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INTRODUCTION

Outsde the main entrance a the Pdas des Nations in Geneva, in July of 1997,
indigenous peoples from dl over the world, wearing their regdia, were gathering quietly.
Many non-governmental organizations and journdists were dso there.  The ambience
was fedive and colorful. The occason was a symbolic march to dgnify years of
indigenous presence a the United Nations, egpecidly in the Commisson of Human
Rights This was the firg culturd and politicd event tha introduced me to one of the
maost important sites of the internationd struggle for indigenous rights.

In this tak, | would like to reflect briefly on the lessons of doing fidldwork at the
United Nations. In paticular, | will discuss how a dudy of this internaiond

organizetion, and of the officda and dtenative discourses and rhetoric generated in i,



can hep us understand the concept of “indigeous-ness’ as a politica drategy to seek
rights and judtice, based on culturd difference and on contested “traditiona” criteria that
give indigenous peoples authenticity, rootedness, and gate-keeping roles. But fird, |
would like to note that my ethnographic research presented various challenges because of
its uniqueness and novety. On the one hand, despite the recognition that our concept of
culture cannot be sudied as something fixed and encgpsulated within a community, in
today’'s globa world, anthropologists are Hill forced to limit their inquiries a the loca or
regond levds. My firm conviction that a locd culture is shaped dgnificantly a the

“centers’ by the practices of the "margins’ has led me to desgn a multi-Sted

ethnography guided by the travds and itineraries of indigenous intelectuds/activids.
Obvioudy, the lack of funding does not dlow graduate students to trave to dl the
international  Stes where indigenous peoples ae condructing discourses, devisng
drategies, making dliances and learning from others. In order to correct this problem, |
decided to make a longitudind sudy of one internationd forum—in this case the UN
Working Group on Indigenous Populations —over a period of a least five years In
Mexico, | followed for a period of two years a sndl number of informants—who have
participated at the UN—to loca, regionad and national mestings and events. On the other
hand, as | will explain, the kinds of Sruggles in which indigenous activids are immersed
pose a chdlenge to post-modern critiques in anthropology which seek to de-essentidize
the concept of culture.

In the following section, | will describe some of aspects of the indigenous march

into the United Nations. It will hdp us understand how the performative aspect of



identity politics can reflect and shape politicd sruggles, and how politicd  struggles

create identities.

INDIGENOUS PRESENCE AT THE UNITED NATIONS

Before the march darted, a smdl group of Native Americans organized a prayer
to which only few other indigenous representatives from the American continent were
invited. An dder man from Tibet was wating a little bit farther away, while a younger
man inquired if the eder could patake in the prayer. After some hedtation and
discusson, he was dlowed to paticipate. As the representatives returned from the small
ceremony, | firs noticed the presence of Mexican indigenous peoples anong them. The
man was wearing the “traditiond” uniform of Mexican anthropologists—that is, worn out
jeans, indigenous shirt and bag, and pdiacate (how-a-days a red handkerchief that
symbolizes solidarity with the Zapatidas is preferred). Later on, | discovered that he was
indeed an anthropologist from a community in Guerero. His case in interesting because
his experience a the UN has helped him to go from being an indigenous representative of
a locd organizaion to get high-levd governmentd postions fird as director of the
Ingtituto Naciond Indigenista, and then as Mexican dstate representative a the newly
formed Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues at the UN. As a matter of fact, the
international  experience is a cadys that can accderate the furthering of persond
interests at the local and nationd levels.

After the prayer, the march assembled and commenced at the pace of Native
American drumming and South American indigenous peoples singing. It was headed by
these two groups carying as wel flags and ceremoniad arts and crafts. The Sami from

Northern Europe were waking right behind them. Many other groups from around the



world followed. The march waked into the building, took the eectric escdators and
entered the assembly room where the five experts of the Working Group on Indigenous
Populations and some NGOs were waiting. When most of the people had entered the
room, Native American groups organized and led another prayer to nature. All of us
were invited to join the circle and hold hands. After the prayer, an indigenous woman
from Siberian Russa performed traditiond chants and a Shoshone man gave the words of
welcoming. He sad that in 1977, an initid internationd indigenous delegation had come

to the Palai's des Nations seeking for justice because they had heard about:

“this great organization interested in peace, the welfare of peoples and
nations [...] we thought this was the best place to come, and 0 it is. Firg,
we didn't bring good reports. We brought messages about the natura
world even before speaking in our behdf. [...] we are the originad peoples
and our past leaders spoke of peace. Peace would come by putting our
minds together as we did in our ceremony for nature.  Things have
changed in 20 years. We were not included in the declaration of human
rights of the United Nations in 1945; thus, we worked to produce our own
declaration and we produced it with much effort and sacrifice We
respectfully presented it to the United Nations in 1992. [...] In America,
Tocqueville saw people working to live in peece, to live free But the
Americans have not sat down with Native Americans to talk about
democracy or the rights of peoples and nations. [...] We need courageous
leadership since we are the generation that will determine whether or not
there will be a future. [...] Please recognize the draft of the declaration.
We demand only the minimum of human rights [...]”

