
Florida State University Libraries

Honors Theses  The Division of Undergraduate Studies

2012

Making Development Discourse Work in
Latin American Indigenous Communities
Dominique Meyer

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 

COLLEGE OF SOCIAL SCIENCES 

 

 

MAKING DEVELOPMENT DISCOURSE WORK IN LATIN AMERICAN 

INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES 

 
 

By 
 

DOMINIQUE A. MEYER 
 
 

 
A Thesis submitted to the  

Department of International Affairs 
 in partial fulfillment of the  

requirements for graduation with  
Honors in the Major 

 
 
 

Degree Awarded:  
Spring Semester, 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Honors Thesis   Meyer, 1   

 
 

The members of the Defense Committee approve the thesis of Dominique A. Meyer 
defended on March 27, 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 

_____________________________ 
Dr. Michael Uzendoski 

Department of Modern Languages 
Committee Member 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_____________________________ 
 

 
Dr. Petra Doan 

Department of Urban and Regional Planning 
Committee Member 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

_____________________________ 
 

Dr. Philip Steinberg 
Department of Geography 

Committee Member



Honors Thesis   Meyer, 2   

 
 

Abstract 

This paper examines the discourse of development from the perspective of indigenous 
communities, and discusses the challenges related to achieving development goals within 
indigenous communities. This paper provides a critique and background on development 

discourse, an analysis on the indigenous experience, and discusses ways to implement 
alternative development strategies in indigenous communities. 
Key words: Indigenous Peoples, Development, Latin America.  
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 I. Introduction 

 
 

Presently, there are more than 370 million indigenous people throughout 90 

countries worldwide, with 50 million indigenous people living in Latin America (IFAD, 

2011). This paper will examine the complex relationship between the international 

community and discuss modern development discourse as it relates to the development of 

indigenous communities in Latin America. Most importantly, it will examine the distinct 

clash of values between neo-liberal development goals and the indigenous perspective of 

wellbeing. It is this conflict of values that halts progress towards eradicating poverty and 

promoting health and education goals in indigenous communities, as the very approaches 

used by the international community to categorize and define a person’s wellbeing do not 

relate to the definition understood by indigenous populations.  

In order to explain this idea, this paper first provides a background of current 

international standards and efforts towards achieving  “development”, such as the 

Millennium Development Goals. I will then discuss existing efforts on the part of the 

international community to bridge the cultural gap between western organizations and 

traditional communities in implementing development objectives. Following the 

necessary background on development, I intend to survey the current trends of 

development that are most prevalent within the international community. The purpose of 

this section, largely, is to be a primer for the issues I discuss in the proceeding chapters. It 

is important to understand the effects of the most prominent perspectives in current 

development initiatives to better understand the controversy surrounding the differences 

in Western and Indigenous perspectives in regards to development. 
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Next, this paper will examine the current state of indigenous communities across 

three Latin American countries, from a general perspective including their most prevalent 

health, education, and empowerment concerns. This paper will focus specifically on 

communities in Bolivia, Ecuador, and Guatemala, and the areas to be examined will 

include disparities in the education of children, empowerment of women, sanitation and 

health indicators, and land use contention/exploitation. I have selected to examine the 

three above countries due to the inherent richness in indigenous culture, differing systems 

of government, and overall high levels of poverty. 

In addition to examining data collected by international, regional, and state 

agencies, throughout this chapter I seek to showcase the perspective, or “voice” of 

indigenous peoples themselves. Here, I point out the distinct differences between the 

Western neo-liberal perception of wellbeing, and that of Indigenous Groups. 

Additionally, I point out how the perspectives of indigenous groups on development, 

globalization, and modernity are often excluded from policy development, both at the 

state and international level despite that the unique culture, tradition, and knowledge 

inherent within their culture defines their identity.   

Finally, this paper will present conclusions on strategies for reducing the existing 

clash of values and emphasizing the indigenous voice. Here, I will argue that policies to 

improve the livelihood of indigenous communities can only be effective when the 

international community begins to accept the indigenous perspective of what well being 

truly is. Also, I will argue that efforts must be developed by relying on the extensive 

cultural and social capital wrought within indigenous communities, and development 
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schemes to further empowerment goals must originate from the indigenous communities 

themselves.  

Throughout this paper, I intend to emphasize the need to incorporate indigenous 

perspective in planning for the development by including viewpoints and testimony from 

publications produced by indigenous organizations, as well as documented fieldwork. I 

will also use country and indigenous community data found through CEPALSTAT 

Databases, provided by the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean 

(ECLAC).  

The majority of all information contained and synthesized throughout this paper 

will be secondary data, though some will be based on my own experiences and 

observations during my time with the Shuar Indigenous Group at the Arutam Rainforest 

Reserve in Pastanza, Ecuador.  

I should note that the inspiration for my interest in writing this paper came 

directly from my time spent with the Shuar and our guide Enrique, and any personal 

anecdotes contained within this paper are reflective of true and accurate experiences from 

the spring of 2011. It is my hope to articulately present the voices of the people who 

welcomed me so graciously into their community.  

Throughout this paper, I emphasize that development is not simply a “one-size 

fits all” concept, and that instead, agencies and bodies of the international community 

must re-think the concept of development as it pertains to indigenous communities. In 

order for development efforts to be successful in improving the quality of life in 

indigenous communities, indigenous people themselves must be fully integrated into the 
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processes and discourses of development so as to ensure that their traditional and 

valuable culture and knowledge are preserved.  
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 Development Objectives of International Community 
 

“In saying ‘development’… most people are now saying the opposite of what they 

want to convey… By using uncritically such a loaded word, and one doomed to 

extinction, they are transforming its agony into a chronic condition.” –Gustavo Esteva 

(Esteva, 1992).  

 

The first time the world heard and universally accepted the word 

“underdeveloped” to refer to areas of the world not scientifically or technologically 

advanced was on January 20, 1949 during U.S. President Truman’s inaugural address, 

where he coined it as an emblem of his own policy (Esteva, 1992) (Richard Peet, 2009). 

On that day, two billion people became underdeveloped, as the hegemonic power of the 

time drew a line in the sand between “Us” and “Them”. It is that date that welcomed the 

“age of development” where the label of “underdeveloped” provided the cognitive base 

for what would become the systematic gesture of development efforts in the preceding 

years (Esteva, 1992).  

 The concept of Development and its political merits have well been debated by 

policy makers, scholars, and “regular folks” alike, further dividing the world into two 

camps: those who favor development schemes, and those who don’t. Those who look 

favorably on Development efforts praise it as a “means for making a better life for 

everyone… [providing] basic needs: sufficient food to maintain good health; a safe, 

healthy place in which to live; affordable services available to everyone; and being 

treated with dignity and respect” (Peet & Hartwick, 2009, pg 1). For the members of this 

camp, development refers to improvements in well-being, living standards, and 
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opportunities (Edelman & Haugerud, 2005). This optimistic worldview of Development 

starkly contrasts to the more pessimistic one- the in which Wolfgang Sachs describes as a 

cracked and crumbling lighthouse standing alone as a ruin of our intellectual landscape 

(Sachs, 1992). According to this view of development, the discourse refers to the 

historical processes of commodification, industrialization, modernization, and 

globalization (Edelman & Haugerud, 2005).  

