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For over two decades in Latin America, indigenous actors from diverse
environments and political contexts have struggled for social, economic, and
cultural rights and for control over the processes of social and economic development. The need to improve on existing socioeconomic development efforts
for the greater benefit of indigenous groups is indisputable. Indigenous people
are on average poorer and less well provisioned with basic services than other
ethnocultural groups (the “development gap”), and development programs have
historically aimed to assimilate Indians through the destruction of distinctive
cultures and the pursuit of Western-style modernity (the “development myth”).1
Additionally, policy makers and academics have paid little systematic attention
to creating frameworks that permit indigenous populations to determine for
themselves how to best guarantee their livelihood, security, and social welfare
in a manner that preserves their distinctive ethnocultural identities and ways of
life (the “development challenge”).
The core demands of diverse indigenous movements across the Andean region and beyond include self-determination, land rights, and cultural survival—
each of which sets the parameters for the kinds of development sought.2 While
indigenous actors are certainly not against market economies, they are adamant
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that successful development provide them resources for secure and dignified
livelihoods. Additionally, indigenous movements demand recognition of their
distinctive sociocultural relations and identities and of how these distinctions
lead them to “other” development practices and priorities. The political activism
of indigenous social movements and parties that seek to deepen democracy and
establish stronger foundations for political and civil rights are hence fundamental
for the design and implementation of development programs for indigenous
populations.3 The objective of this essay is to outline the main development difficulties faced by indigenous groups and analyze how their distinctive experiences
have given rise to a highly creative rethinking and reworking of development
models. Focusing mainly on Ecuador and its Andean neighbors, I then discuss
the constraints on this agenda-setting political action before drawing some
conclusions about the feasibility and long-term consequences of their actions.
Indigenous Dissatisfaction with Standard Development
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Indigenous groups remain highly dissatisfied with the extent and type of
development to which they have been exposed, whether it has been the “maldevelopment” associated with oil extraction and colonialism, not-so-benign
neglect, or programs that fail to take into account their distinctive situations.4
When governments pursue economic growth at all costs, indigenous groups
have often been considered obstacles to modernization, resulting in poor social
outcomes and economic insecurity.5 Of course indigenous populations vary in
their access to economic resources (land, work, credit, and markets) and social
development provisions (education, health, and public infrastructure). Yet, on
average in Latin America, indigenous populations are significantly worse off
than non-indigenous populations, including Afro-Latin Americans.6 Major
differences exist in access to basic services such as sewage, electricity, safe water,
and healthcare, especially for indigenous women and children. According to the
World Bank, “Being indigenous increases the probability of being poor, even
controlling for other common predictors of poverty.”7
Three key processes restrict indigenous peoples’ ability to achieve and maintain parity with other groups. First, since colonial times and through various
epochs of market reconstruction, Indians have been displaced from their land
and have lost control of the water and other resources upon which their livelihoods depend. Additionally, in recent years, the extraction of raw materials from
indigenous territories has resulted in pollution, the disruption of ecosystems,
and the despoiling of soil and water. Moreover, according to Donna Lee van
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Cott, “States have been unable or unwilling to enforce land and resource rights
where they are protected by law, or to protect Indians from violence suffered
when they try to protect these rights themselves.”8 Indigenous groups have often
been on the losing end of these conflicts over resources. Despite international
measures to ensure that indigenous populations give informed consent prior
to any resource extraction, sovereignty ultimately rests with the state, which is
controlled by elite politicians and policy makers. Second, racial hierarchies that
justify and perpetuate earnings differentials in labor markets reduce indigenous
access to training, education, credit, and justice. Third, national discourses and
citizenship regimes tend to deny indigenous peoples full citizenship status.9
Furthermore, indigenous groups are often on the receiving end of violence and
civil conflict, making the provision of social welfare and development opportunities even more complicated.10 Development is also determined in neoliberal
settings by urban, mestizo, and university-educated technocrats who are mostly
remote from the vast majority of indigenous individuals.
How Indigenous Political Actors Broke the Development Mold
Political action at various levels, from villages to the global institutions of
the United Nations and International Labor Organization (ILO), emerged
throughout the 1980s and 1990s to leverage better forms of development.11
The most important international instrument to support indigenous demands
for development was encoded in ILO Convention 169 and further expanded
in the 2007 United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.
