But if such plans are implemented, the displaced
communities are likely to suffer from greater poverty and marginalization, as well as fewer development opportunities. In Cuetzalan, Mexico,
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an ecological reserve (an administrative structure with more concessions
for the use and exploitation of nature) is being planned against the local
community’s will, and calls have already been made speciﬁcally targeting
private initiatives for the creation of ‘eco-tourism’ projects in a region
considered to be a priority for conservation by the CONABIO (National
Commission for Biodiversity).
The Mesoamerican model for the management of natural
resources

Economic alternatives for indigenous peoples

Different classiﬁcations can be used to assign values to biodiversity,
depending on the beneﬁts provided to society. These values go beyond
the economic sphere because they include aesthetic, cultural, spiritual,
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There are practical examples where the cosmology and knowledge of
indigenous peoples are reﬂected in the management of ecosystems and
natural resources. They generally differ from the modern model because
they are based on rational thinking with different objectives. The economy
of indigenous families is based on self-sufﬁciency in terms of basic consumer products and their production systems, implying space, time and
biological diversiﬁcation, so that different materials, energy and services
are available from different sources throughout the year.
The creation of synergies contributes to an enhanced production system,
in which the recycling of matter and energy generally results in a stable
and independent system, meeting minimum food, housing and health
needs. This model is not static, however. It is immersed in a continuous
process of incorporation, removal, change and transformation of structure
and operation. It is also inﬂuenced by the introduction of external agents
and technological innovations.
Additionally, the incorporation of state-of-the-art technology (by means
of geographical information systems, expanded digital services inside the
community, ongoing update and training of indigenous staff, etc.) and the
creation of internationally competitive indigenous community companies
have in no way meant giving in to the current global development model.
In contrast, they have implied the taming of the pervasive neo-liberal
model by preserving features of the Mesoamerican model in which local
institutions are in charge of decision-making and the production system
is endogenous and self-supporting. There are many examples in Mexico
of successful experiences of natural resource management and proposals
for alternative development models designed by indigenous communities
in what Toledo (2000) has called ‘the other zapatism’.
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functional and ethical aspects, among the most important features (see
de Alba and Reyes 1998). This section offers a ‘utilitarian’ translation
of these values so that nature’s value may be understood in the light of
economic pragmatism. It is important to clarify that this utilitarian translation of the value of nature is intended merely to emphasize the economic
opportunities of natural resource exploitation. It does not mean that it is
the only value, or the most important one. The potential opportunities
could include:

Sale of environmental services The policies implemented by most
Latin American governments have undervalued the price and the actual
importance of nature, particularly of the forest sector. Despite the insistent
call for the need to incorporate nature-provided goods and services into
national and international accounts, this rarely occurs. In an attempt to
pay off the ecological debt that First World countries have with Southern countries, innovative government policies have been designed. For
example, Costa Rica has sold carbon capture services totalling US$100
million per year, i.e. half the amount allocated to subsidies from the forest
industry to other sectors in 1992. In Mexico, the value of the yearly capture
of carbon per hectare is US$3,600 for forests and US$5,400 for rainforests
(Muñoz 1994). In Costa Rica, the World Bank has estimated the yearly value
of tropical forest at US$2,000 per hectare. The biodiversity preservation
costs under sustainable conditions are estimated at US$77 per hectare per
year (Aguirre-González 1997).
Among the environmental services provided by forest and rainforest
conservation activities is the conservation of nutrients for the lands of
small grain producers, which would save US$38.80 per hectare at national
level. The reforestation of only half of the area sown with maize and beans
entails a beneﬁt for the natural capture of nutrients which would translate
into thousands of dollars in savings (ibid.).

Bioprospecting studies The main arguments for bringing a halt to deforestation and the destruction of natural resources – particularly in
developing countries (which paradoxically have great genetic wealth and
little technological capacity) – are focused on the loss of opportunities
for obtaining therapeutic drugs for various diseases. The World Health
Organization estimates that 80 per cent of the population in developing
countries (4 billion people) use traditional medicine for primary sicknesses.
According to Morán (1999), the pharmaceutical industry pays between
US$50 and 100 per sample for a potentially useful plant for the industry,
although this sum may be doubled in the case of active ingredients.
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Belize has allocated part of its territory to the establishment of the
First World Ethnobotanical Reserve, which is intended to recognize and
reinforce the relationship between the Maya peoples and nature. The Kuna
from Panama regulate the research conducted on their territory by issuing
permits and through a commitment to providing knowledge and technology transfer (Chapin 1991), in order to monitor authoring rights on the
results of bioprospecting studies. It is estimated that the pharmaceutical
value of forests in Mexico could be between US$26 million and 4.6 billion
per year.

Agroforestry Some agroforestry production systems managed and designed
by indigenous peoples have been more productive than modern systems. An
example of sustainable resource management is provided by the Totonaco
in Mexico. By means of their diversiﬁed management of the natural resources and the equitable distribution of land (smallholdings) they are able
to obtain a US$8,000 annual return from agroforestry and cattle production.
These kinds of practices combining maize crops, pasturelands, forests and
solares (pieces of land for construction) contribute to the diversiﬁcation
of species – 355 in the case of El Totonacapa – which are efﬁciently used
and managed (Toledo et al. 1994).
Something similar occurs with the production of coffee. Sixty-ﬁve per
cent of organic coffee producers in Mexico are members of indigenous
groups and their traditional production scheme (based on biodiversiﬁcation, multiple use of the ecosystem, zero inputs, etc.) has caused the country
to be ranked as the best producer of coffee at international level. This
product generates nearly US$20 million per year given the added value of
organic products in the international market (Moguel and Toledo 2000).
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Conservation and management of protected natural areas The Instituto
de Manejo Indígena (Indigenous Management Institute) from the SarstoonTemash National Park – with Q’eqchi and Garifuna members – was granted
US$800,000 over three years by international organizations such as the
World Bank and the Global Environment Facility for the development of a
management programme, the elaboration of an inventory of resources, the
elaboration of traditional ecological knowledge records, and the reinforcement of management ability (IUCN/WCPA/WWF 2000).
In the case of Mexico, there are studies indicating that individuals would
be willing to pay US$10 per hectare in order to secure a natural legacy for
generations to come, which in this country would translate into US$112
million (de Alba and Reyes 1998).
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Foreign debt in exchange for nature One of the strategies sought by various
international conservation agencies involves the purchase of the foreign
debt of developing countries and its exchange for nature conservation. In
1991, Mexico and Costa Rica opted for this strategy through conservation
organizations such as Conservation International, the World Wildlife Fund,
the National Parks Foundation of Costa Rica, Nature Conservancy, the Rain
Forest Alliance, the Monteverde Conservation League, as well as other
Dutch and Swedish organizations. In Costa Rica, nearly US$12 million is
spent every year to maintain national parks, but the exchange of foreign
debt for nature generated US$330 million in 1991 (Phillips 1998), thus indicating that there is a positive economic balance to further conservation.
The conservation of nature under a traditional low-impact management
scheme implies great savings in national accounts. According to estimates
by Pimentel et al. (1995), the cost of (eolian and hydric) soil erosion and
its environmental, sanitary and productive impact in the United States
(no information is available for other countries) was US$44 billion per
year, while prevention practices accounted for US$8.4 billion; that is, they
were ﬁve times less expensive. In Mexico, it is estimated that the services
provided by forests and rainforests as a result of water treatment would
amount to US$160 per hectare, while the yearly cost of avoiding salinization
caused by deforestation would be US$50 per hectare (UAES 1997).
Tourism Tourism is considered to be the second-most proﬁtable industry
after drug dealing, generating 10.9 per cent of the worldwide gross domestic product. This has been analysed by various indigenous organizations
which are currently developing eco-tourism projects aimed at foreigners
interested in nature. Some successful examples of this alternative type of
tourism in Mexico are the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve (Maya), the Indigenous Community of Nuevo San Juan Parangaricutiro (Purepecha group),
the Cancun–Tulum tourist corridor (Maya), Sierra de Juarez (Zapotec and
Chinantec groups) and the Gulf of California (Seris).
Wild animals The economic value of many species that are illegally hunted
in the tropical region is dramatically reduced. For instance, jaguars are
often found to cause damage in rural areas, thus resulting in their illegal
hunting. Under these circumstances, jaguar pelts can fetch as much as
US$150. If hunting practices and the sale of fur had been carried out by
sustainable means, the income from fur would have been US$20,000; while
the sale price of 4,300 kilograms of meat of nine wild species obtained
through traditional hunting practices would be nearly US$12,900. Controlled hunting of wild turkeys in communities from Quintana Roo, Mexico,
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generates between US$850 and 1,600 per hunting trip (Quinto-Adrián 2000).
Based on the appropriate impact studies, the fauna may also be exploited
by means of the sale of insects, ornate birds, marine shells, etc., for educational and academic purposes and for worldwide private collectors.
Some experiences from the Amazon region have demonstrated the feasibility of zoo breeding facilities for the production of meat for human
consumption and fur for the international market. An example is the
breeding of crocodiles, which may generate over US$14,500 per hectare
per year (Nations and Coello-Hinojosa 1989).