 In fact, the term “development” its self is an unstable term. According to Marc 

Edelman and Angelique Howard, development is an “ideal, an imagined future towards 

which institutions and individuals strive” (Edelman & Haugerud, 2005). Oxford’s 

Dictionary defines the concept of development as “the gradual growth of something so 

that it becomes more advanced, stronger, etc”, and the same entry provides “a baby’s 

development in the womb” as a proper example of development (Oxford University 

Press, 2012). This example is fitting to accentuate the very debate surrounding the idea of 

international development as it is understood today- where proponents of development 

view themselves in the maternal role, feeding into and supporting the advancement of 

“underdeveloped” states, and those rejecting the idea insist that growth and advancement 

occur from within the state its self.  

 This idea is reflective of the history of capitalism, which is an essential element in 

understanding indigenous marginalization today. For indigenous communities, 

capitalism, with it’s roots in mercantilist imperialism, has set up indigenous populations 

for failure (Chiapas, 1994). This is because capitalism promotes a world view that 

measures self worth by material wealth, while indigenous populations measure self worth 

by abilities and relationships (Chiapas, 1994). This juxtaposition of values sets up the 
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struggle between the Western neo-liberal theory on development and the indigenous 

pursuit for well being, which will be further discussed in this paper. 

 While the contentious political complexities of the concept of development and its 

corresponding discourse are absolutely essential to understanding the unique 

circumstance of development for indigenous communities, we must also understand 

development from a more holistic view in order to come to terms with what the concept’s 

implications are today.  

 Development is a concept that fuses modern advances in science and technology, 

democracy and social organization, and rationalized ethics into single humanitarian 

projects that cooperatively produce a better standard of living. At its core, development is 

concerned more with the conditions under which production occurs with an economy and 

the results that occur from it; development also addresses the social consequences of 

production (Peet & Hartwick, 2009).  

The first United Nations (UN) “Decade of Development” occurred from 1960-

1970, established through its corresponding Proposals for Action, that “The problem of 

the underdeveloped countries is not just growth, but development….Development is 

growth plus change… the key concept must be improved quality of people’s life.”  The 

First Decade of Development considered social and economic aspects separately, but the 

Second Decade (1970-1980) considered the two together, asserting a “global strategy 

based on joint and concentrated action in both economic and social life” (Esteva, 1992). 

The main components of the International Development Strategy released as part of the 

Second Decade were outlined to identify a unified approach to development and 

planning, and included objected aimed at the following: 
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a. Leaving no sector of the population outside the scope of change and development;  

b. Effecting structural change to favor national development and activating all 

sectors to participate in development processes; 

c. Achieving social equity and distribution of income; 

d. Giving priority to the development of human potentials, the provision of 

employment opportunities, and the needs of children.  

The following decade, the 1980s, has been called “the lost decade for 

development”, where the principals of the structural adjustment process largely 

dismantled the development process, until progress was regained in the 1990s (Esteva, 

1992). The 1990s called for a new perspective of development, which eventually led to 

the inception of the current development initiative:  The Millennium Development Goals.  

In September 2000, leaders from around the world came together at United 

Nations Headquarters to adopt the United Nations Millennium Declaration, which 

effectively codified the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The Millennium 

Development goals are reflective of the more optimistic goals of Development as a 

discourse. Here, development efforts are geared towards expanding personal capabilities 

through goals that relate to health, education, and ability.  In his book Development as 

Freedom, Amartya Sen states that ‘Development can be seen… as a process of expanding 

the real freedoms that people enjoy’. The “freedoms” referenced by Sen are those that 

include access to education and health care, and political participation. According to Sen, 

these goals are inter-related, and together can con- tribute to economic and social 

progress (Sen, 1999).  
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 A set of eight goals containing specific targets, they were approved by consensus 

at the Millennium Summit with the passage of the United Nations Millennium 

Declaration (A/RES/55/2). The MDGs are geared towards alleviating poverty worldwide 

and have been created to affirm the International Community’s commitment towards 

“freeing our fellow men, women and children from the abject and dehumanizing 

conditions of extreme poverty…and freeing the entire human race from want.” 

Though commonly criticized as a very extravagant and overambitious objective, 

for the past 12 years the UN seemingly united each committee and organ with the 

purpose of working towards some aspect of each of the goals. The goals of the MDG are 

the following: (1) Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger, (2) Universal Education, (3) 

Gender Equality, (4) Child Health, (5) Maternal Health, (6) Combat HIV/AIDs, (7) 

Environmental Sustainability, (8) Increase Global Partnerships (A/RES/55/2).   

The first MDG, Eradicate Extreme Poverty and Hunger, contains three separate 

targets. The first target aims to halve the proportion of people whose income is less than 

$1 a day”, over a twenty-five year span (1990-2015).The second  target addresses 

“achieving full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women 

and young people”, and the third and final target of the first goal aims to halve the 

proportion of people who suffer from hunger between 1990 and 2015 (A/RES/55/2).  

The second MDG aims to promote Universal Education. This goal has one target, 

which is to “ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere will be able to complete a full 

course of primary schooling” (A/RES/55/2). 

The third MDG addresses Gender Equality by aiming to eliminate gender 

disparity in primary and secondary education by 2005, and in all levels by 2015 
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(A/RES/55/2). Additionally, the fourth MDG relates to reducing Child Mortality rates by 

improving the health of children by reducing the under-five child mortality rates by two 

third between 1990-2015 (A/RES/55/2).  

The fifth MDG is related to the fourth, aiming to improve Maternal Health 

standards. Goal 5 contains two targets, the first being to Reduce by three quarters the 

maternal mortality ratio, and the second to “achieve universal access to reproductive 

health”.  

The sixth goal, to Combat HIV/AIDs, Malaria, and other diseases, has three 

targets. The first target aims to halt and reverse the spread of HIV/AIDs by2015, the 

second is geared towards achieving universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS, and the 

third is to halt and reverse the incidence of malaria and other major diseases, such as 

tuberculosis (A/RES/55/2).   

Goal 7, Ensure Environmental Sustainability, contains four targets, the first being 

to integrate the principles of sustainable development into country policies and reverse 

the loss of environmental resources. The second aims to reduce biodiversity loss 

specifically by achieving a significant reduction in the rate of loss by 2010. The third is to 

halve the proportion of people without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic 

sanitation, and the fourth target is to “achieve a significant improvement in the lives of at 

least 100 million slum dwellers (A/RES/55/2).  

The eighth and final goal, to develop a Global Partnership for Development, has 

been highly criticized as the loftiest goal, but it does contain six specific targets. The first 

is develop an “open, rule-based, predictable, non-discriminatory” trading and financial 

system, so that developing countries may gain a greater access to the markets of 
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developed countries. The second is to “address the special needs of least developed 

countries”, such as through the allocation of ODA that meets the UN target. The third is 

to address the special needs of landlocked and Small Island developing states. The fourth 

target aims to address the debt problems of developing countries, and the fifth and sixth 

targets addresses providing access to affordable essential drugs and technology, 

respectively, in developing countries (A/RES/55/2).  

The official date set to achieve the MDGs is 2015, but as noted above, several 

targets contained earlier deadlines have already come and gone without significant 

achievement. Globally, progress towards achieving the MDGs has varied by target. 

Progress has been stronger in terms of poverty reduction, access to education, and access 

to improved water sources, whereas advancements in other areas, such as in achieving 

food security and universal primary education, have been more challenging (Overseas 

Development Institute, 2010). In Africa specifically, progress has substantially stalled. In 

2004, the average percentage of people undernourished in Sub-Saharan Africa was less 

than 28 per cent, down only slightly from 31 per cent in 1990 (Overseas Development 

Institute, 2010). Another challenge is reducing child mortality.  