Article 23 of the latter document stated:
Indigenous peoples have the right to determine and develop priorities
and strategies for exercising their right to development. In particular,
indigenous peoples have the right to be actively involved in developing
and determining health, housing and other economic and social
programmes affecting them and, as far as possible, to administer such
programmes through their own institutions.12
In this section, I identify and discuss three key elements of indigenous
actors’ vision for transformed development: First, a change in the relationship
between development, dominant culture, and indigenous populations; second,
indigenous women’s action to highlight the existence of male–female diversity
within ethnocultural diversity; and third, a rethinking of the priorities and nature
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of “development” as an agenda for change.13
Participatory Practice and New Visions of Culture
The first transformation brought about by indigenous political action was to
completely break down the development myth and reconfigure the link between culture and development. The development myth in Andean countries
held that indigenous
Indigenous groups repeatedly demonstrated peoples were incatheir initiative, creativity, and resistance while pable of developing
maintaining subaltern languages and identities. on their own and that
the only route to development was assimilation into the dominant culture. In place of this myth,
activism demonstrated that indigenous participation in the design, implementation, and management of projects was desirable, feasible, and had positive
outcomes. Surviving colonization and postcolonial neglect and dispossession,
indigenous groups repeatedly demonstrated their initiative, creativity, and
resistance while maintaining subaltern languages and identities. Indigenous
people have generally not opposed development per se, but rather the forms
92
development has taken. They often wish to engage in market-based economies,
but demand better access to markets, technical assistance, and credit.
However, only rarely have conditions permitted the emergence of successful, autonomous market engagement.14 For example, the Zapotec weavers in
the Mexican state of Oaxaca have managed to retain community institutions
and control over production and distribution of locally produced wool textiles,
supported by a significant land base.15 Outside of these areas, indigenous actors
have identified the factors that would permit the replication of these successful
examples, namely greater collective empowerment and participation in project
formulation, implementation, and in wider decision-making spheres. Their
creative visions of the market also include proposals for food sovereignty and
the maintenance of locally distinctive food crops and tree resources.16 Indigenous political actors have also been at the forefront of national debates on the
importance of establishing core social, cultural, political, and economic rights
in order to address fundamental problems. They forcefully make the argument
for rights, rather than a series of ad hoc individual projects. Such agendas represent profound challenges to nation-states.17 “The Indigenous Fund” (Fondo
Indígena), a multilateral development fund, thus lobbies for a clearer legislative
basis for rights while also dispersing project funds.18
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Indian political movements also shake another pillar of the development
myth: the idea that indigenous cultures represent an obstacle to development and
must be removed in order for development to occur.19 Mainstream notions of
modernity have been overturned. The past two decades saw a major turnaround
in development discourse about indigenous people: they are now perceived as
having “appropriate” culture for development success.20 Indigenous culture has
become an asset in a number of senses: cultural diversity adds to the energy of
multicultural societies, social cohesion provides stability, underutilized human
capital can be drawn on, and untapped entrepreneurial capacity can be fully
employed.21
From this setting has emerged the model of ethnodevelopment, or
“development with identity,” which arises from indigenous demands and
establishes principles of participation, co-management, and sustainability.22
Ethnodevelopment ideally considers indigenous “wishes, needs and aspirations
and [requires] that these plans are protected by existing legal frameworks.”23
Associated with ethnodevelopment is a new cadre of indigenous professionals,
trained in education programs designed to provide students with comparative
knowledge of a range of political tactics and development transformations.24
The existence of indigenous professionals and ethnodevelopment bodies within
Latin American governments puts to rest the myth that mainstream development experts necessarily know best about options for indigenous populations.