Diversiﬁed use of ecosystems This includes the use of forests and rainforests to produce food, medicines, timber, tools, domestic power, forage,
ﬁbres, resins, drugs, colorants, rubber, ﬂavouring and sweetener. Under this
regime, the net value per hectare of rainforest was estimated at US$9,000
for 1992, comparatively higher than the US$3,184 income from plantations and the US$2,960 from cattle-raising activities in the same region
(Toledo 1992b). In Mexico, the timber and non-timber use of its temperate
forests may generate US$528 million in income, while income from its
rainforests may amount to US$729 million per year (Gobierno de México
1996). Eco-tourism activities may generate approximately US$34 million
per year (CSERGE 1993).
Development versus indigenous expectations?
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Promoted by international funding agencies such as the Inter-American
Development Bank and the World Bank, several production projects, including mining, hydraulic and energy engineering works, forest extraction
and mass tourism, are under way in indigenous territories without the
indigenous communities’ consent.
The situation in Panama illustrates to a great extent what is happening
in the region. The Ngöbe have been ﬁghting the Cerro Colorado mining
project developed for decades by PANACOBRE S.A., a Canadian company.
The Ngöbe-Bugle indigenous community has also ﬁled suit with the Supreme Court of Justice of Panama and has won protection rights against
the implementation of the Tabasará hydroelectric project. This community
has also been affected by the construction of the Chiriquí-Provincia Boca
del Toro highway, and no compensation has been granted until now for
the resulting environmental impact. The Kuna and Emberá-Wounnan have
sued the government for breaching the compensation agreements and
for the environmental damage caused by the construction of the Bayano
hydroelectric dam. In spite of the recommendations by the World Commission on Dams and the public’s opposition, Presidents Alfonso Portillo
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from Guatemala and Vicente Fox from Mexico announced the construction
of a hydropower dam in the Altos del Usumacinta, including ﬁve small
dams from El Petén, Guatemala, through Marques de Comillas, Chiapas,
to Tabasco, Mexico. It is estimated that this will ﬂood an area covering 10,000–12,000 square kilometres, including 800 archaeological sites
(Yaxchilán, Piedras Negras and Altar de Sacriﬁcios, etc.) and cooperative
settlements of over 50,000 people, and will result in the loss of millions
of precious trees and wildlife.
Another case is the construction of the ‘El Cajón’ dam currently under
way in the western region of Mexico (Nayarit), which threatens not only to
increase population density, but also to ‘erase from the map’ a great part
of the sacred geography of the Huichol, Cora, Tepehuano and Mexicanero
indigenous groups. Furthermore, electriﬁcation works in the region have
been carried out against the will of these indigenous peoples and a struggle
to stop such government actions aimed at indigenous ‘development’ has
set in. Local peoples are aware that where such projects have been implemented there have been negative changes, from shifts in eating habits as
a result of the increase in availability of low-nutrition products such as
bottled soft drinks to the decline in ancient indigenous customs among
young members of the population as result of the introduction of slot
machines and television. To oppose this the Huichol in the indigenous
community of Santa Catarina have presented a proposal for electriﬁcation
to be carried out by means of solar panels. Such a system is more viable
given the topographic conditions of the area. It is also less expensive and
is able to limit the electriﬁcation of items that are causing problems in
communities and threatening to change the environment, the internal
social relationships and community institutions.
In this context, communities such as the independent municipalities
of the state of Chiapas and Oaxaca are ﬁghting to strengthen indigenous
institutions. In the case of the Nahua indigenous community of El Coire
on the Michoacan coast of Mexico, the processes imposed by the national
government are markedly diminishing. Disregarding regulations that require the creation of party lists and membership, this community has
recovered its traditions and customs through the spontaneous, open and
free election of community representatives. Although it may seem simple,
such action is a signiﬁcant act of rebellion against government policies that
have favoured disintegration in the surrounding communities.
Conclusion

There is an urgent need to pursue development alternatives based on
the natural, knowledge-related and technological wealth of indigenous
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peoples. The approach may well be a hybrid one, incorporating viable
modern options that offer improved standards of living. The challenge is
to ﬁnd a way in which the indigenous peoples may keep relevant cultural
trappings while adapting to modern developments and change.
This does not mean reinterpreting ‘sustainable development’ per se.
In fact, various experiences indicate that the indigenous populations were
the ones that created and have been applying for hundreds of years what is
now called sustainable development. This means that the task is to recover
and reinforce indigenous peoples’ culture of sustainability towards nature,
and for knowledge of this to be disseminated.
The problems of indigenous peoples and poverty go beyond the socioeconomic and political sphere and become an ethical issue. An initial step
towards overcoming these problems may be to make worldwide public
opinion aware of how important indigenous peoples are as owners of a great
part of the planet’s biological legacy, and how important their knowledge
is as regards the sustainable management of ecosystems. Such recognition
should include accepting that these peoples, in spite of their very different
perspectives and ways of life, deserve respect.

Notes
1 The country rankings are as follows: Costa Rica, 34; Panama, 45; Mexico,
49; Belize, 63; Guatemala, 111; El Salvador, 114; Honduras, 119; and Nicaragua, 126.
2 People of mixed indigenous and Spanish ancestry.
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Indigenous poverty and grass-roots strategies

Around the world, people who identify themselves as indigenous are
consistently found to be among the most disadvantaged. Culturally distinct, often historically dispossessed and living within the inﬂuence of a
dominant culture whose rules and values differ signiﬁcantly from their
own, indigenous peoples face a range of obstacles. Depending on their
particular circumstances, they may lack access to appropriate services,
suffer poor living conditions, and ﬁnd that they have little say as individuals
or groups in the decisions that affect them. Given the conditions of poverty
of many indigenous peoples, the question becomes: how to overcome these
obstacles and reverse situations of disadvantage.
Outsiders who want to assist with problems such as poverty generally
recognize that solutions cannot be imposed, but must rather reﬂect indigenous peoples’ own priorities and ways of doing things. Those people
who know their communities’ situation from the inside are often in the best
position to identify what the important issues are, and what strategies are
most likely to work to address these issues. This is even more clearly the
case for indigenous peoples, who deﬁne themselves as culturally distinct
from other populations, and whose values and ways of doing things may
therefore be quite different from those of outsiders who come to them
wanting to help (see, e.g., Simonelli and Earle 2003; Wilson 2003; Healy
2001).
An entire literature around ‘grass-roots’ and ‘community’ development
recognizes the wisdom of supporting local solutions to local problems
and valuing the insider knowledge of communities (e.g. Ife 2002; Healy
2001; Blunt and Warren 1996; Chambers 1994; Hirschman 1984). At the
same time, there is also a growing recognition that, while ‘bottom up’
may be preferable to ‘top down’ social change, locals do not have access
to all the resources they need to solve problems such as poverty (see, e.g.,
Keare 2001; Mohan and Stokke 2000). Partnerships and collaboration with
outsiders, as well as the ability to inﬂuence the policy environment through
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self-advocacy and democratic processes, are thus necessary. For indigenous
peoples, working with non-indigenous individuals and organizations can
provide valuable resources and support – so long as they retain control of
the processes that affect them.
What kinds of anti-poverty strategies do indigenous peoples themselves
choose to pursue? Given the emphasis on the importance of indigenous
peoples driving their own anti-poverty agendas, the dearth of practical
studies on this topic is surprising. There is some work in the area of indigenous political movements and self-advocacy (e.g. Burgete Cal y Mayor
2000; Ramos 1998; Smith 1983) as well as a handful of studies dealing
speciﬁcally with indigenous economic development (McBride 2001; Anderson 1997; Cornell and Kalt 1992), and several related explorations of the
concept of ‘ethno-development’ in Latin America (Healy 2001; Partridge
and Uquillas 1996; Plant 1998; van Nieuwkoop and Uquillas 2000; Radcliffe
2003). There is also a strong tradition of work in anthropology, and particularly economic anthropology, explicating the functioning and logic of
non-Western social and economic systems. Some good research has been
done on the changing economic strategies of indigenous peoples within
their larger social and economic contexts (e.g. Korovkin 1998; Goldin 1996;
Smith 1984). Yet much of this work has not addressed the preoccupations
of those interested in the practical business of ﬁghting poverty. International development professionals and governments, for their part, have
tended to focus their analysis on anti-poverty programmes initiated, or at
least funded, by outsiders, while indigenous peoples’ own initiatives and
strategies have remained largely invisible.
This chapter offers a closer look at ‘insider’ or community-driven antipoverty strategies in one indigenous Australian community over a two-year
study period (from April 2001 to April 2003). The context is urban, characterized by close daily contact with mainstream Australian culture. Thus,
the context differs signiﬁcantly from that of isolated/remote Australian
indigenous communities. This is also a very diverse community, including
people from the local country and linguistic group as well as indigenous
Australians from other areas. There are also divisions among family groups,
and a history of inter-family conﬂict. Thus, this is not the cohesive social
unit that the label ‘indigenous community’ might suggest. Nevertheless,
indigenous residents of the area do share a common indigenous identity
(comprising only about 3 per cent of the town’s population of about 30,000,
with a total of about 2,800 people in the larger region). As a result, they
often speak of the local indigenous people or indigenous community as
a clearly deﬁned – though clearly diverse – interest group.
This chapter details a range of initiatives that have been created by and
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for members of this indigenous community in order to address particular
manifestations of poverty. The goal here is not to evaluate the effectiveness
of each initiative – that would take many more pages than are available
here, and also enter into eminently more political terrain. Rather, the aim
is to provide a broad overview of what was done and what was proposed
by indigenous people and organizations during the two-year study period.
Such an overview allows us to highlight how members of indigenous groups
in one local area deﬁne poverty and the kinds of actions and strategies
they use to address it. It also provides an opportunity to explore the way
in which relationships between the indigenous community and outsiders
are often central to the process of social change.
Solving poverty from the inside? Indigenous initiatives in one
town