Progress in mortality rates for children under five years of age has been relatively 

slow, with many Member States unlikely to meet the MDG target of reducing this 

number by two-thirds before 2015 (Overseas Development Institute, 2010). Additionally, 

while progress has been made on increasing access to education, the MDG target of 

universal primary education completion is unlikely to be reached. Progress in reducing 

gender equity in terms of health has also been slow, with only 32 per cent of Member 
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States having achieved gender parity by recent data, compared to 27 per cent initially 

(Overseas Development Institute, 2010).  

 It is widely acknowledged by economists that the Global Financial Crisis of 2009 

took a great toll on the progress of achieving many of these targets, as most developing 

Member States have had a very limited fiscal space to react to the crisis (The World 

Bank, 2009). Some say that poverty reduction was in reach until the impact of the crisis 

made it unlikely that many of the human development MDGs, including child mortality 

and primary school completion, will be met by 2015- a date very rapidly approaching 

(The World Bank, 2009). 

Visibility of indigenous populations in Latin American society and politics grew 

substantially in the 1990s, with their presence being felt most prominently through 

increased political participation. The year 1994 marked the United Nations “International 

Decade of the World’s Indigenous Peoples, which aimed to “strengthen international 

cooperation for solving problems faced by indigenous people in such areas as human 

rights, the environment, development, education and health”. Additionally, the 

declaration encouraged governments to prepare programs, plans and reports in 

consultation with indigenous people to afford indigenous people greater responsibility for 

their affairs. The same year marked the release of a report entitled “Indigenous People 

and Poverty in Latin America, which provided the first regional assessment of living 

standards among indigenous peoples. The report uncovered evidence indicating that 

indigenous people suffered far worse socioeconomic conditions than the non-indigenous 

populations as a whole (Hall, et al., 2006).  

The Second Decade of the World’s Indigenous People spans the time period of 

2005-2015, and the goal is the further strengthening of international cooperation for the 
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solution of problems faced by indigenous people, such as culture, education, health, 

human rights, the environment, and social and economic development. The five 

objectives of the Decade are set to ensure a means of action through programs and 

specific projects as well as increased technical assistance. One of the most notable of the 

fives is to “Re-define development policies that depart from a vision of equity and that 

are culturally appropriate, including respect for cultural and linguistic diversity of 

indigenous peoples” (A/60/270, 2005) 

The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (UNPFII) is one of 

three UN bodies with the explicit mandate to deal specifically with indigenous peoples’ 

issues.1 The Permanent Forum serves as an advisory body under the auspices of the 

Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), and has a mandate to discuss issues related to 

economic and social development as well as issues pertaining to indigenous culture, the 

environment, education, health and human rights. The forum has the capacity to provide 

expert recommendations to ECOSOC as well as other programs, funds and agencies of 

the United Nations, to promote the integration and coordination of activities that support 

indigenous interests within the UN system, and to prepare and disseminate information 

on these issues.   

Because of the complex relationship between the UN system and Indigenous 

Communities in general, it is important to understand that the UNPFII attempts to 

function as a mediary body between indigenous interests and the objectives of the 

international community, and it serves to promote and protect the issues that are unique 

to indigenous communities. It is often thought that the structure of the UN is not well 

                                                 
1 The other two bodies are the Expert Mechanism on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the Special 

Rapporteur on the Situation of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms of Indigenous Peoples. 
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suited to consider issues of concern to indigenous people, and indigenous participation in 

the UN system is largely limited. Therefore, the UNPFII was established in effort to 

properly address these concerns. 

The topic of the MDGs has been a prominent point of discussion within the 

UNPFII, its subsidiary bodies and initiatives. To date, the UNPFII has held two special 

sessions in light of the MDGs, including its fifth session in 2006, which was devoted to 

“The Millennium Development Goals and Indigenous Peoples: Redefining the Goals” 

(UNPFII, 2006). The main concern of the UNPFII in the way of the MDGs has been to 

ensure that the right of indigenous peoples to benefit from the goals remains intact, while 

ensuring that the implications of these goals do not conflict with traditional indigenous 

norms and values as development efforts often do (UNPFII, 2006). According to a 2005 

statement by the UNPFII, 

 

“Indigenous peoples have the right to benefit from the Millennium Development 

Goals and from other goals and aspirations contained in the Millennium 

Declaration to the same extent as all others. Indigenous and tribal peoples are 

lagging behind other parts of the population in the achievement of the Goals in 

most, if not all, the countries in which they live, and indigenous tribal women 

commonly face additional gender based disadvantages and discrimination” 

(UNPFII Secretariat, 2007). 

  

The UNPFII has called for the full participation of indigenous peoples in the 

design, implementation, and monitoring of MDG-related programs and projects that 
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affect them. Thus, the Secretariat of the UNPFII has carried out annual desk reviews of 

national MDG reports in order to determine how and to what degree indigenous issues 

are considered (UNPFII Secretariat, 2007). The result of these reports have largely been 

indicative that indigenous input has not been included in national MDG-monitoring or 

reporting, and that there are a distinct lack of mechanisms through which to ensure the 

participation of Indigenous Communities (UNPFII Secretariat, 2007).   

The lack of indigenous input is a significant issue in Latin American development 

efforts specifically, as indigenous peoples account for more than 25 per cent of the 

population in Bolivia, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Peru (ECLAC, 2005). In their “The 

Millennium Development Goals: A Latin American and Caribbean Perspective”, the 

Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) has indicated that 

the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean should attain the poverty reduction 

target on the basis of equitable opportunities for all citizens regardless of race or ethnic 

origin, but this becomes particularly challenging in reference to Indigenous Populations 

(ECLAC, 2005). Indigenous People in Latin America represent, to a large extent, the 

poorest in the region and have the lease access to cultural recognition or decision-making 

mechanisms, leaving them effectively left out and shut out of the Development process 

(ECLAC, 2005).  
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The Indigenous Experience 
 

 

A dictionary will define indigenous peoples as “Originating or occurring naturally 

in a particular place; native”. But is being born or naturalized in a certain place all that 

makes a person “indigenous”? Certainly, each person born or naturalized in a given place 

is considered indigenous, or native, to that specific place. But the classification of a 

person belonging to an indigenous group implies much more contextually then just being 

a native of that area. Among the international community, much debate has surrounded 

the determination of the exact definition of an indigenous person, and no exact definition 

has ever been adopted by a UN system body. However, a great deal of weight bas been 

granted to the Special Rapporteur of the Sub-Commission on Prevention of 

Discrimination and Protection of Minorities, Jose R. Martinez Cobo’s, discussion in his 

popular “Study on the Problem of Discrimination against Indigenous Populations”. In the 

text, The Special Rapporteur offered a working definition of indigenous communities, 

peoples, and nations which expressed a number of basic ideas that provided a basic 

intellectual framework to draw attention to the right of indigenous people themselves to 

define who and what is considered indigenous, stating:  

 

“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 societies 

now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them. They form at present non-

dominant sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop and transmit 
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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 system(Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs, 2004).”  

  

According to the text, indigenous peoples on an individual basis are those who 

belong to indigenous populations through self-identification as indigenous, and they are 

recognized and accepted to be one of the group’s members. Through this process of self-

identification, both the declarant and the group accept one as indigenous and construct a 

group consciousness. This process preserves the right for the sovereign communities to 

decide who will belong to their group without external interference (Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, 2004). 