Bolivian president Evo Morales has gone further, dismantling the Ministry
of Indigenous Affairs (the body responsible for ethnodevelopment) in order
to distribute indigenous representatives throughout the state structure.25
Diversity within Diversity: Indigenous Women’s Development Situation
Very little has been written about indigenous women’s experiences with development, yet the existing documentation clearly demonstrates that they face
compounded disadvantages due to interlocking marginalization caused by
gender, race-ethnicity, location, and income.26 Indigenous women have broken
the mold of development by challenging policy makers’ tendency to deal with
only a single dimension of social differences at a time. Indigenous women challenge the ingrained assumptions of development institutions that historically
separated indigenous and women’s development issues into distinct offices. This
separation inevitably limits dialogue and coordination between intersecting
marginalized populations.27 A series of policies exist for women’s development,
arguing for women’s empowerment and systematic attention to male–female
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dynamics. These policies have been highly successful in drawing attention to
women’s development disadvantages. Yet recent scholarship and activism in the
Global South has highlighted how gender policies have only selective impacts
because of the ways they reproduce class and racial privilege. Andean indigenous
women are acutely aware of these limitations and criticize gender policies for
their racial blindness and ingrained assumptions about gender dynamics. For
instance, indigenous women in the Ecuadorian Andes cannot easily access specialIndigenous women are increas- ized anti-violence police stations that are
prepared to deal with domestic violence,
ingly visible political actors in a as the stations are located in urban areas
diverse range of organizations. and personnel are not trained to speak
indigenous languages. They call for alternative conceptualizations of gender
relations and power. Yet indigenous women do not view ethnodevelopment
models uncritically, pointing out how these policies sideline women in project
design and decision making.28 My field research among Kichwa women in the
central Ecuadoran Andes demonstrates that local female leaders are acutely
aware of the existence of male favoritism within ethnodevelopment programs
and have, in response, mobilized to rework resource distribution. At the local
scale for instance, Andean Kichwa women in one village bought a plot of land
94
together to raise incomes. Moreover, Bolivian and Ecuadorian Indian women
have begun to systematically document and publicize the types of development
initiatives from which they would benefit.29
By struggling to be recognized as legitimate interlocutors, indigenous
women defy the longstanding tendency in development thinking to homogenize
and simplify the category of beneficiary. They bring to the fore the existence of
diversity within diversity: the inextricably entangled impacts of male–female
differences on ethnicity and of ethnocultural differences on gender.30 Indigenous
women activists and their leaders speak passionately about the form of development they would like to achieve, namely a life without threat of violence, secure
access to land, respect, and the right to a voice. In this way, these political actors
dispute the way development policy has been conceived and implemented—a
challenge only recently and partially taken up with respect to Andean women.
Most urgently in need of change are social programs targeted at the poorest of the poor, which too often rely upon over-simplified understandings of
women and, as a result, fail to comprehend the difficulties caused by interlocking
relations of race-ethnicity, gender, and location. One major difficulty for indigenous women is inadequate access to credit to support farming or craft activities.
Gendered assumptions about women’s dependence on husbands, combined with
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the insecurity of indigenous livelihoods (often compounded in women’s case by
lack of legal title to land), and the dearth of rural financial services mean that
Indian women cannot use “regular” credit sources. The continued activism of
indigenous women’s leaders and grassroots associations seeks to leverage change
in governments, agencies, and non-governmental organizations.
Indigenous women are increasingly visible political actors in a highly diverse range of organizations, from local to international scales. The Continental
Network of Indigenous Women (the Enlace Continental de Mujeres Indígenas
América Latina), for instance, works to develop strategies that enable its grassroots members from across the Americas to coordinate activities, to identify their
priorities, realities, and struggles; to strengthen indigenous women’s identity; and
to create training opportunities that allow indigenous women greater participation at the local, national, and international levels.31 Through their words and
actions, women-only and mixed-gender movements communicate the salience
of diversity within diversity.32
Rethinking the Scope and Nature of Development
Indigenous political actors have been at the forefront of contentious politics,
challenging development’s priorities so that it becomes more attuned to indigenous ways of life, commitment to living environments, and food sovereignty.