Indigenous people comprise approximately 2 per cent of the total Australian population. Of this total, 30 per cent is registered as living in major
cities, 26 per cent in remote or very remote areas, and the remainder in
non-metropolitan regional centres such as the town that was the site of
this study. Findings of a recently released Australian Commonwealth government report, Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage: Key Indicators 2003
(SCRGSP 2003), reﬂect the consistent conclusion that indigenous Australians are by far the poorest and most marginalized sector of the Australian
population when judged by mainstream economic, housing, employment
and related standards.1 The average median family income for indigenous
Australians is currently 68 per cent that of non-indigenous Australians, and
an estimated 30 per cent of all indigenous households are income-poor.
In addition, the indigenous unemployment rate is four times higher, the
imprisonment rate is sixteen times higher, and life expectancy at birth is
25 per cent lower (Altman 2001; Yencken and Porter 2001) – about twenty
years less than that of non-indigenous Australians.
Poverty among Australia’s indigenous population is directly linked to
processes of forced dispossession, and many have argued that the dramatic
decline into poverty can be dated precisely to what Johnson (2000: 8) has
called that ‘single catastrophic event – the English colonisation of this
country’. Prior to 1788 – and using such indicators as health and ﬁtness,
spiritual well-being, diet and available leisure time – historians such as
Geoffrey Blainey (1985: 11) have mounted a strong argument that ‘… the
standard of living in a normal year was high; higher than that of at least
70 per cent of the population of Europe in 1788’. Since 1976, when the
Aboriginal Land Rights Act (NT) was enacted, both parliament and the
courts have started to recognize native title rights, albeit tentatively. Fol262
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lowing the High Court’s landmark ruling in Mabo, in June 1992, the Native
Title Act 1993 was enacted by the federal parliament. This was, however,
signiﬁcantly weakened by the Native Title Amendment Act in 1998. The
recent experience in Australia has been that small advances have often
been undermined following a change of government.
The following overview of indigenous-led anti-poverty initiatives in one
Australian town over a two-year period reveals great diversity and creativity in addressing the poverty issues highlighted above. A review of these
initiatives allows us to explore how indigenous people in this town deﬁne
and talk about poverty, and the kinds of actions they themselves take to
address poverty issues. Finally, these initiatives reveal the close interplay
between indigenous initiatives and non-indigenous organizations, pointing
to the pivotal role of such relationships.
The focus here is on speciﬁc, easily observable projects and activities.
Some are formal projects and programmes; others are less formal activities. Over the course of the study, the importance of informal anti-poverty
initiatives became clear: from an indigenous leader who took young people
camping in his spare time, to a professional who extended her job description to include advocacy work. Informal anti-poverty actions – such as
the strong mentoring and family leadership undertaken by older women
known as ‘aunties’, or informal networking between indigenous and nonindigenous people – are clearly important, but they can be overlooked
when the focus is on more formal and easily identiﬁable projects and
programmes.
The research methods employed here were ethnographic observation
and action research in the study town, carried out by two of the co-authors
(one indigenous and one non-indigenous) during the period April 2001
to April 2003. The researchers were involved in a few of these projects
and activities: planning, implementing or participating (and documenting
them via action research). In many of the other initiatives, the researchers
were not involved; these initiatives were documented via observations in
the local community (ethnographic research). The small size of the study
town and its indigenous population, and the extensive local networks of
the researchers, made it possible to assemble a well-rounded picture of
the kinds of initiatives that were taking place over this two-year period,
and to take into account the diversity of interests and approaches within
the local community itself.
Various indigenous community members and groups undertook antipoverty initiatives during the study period. These initiatives were not centrally coordinated within the community, nor was there consensus about
these initiatives and their beneﬁts. As noted above, this community had
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many internal divisions. It was not at all unusual for local indigenous individuals and groups to criticize – often sharply – the projects and activities
of other indigenous individuals and groups. Verbal conﬂicts often arose
over the legitimacy of projects (did the proposed project or activity really
involve the indigenous community?; was it appropriate to an indigenous
way of doing things?; was it well and honestly managed?). The motivations of those who started or ran initiatives were also questioned (was the
project or activity designed to beneﬁt themselves or their family members,
rather than the whole community?; had they shown favouritism in the
allocation of rewards and beneﬁts?). Criticism from some quarter was
generally inevitable, and there was a frequent lack of coordination and
support among different groups doing different things. Nevertheless, all
were addressing the same basic issues.
Issues

Many meetings and informal discussions highlighted the ‘issues’ that
were facing the local indigenous community locally over the two-year
study period. Poverty, as a concept, was almost never mentioned. Local
indigenous people talked about issues such as reliance on governmentfunded welfare-work projects (Community Development Employment
Projects, known as CDEP) rather than mainstream employment, cyclical
incarceration, family violence (particularly against women), health issues,
housing issues, youth issues, cultural retention issues, access to ﬁnancial
capital, and so forth. The indigenous community members did not refer
to these as discussions about ‘poverty’. Yet these discussions nevertheless
indicated a range of social and economic issues that ﬁt clearly into both
international poverty discourse and national discussions about indigenous
poverty indicators.2
In their conversations, indigenous people clearly located these issues
within a wider social and political context. Not surprisingly, there was
often reference to historic conditions of marginalization and oppression,
highlighted particularly with reference to the Stolen Generation, in which
indigenous children of mixed descent were removed from their families
and institutionalized or adopted by non-indigenous families.3 The historical
context was also reﬂected in discussions about the contemporary dependence of indigenous people on government programmes. Local indigenous
people often expressed frustration with government support, perceived
as bureaucratic, top-down, and with funding allocations going disproportionately to remote peoples. At the same time, there was also dispute over
local indigenous organizations’ ability to manage their own funding and
programmes effectively. Finally, there were frequent statements about the
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limited recognition given to living indigenous culture, heritage and history
in the local region.
Projects and actions

Over the two-year study period, indigenous Australians in the local area
undertook a range of initiatives to address social and economic issues
of importance to their local indigenous community. Some of these initiatives were new, some were ongoing, and some were only in the planning
stages. Most were the result of efforts by local indigenous professionals
or community leaders, who were often more adept than others in their
community at moving between cultures. A local indigenous inter-agency
network, Gnarlung Moort (Our People/Family), worked to ensure that efforts
were not duplicated and that people were informed about the projects
and activities that were taking place. In doing so, Gnarlung Moort played
an important role in starting to address the lack of coordination among
different groups doing different things.
An overview of projects and activities undertaken by local indigenous
community members indicates that they were intended to address the
kinds of ‘issues’ highlighted above. These initiatives also acknowledged
– and sometimes attempted to change – the wider social context in which
these issues were located. The strategies used to address both the issues
themselves and their wider contexts can be divided roughly into the
following four categories: Providing Social Support, Creating Economic
Opportunities, Strengthening Cultural Visibility, and Exercising Leadership
and Participation in the Wider Community.
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Providing social support A range of projects and activities over the study
period were geared to speciﬁcally address issues concerning people’s
health and well-being: particularly for young people, women and families
as a whole. These were neither medicalized models of health promotion
nor mainstream government-funded social services, but rather speciﬁc
strategies of support (mentoring, counselling, visiting, providing practical/
logistical assistance) and learning (via workshops, training) that were ﬁrmly
based in the local indigenous community.
Such programmes were generally referred to as ‘social’ to distinguish
them from projects with a more ‘economic’ or ‘cultural’ focus. Nevertheless,
the distinction here is more one of strategy than of intent. Both ‘economic’
and ‘cultural’ projects and activities were also generally understood as
strategies for addressing social issues. Economic strategies could provide
employment and funds for social programmes. Cultural strategies could
provide employment opportunities, support for youth and families, and
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increased recognition/decreased marginalization in the wider culture
– which in turn could positively impact on social issues. Thus, social support strategies were only one approach to tackling social issues in the
local indigenous community, and there was frequent overlap, particularly
between social support and more overtly ‘cultural’ strategies. For instance,
youth social programmes often had a strong cultural component, such as
bush tucker walks, or the passing on of other kinds of traditional knowledge.
The indigenous-initiated and/or indigenous-run social-support projects
and activities actually in progress during the two-year study period covered a wide range of topics: from crime and justice, to women’s health,
to recreation. These projects and activities included: a drug action team
with outreach workers and various educational activities; an emergency
cash fund; a prison visitors’ programme; youth mentoring programmes;
a fashion-modelling programme for children and youths; various schoolholiday programmes, youth outings and camping trips; a family violence
workshop; at least one local women’s group; a women’s camp; legal advocacy (via the Aboriginal Justice Programme); various kinds of advocacy with
social-service providers (via the local staff of the Department of Indigenous
Affairs); sports activities, visiting sporting personalities, a football carnival,
and indigenous sports awards; other awards as part of NAIDOC (National
Aboriginal and Islander Day Observance Committee) celebrations; various
educational and social activities undertaken by the local Aboriginal school;
and student support offered by indigenous centres at a local high school,
the technical college and the local university.
In addition, during the study period a range of other projects and
activities were proposed by indigenous community members. These included: a mentoring/training/ support programme for cyclical offenders
(men who have been imprisoned multiple times) and their families; an
indigenous night patrol and sobering-up shelter; and a drop-in centre to
help with access to jobs and accommodation.

Creating economic opportunities In addition to those projects and activities that focused on providing social supports, another common strategy
employed by indigenous community members was to focus on the creation of economic opportunities. Such projects focused on businesses that
would generate employment from within the indigenous community itself.
These businesses were variously conceived of as: the self-employment of
individuals (such as Aboriginal artists), businesses run by individuals, businesses run by family groups, and businesses owned by the community as
a whole (and which would provide funding for social programmes and
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spin-off businesses). There was also a focus on training and equipping
people to take up economic opportunities, whether as business owners or
employees. Finally, there was a close relationship between such economic
strategies and the cultural strategies discussed below, as local indigenous
people articulated a perceived competitive advantage in the art and tourism
sectors owing to their cultural distinctiveness.
The indigenous-run economic initiatives observed during the study
period included: an indigenous business magazine; a tour-guide training
programme and a new indigenous tour-guiding business (run from the
local technical college); projects to provide training to indigenous artists;
projects to exhibit, promote and sell local indigenous artwork; an indigenous art-and-craft shop run through the CDEP programme and attempting to
become independent; and a range of subsidized CDEP businesses providing
training opportunities and opportunities for initial business development.
These indigenous-run initiatives operated in addition to government programmes facilitating study, training and apprenticeships for indigenous
people, as well as the courses on offer at the local technical college and
university, which also had signiﬁcant indigenous input and direction.
Other economic projects were also proposed during the study period.
These included an indigenous business support group with paid facilitators; the purchase of property by local groups as an investment strategy
generating rental returns; a community development foundation; a major
indigenous tourism attraction (a cultural centre) with associated training
and business opportunities; as well as various individual and small-group
business proposals, ranging from furniture design to wine production.

Strengthening cultural visibility In addition to those anti-poverty strat-
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egies that took primarily a social-service or economic-opportunities focus,
another group of projects and activities focused primarily on strategies of
cultural afﬁrmation, cultural education and strengthening the visibility of
the local indigenous culture though emphasis on indigenous arts, language
and traditional knowledge. As noted above, the links between cultural
strategies and other strategies were very close, and many projects employed
multiple strategies.
Indigenous-run cultural-visibility initiatives were diverse and varied.
They included an annual festival of indigenous culture; a local indigenous
dance group; indigenous language classes; school visits and presentations
by indigenous people; and cultural sensitivity training programmes for
agencies and employees. Some of the economic strategies detailed above,
such as exhibitions of work by indigenous artists and the local tour-guide
training programme, were also cultural-visibility strategies. The proposal
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to establish a major community-run cultural centre as a tourist attraction
was conceived of both as a source of economic opportunities for indigenous people and as a way to make local indigenous culture more visible.
Similarly, a local Careers and Culture Expo was a good example of how
indigenous-run projects frequently addressed cultural, social and economic
issues at the same time.