Historically, indigenous peoples have faced marginalization and social exclusion 

across all continents (IFAD, 2011). Today, indigenous peoples accumulate to total 

approximately 5 per cent of the world’s population, with a presence of 300 to 370 million 

people around the world. Additionally, indigenous communities make up one-third of the 

world’s 900 million extremely poor rural people(UNPFII, 2006). In Latin America 

specifically, there are approximately 50 million indigenous inhabitants, which make up 

11 per cent of the region’s population (UNPFII, 2006). 

In terms of human development indicators (HDI), indigenous peoples make up 15 

per cent of the world’s poor, and face huge disparities in access to quality health care and 

education with both levels trending well below national averages (UNPFII, 2006). For 

example, in Guatemala, 53 per cent of indigenous youth aged 15 to 19 have not 
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completed primary education, whereas non-indigenous youth who have not completed 

primary education is just 32.2 per cent- a difference of over 20 per cent (UNPFII 

Secretariat, 2007). Additionally, infant mortality rates within Bolivia’s indigenous 

populations are near 75 out of 1000, compared to 50 out of 1000 for non-indigenous 

populations (UNPFII Secretariat, 2007).  

Poverty is often found to be directly linked to marginalization, with indigenous 

peoples being among the most vulnerable people to marginalization in the world (IFAD, 

2011). Marginalization of indigenous groups has been largely driven by capitalism, 

which has perpetuated the struggle between classes and helped to build the conflict of 

values between Indigenous Groups and the predominating western neo-liberalist view. 

Because of these trends, indigenous perspectives on development, globalization, and 

modernity are often excluded from policy development both at the state and international 

level despite that their communities are wrought with significant culture, tradition, and 

knowledge that define their own identities.  

The five Latin American countries with the largest indigenous populations are 

Mexico, Peru, Guatemala, Bolivia, and Ecuador. However, the actual size of the 

indigenous populations varies according to how indigenous peoples are defined or 

identified (Georgetown University, 2012). In effort to gain a better understanding of the 

disparities of indigenous communities in terms of childhood education, empowerment of 

women, access to sanitation, and healthcare, I have selected to examine the three specific 

Latin American Countries and their issues of indigenous exclusion due to their high 

levels of indigenous populations and culture, differing systems of government, and 

overall elevated levels of poverty.  
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However, much of the statistical data that is used to define the demographics of 

indigenous populations within these countries largely misrepresent their actual 

experience, as the benchmarks that are set by western institutions do not take into account 

the way that traditional societies measure things like unemployment or health in 

comparison to the way it is understood in Western society (Chiapas, 1994). While it is 

important to understand the statistical data available on indigenous people generally in 

order to understand their experience on a comparative basis, these statistics are not meant 

to be presented to define their own perception of well being. 

 In fact, many of the ways most often used for measuring the wellbeing in 

indigenous communities directly emphasize underlying manifestations of the larger 

ideological conflict between Western development discourse and the indigenous 

perspective. In understanding the indigenous perspective on development, one must 

accept that for them a “good life” is not one that is defined by material wealth or comfort. 

Rather, it is defined by their ability to have relationships with one another and with their 

land (Chiapas, 1994).  

 

Bolivia 
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Bolivia is often regarded by the West as the most isolated and poverty-ridden 

country in South America (BBC, 2011).�The “Plurinational State of Bolivia” is located 

on the continent of South America to the west of Brazil and to the east of Peru (CIA, 

2011). A landlocked state, growth in Bolivia is constricted by its extreme geographical 

conditions, poor coordination of economic resources, and vast inequality. On the Human 

Development Index, Bolivia has a composite score of 0.643, which gives the country a 

rank of 95 out of 169 countries of comparable data (UNDP, 2010). 

Bolivia is home to a significant amount of indigenous groups, such as the Aymara 

and Quechua populations, which traditionally occupy the highland and valley areas of the 

state, where indigenous people account for 67 per cent and 60 per cent of the population, 

respectively. Bolivia is also home to groups that traditionally settled in the lowlands, like 

the Guarani. There, 17 per cent are indigenous and 83 per cent are non-indigenous 

(Patrinos et al., 2006, pg. 42).  

The large indigenous population, which makes up over half of the total 

population, is joined by descendents of colonial Spanish settlers, thus making the 

population of Bolivia “Pluri-national”. Aside from these groups, there are over 32 

culturally differentiated groups, implying great linguistic and cultural diversity. In 1996, 

the Bolivian National Constitution recognized the multiethnic character of the country, 

but historically there has always existed an attitude of exclusion and discrimination 

against indigenous communities (UNICEF, 2003).  

Poverty is a widespread condition in many rural areas of Bolivia, where it affects 

over 2 million people, with 1.6 million living in conditions of extreme poverty. (IFAD, 

2011). According to the International Fund for Agriculture and Development, one of the 
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major factors that contribute to the persistence of poverty among Bolivia’s rural 

populations is the exclusion of indigenous communities, women, and rural populations 

from economic opportunities and political decision-making (IFAD, 2011). 

Between 1999 and 2002, the Bolivian poverty gap index fluctuated between 0.32 

and 0.35. The index for the indigenous population was about double that for the non-

indigenous population, meaning that the indigenous population required about twice as 

much income per person as the non-indigenous population in order to escape poverty 

(Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 40-66).  

In terms of employment, on average indigenous populations in Bolivia are about 3 

per cent less likely than non-indigenous people to be unemployed. However, in 2002, the 

nationwide poverty rate was higher among indigenous than non-indigenous people, at 73 

per cent versus 52 per cent nationally, 59 per cent versus 47 per cent in urban areas, and 

86 per cent versus 73 per cent in rural areas. Indigenous women specifically have a 74.5 

per cent probability of being poor, compared with 50.8 per cent for non-indigenous 

women (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 40-66).  

While gender, employment and health have significant effects on the probability 

of being poor in Bolivia, lack of education has the largest effect. In terms of education, 

among the general population having no education raises the probability of being poor to 

79.9 per cent at the national level, but indigenous populations still have a greater chance 

of being poor than non-indigenous people. Even among individuals with the same level 

of education, in 2002 the poverty rates were much higher for indigenous populations than 

for non-indigenous people. Overall in Bolivia, being indigenous increases a person’s 

probability of being poor by about 13 per cent (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 40-66). 
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 The fact that indigenous families have less access to economic and material 

resources perpetuates the educational gap between indigenous and non-indigenous youth. 

Parents in indigenous families generally have less formal education  and less access to 

basic services. Because of this, indigenous children are more likely to attend poorly 

performing schools that also have few materials or classroom equipment. Additionally, 

indigenous youth are often not able to take advantage of school resources due to language 

barriers when materials tend to be designed for Spanish-speaking students (McEwan, 

2004). 

 Inequality between indigenous populations and non-indigenous populations in 

Bolivia persist in terms of access to formal health care. In Bolivia, 55 per cent For 

example 55 per cent of non- indigenous women but only 30 per cent of indigenous 

women have their babies in hospital, and 51 per cent of indigenous women give birth to 

their children at home, compared with just 13 per cent of non-indigenous women. The 

larger occurrence of home birth in indigenous homes is largely due to cultural traditions, 

yet to proponents of western science, home births are considered to pose great maternal 

health risks within indigenous communities (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 40-66).  

Apart from the cultural traditions of home-births, disease and injury are also more 

common among indigenous populations in Bolivia. In 2002, indigenous people received 

more medical care at home than in clinics, hospitals, or health centers. Indigenous 

families also spend less than non-indigenous families on private health care, largely due 

to the availability of traditional health care within indigenous communities (Patrinos et 

al., 2006, pp. 40-66).  
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Ecuador 

 

  

 Similar to Bolivia, Ecuador is recognized as an area of great cultural diversity. 