Indian demands for new forms of development gained impetus for what the
former UN Special Rapporteur for Indigenous Populations termed a “reversal
of government indigenista [assimilation] policies.”33 At an early stage, the rethinking of development was fostered in synergy with global environmental and
conservation movements. Diverse forms of ecocapitalism were imagined and, in
some places, put into practice, giving rise to indigenously organized ecotourism
ventures and the production of organic products.34
Yet indigenous reconceptualizations of development have always had a
wider remit, challenging the scope, context, and content of mainstream development. Development with identity is now generally agreed to require a firm
legislative basis for rights, continuous consultation, recognition of territories to
protect environments and resources, and local communities’ approval of large
infrastructure projects. Demands for self-determination have been transformed
into demands for high levels of control over extractive or large-scale development in local territories.35 Indigenous intellectuals have put considerable effort
into thinking about how nation-state structures could be organized, leading to
innovative municipal actions especially where governmental decentralization
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of authority and budgets has coincided with multilateral assistance. Where indigenous local authorities work constructively alongside mobilized civil society,
old models of top–down development have been replaced with consultative,
participatory, and rural-oriented change.36 The local authority in Guamote in
Ecuador’s central Andean region introduced innovative structures to involve poor,
rural indigenous populations in participatory decision making. Whereas previously local elites had captured resources for urban vanity projects, indigenous
councilors and regular public meetings began to put resources into agricultural
development. In this sense, local development does not have to be radically
“alternative” in form to regular projects. Indigenous initiatives stress community
involvement and a more democratic allocation of resources.37
Nevertheless, the impetus for transformed national-level policy remains
crucial, given the need for systematic attention to the still-present development
gap. Health policies, for instance, remain a point of contention: although indigenous movements have indicated their willingness to create medical practices
fusing modern and traditional medicine (what they term “intercultural” practice),
the political will to ensure these treatments are universally available or properly
funded is lacking.38 In Ecuador, the National Development Council for Indigenous Nationalities and Pueblos has recently pushed debates around intercultural
public policies in a plurinational—as opposed to a monocultural—state.39 The
energy and imaginative leaps required by such recasting of development thinking
often originate from indigenous intellectuals and their rearticulation of forms
of knowledge associated with indigenous cosmologies or ways of life. With state
investment in bilingual education programs, these “other” knowledges circulate
more widely and gain greater legitimacy.40 In several Andean countries, the
notion of buen vivir (living well) originated with indigenous intellectuals who
reimagined development in important new directions.41 By means of contentious politics through indigenous, urban, and women’s movements, Ecuador
sought to incorporate elements of buen vivir into the 2008 Constitution by
establishing numerous social, environmental, cultural, political, and collective
rights intended to provision a high quality of life.42 However, the promising directions embedded in the Constitution have yet to be put on the statute books,
prompting skepticism about how real these rights are.43
Constraints on Transformation: Limits to Change
Despite indigenous mobilization to rethink the basis and scope of development,
numerous constraints on innovative change persist. The first major hurdle to
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re-envisioning development has been the particular limitations associated with
multiculturalism, which does not cause racism to disappear, but changes its
forms and consequences. In the words of sociologist Stuart Hall, multiculturalism represents “a diversity of strategies for dealing with the cultural diversity and
social heterogeneity of modern societies.”44 Almost all Latin American countries
have now passed multicultural legislation, but have found it much harder to
eliminate entrenched discrimination. Ten years of top–down ethnodevelopment
in various countries of Latin America have resulted in only limited improvement
and, in some cases, a worsening situation for indigenous populations.
The reasons for this situation remain contentious and undecided. On the
one hand, cultural difference can be used to boost sales of crafts and services
(such as ethnotourism), but the vast majority of Indians work in hard manual
labor and low-paid jobs. Although policy was premised on optimism that wider
society would be open to indigenous culture, ethnodevelopment has done little
to shift prevalent quotidian racism.45 In the Andes, these conditions have too
often led to what my co-authors and I termed “developmentally appropriate
culture” rather than “culturally appropriate development.”46 Moreover, few antiracism initiatives have been mainstream enough to make a sustained difference.
For instance, anti-racism activists in Bolivia and Ecuador are located largely
in civil society organizations called observatorios (observer groups) rather than
in national programs.47 In another aspect, territorial titles and legal provisions
do not always provide sufficiently robust protection and self-determination
for Indian groups. When indigenous professionals do gain a foothold in the
state, they have to negotiate problematic relationships with civil servants from
the dominant racial group, have limited scope for action, and deal with high
expectations from indigenous civil society. 48
Another severe constraint on the realization of better lives is the position
of women in society. Indian women experience the development gap, the development myth, and the development challenge in ways that place them at
a disadvantage relative to male colleagues and non-indigenous policy makers.