Leadership and participation in the wider community A ﬁnal key antipoverty strategy initiated by indigenous people in the study area involved
bridge-building with the wider, non-indigenous local community. Such
bridge-building was both formal and informal. The focus was on exercising
leadership, participating in the wider community, supporting other indigenous people, and developing strong networks among non-indigenous
people. Networks were particularly important here: both making them, and
maintaining them for future beneﬁt.
Formal leadership and participation activities during the study period included indigenous people taking on leadership roles within non-indigenous
organizations and projects (particularly non-proﬁt organizations) such as
the local arts management board, the local university’s advisory group, and
an inter-agency youth project. Formal activities also included an indigenous
woman running for local government.
Informal leadership and participation activities included active involvement at local events such as art exhibition openings, speaking at a major
local conference, and participating in informal social occasions – for instance, Friday-afternoon drinks at the local hotel. Such networking activities
helped establish relationships with non-indigenous people, including politicians, journalists, union representatives, government ofﬁcials at all levels,
and other key people. Informal networking also provided the opportunity to
carry out cultural awareness training in enjoyable environments: providing
information to non-indigenous people and creating positive experiences
to combat the negative images reported in the press.
Conclusion: insider initiative and the complex terrain of social
change

This chapter has provided an overview of anti-poverty initiatives by
and for indigenous people in one diverse Australian town over a two-year
study period. Both actual and proposed projects and activities have been
included. The initiatives listed were those implemented independently by
indigenous organizations, groups and/or individuals, as well as those implemented in collaboration with non-indigenous organizations. The latter
organizations included the local art gallery, the local technical college, the
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education department, the local university, the local community house,
state government departments, local government, and others.
A consideration of the kinds of indigenous-run anti-poverty initiatives
observed in the study town is instructive. A review of these initiatives
demonstrates that:
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1. Although ‘poverty’ is not discussed per se, local indigenous people
nevertheless identify the issues of importance to them and strategize
ways to address them. Even in this incredibly diverse and often conﬂictive community, the issues identiﬁed were generally the same, and
can be connected with elements in more general conceptualizations of
poverty. These included reliance on government-funded welfare-work
projects, cyclical incarceration, family violence, health issues, housing
issues, concerns about the future of youth, loss of cultural resources,
and lack of ﬁnancial resources. There was also general agreement about
the contextual factors that inﬂuenced these issues: including a history
of disenfranchisement, the perceived ineffectiveness of both local indigenous and bureaucratic non-indigenous organizations, and a lack
of recognition of local indigenous people and their history.
2. A range of strategies can be used to address poverty. In this case, various
projects and activities could be classiﬁed as taking on a primarily socialsupport, economic-opportunity, cultural-visibility or wider-communitynetwork approach to the issues at hand. It is also clear, however, that
there was a considerable overlap among these different approaches.
Many projects and activities, for instance, included at least some ‘cultural’ components. And most projects were intended, directly or indirectly, to address social issues. Meanwhile, people working on ‘social’
projects recognized that ‘economic’ issues were important – and vice
versa. Sometimes, multiple approaches were integrated within a single
project or activity: for example, in the successful annual Careers and
Cultural Expo held in this town, which addressed social, cultural and
economic issues using a range of strategies (for instance: providing
cultural activities, exposing youth to economic, education and training
opportunities, and cultivating links with non-indigenous organizations).
Overall, a holistic approach to change was evident in the range of local
indigenous anti-poverty strategies.
3. Informal activities were at least as important as formal projects. Nor
should recreational and entertainment activities be overlooked when
searching for indigenous anti-poverty initiatives. Many excursions
and sports activities for children had a serious purpose: for instance,
strengthening cultural identity and providing indigenous role models
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for young people. Fun activities for adults, such as Friday-night drinks
at the hotel, were also opportunities for networking and cross-cultural
education.
4. Collaboration with non-indigenous individuals and organizations was
often an important element of projects. In many of the indigenous
initiatives mentioned here, non-indigenous organizations provided
key infrastructure, staff time (of both indigenous and non-indigenous
employees), and/or other kinds of logistical and funding support to
indigenous initiatives. Thus, part of the success of indigenous initiatives hinges on establishing constructive relationships along these
lines – while at the same time overcoming bureaucratic processes that
can stiﬂe dialogue. Informal social networks among indigenous and
non-indigenous people are particularly useful in facilitating these sorts
of constructive relationships.
To conclude, an in-depth look at indigenous anti-poverty strategies in
one Australian town demonstrates the diverse and holistic ways in which
local indigenous people addressed negative conditions and issues, while
also grappling with the challenges of these issues’ larger context. We see
how a diverse range of factions and interest groups in the study town used
both formal and informal strategies, working not only within their own
indigenous community, but with non-indigenous organizations as well.
Strategies to bridge indigenous and non-indigenous spheres of activity
often played a key role: whether this was educating the non-indigenous
locals about 40,000 years of indigenous history, sitting on the board of
a predominantly non-indigenous community organization, or ensuring
that indigenous youth could access mainstream employment. Given the
importance of these cross-overs, there is clearly a role for non-indigenous
people in supporting indigenous anti-poverty initiatives. For those who
would do so, a good starting point is to understand the issues, to be aware
of indigenous people’s own strategies to address them – and then to be a
part of the relationships that facilitate change.
Notes
1 Findings speciﬁcally on life expectancy, educational attainment, labour
force participation and unemployment, household and individual income,
home ownership, suicide, criminal victimization, and imprisonment rates.
2 See, for instance, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission
(2003) on ‘headline’ indicators of indigenous disadvantage. Three categories
of poverty are deﬁned: subsistence, participation and absolute poverty, with
key indicators for each, giving a sense of the multi-dimensional nature of
indigenous poverty.
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3 Removal of Aboriginal children from their families was authorized
in Western Australia up until as recently as 1972 (see HREOC 1997; Hall
1995: 11).
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15 | Sami responses to poverty in the Nordic
countries
CHRISTIAN JAKOB BURMEISTER HICKS
AND ÁNDE SOMBY

The Sami are the indigenous people of Fenno-Scandinavia (Norway, Sweden
and Finland) and the Kola Peninsula (north-western Russia). This chapter
deals exclusively with the Sami of Fenno-Scandinavia owing to the contrasting economic conditions of the Fenno-Scandinavian Sami and those of the
Kola Peninsula. The Fenno-Scandinavian or ‘Nordic’ Sami live in highly
developed social welfare systems with governments that allow for greater
autonomy than the Russian government. The Kola Sami do not share the
same beneﬁts as other Sami, owing to the limited political and economic
control they have in Russia. The control that the Russian central government and the global markets hold over the Kola Sami makes it difﬁcult
for signiﬁcant economic improvement even today.
There are also differences in the political and social situations of the
Finnish, Swedish and Norwegian Sami. For instance, although the Finnish
Sami do not have nearly such expansive rights as the Norwegian Sami, they
did establish the ﬁrst Sami parliament ten years before the Norwegian Sami
and twenty before the Swedish Sami. The Finnish Sami also receive many
of the same political privileges as the Norwegian Sami. Yet in Finland the
Sami argue that there are no Sami-speciﬁc laws to secure them additional
rights through their indigenous status.1 In Norway, there are language laws
that do allow the Sami greater latitude to teach their own language. In
Sweden, on the other hand, Sami are far more disadvantaged legally than
either of their eastern or western neighbours. Countless court rulings have
gone against the Sami, despite the fact that prior to the nineteenth century
Swedish Sami received the same rights as other citizens.2
This chapter will ﬁrst trace the history of the Nordic Sami within the
context of their current political/economic situation. It will then discuss
their mechanisms and strategies for poverty alleviation within Finland,
Norway and Sweden. The Nordic Sami have been extremely successful in
their use of two distinctly different but co-dependent strategies. The ﬁrst
strategy has been to create a common Sami identity and culture during
the last half-century and utilize the Nordic sense of morality and human
rights to attract support for the Sami as a people. In this way, the Sami

have effectively increased their ability to combat the social and economic
ills that have plagued them for centuries. This strategy includes the use of
public and governmental ethical principles to create pressure for increased
rights and funding for the Sami, in order to correct and protect against
poverty in northern Scandinavia. As an approach to combating poverty,
this ﬁrst strategy involves a range of activities that can together be termed
‘cultural strengthening’. The second strategy is the Sami’s effective use of
the collective ﬁnancial resources available from different sources, including
ministries of the national government, municipal governments and Sami
organizations.
Cultural strengthening
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Arguably, in the early twenty-ﬁrst century the political and societal standing of the Sami people is at its highest ever. There are vital Sami schools,
social organizations, businesses and political parties. Poverty is at an alltime low in the northern parts of Scandinavia. In Norway and Finland, the
Sami language is on track to be recognized as an ofﬁcial language in all
government documents and in departments that pertain to Sami issues.
The standard of living for the Sami is now nearly equal to that of other
northern Scandinavian citizens.
The primary and most interesting reason for this transformation is
the cultural creation of archetypal Sami traits, or ‘Saminess’, by the Sami
elite from the 1950s to the early 1980s. The aim was to provide a stable
basis for the development of a healthy indigenous community in northern
Fenno-Scandinavia. In the late twentieth century, the Sami in Norway,
and throughout Fenno-Scandinavia, have articulated a vision of pan-Sami
identity based on ethnicity, culture, tradition and heritage, making putative
ties to the past in an attempt to establish historical legitimacy. But although
all such categories share in their normalized links with an imaginary past,
in the ethno-political context they are invoked and reproduced tactically,
and are ‘created in the present, thus reﬂecting the contestation of interests
more than the cultural essence of a purportedly homogeneous and bounded
“traditional” group’ (Conrad 1999: 1). This is not to say that there was
no such thing as a standard Sami type, or even Sami cultural and ethnic
traits, prior to the 1950s.
On the contrary, Sami culture was and has remained a distinct culture
from the surrounding Nordic culture. The Sami are continually in conﬂict
among themselves, however, owing to the fact that they see themselves as
Norwegian or Swedish or Finnish ﬁrst, and Sami second. The main reason
for this dual identity is their assimilation into the dominant culture. It is
also based on the fact that the Sami enjoy many of the beneﬁts of being
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Scandinavian and readily identify with the Nordic culture owing to these
cultures’ co-existence with each other over centuries. Nor has there been
one common identifying basis for Sami culture. The coastal Sami of Norway
differ in culture from the mountain Sami of Norway and Sweden, who
differ from the Kola Sami of Russia. To make things more difﬁcult, Sami
cultural lines do not follow but rather transcend national boundaries.
Sami in northern Norway have more in common with Finnish Sami than
they do with southern Norwegian Sami. Through the building of Saminess, the elites made their cultures more uniform and less confusing for
the outside cultures to understand. The Sami leaders wanted to be able
to protect their people through the use of common cultural symbols that
were common to most of the different Sami groups.
The movement towards a common Sami culture began in the 1950s and
continued to be modiﬁed through the 1970s because the Sami elite found
the need to promote and protect their communities in order to diminish
discrimination and other hardships, including economic deprivation. Prior
to the end of the Second World War many Sami hid their Sami identity
in order to save themselves and their families from persecution. After the
Second World War and the atrocities surrounding the Holocaust, however,
world powers were concerned with human rights and colonial issues, allowing the Sami to beneﬁt from a change in political sentiment.
… (A) culturally and politically fragmented Sami population characterized
by the ‘tutelage’ of the majority population and by a lack of a collective
‘ethnic spirit’, under the leadership of a small cultural-political elite, beg
[sic] building an organized and nationally unifying ethno-political movement which has been called ‘The Sami Movement’. (Eidheim 1969: 3)