Although indigenous groups account for a smaller share of the population in Ecuador 

than in Bolivia or Guatemala, they have been very effective in engaging in the political 

arena of the country in the last decade. Indigenous groups control approximately 27 

municipalities and provincial governments across the country, and they have been able to 

elect members of indigenous communities to sit in the national congress. Additionally, 

they have had the capacity to appoint an indigenous woman as vice-president of the 

congress and select the first indigenous ministers for key cabinet positions, which have 

traditionally been held by dominant elites.  

This indigenous communities to mobilize has had undeniable affects on policy 

making in the country, particularly in the areas of education, health care, and poverty. 

There now exists widespread acknowledgement within the country of the contribution of 

Ecuador’s indigenous movement.  

 Ecuador is home to a significant amount of indigenous populations, including the 

Kichwa, Siona, Secoya, Cofán, Huaorani, Shiwiar, Shuar, Achuar, Chachi, Espera, 

Tsa'chila, Huancavilca, and Awa. Indigenous Communities distributed in the highlands, 
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the Amazon Rainforest, and the coast, with the largest concentration of indigenous 

peoples being in the highlands (Georgetown University, 2012).. 

 Although there is real questioning about the actual size and percentage of the 

indigenous population in Ecuador, a fair estimation by the Inter-American Development 

Bank is that the indigenous population accounts for 43 per cent of the national population 

as a whole (Georgetown University, 2012). The majority of the indigenous population is 

concentrated in rural areas, with 82 per cent of the indigenous population being rural and 

18 per cent being urban, according to the 2001 census (INEC, 2001).  

 Currently, Ecuador is one of the least developed countries in Latin America. The 

national per capita income in 2001 was US$1461, which is substantially below the 

regional average of $3864. Of the national population, Indigenous peoples are among the 

poorest in society, with a poverty rate of 87 per cent nationwide and 96 per cent in the 

rural highlands. Of these figures, extreme poverty affected 71 per cent of indigenous rural 

highlanders and 56 per cent of the total indigenous populations, with the difference in 

poverty rates between indigenous and non-indigenous people in the rural Amazon being 

less marked (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 67-105). 

 Like Bolivia, the degree of poverty in Ecuador is greater in indigenous 

communities than in non-indigenous communities. In 2001 the incidence of poverty was 

86 per cent for indigenous peoples and 45 per cent for non-indigenous people, with a 

national average of 46 per cent. Poverty in Ecuador more prominently affects those in 

rural indigenous households. In 1998 the poverty gap was 49 per cent for indigenous 

peoples, compared with 26 per cent for the non-indigenous population (Patrinos et al., 

2006, pp. 67-105). 
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 Average labor earnings for indigenous populations amount to 55 per cent of those 

of non-indigenous workers in Ecuador. This is largely due to differences in education, 

skills, work experience, and working conditions, however it may also involve 

discrimination even among people with similar education and skills. In the case of male 

workers it is estimated that 55 per cent of the wage gap can be explained by differences 

in education, and the remaining 45 per cent can be attributed to labor market 

discrimination (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 67-105). 

Access to education in Ecuador has significantly improved in recent decades, but 

indigenous peoples have not shared equally in the benefits of educational attainment as 

have non-indigenous people. For example, non-indigenous people born between 1964–68 

had, on average, 9.6 years of schooling. In contrast, indigenous peoples had only 6.9 – a 

difference of almost 2.7 years, and the gap has widened since 1949. Currently on average, 

indigenous peoples have only 4.3 years of formal education, while non-indigenous people 

have an average of 6.9 years. Additionally, when the data is broken down by gender it is 

evident that the gap has widened even larger when it comes to access to education and 

educational attainment for women (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 67-105).  

By 1998 indigenous women were the most disadvantaged group in terms of 

education, with 33 per cent having no formal education at all, compared to 14 per cent of 

indigenous males and 5 per cent of the non-indigenous population. School attendance by 

indigenous children is weakened by child labor, as in 1998, the main reason indigenous 

families did not enroll their children in school was due to the need of child labor as well 

as the cost of enrollment. Accordingly, 43 per cent of indigenous children go to both 

school and work (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 67-105). 



Honors Thesis   Meyer, 29   

 
 

In contrast to Bolivia, There are no large differences between the percentages of 

indigenous and non-indigenous individuals who report an illness in Ecuador. In 1998, 48 

per cent of the indigenous populations reported illness or injury compared to 46 per cent 

of the population as a whole (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 67-105). 

However, disparities between indigenous and non-indigenous communities can be 

found in terms of maternal health and prenatal childcare. The infant mortality rate is 

higher among indigenous peoples than the national population as a whole, and in 2001 

infant mortality within the indigenous population was approximately twice the national 

mean. Similarly, the child mortality rate was 10.5 per cent for the indigenous population 

and 5.1 per cent for non-indigenous population. Among indigenous populations, chronic 

malnutrition affects 59 per cent of preschool indigenous children and 28 per cent of non- 

indigenous children. Additionally, the knowledge and use of contraception is much lower 

among indigenous women than among non-indigenous women. This is largely due to 

traditional norms and cultural factors, as Indigenous women are 15 per cent less likely to 

practice contraception and ethnicity is therefore an important matter to consider when 

designing reproductive health measures (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 67-105). 
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Guatemala 

 

 

 

The tradition of Guatemala’s indigenous populations embraces tradition, religion, 

family and community, with significant ties to the land as central to their well-being and 

identity. But most indigenous communities in Guatemala also experience poverty, with a 

lack of work, hunger, discrimination and inferior education. According to Guatemala’s 

last agricultural census, which was conducted in 1978, indigenous peoples in Guatemala 

experience a distinct lack of access to land, which contributes to their position in poverty 

in terms of human development indicators (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 106-149).  

 According to a 2000 ENCOVI study, about 39 per cent of 11.2 million 

Guatemalans identify themselves as indigenous. Of the indigenous  populations, there are 

three distinct groups: the Maya, Xinca, and Garufuna. The Maya are the majority group, 

though there are approximately 23 different languages fully  recognized and defined by 

the Guatemalan State- with 21 being Mayan languages and the other two being Zinca and 

Garufuna, respectively. Like Bolivia and Ecuador, the majority of the Indigenous 
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population is rural, however between 1989 and 2000 the proportion of indigenous who 

migrated to urban areas increased by 6 per cent (Georgetown University, 2012).  

The economic disparities between indigenous populations and non-indigenous 

populations persist in Guatemala, where in 2000, 74 per cent of indigenous Guatemalans 

were poor, and just 38 per cent of non-indigenous people were considered poor. Being 

indigenous in Guatemala increases a risk of a person being in poverty in Guatemala, as it 

has been associated with a 11 per cent increase in probability in 1989 and a 14 per cent 

increase in 2000 (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 106-149).  

There are also strong correlations between poverty and location, as in rural areas 

the difference was even more prominent: 30 per cent of indigenous peoples were 

extremely poor, while only 13 per cent of the non-indigenous were. In urban areas, less 

than 1 per cent of non-indigenous people were extremely poor. Additionally, living in 

any region other than Guatemala City increased the probability that a person would be 

poor (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 106-149). 

 While person’s age in Guatemala has a negative association with the probability 

of being poor, educational attainment more directly had a negative association on 

poverty. Each year of schooling attained by a person reduced the probability of being 

poor by 3 per cent in 1989 and 4 per cent in 2000.  Specifically in the case of Indigenous 

populations, additional primary and secondary education has the largest effect on helping 

the indigenous to escape poverty (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 106-149). 