Despite women’s growing political activism, they have not gained sufficient political legitimacy to make their voices authoritative within anti-poverty agendas.
As indigenous women were historically the least visible citizens in multicultural
Andean societies, they now face the greatest hurdles to participation and decision making. Indigenous women are unlikely to be elected under pro-women
quota laws, and they face resistance to equity measures in male-dominated ethnic
organizations. Furthermore, indigenous women continue to be affected by a
particular version of the development myth. Historically (and sometimes still
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today) policy makers believed that indigenous women were either irredeemably
anti-modern (and thus beyond the reach of development) or equitably treated in
ethnic communities (and thus did not require specific programs or attention).49
Despite rapid and significant progress in dismantling the development myth
about indigenous people, women often face the additional task of overcoming
these assumptions and combating their pernicious consequences. Indigenous
women have to overturn stereotypes by highlighting their work in monetized
economies and political activism and by promoting a comprehensive understanding of the uneven gendered and ethnoracial effects of globalization and uneven
development.50 At the international level, indigenous women continue to find it
difficult to pressure aid donors to broaden gender policies to include dimensions
of race and ethnicity, despite supportive networks of lobbying organizations and
non-governmental development organizations.
Indigenous actors’ efforts to shift the direction and content of development also face significant constraints. The ongoing predominance of neoliberal
macroeconomic models in many countries produces limited options for national and regional governments, and continues to undercut livelihood security.
Market-based models at one level seek to establish greater clarity about property
ownership through formal regulation, but can also be associated with the ex98
tension of unfavorable capitalist relations. Moreover, the “resource grabs” now
occurring to feed emergent global powers bring the harshest environmental and
social consequences to communities that are least cushioned by social and legal
protections. In areas populated by indigenous groups, extraction and economic
activities are more likely to be unregulated, while prior or informed consent
is not routinely sought or acted upon.51 Political will to consider the uneven
and disproportionate effects of resource extraction on indigenous populations
is frequently lacking, regardless of the stated allegiance of governments. For
example, Guaraní territorial claims
Political will to consider the uneven in Bolivia’s Chaco region are weighed
and disproportionate effects of re- against national demands for gas revsource extraction on indigenous enues, and found wanting. The sheer
difficulty of finding another form of
populations is frequently lacking. development within the timeframes
of government and multilateral development agencies represents another obstacle. A further issue is policy’s slowness in taking into consideration the sheer
diversity and internal differentiation within indigenous populations, resulting
in diverse and often incompatible visions for the future.52 If an ethnodevelopment policy becomes a template transplanted unthinkingly onto different eth-
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nocultural realities, it risks becoming itself the basis of contestation and losing
sight of participatory goals. Separating ethnodevelopment policy from “regular”
governmental policy also risks ghettoizing pro-Indian policies and undercutting the need to comprehensively address Latin America’s growing income and
wealth disparities.
Conclusion
Indigenous populations have historically received a raw deal from development,
considered by Latin American states and societies a hindrance to modernity
and progress. Whether actively dispossessed or neglected during the pursuit of
national development, indigenous people have now become the least able to
earn a dignified wage, control a fair share of resources, and consider cultural
differences an asset. The “indigenous development gap” is an indictment of
development policy makers, states, and publics, and their racism and cultural
snobbery. Development’s myth—prevalent until very recently—was that indigenous populations would disappear, seduced by progress. This myth has
now been systematically dismantled by indigenous activists and intellectuals
who resoundingly demonstrate how indigenous land and labor permitted
dominant groups’ development while restricting ethnic social mobility through
the reproduction of exclusionary hierarchies. As a result of the longstanding
predominance of the development myth and a blindness to the development
gap, policy makers and academics paid little systematic attention to indigenous
groups as development beneficiaries. In this context, indigenous actors had to
mobilize for their cause and produce an agenda for change. Their priority has
been to identify and create frameworks that permit indigenous populations to
determine and control a means of guaranteeing livelihood, security, and social
welfare, and at the same time retain distinctive ethnocultural identities and ways
of life. In actions undertaken to strengthen economic, social, and cultural rights,
indigenous actors also undertook a mold-breaking reorientation of development
practice and concept. WA
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