Their cultural strengthening involved promoting the Sami culture as
a relatively cohesive culture which has particular cultural traits that set
it apart from mainstream society. Indigenous identity is vital to cultural
strengthening because it is particularly useful in showing the authenticity
and legitimacy of the Sami as original inhabitants of Scandinavia and
therefore entitled to special rights. ‘In linking the present to the past,
the “ethnogenetic function” gives the group the “terms to understand
the present and make claims on it”, and has, since the 1960s, been an
effectively employed and well-recognized strategy of indigenous groups in
the political disputes with “dominant powers” over land, resources, and
self-determination’ (Conrad 1999: 1).
In the Nordic countries, where equality and homogeneity were promoted
over and above individuality, indigenous identity was both particularly
difﬁcult and important. The sameness of Nordic culture conﬂicts with
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and impedes differentness and made the Sami elite’s task more difﬁcult
than might have been the case in countries with a more heterogeneous
population.
This publicly articulated, politically motivated, and ethnically determined
Sami identity co-exists and, at times, conﬂicts, with other intersecting
terms of identiﬁcation: ones perhaps more individualized, or whose lines of
identiﬁcation are drawn more from social experiences than from an a priori
ethnicity. Nonetheless, what can be seen as an ethnic identity consciously
constructed by the Sami elite for ethno-political purposes cannot be
dismissed on the basis of this same ‘construction’. The terms of Saminess
have sedimented deeply into popular enactment and individual conceptions of Sami identity, with the ofﬁcial terms of ‘Saminess’ tending to take
on a ‘powerful salience in the experience of those who bear them, often to
the extent of appearing to be natural, essential, primordial’. (ibid.: 3)
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Owing to the political climate in the 1960s and 1970s, however, this was
less complicated and better received than previously.
By having a coherent and consistent Sami culture, the Sami asserted
their difference from the Nordic majority culture and therefore demanded
special rights and support. This meant that additional protections from
racist policies could be formulated by the government and the public. The
protection was also an attempt to reduce the poverty level for the Sami.
It included resource ownership, or at least stewardship of ﬁsh, game and
land rights (threatened by mining and logging interests from outside of
Sapmi (the Sami name for their region) and even by the public’s request
for national parks in the north of Fenno-Scandinavia), as well as access
to ﬁnancial resources. The increased resource rights allowed the Sami
to maintain a subsistence lifestyle and increased their legitimacy as an
indigenous people. Most importantly, the grazing rights for reindeer on
public lands meant that the Sami would not lose a major icon of their
culture and signiﬁcant amounts of income. The land rights issue became
extremely contentious, based on the Sami’s needs for pastoral land.
The most familiar form of Sami cultural representation is as reindeer
herders. Today, reindeer herding is so closely tied to the Sami cultural
identity that many traditionally non-herding Sami, such as the coastal
Sami, identify with this pastoral lifestyle. This is due in part to the efforts
of three different groups within the Sami people: the Sami artists, the political leaders and the reindeer herding organizations. Though many coastal
and other traditionally non-herding Sami identify with reindeer herding,
reindeer herding as a symbol of Saminess is not without its problems. Not
all Sami identify with the reindeer lifestyle. Many of these groups resent

Hicks and Somby | 15

the position that the reindeer-herding Sami have gained in politics. They
feel that reindeer Sami have ‘sold out’ to mainstream society, and that
other Sami have not been allowed a strong enough voice. This animosity
among the Sami can be said to apply to southern Sami versus northern
Sami and the linguistically different Sami groups.
At the beginning of the last century, there were many trade and
social organizations representing the Sami, including reindeer herders’
cooperatives. In 1947 the oldest and strongest reindeer-herding organization, the Sami Reindeer Herders’ Association, was founded in Norway. This
association has been a signiﬁcant lobby group and trade organization for
reindeer herders in dealings with the local and national governments. The
Sami Reindeer Herders’ Association helped bring reindeer herding to the
forefront of agricultural politics in the highly agricultural country of Norway.
The resurgence of such organizations in the post-Second World War period
marked a renewed interest in reindeer herding for Sami and even other
Scandinavians. The rise in membership of reindeer herders’ organizations
allowed for greater solidarity and visibility for what had always been a
signiﬁcant industry in the north. Currently, about 40 per cent of Norway’s
land is used for reindeer grazing (Brenna 1997).
The Sami political leadership also played a key role in bringing reindeer
herding into the public’s consciousness. The Sami leadership argued that
reindeer herding should be the exclusive right of the Sami. Thus, the Sami
could gain a monopoly on reindeer herding and thereby protect Sami
agriculture. Reindeer would also provide a recognizable and distinct icon
for the public to associate with Sami and Sami culture.
During the 1960s, the commission in charge of revising the herding law
(1964 års rennäringssakkunniga) [with some Sami impact] retained the
emphasis on exclusivity to reduce the number of herders, distribute the
work more equally, and allow each herder to achieve a higher standard of
living. The commission reasoned that the problems of poverty and smallscale, labour-intensive family operations could be solved by rationalization
in the manner of agricultural reforms taken during the 1950s … Hence,
the commission focused on reorganizing the Sami village into a producer
association, proposed other structural measures to improve the efﬁciency
of reindeer herding … (Korsmo 1993: 34).

Reindeer herding eventually became an exclusively Sami endeavour by law
and the Nordic governments provided at least some protection of public
lands for grazing.3
Parallel to these changes there was a blossoming of artistic pursuits
within Sami culture. The improved political voice of Sami allowed for
278

greater expression among the Sami artistic community. Artists, poets and
authors from within the Sami culture all presented the Sami as ecologically
aware, peaceful and vibrant people. Even the dark and brooding portrayals
of life and legends in such movies as Pathﬁnder showed the Sami as a
positive culture, distinct from those that surrounded it.
People around the world associate reindeer with Santa or St Nicholas.
The Finns contend that Santa lives in Finland near Rovaneimi. Here the
elves are portrayed as having a distinctly Sami appearance, in their physical
characteristics, clothing and other aspects of material culture. Many of the
employees of Santa’s Village are real Sami. By encouraging their image as
the stewards of such lovable animals as reindeer, the Sami, and especially
the artists, poets and writers, have engendered positive sentiments in the
public psyche.
The Sami’s success in providing cultural legitimacy and standardization
through the symbolism of reindeer herding is even shown in the Norwegian
government’s documents and websites. On the ofﬁcial Norwegian government’s website, there is a section on Sami reindeer herding which states,
‘This objective involves making the business ecologically, economically
and culturally sustainable – in other words, a business that can continue
to provide a living for families connected with reindeer herding without
undermining the distinctive character of the Sami’ (Brenna 1997).
As the Sami cultural movement has gained momentum, additional
symbols from material culture have been introduced.
In the process of establishing a Sami identity that could encompass the
various economic, linguistic, regional, ecological, cultural, subsistence,
religious and political differences, a set of symbols was developed that
was at once generalized and essentialized enough to appeal to the broad
spectrum … In terms of the present study, the symbols were emphatically
non-Norwegian … (Conrad 1999: 9)
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A people’s clothing helps deﬁne a people as having a common heritage.
Universal Sami clothing was worn on different national holidays to display
one’s Saminess. In the past overt displays of individuality and indigenousness would have been frowned upon. In 1977, a Sami ﬂag was created using
the most common colours in Sami clothing (Bjørklund 2000: 27). Such a
strong statement as a national ﬂag created controversy in Scandinavia.
Some people believed this was the start of a Sami movement to split from
Scandinavia and create their own country. This was, however, not the real
intention of the creation of the ﬂag. In 1979 the Norwegian Sami Union,
one of the two largest political Sami organizations in Norway, wrote in its
manifesto: ‘The Norwegian Sami Union should work on the basis of the
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principles of the Norwegian Constitution, showing respect for the King
and his Government, the Storting [Norwegian Parliament], and other state
authorities in a democratic manner’ (ibid.: 27). Others viewed the ﬂag as
a sign of solidarity among Sami. After all the controversy, the Sami ﬂag
helped the Sami identity and spirit to coalesce.
The most important symbol of Sami religion is the ‘magic drum’. This
drum was traditionally used by Sami shamans in ceremonies and to relate
the Sami history. This symbol had been outlawed in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Finally, in the 1950s, this was revoked and in the 1970s
the symbol quickly became another accepted cultural indicator.
The Sami joik or music was often used in conjunction with the magic
drum to tell stories and histories or to render other messages. With the
social and political actions of the 1970s, including the Alta protests (see
below), the joik became a widespread political as well as cultural symbol.
Secret messages were transmitted through joiks. Often these messages
had very controversial meanings, and the joiks were a good way to confuse
the authorities. Although joiks are not usually sung in certain areas, such
as pubs and restaurants, they are used proudly elsewhere to declare an
identiﬁcation with Sami culture, such as at the international music festival
held in Finnmark, Norway, Riddu Riððu.
The educational systems in Fenno-Scandinavia have been a source of
both oppression and freedom to the Sami. On the one hand, they have
outlawed Sami language, clothing and music. On the other hand, many
Sami activists were able to pursue higher education in the 1970s solely to
advance the Sami movement. They understood the advantages of understanding the Nordic political system and speciﬁcally the need for greater
understanding of Scandinavian law. When this generation graduated, they
became a powerful force in Scandinavian politics and law. Not only were
they well educated, but they were also young, energetic and inspired by
the civil rights movements of previous years. The increased standard of
living, including better educational systems in the Sami areas, allowed for
increased cultural and political development, and the increased cultural
and political development allowed for increased standards of living.
In Norway there are now Sami schools up to university level where Sami
culture, art and language are taught. In Finland and Norway the Sami have
the right to use their language in nearly all government business that
pertains to their rights. Moves are being made to have the Sami language accepted and taught to all emergency personnel in Sami-inhabited areas.4
Although issues of ethnicity, heritage, culture and tradition are essential
to the ethno-political debate in northern Norway, it is arguable that these
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are not, in the ﬁnal analysis, what are being fought about, but what are
being fought with. Ethnicity, tradition, and culture, are thus not what are
primarily at stake, but what serve as a ‘justiﬁcation or a code for authentic
and alternative groupness’ and are the ‘basis of entitlement of the group
to certain other stakes and rights, which will be speciﬁc to each instance’.
(Conrad 1999: 2)
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Sami political organizations were perhaps the best advocates and
creators of a homogenous Sami culture. The ﬁrst major Sami political
organization to be started was called the Nordic Sami Council (NSC).5
This organization was a pan-Nordic Sami organization, started in 1957,
with the purpose of furthering the interests of the Sami people in politics.
It was to represent the Sami people at national and international levels.
At these levels the representatives of the Sami organizations presented
Sami culture as a uniﬁed culture. The NSC was successful in many of its
objectives throughout the next forty-seven years, including sending delegations to the United Nations and representing the Sami people at the Arctic
Council, and it was the political arm of the Sami until the introduction of
the different Sami parliaments.
The Finnish Sami Parliament was the ﬁrst national Sami parliament,
started in 1973. Parliaments in Norway and Sweden followed later in
1989 and 1993 respectively. Though these parliaments did not have any
legislative powers, they were advisory bodies for the national government.
They provided input and expert advice for the issues that pertained to the
Sami people. As representatives from the different Sami parliaments came
together they also presented the Sami culture in a cohesive way to the
Fenno-Scandinavian public. These parliaments have focused particularly
on economic or land and resource issues throughout northern Scandinavia. In some rare cases national governments have disregarded the Sami
parliaments completely, but most of the time changes have been made
to national legislation in response to the recommendations of the Sami
parliaments. As consultative organs of the national governments, they have
proved to be effective tools for protecting Sami interests nationally and
locally. In addition, the Sami parliaments continue to send delegations
to international organizations such as the United Nations, the European
Union and the Barents Council to represent Sami welfare.
In the late 1970s a new and signiﬁcant event propelled the Sami cause to
the forefront of Nordic politics and created a groundswell of international
opinion in favour of the Sami situation. The Norwegian governments
planned to dam the Alta-Kautokeino river in order to provide badly needed
hydroelectric energy for the industrialized south of Norway. The Norwegian