Guatemala’s educational indicators tend to be worse than all other countries in the 

Western hemisphere, with the exception of Haiti. In Guatemala, the mean years of 

schooling for the national population are nearly the lowest in the region, and the total 
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public expenditure on education as a proportion of GDP is just 2.6 per cent. Of these 

rates, Indigenous people have some of the lowest levels of educational attainment. In 

2000, the average indigenous adult had 2.5 years of schooling, which was an increase of 

92 per cent or 1.2 years above the 1989 average of 1.3 years.  

Despite the positive increase, in 2000 only 53 per cent of indigenous peoples aged 

15–64 could read and write in Spanish, in contrast to 82 per cent of non-indigenous 

people. For young people aged 10-19, indigenous youth had a lower literacy rate at 74 

per cent than non indigenous youth at 90 percent. The statistics are worse for indigenous 

women separating the data by gender, where indigenous women remain far behind their 

male counter parts and non-indigenous people, with only 39 per cent being literate. 

Additionally, indigenous children tend to perform worse than non-indigenous students in 

standard exams. In 2000 and 2001, the third grade exam performance of indigenous 

students in Spanish and Math was well below that of non-indigenous youth (Patrinos et 

al., 2006, pp. 106-149). 

In Guatemala the rate of chronic malnutrition is 58 per cent for indigenous 

children and 32 per cent for non-indigenous children. Chronic malnutrition among 

children in Guatemala is far greater than in any other country in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, with occurrences in Indigenous Communities being the most prevalent. 

Childhood Malnutrition poses significant problems, with it correlating to reduced life 

expectancy, impaired cognitive development, undermined learning ability, and increased 

the danger of health problems later in life. Despite these consequences of childhood 

malnutrition, it has been found that fewer than 2 per cent of adults are mildly 

malnourished (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 106-149). 
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In contrast to Bolivia and Ecuador, in Guatemala it has been found that 

indigenous identity and traditional values have little effect on the probability of receiving 

medical services. However, findings suggest that indigenous peoples are still less likely 

to use any available public medical services than non-indigenous people with similar 

demographic backgrounds.  Whereas a non-indigenous person who is ill has a 64 percent 

likelihood of receiving medical care, an indigenous person only has a 54 per cent 

likelihood. This trend is likely due to lack of medical insurance available to Indigenous 

People in Guatemala. In 2000, only 5 per cent of the Indigenous population in Guatemala 

had medical insurance, compared to 18 per cent of the non-indigenous population. 

Factors that contribute to a lack of medical insurance among indigenous populations 

mainly stem from physical and political isolation (Patrinos et al., 2006, pp. 106-149).  
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 Rethinking Top-Down Development Schemes & Implementation 

  

The predominating neo-liberal theory of development has distinct roots in 

capitalist theory, which promotes the world system concept and creates an asymmetric 

and unequal relationship between the center and the periphery. In relationship to the 

potential for alternative development strategies in Latin America, the asymmetric 

relations of power that are generated by development theory caters to the growth and 

expansion of the “core” markets, leaving very little room for alternatives to thrive 

(Chiapas, 1994). It is because of the persistence of the dominant neo-liberal schools of 

thought that alternatives to neo-liberalism have appeared to disappear from the discourse 

of development going on within the international community and the mass media 

(Chiapas, 1994). 

 As indicated by the previously discussed human development indicator data from 

Bolivia, Ecuador, and Guatemala, indigenous populations face significantly challenging 

disparities in terms of poverty, lack of access to education and sufficient educational 

attainment, and healthcare. However, it must be emphasized that the indigenous 

perception of adequate “well-being” largely does not perpetuate the same standards by 

which we typically measure poverty. The tension between the Western neo-liberal 

worldview of development and the indigenous perspective arises in how we choose to 

measure satisfaction and well-being.  

 In a 2003 study by the World Bank, indigenous concepts of well-being were 

described in several ways, which differ from the “one size fits all” indicators, which were 

defined in the previous sections. When asked to define well-being in terms of material 

definitions, one Guatemalan community representative said: “What we think about is our 
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work, our milpa [corn]. Well-being means having corn and beans. Having food, having 

clothing, having a job….having land, and having a house” (World Bank, 2003). In terms 

of the social, emotional, and spiritual context, he said “[Well-being means that] there is 

peace in the family and the community… welfare is to look for God” (World Bank, 

2003). When asked about well-being in terms of education, “That we have knowledge. 

When children study to improve their futures… to know how to read and write” (World 

Bank, 2003). And finally, when asked about public services: “To have water” (World 

Bank, 2003). 

At the fifth session of UNPFII in 2006, many organizations representing 

indigenous groups indicated the clear need to redefine the MDGs and their 

implementation approach to make them more suitable for application within indigenous 

communities.  From the indigenous perspective, the current means of implementing the 

MDGs overlooks the important concerns and viewpoints of their communities. The 

representative organizations indicated to the body the clear need for new definitions of 

“poverty” and “development” as they applied to indigenous groups- and that those 

definitions must come from within the indigenous communities themselves. According to 

those representative groups, only then can indigenous communities be expected to enjoy 

full and effective participation in the implementation of the MDGs in their communities 

(UNPFII, 2006). In the UNPFII report on their Second Session, the forum stated:  

 

“The Forum recommends that agencies and bodies of the United Nations and 

other inter-governmental organizations rethink the concept of development, with 

the full participation of indigenous peoples in development processes, taking into 
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account the rights of indigenous peoples and the practices of their traditional 

knowledge” (UNPFII, 2006) 

 

Additionally, the forum emphasized that achieving gender equality and 

empowering women within indigenous groups are an important part of reaching the 

MDGs and accommodating indigenous groups. Because gender-equality tends to have a 

cross-cutting nature, it is a critical objective to fully integrate societal gender perspectives 

into the implementation and monitoring of other MDG objectives (UNPFII, 2006).  

In incorporating the indigenous voice into development efforts, it is essential to 

recognize that the top-down institutional approach to addressing development is not 

necessarily the most useful approach to improving the indigenous quality of life. This is 

mainly because it juxtaposes the cultural and societal norms that are emphasized by the 

indigenous way of life, and one must recognize that the indigenous perspective on 

development is very different from that of the western interpretation. 

Socially, indigenous communities possess unique systems of community 

governance through hierarchal structures, and members of the community are defined by 

their role within that structure. Because of these important social structures, indigenous 

groups do not often benefit from the distribution of opportunities brought by the modern 

development process, which often attempts to undermine these structures (Wilmer, 

1993). It is because social institutions are often unique between communities and have 

the ability to determine the way a society functions as a distinct community that their 

structural organization is an important part of their identity.  
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Social institutions have the ability to differentiate one community from another by 

their specific rules, obligations, and patterns of behavior. For indigenous communities 

specifically, social structures often define their relationship to the land, resources, 

kinship, and their community as a whole. Within their individual community structures, 

individual people are thus able to relate to each other as sub-categories of men, women, 

youth, or elders, as well as by occupation, such as hunters herders, farmers, midwives, 

and etc. These functions allow them to meet the needs of their community and operate 

effectively as a unit (DESA, 2009).  

For indigenous communities, their social institutions are often reflective of their 

unique and holistic world-views, as well as their collective, community-based 

perspective. In some communities, the activities of daily life include rituals and cultural 

practices aimed at maintaining relationships and their social structure. For many 

communities, activities relating to ancestors or their land are particularly important for 

their spiritual well-being, as they often rely on the goodwill of ancestors and their 

resources for spiritual and physical direction (DESA, 2009).  