Hicks and Somby | 15

Sami argued that the environmental and economic implications of this
project would devastate the Sami communities of the northernmost part
of Norway, Finnmark. Today the Sami protest and opposition to the AltaKautokeino Dam can be seen as the single most important catalyst for the
Sami movement. They came at a time when national and international
interest in indigenous and environmental rights was competing with energy
issues in many countries around the globe. ‘The Sami Movement’s ethnopolitical participation in the Alta affair was founded upon the premise
that tampering with the natural environment in Sapmi would entail the
infringement of an old Sami enterprise and industry and would, therefore,
constitute a violation of Sami culture’ (Eidheim 1997: 48).
During the planning stages of the Alta-Kautokeino hydroelectric project
in the early 1970s, southern energy needs were placed far above Sami
territory needs.6 Though the Sami brought their concerns to the rest of
Norway, there was little or no dialogue with them regarding the issue. In
the end, seven young Sami intellectuals brought the conﬂict to the heart of
the Norwegian government. They became engaged in a prolonged hungerstrike on the steps of the Storting (Norwegian parliament). They used Sami
cultural images to garner support, including sleeping in the traditional
shelter, the Lavuu, a tent made of reindeer hides. Eventually public outcry
at this hunger strike was so great that the Norwegian government agreed to
discuss Sami demands. Among those demands were the incorporation of
Sami rights into the Norwegian constitution, the creation of a representative
political body for the Sami, more public attention to Sami issues, and the
ending of the dam’s construction.
As a direct result of the Alta movement and Scandinavia’s overall reevaluation of their indigenous policies, in 1980 the SRC (Sami Rights
Committee) was established in Norway. This committee was to write a
report evaluating the effects of Norwegian policies on the Sami. The SRC
focused particular attention on whether Norwegian legislation was in line
with current international indigenous policies.
It was in Norway that the most politically intense confrontations took place
over the Alta demonstrations which were to have far-reaching political
consequences. Many Norwegian politicians and opinion-makes [sic] saw
the Alta confrontation as some kin [sic] of a crisis of legitimacy for the
Norwegian political system. Alta has served as a catalyst for the work of the
royal commission [SRC] that was created in 1980 and for the reforms that
followed the recommendations contained in its 1984 report. (Sillanpää
1994: 221)

Although not all of its recommendations were heeded, this report, en282
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titled Om Samenes Rettsstilling (On the Sami Condition) (Norske Offentlige
Utregninger 1984), has served as the benchmark for all Norwegian Sami
laws since 1984.
Among the recommendations set out in this report was the creation of
a Norwegian Sami Parliament. Though the Norwegian Sami Parliament was
not able to revise or veto parliamentary legislation, it was able to allocate
part of its budget and resources towards international activity. Norwegian
Sami eventually attended many conferences and meetings on the environment, culture and other indigenous issues through the ﬁnancial support of
the Sami parliament, including the World Council of Indigenous Peoples,
the Arctic Council and the Conference on Environment and Development
in Rio de Janeiro.
For the Swedish Sami, the ‘Taxed Mountain’ case in northern Sweden
mirrored the Norwegian Alta-Kautokeino Dam project. Sami from throughout Sweden rallied around those demonstrating in the Taxed Mountain
case. This court case had similar consequences for the Swedish Sami. The
case, which was decided by the Swedish Supreme Court in 1981, concerned
land ownership and land-use rights in Sweden. The Sami contested the
Swedish Crown’s ownership of land in northern Sweden. The Sami asserted
their reindeer grazing rights in the Jämtland area of northern Sweden and
tried to stop land encroachment. Although, after nearly ﬁfteen years of
litigation, the Sami eventually lost their case for ownership rights (Kvist
1994: 213), the court acknowledged the Sami’s usufruct (traditional usage).
This acknowledgement created greater awareness within Sweden of Sami
issues. Despite the outcome of the case, the Swedish courts, in making
this ruling, had shown unprecedented respect for the Sami.7
The events surrounding the Alta-Kautokeino Hydroelectric Project, in
particular, displayed to the Norwegian and foreign public what the Sami
could do locally, regionally and, with time, internationally. The Sami discovered the importance of international media attention for their struggle for self-determination. Although the 1980s were not as volatile as the
1970s had been, the Sami made headway towards gaining additional rights.
During this period the Alta case quickly motivated Sami activists to move
into the international arena. With the help of well-educated young professionals, such as Leif Dunfjeld and Ragnhild Nystad, the Sami movement
made its presence known at international level as never before.
Sami leaders have gained inﬂuence within the UN in an impressive way.
They have utilized the features and mechanisms of the UN to augment their
national activism to create a uniﬁed and potent force to change policy. The
changes at international level have also brought about change at national
level. Norway, Sweden and Finland all feel compelled to institute policies
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based on UN mandates. The Sami have long recognized this and have inﬂuenced the UN’s indigenous proceedings in the General Assembly and the
Economic and Social Council. Their changes have improved land, language,
educational and cultural rights in the Nordic countries. With Sami political
leaders holding the highest ofﬁces ever held by indigenous individuals,
the Sami will certainly continue to have inﬂuence on indigenous politics
at international level for years to come. Reﬂecting this inﬂuence, it is also
likely that the national politics of Norway, Sweden and Finland will continue
to strengthen Sami economic rights.
When Sweden and Finland were considering entry into the European
Union (EU), Sami leaders raised opposition. They recognized that the agricultural laws governing the European Union would not protect the Sami’s
smaller-scale agricultural economies. Despite the fact that Sweden and
Finland did eventually enter the EU, the Sami leadership was able to lobby
effectively to include a special clause in the pastoral law of the EU. The
reindeer economy of the Sami would be protected from other European
interests. The courts in Brussels were sympathetic to the Sami conditions
owing to the fact that the Sami are the only recognized indigenous group
in the EU.
Fenno-Scandinavian human rights concerns have also contributed
to Sami economic support for poverty alleviation. Finland, Norway and
Sweden have founded an impressive number of human rights, development
and poverty-relief non-governmental organizations (NGOs). Many of these
organizations have had strong ties to African human rights and indigenous
programmes over the last decade (Trollvik 1992: 4). The Norwegian Ministry
of Foreign Affairs has also declared that ‘Human rights will continue to be
an integral part of Norway’s [and Nordic] domestic, as well as our foreign
policy’ ( Jaglund 2000: 1).
This statement is augmented and supported by the fact that Nordic
representatives and delegates to the UN have been elected as chairpersons
and rapporteurs for the Commission on Human Rights, the Permanent
Forum on Indigenous Issues (PFII) and other human rights organizations. For instance, at the August 1983 meeting of the Working Group on
Indigenous Populations (WGIP), Asbjørn Eide, a Norwegian attorney and
currently a fellow at the Norwegian Institute of Human Rights, was elected
as chairperson/rapporteur (United Nations Economic and Social Council
1983: 1). This choice was not made simply to placate indigenous peoples;
Mr Eide was an indigenous expert and had a long history of minority
rights promotion.
Despite their international human rights records, the Nordic states have
been criticized for their indigenous policies. A Norwegian Sami scholar has
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observed that ‘Internationally Norway was actively engaged in the human
rights debate. Some people were made aware that Norway had supported
principles concerning the protection of minorities which were not followed
within the borders of the country’ (Minde 1980: 2). Another author has
recently made a similar observation: ‘Norway is among the most committed
champions of such international [indigenous] principles, and is therefore
prone to be embarrassed when the discrepancy between its internationally
propagated principles of aboriginal policies and its domestic fulﬁlment of
these principles is exposed’ (Thuen 2002: 293). In the 1960s Norway and
Finland (and later Sweden), began examining the effects of their indigenous
policies (Minde 1999: 72). The Sami political elite has been quite effective
at bending the government’s ear and gaining sympathy for their plight
both politically and economically.
Financial resources
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Though Finland, Norway and Sweden are not among the great political
powers, they are wealthy social democracies. Owing to plentiful natural
resources, successful tourism industries and booming high-tech markets,
many of which are state owned, these three countries have signiﬁcant
funds available for government allocation. The citizens of these countries
enjoy the highest standards of living on earth. For instance, the average
per capita income in Norway is $30,800. In the United States, the average
per capita income is $36,300. Norwegians enjoy many state-provided beneﬁts, however, such as healthcare, social security and free post-secondary
education. The Sami share these economic advantages, owing in part to
the Nordic sense of equity. This economic equity has increased in recent
years thanks to the Sami’s successful indigenous rights campaign.
Indigenous peoples tend to be more economically disadvantaged than
dominant cultures. For example, the UN reported that in 1997, of the
indigenous populations in Bolivia, 64.3 per cent were below the poverty
line compared to 48.1 per cent for the non-indigenous populations. Of the
indigenous populations in Mexico, 80.6 per cent were below the poverty
line, as opposed to only 17.9 per cent of the non-indigenous populations
(United Nations 1998: 2; Central Intelligence Agency 2003). In the United
States, 31.2 per cent of the indigenous population were below the poverty
line, as opposed to 13 per cent of the non-indigenous population (United
States Bureau of the Census 1990). It should be noted that the poverty levels
for the non-indigenous populations in these countries were far worse than
those in Western countries.
The Sami, on the other hand, have the advantage of living in prosperous
nations and have enjoyed a far higher standard of living than most other
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indigenous groups. In general, the Sami have average per capita incomes
similar to those of other Nordic citizens. Their situation is not perfect
when compared with southern Nordic populations. Their relative wealth
provides Sami organizations with larger budgets, however, allowing them to
continue their work through the income gained both from individual and
governmental coffers. The increased Sami self-determination has led to an
increased input of ﬁnancial capital from national and municipal governments into Sami communities in order to help offset their disadvantaged
economic and social situation.
The Norwegian State and the Sami Movement thus both ironically continue
as partners in the homogenization of the Sami in their mutual expectation
and perception of cultural difference, and in their respective funding and
participation in such institutions as the Nordic Sami Institute and the Sami
Education Council which are both based on, reinforce and recapitulate
notions of a distinct Sami culture. (Conrad 1999: 3)

Owing to the Scandinavian ideals of altruism and charity and human
rights/development schemes, the Sami are able to convince the Nordic
majority to provide aid to the Sami communities through central and
local government. As is often the case, local governments tend to be less
sympathetic to increased Sami rights. This is due in part to the difﬁcult
economic situation that many northern municipalities face, making the
doling out of additional economic beneﬁts to a small minority more difﬁcult for them than for the central governments. This resistance aside, the
municipal and national governments have been increasingly forthcoming
with their ﬁnancial support for Sami communities.
Conclusion

Throughout the Sami’s history, there has been a constant internal and
external duality between being ‘Sami’ and being ‘Nordic’. Nevertheless,
many Sami and non-Sami alike argue that one cannot be Sami and Nordic,
leading to ideological and social struggles between groups. Without distinct and shared cultural traits, the Sami would not be as socially and
economically advantaged as they are now. This struggle to maintain Sami
cultural distinction is not a new struggle, but a product of the last ﬁfty
years’ advances in codifying cultural differences by the Sami leadership and
others, in order to protect the Sami people. Owing to the current climate of
acceptance of ethnic or at least cultural variation in the Nordic countries,
Sami people are in a better situation than any other minority group in
Scandinavia. This translates into direct economic advantage as well as
cultural acceptance. Many Sami leaders are satisﬁed with the gains they
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Notes
1 The one exception in any of these three countries would be reindeer
herding laws which are granted only to traditionally pastoral Sami.
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have made for Sami rights.8 They have managed to protect and promote
their rights to education, language and self-determination. In turn, they
have protected their communities through careful and effective strategies
to combat poverty.
Despite the optimism on the part of many Sami leaders, however, and
the signiﬁcant achievement made by Sami in protecting their language,
culture, livelihood and political rights, some in the Sami leadership feel
that essential rights go unacknowledged. As late as April 2000, Sami leaders
were still using the UN platform to call for recognition of their rights. Lars
Anders Baer declared before the Working Group on Indigenous Populations
(WGIP): ‘The Norwegian authorities, by failing to recognise and protect
our fundamental rights on our traditional territory, have violated Articles
1 and 27 of the Covenant [International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights]’ (Baer 2000: 2). Given the atrocities and conditions Sami and other
indigenous people have had to bear in modern states, the sentiments
portrayed by Mr Baer are understandable. Even in the states of Norway,
Sweden and Finland, where human rights have become precious ideals,
racism and discrimination persist.
But what does all this mean for the Sami and more broadly for indigenous peoples’ ability to combat poverty in their own communities?
Perhaps the most universal and salient lesson that can be learned from the
Nordic Sami experience is that through identifying themselves as a distinct
but non-threatening community within the national cultural identity, the
Nordic Sami have been able to secure a viable economic future for themselves. The Sami of Norway, Sweden and Finland have taught their respective countries the signiﬁcance of not only recognizing but embracing and
protecting cultural differences. This lesson is just now extending beyond
the issue of indigenous people within Scandinavia, to issues involving new
immigrants and linguistic minorities as well. In nations where homogeneity
is promoted and preserved with such vehemence, difference is now also
seen as a source of national pride. Certainly a lesson can be learned from
the Scandinavian experience.
An extension of the Sami’s success in promoting their cultural difference
is the Nordic Sami organization’s procurement of ﬁnancial resources. These
resources have been for their own beneﬁt, as well as that of future generations of Sami and indigenous peoples at large. In the Nordic experience,
at least, difference is an effective mechanism for poverty mitigation.
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2 The most notable court case was the Taxed Mountain case, which will be
talked about in greater depth later in this chapter.
3 As will be noted later, Norwegian and Finnish Sami were more successful at this than were their counterparts in Sweden.
4 Excluding Swedish Sami, whose situation is discussed in greater detail in
Lewis (1998).
5 In 1994, reﬂecting the inclusion of Russian Sami, the Nordic Sami Council
became the Sami Council.
6 The Alta-Kautokeino Dam affair refers to the damming of the Alta-Kautokeino river in northern Norway in the early 1980s. For a more thorough account
of the Alta affair, see Paine (1982).
7 Prior to the nineteenth century, Swedish courts accepted Sami ownership
just as they did non-Sami ownership. They actually ruled against non-Sami in
favour of Sami agricultural and livestock land-use rights. This is a reference to
the ‘Lapp Codicil’ of 1751, acknowledging certain Sami ownership rights under
the Crown which were not seen again until the 1980s.
8 John Bernard Henriksen, Adviser, Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Human Rights Division, e-mail communication to Christian Hicks (22 January
2003).
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16 | Conclusions: poverty, peoples and the
meaning of change
JOHN-ANDREW MCNEISH AND ROBYN
EVERSOLE