Social structures can also be indicative of the means of production within a given 

community, determining whether production relations are egalitarian or centralized 

policies. In many indigenous communities, specific individuals are granted roles to 

specialize in one aspect of production or another. Degree of specialization in 

communities can be dictated by age, skill or will to perform the function,  but in most 

society functions are separated by gender. Usually, specific roles are granted to women 

that respect the biological differences between males and females. In many indigenous 

societies, women and men have well-differentiated roles, even though often times women 
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usually have a subordinate position in relation to that of men. Structures like this make 

the elimination of gender disparities very difficult (DESA, 2009).  

Traditional social structures also dictate the political make-up of the group in 

terms of leadership. Leaders who are appointed by their communities generally have the 

most significant say in civil matters and decision-making regarding the use and 

distribution of local resources and outside representation. For example, located on the 

Arutam Reserve in Pastanza, Ecuador, just outside of Puyo, is a Shuar indigenous 

community led by a man named Enrique. Along with being highly knowledgeable about 

Shuar history, folklore, and the Amazon, Enrique is considered the leader of his group. 

Before him, his father had been the leader. His father had multiple wives and families, 

and several sons. Yet out of all the young men of the Shuar community, 25 year-old 

Enrique was chosen as the leader without any form of official election or appointment. 

He had no formal title or claim to being the leader, but it was understood that he was the 

strongest candidate to lead the community, both physically and mentally.  

However, in most indigenous communities public policy decisions are usually 

made in collaboration with the Community leader by extensive consultation, discussion, 

and consensus among group members, drawing on the collective nature of indigenous 

communities in general.  It is because of these social patterns that upholding traditional 

social institutions and the customary law of the community prove to be so important in 

implementing outside influence (DESA, 2009).  

In fact, the right of indigenous peoples to maintain their own institutions have 

been recognized at the international level within the ILO Convention No. 169, articles 



Honors Thesis   Meyer, 39   

 
 

2.2b and 8.2, as well as in the Declaration on the Rights of indigenous Peoples, which 

states in article 35:  

 

“Indigenous peoples have the right to promote, develop and maintain their 

institutional structures and their distinctive customs, spirituality, traditions, 

procedures, practices and, in the cases they exist, juridical systems or customs, in 

accordance with international human rights standards.”  

 
Culturally, indigenous communities are often distinct from the nation-state in 

which they are apart of. In the case of Bolivia, a “pluri-national state” by title, many 

different cultures are found within one country, which makes it highly impractical to 

assume that generalized policies will meet the needs of separate and distinct groups of 

indigenous communities regardless of their close proximity. Because of this, asserting 

development efforts from “above” can thus lead to extreme losses in culture, indigenous 

knowledge (IK), and “brain-drain”, necessitating a more culturally sensitive approach.  

The presence of traditional knowledge wrought within indigenous culture is an 

important facet of most indigenous communities. Traditional knowledge refers to the 

complex bodies of knowledge, systems of know-how, practices, and representations 

maintained by indigenous peoples around the world. The knowledge generally draws on a 

wealth of experience and interaction with the natural environment and is transmitted 

orally from one generation to another. IK is generally collectively owned and can take the 

form of stories, songs, artwork beliefs, or customary laws. IK also serves as a way to 

translate scientific, agricultural, ecological, and technical knowledge to implement 
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important community skills- what is to them, their own system of collective development 

(DESA, 2009).  

In an interview conducted by he UNPFII with a member of the Cha-cha-tsi-us, 

Tom Mexsis Happynook, he recalls this about IK and traditional knowledge in his 

community:  

 

“As a child, I was fortunate to be raised and taught by my grandfather, two great-

grandmothers and two great-aunts. I am still being taught by my grandmother, 

who has turned 85. She was taught by her grandmother, who died in 1958 at the 

age of 108. I am still receiving the teachings from the mid-1800s. What did they 

teach me? I was taught that there is a natural law of nature which we must live by; 

that we are only one component in the web of life; that we are not dominant over 

the environment but, in fact, related; that we take only what we need and utilize 

all that we take; that everything is inter-connected, and when one component in 

the environment or ecosystem is over-exploited and not protected, the balance is 

lost” (DESA, 2009).  

 

For indigenous groups, the issue of cultural rights can be summed up in the idea 

that every individual has a right to exist and to pursue the fulfillment of basic human 

needs according to their own free and distinct path of cultural identity. Obviously the 

political issue which then arises is when the “free and distinct path of cultural evolution” 

conflicts with the goals and interests of the state, which often assumes that state is always 

the bearer of culture. Development efforts that overlook the cultural integrity of 



Honors Thesis   Meyer, 41   

 
 

indigenous groups perpetuate this erroneous assumption and cultivate cultural 

dominance. When one culture is enabled to empower the other, conflicts between the 

ethnic groups and the state will only be resolved when the tension between the 

authoritative uses of power by the state and the cultural rights of the people are 

effectively addressed (Wilmer, 1993). 

An important example where cultural norms are often overlooked by development 

mechanisms is in improving health indicators in indigenous communities. Traditional 

medicine exists within indigenous communities in many forms, and it is often an 

important cultural element that relates to the life support system of the community. In this 

respect, if development efforts seek to improve the health conditions of an indigenous 

community, they should also seek to utilize the existing traditional healthcare system. 

Although utilizing traditional sources of medicine in indigenous communities threatens 

the western model of healthcare, the benefits of building on existing indigenous 

knowledge far outweigh any benefits that could come from the restructuring of the 

indigenous system (Moody, 1993).  

Unique to indigenous communities are their reliance upon the environment in 

which they live. This dependence on and appreciation for nature makes them highly 

vulnerable to development consequences that compromise the environment, such as 

resource exploitation. Within the last few decades, it has become increasingly apparent 

that energy and resource exploitation are global processes, which both indigenous and 

non-indigenous communities must contend with. A large number of development projects 

undertaken are focused on improving infrastructure, such as the creation of dams, 

highways, and hydroelectric power projects. These development plans are usually 
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rationalized on the basis that it is sometimes necessary to make sacrifices for the larger 

population. Unfortunately, these initiatives are very destructive influences for indigenous 

communities, as they disrupt the natural environment, which the indigenous groups 

depend on, particularly in the Amazon regions of Latin America (Wilmer, 1993)..  

Another important political issue, which directly correlates to the isolation and 

marginalization of indigenous groups, is that of land contention and the distribution of 

land rights. In fact, rights to land and resources are widely identified by indigenous 

leaders as the most important issue facing indigenous populations. In one letter from an 

indigenous leader to the government of Papua New Guinea, the leader wrote:  

 

“What is more important, is it money or is it our traditional beliefs and values?... 

The land was given to us by our ancestors and we have every right over the land. 

This also applies to the river. I would like my children to know that the river is 

part of our life. What will happen to us when the clever men close the river?” 

(Moody, 1993).  

 

Other related issues such as cultural freedom from forced assimilation, political 

self-determination, protection against encroachments, and forced relocation cannot be 

addressed without resolving first the issue of land rights and tenure of indigenous 

communities. By asserting land rights objectives, indigenous peoples do not wish to halt 

or oppose the development process per se, but they do hope to seek a democratic 

allocation of land and resources (Wilmer, 1993).  
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In order to facilitate poverty reduction strategies among indigenous communities, 

development planners must be aware of the complex relationship of indigenous 

communities to their environment, which is to be appreciated for its intrinsic value in 

addition to its aesthetic appeal and utility.  
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Suggestions on Development Strategies for Indigenous Communities 
 

 

If the values behind western development do aim to promote empowerment and 

are not just a goodwill scheme to expand economic growth, an adjustment must be made 

in the way that the international community implements those values. Instead of looking 

at facts and data that are often skewed by cultural misrepresentation, we should be 

gearing our focus on identifying the inherent potential within the cultures of unique 

indigenous communities. Development in indigenous communities should focus on 

finding a way to emphasize the unique anthropological, cultural, and societal strengths of 

indigenous communities and reducing their marginalization from the mainstream. 

Because of this, it is necessary to approach development through empowering the people 

to use their own tools more effectively, not to advocate structural change, and the 

movement and desire to grow must come from within. 

It is the need for alternatives to the prevailing development discourse that have 

incited some scholars and activists to constructively imagine a “post-development era 

where community and indigenous knowledge its self becomes a reservoir of creative 

alternatives (Esteva, 1988; Escobar, 1995). The alternative development position asserts 

“the abandonment of the whole epistemological and political field of postwar 

development” (Escobar 1991, pg 675). Here, the ideas of the discourse of alternative 

development encourages the celebration of local and indigenous ideas, where traditional 

culture is emphasized in development strategy by policy makers rather than stifled 

(Edelman & Haugerud, 2005).   
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One movement currently arising in some Latin American Countries, specifically 

Ecuador and Bolivia, is known as “Sumak Kawsay” which means, “good living”. The 

success of the Sumak Kawsay movement has been well-noted in these countries, with 

both Ecuador and Bolivia having incorporated the ideals of the movement into their own 

national plans. The movement was created by indigenous peoples themselves because 

they wanted a way to progress their societies while still maintaining and holding true 

their cultural identities (Chuji, 2009).  

Sumak Kawsay emphasizes the right of the indigenous peoples to maintain their 

traditional knowledge, processes, and social structures and highlights the importance of 

the land, the natural world, and the spiritual world that is considered to be an integral part 

of their livelihood. For them, it rejects some of the most cherished elements of modernity 

and capitalistic style growth such as individualism, the search for profit, the use of nature, 

strategic relations between human beings, the total commoditization of all spheres of 

human life, and the inherent violence of consumer selfishness (Chuji, 2009).   

Instead, the concept of Sumak Kawsay is the notion of the indigenous people to 

want to achieve a harmonious relationship between them and their environment, as well 

as their peers. Although the ideas behind Sumak Kawsay do not reject progress or 

technology, the idea is to focus on humans and their interactions rather than markets or 

productivist economic growth, and allow for human growth to be measured in self-

defining terms rather than by material things (Chuji, 2009). This concept focuses heavily 

on the relationship between humans and their natural surroundings, incorporating a 

human, ethical, and holistic dimension of improving their own potential (Chuji, 2009). 
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Thus, the challenge lies in incorporating these holistic ways of thinking into the 

discourse of modern development efforts, with the main argument centered around the 

different ways of understanding development. While for the World Bank and other 

intergovernmental organizations development means building infrastructure, extracting 

resources, and generating profits, this idea is much too destructive to the indigenous 

views of “good living” to ever be effective in getting through to the goals of education, 

healthcare, and social empowerment. However, recent dialogue has shown that the forum 

of the UPFII is serving as an effective instrument in opening the door to the indigenous 

voice being heard.  

It is important to note that ideals of modernity its self are not in all cases rejected 

by Indigenous groups, with many embracing certain aspects of modernity and 

globalization and rejecting others. For instance, during my own time with the Shuar 

Community in Pastanza, Ecuador it became very apparent that technologies that support 

global and widespread communication are eagerly embraced by the community’s people. 

Communication outlets such as the internet and social media allow for the community to 

stay in touch with members of the group who may have moved or relocated, 

communicate with other indigenous groups, and mobilize ideas, social advocacy, and 

grassroots organizations. Members of the Shuar community even expressed that social 

media such as “Facebook” and “Twitter” served as an instrumental tool in helping them 

to get the word out against the aspects of development that they rejected, such as the 

privatization of their land by petroleum companies.   

 It is because of this that Development in indigenous communities must take a 

human rights-based and culturally sensitive approach. If the MDG targets are to be 
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reached by 2015, they must be underpinned by an approach to development that 

emphasizes universality, equality, participation and accountability. For the UNPFII, 

working with indigenous peoples to achieve the MDGs will require a culturally sensitive 

approach that is based on respect for and inclusion of their indigenous world views, 

perspectives and experiences, as well as their concepts sumak kawsay and “good living”.  

In order for development efforts in indigenous communities to be successful, they 

must be locally devised and implemented and supported at the state and regional level. 

As indigenous peoples have worked to strengthen their own systems, they have also 

given thought to how international development objectives should be pursued in their 

communities. There are various concepts that have been developed by indigenous leaders 

and representatives themselves that have evolved to distinctly highlight their own 

perspectives to create a new paradigm of development and separate it from the 

mainstream model. Concepts that are commonly used are “self-determined development, 

life projects, development with identity, autonomous development and ethno-

development” (DESA, 2009). 

Development efforts in indigenous communities must integrate cultural respect as 

a prerequisite and basis for projects in order to respect their way of life while building 

sustainable human development. Additionally, social structures must be addressed by 

including the “system of collective development” while infusing new ideas and 

implementing practices towards achieving standards of development. Also, because IK is 

embedded in community practices, institutions, relationships and rituals, it is inextricably 

linked to indigenous peoples’ identity. Efforts to improve educational capacities within 
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indigenous communities must place a great deal of weight on maintaining and passing 

traditional knowledge as well as new knowledge on to future generations.  

The Program of Action for the Second International Decade of the World’s 

Indigenous Peoples has developed the term and concept of “Development with Identity”, 

and recommends that “that culture should be integrated as a prerequisite and a basis for 

development project design in order to build ‘development with identity’, respecting 

people’s way of life and building sustainable human development” (DESA, 2009). This 

new paradigm of “Development with Identity”, developed by indigenous leaders 

themselves, has recently been accepted and promoted by UN agencies, including the 

International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), the Inter-American 

Development Bank (IDB) and the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO).  

The IDB defines the concept of “Development with Identity” within its 

Operational Policy on Indigenous Peoples and Strategy for Indigenous Development 

adopted in 2006, as referring “to a process that includes strengthening of indigenous 

peoples, harmony and sustained interaction with their environment, sound management 

of natural resources and territories, the creation and exercise of authority, and respect for 

the rights and values of indigenous peoples, including cultural, economic, social and 

institutional rights, in accordance with their own worldview and governance” (DESA, 

2009).  

The challenge in implementing this strategy lies in balancing the promotion of 

development initiatives that are unique to indigenous people to improve their living 

conditions, and preserving their own leadership systems in a manner consistent with each 
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individual community’s specific cultural situation and values. In order to do so, 

development objectives in indigenous communities must focus on increasing capacity for 

socioeconomic development opportunities that strengthen individual and community 

identities, cultures, social organization.  The objectives must focus on strengthening 

indigenous capacity to respond to issues of territoriality, natural resource extraction, and 

material poverty, and marginalization.  

While the movement of Sumak Kawsay and the inception of “Development with 

Identity” are certainly a positive start in the way of resolving the clash of values on what 

defines wellbeing, agencies and bodies of the international community must begin to re-

think the concept of development as it pertains to indigenous communities. In order for 

development efforts to be successful in improving the quality of life in indigenous 

communities, indigenous people themselves must be fully integrated into the processes 

and discourses of development from the project’s inception so as to ensure that their 

traditional and valuable culture and knowledge are the central pivot of the any change.   
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