There is a growing international consensus that ‘development’ means doing
something about poverty, and that doing something about poverty does not
happen in a vacuum; rather, it requires the active participation of people
who are poor. For diverse indigenous peoples around the world, these
ideas are opening a signiﬁcant policy space where their often long-standing
quests for resources and recognition can be heard. In the rhetoric of participatory development, it is now possible to speak of indigenous peoples’
own deﬁnitions of poverty (which may differ quite dramatically from the
dollar-a-day or quantitative health indicators of non-indigenous policymakers), and to consider indigenous peoples’ own solutions to poverty.
Despite these apparently greater prospects for participation in development, there remain, however, serious impasses in the way in which indigenous peoples and development policy-makers express and understand their
goals and aspirations. For indigenous peoples, terms such as ‘economic
development’, ‘capacity building’ and ‘social inclusion’ often give way to
political and legal concepts such as ‘self-determination’, ‘autonomy’ and
‘rights’. This is not the language that development policy-makers expect.
Consequently, it is not uncommon for indigenous peoples’ own deﬁnitions and solutions – the conceptual bases of participatory development
– to remain largely invisible to policy-makers, who are trained to think of
poverty only as an economic or social development issue, rather than a
legal or political issue. The coming of a more praxis-oriented rights-based
language such as ‘cultural liberties’ (UNDP 2004), ‘capabilities’ (Sen 1999)
and ‘capacities’ (Rao and Walton 2004) may help to address this limitation.
For now, however, it is important to recognize that for indigenous peoples
poverty is often all of the above.
This book has offered an exploration and analysis of how poverty currently affects indigenous peoples, and indigenous peoples’ own responses
and strategies. It has also contributed to a broader understanding of the
causes and cures of poverty. As regards indigenous poverty speciﬁcally, the
authors have shown how indigenous groups’ demands for self-determination and land rights are central to the indigenous poverty issue, and need to
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be considered in the light of current anti-poverty and participatory development policies. Meanwhile, the book’s in-depth exploration of poverty and
indigenous peoples sheds light more generally on the dynamics of how
poverty affects different population groups around the world. Ultimately,
this permits us to suggest policy directions that may effectively reduce
poverty.
In Part One, we discussed indigenous poverty as a process seated in
social relationships. We saw that ‘poverty’ can be deﬁned by quantitative
indicators (for example, health and life expectancy, as per the chapters by
Damman and Sánchez-Pérez et al.), as well as by qualitative experiences
(for example, loss of rights and political powerlessness, as per Simon’s
contribution from Taiwan). Indigenous poverty, as with all poverty, is
multi-dimensional; indigenous poverty speciﬁcally is related to the cultural
differences between dominant and non-dominant groups, as well as to
racism. Indigenous poverty is also exacerbated by a process of social and
political marginalization in which indigenous peoples have little leverage
to defend their rights and interests. These processes of discrimination are
further worsened by governmental and international policies that fail to
take into account or understand the importance of cultural difference to
indigenous peoples’ survival, or to deal effectively with indigenous peoples’
marginalization.
In Part Two we reﬂected on some positive changes in international laws
and policies towards indigenous peoples, and discussed the relationship
between indigenous peoples and nation-states. For indigenous peoples,
globalization has meant increased economic and social pressures due
to the incursion of interest groups and practices from elsewhere. It has,
however, also meant the opportunity to create pan-indigenist movements,
and to use international forums to inﬂuence the actions of states and
affect states’ willingness to consider issues of indigenous rights. We can
see that there has clearly been positive progress internationally in the
recognition of indigenous rights. The UN draft declaration on indigenous
rights is clearly an unﬁnished process, however, and we have seen that
the current way in which indigenous rights are deﬁned and enforced has
its limitations. It may be possible to circumvent these limitations and
reach a ﬁnal agreement on the declaration, by considering both how the
liberal foundations of rights-based discourses might be redeﬁned, and how
governance can become more truly participatory and inclusive. There are
certainly now a range of proposals and ideas available that could help: for
instance, Kymlicka’s (1995) ideas on multicultural liberalism, Fung and
Wright (2003) on participatory governance, and Pogge (2002) on rightsbased approaches to development.
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The relationship between indigenous peoples and nation-states is complex, yet there is clearly potential for indigenous peoples to achieve their
oft-stated goal of self-determination within the borders of the modern
nation-state. What is needed, however, is for states to critically consider
their central assumptions about the citizen–state relationship. Must states
continue to always view citizens as individuals in direct relationship with
the state? Alternatively, what can be the role of collectivities – communities
or peoples who wish to have a relationship with the state while maintaining
a degree of self-governance and self-determination?
Ultimately, self-determination means the ability to determine one’s
own future without interference. Part Three discussed indigenous peoples’
perspectives on development – which can be deﬁned as the process of
constructing desired futures. Clearly, indigenous peoples’ participation in
development does not mean that they simply join in to help realize other
people’s plans for them. Rather, self-determining participation means the
opportunity to deﬁne both the goals of development and the processes
required to get there. As the chapters in Part Three indicated, indigenous
peoples have a variety of development goals – from preserving their language
to ensuring jobs for their youth – and a variety of strategies for achieving
these, from local networks to national parliaments. Speciﬁc development
challenges clearly vary from place to place in different national and regional
contexts; this book has only touched upon this diversity. Yet clearly, understanding indigenous peoples’ own strategies in each context, and how these
interact with non-indigenous spheres, is key. With this understanding,
non-indigenous peoples, governments and international policy-makers can
support indigenous peoples in achieving their development and poverty
reduction goals.
Exploring the international pattern linking indigenous peoples and
poverty also allows us to draw some conclusions about poverty more generally. While poverty may be described by economic measures or health
indicators, it is ultimately seated in social relationships. The relationships
that generate poverty play out at different levels:
• in political, economic, legal and other formal social institutions;
• in informal social institutions (such as attitudes, assumptions and
everyday practices);
• at all spatial levels, from the international to the local and interpersonal.
The process of social change – in this case, ﬁghting poverty – can be
understood as a process of realigning relationships at these various levels.
Where indigenous peoples are concerned, this may involve such actions as
292
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passing legislation preventing outside development on indigenous land.
It may involve rewriting educational materials to include indigenous viewpoints, or restructuring government health and social services to place them
under greater indigenous community control. At the international level, it
may involve multilateral agreements that further insist upon and regulate
respect for indigenous rights and multiculturalism. At the interpersonal
level, it may mean a critical rethink of racist attitudes and assumptions
among neighbours. And within indigenous communities themselves, it can
involve resolving issues such as the most appropriate political or governance institutions and how they will represent the community in dialogue
with those outside.
It is important to understand that change does not happen only within
the formal institutional structures of a society. Informal institutions also
matter. Culturally internalized attitudes and assumptions about gender
and race need to be openly discussed, studied and debated. Categories of
identity, and culturally accepted practices of inclusiveness and exclusiveness, often go unquestioned, even when they perpetuate discrimination
and disadvantage – both within indigenous communities and in the larger
society. Informal institutions exert a powerful inﬂuence, and formal changes
in development practice, policies and laws targeting indigenous peoples will
continue to have a limited effect so long as there is no further foundation
for accepting difference in the societies where these peoples live. From a
governance perspective, the development of a more inclusive ‘politics of difference’ will require resolving the disjuncture between indigenous peoples’
aspirations for cultural autonomy, and the persisting assumption that the
citizens of a nation-state must be loyal, uniform and modernized.
In sum, this book offers a multi-disciplinary review of indigenous poverty, drawn from many different contexts around the world. It focuses
on the speciﬁcity of indigenous poverty, but also demonstrates the close
relationship this has with the poverty of other marginalized and minority
groups. As such, this book makes it clear that the future reduction of
indigenous poverty depends on the formation and continuance of cooperation and alliances between such groups. It provides yet another indication
of the vital importance of marginalized and minority groups and their
perspectives to any serious pursuit of social equity. The book also offers a
useful resource that indigenous peoples, indigenous rights organizations,
policy-makers and academics can draw upon as they grapple with the
issue of indigenous poverty. It is hoped that this book will assist them
to critically analyse poverty-creating processes, redeﬁne challenges, and
ultimately help create conditions in which indigenous peoples can achieve
their own visions of prosperity.
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public awareness of, 11; reduction
of, 11, 51, 53, 85, 229, 290 (as
policy goal, 127; centrality of selfdetermination in, 105; in Russia,
115–18; informal activities, 263;
participation of the poor, 11–12;
role of state in, 106; strategies,
12 (in Australia, 260–73));
stigmatization of, 100
poverty line, introduction of, 12
poverty policy, and indigenous
peoples, 15–17
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers
(PRSP), 1; in Bolivia, 12;
scepticism about, 15
pre-natal consultations, 46, 50
pregnancy: home deliveries, 50;
problems during, 40–1, 44–6, 47,
48, 49
protected natural areas: conservation
of, 251; deﬁnition of, 245–7
Purepecha people, 252
Putin, Vladimir, 117
pygmy peoples, 33; Twa, 33

308

Q’eqchi people, 251
Quintana Roo community, Mexico,
252
racism: against indigenous cultures,
30, 34; in relation to poverty, 35
Rain Forest Alliance, 252
rainfall, assessment of, 230
reindeer herding, 110, 111, 112,
113, 121, 277–9, 284; declining
numbers of reindeer, 115; grazing
rights, 283
re-indigenization process, 193
relocation of populations, 135–6, 148
resistance of indigenous peoples,
148–53
resort industry, consequences of, 147
resources, natural, loss of, 202
Return Our Land Self-Help
Association (Taiwan), 60, 64
rights: collective, of indigenous
peoples, 102–5; in liberal
democracy, 105; indigenous, 33
(rethinking of, 101–2); special,
assignation of, 105 see also
human rights
rights-based approach to
development, 69–70, 291
risk, management of, 235
RMIT University (Australia), 19
road building, 137
Rose, Nikolas, 235
Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples (Canada), 214
Russia: indigenous peoples in, 7,
108–25, 274; laws on indigenous
policy, 116
Russian Association of Indigenous
Peoples of the North, 114

309

Index

Saami see Sami
sacred sites, 34
salinization, 252
Sami people, 34, 110, 115, 236;
attitude to EU entry, 284;
constitutional rights recognised,
282; hiding of own identity, 276;
hunger strike by, 282; joik music,
280; magic drum, 280; national
ﬂag of, 279–80; parliaments,
274, 281, 283; recognition within

UN system, 283–4; responses to
poverty, 274–89
Sami Reindeer Herders’ Association,
278
Sami Rights Committee (SRC)
(Norway), 282
San people, 33
Sánchez-Pérez, Héctor Javier, 30
sanitation, access to, 13
Santa Claus, myth of, 279
Santal people, 32
Seattle, Chief, 61
self-determination, 9, 31, 158, 160,
161, 164, 169, 171, 175, 195,
199–25, 235, 283, 286, 290; as
anti-poverty policy, 209; central
to poverty reduction, 98, 105, 206,
290; criteria for, 172; in Australia,
rejected, 204; in US, 205; right
to, 97–107, 129; within existing
nation states, 102
self-identiﬁcation, as part of
indigenous identity, 5
self-rule, meaning and role of, 208–9
Sen, A., 14
Seris people, 252
settler societies, deﬁnition of, 201
Severnye prostory periodical, 114
Shan-hai newspaper, 60
Shiban, Igung, 60–1, 62, 63
Shiban, Kimi, 62, 63
Shuar people, 230
Sierra de Juarez (Mexico), 252
Sierra de las Minas Biosphere Reserve
(Guatemala), 247
Skachko, Anatoliy, 111
social capital; concept of,
controversial, 15; meaning of, 13
social inclusion, 290; in New Zealand,
158–84
social integration, 187
social support, provision of, 265–6
social unit of authority, 212–15
soil conservation, 230
soil erosion, 140, 252
solar panels, 254
Somali people, 33
South and Meso American Indian
Rights Center, 8
South Africa: indigenous peoples in,
33; ofﬁcial development aid, 120

Index

South-East Asia, indigenous people
of, 126–57
sovereignty, 175; meaning of, 208–9;
national, 233; of Aboriginals in
Australia, 200; of Maori, 200
sovkhozes, 112
Stalin, Joseph, 111
state: relation to indigenous peoples,
162, 292; role of, 235 (in reducing
indigenous poverty, 106)
statelessness, 130–2
Stiefel, M., 233
Stolen Generation (Australia), 264
structural adjustment, ‘with a human
face’, 11
stunting, 72, 74–9; in children, 70;
rates of, as indication of poverty,
74
substance abuse among indigenous
peoples, 71
suicide among indigenous peoples,
71, 115, 121
Summit of the Americas, Plan of
Action, 85
sustainable development, 211, 229,
231, 255
Sweden, indigenous peoples in,
274–87
Tabasará hydroelectric project, 253
Tai people, 131
Taiwan, 32; ethnographic studies
of, 54; indigenous peoples in,
32, 53–68; viewed as economic
‘miracle’, 53
Talamanca National Park (Costa
Rica), 246
Taroko people, 57–8, 59, 60, 61–2
tattoos, facial, of indigenous peoples,
55–6; study of, 62–3
Tawakha Asagni Biosphere Reserve
(Honduras), 246
Taxed Mountain case (Sweden), 283
Tayal tribe, 55, 56, 57
Te Puni KÐkiri ministry, 166, 167–8,
169–70
tea cultivation, 139–40
Territories of Traditional Nature Use,
116–17
territory, right to, 194
Thailand, 139, 150, 152; agriculture

in, 140; amphetamine production
in, 144; assimilation in, 137;
drug-trafﬁcking in, 142–3; forest
culture in, 134; indigenous
peoples in, 126–57; integration
in global economy, 139; land
tenure in, 134; logging bans in,
133; opiate production in, 142;
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