When the Shoshone man finished, a mde Ainu from Jgpan noted that indigenous peoples
were not asking the United Nations for specid rights but to recognize ther legitimate
rights as didinctive peoples.  Indigenous women from South and Centrd America
folowed. They desribed in detal the urgent dtudion in many Lain American
countries, and ended by saying that indigenous peoples have the right to mobilize and

demand legd changes because they are peoples and nations “higoricdly condituted,”



and therefore, have the same rights as other peoples. Next to spesk was a representative
from the Amazon basin who talked about biodiversity and the role of indigenous peoples
in mantaining the ecosysem. Other groups from Kenya and Audrdia followed, as well
as spokespersons for the United Nations. The native peoples from the American
continent, Japan, Kenya and Audrdia, together with the Sami and those from the
Philippines, condtitute the most powerful indigenous groups within the United Nations.

The inaugurd ceremony ended when a Shoshone man presented sSx beads
representing the six nations of his people and “peace’. He rdated how, in 1922, they had
come to speak to the League of Nations and how Canada had blocked their entrance then.
How, &fter knocking doors to present their beads of peace, only few countries had
supported them such as Edtonia, Switzerland and Jgpan.  With the passng of time, the
indigenous cause gained more support among some other states.  This has been very well
documented esewhere and it is determined by the politicd and economic dynamics
among and within states and the sdliency of ethnic conflicts.

The march into the UN in July of 1997, aso commemorated the 15" anniversary
of the Working Group on Indigenous Populations that was created in 1982. The WGIP is
gte for one of the largest internationd meetings of indigenous peoples that dlows free
access to dl, and it is dso a dte where native women and men get socidized into globd
politics. The deegates that have been atending regularly the meetings are lawyers,
anthropologists, film producers, economists, sudents, community elders and even
members of internationd organizations. Since the mid 90s the number of young and
femae indigenous representatives has increased notably in response to Mary Robinson's

agenda as High Commissoner for Human Rights.  Before discusing the officdd and



dternative rhetoric employed in the march about indigenous-ness and rights, | shoud
give you abrief ideaabout the WGIP and some of its dynamics.

The WGIP was edablished: 1) to review the socid, economic, juridicad, and
politicd gtuation and the evolution of human rights of indigenous peoples and 2) to
eaborate new international norms about the rights of these peoples. During the week-
long meetings, native peoples bring their reports in regards to land issues, sustainable
development, political representation, poverty, intellectud property, youth, women, et
cetera  But indigenous representatives use the space, as well, to organize and build
internationa networks with other delegations, grest numbers of NGOs present, “logt and
unavoidable” academics such as mysdf, loca politicians, and the “experts’ of the UN
Sysem. Both women and men lobby in the hdlways and offices, intengvey and in
different ways, to prepare their grounds and arguments for other interventions in higher
bodies of the UN. At the same time, they make room to display their culture in films,
photography, arts and crafts, dances, music, and dress. The march was a unique event
that has not been repeated since; but indigenous peoples have many other spaces within
the Pdais des Nations in which to express their ideas about who they are and why they
ae there.  Thee range from expressons in forma mesdtings, casud gatherings,
gopropriated spaces for display and commercidization of products, organized
performances, and lobbying dynamicsin halways and rooms.

As one of its mgor accomplishments, in 1993, the five experts in charge of the
WGIP approved the Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. It
represented their work, but most importantly, the direct participation of native

representatives from around the world.  This document is ill moving, very dowly,



through the UN System...to the disgppointment of indigenous peoples and experts dike.
States such as the USA, Canada and Audrdia—historically, treaty-Sgning countries—
have put great obstacles and lobbied againgt the approva of the Draft Declaration
because of its centra provisons on sdf-determination and autonomy. Other States have
manifested their support to approve the document as it was drafted origindly. Mexico is
among them, because it wants to give the image that it has dready given echo to
indigenous peoples demands by legidaing an autonomic regime in severd of its dates
congtitutions, and thus, has apparently nothing to fear.

Another accomplishment of the WGIP has been the establishment, ridden with
conflict, of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues directly under ECOSOC, one of
the most important bodies within the UN system. Its significance lies in the fact that it is
the only UN body in which indigenous peoples are given equa datus with states. For the
first, be promise of a new partnership and the recognition into the family of nations is the
firs big step towards obtaining the right to self- determination (see Garcia-Alix 1999).

Findly, the lobbying efforts a the UN have dso led to the appointment of a
Specid Rapporteur on the Stuation of human rights of indigenous peoples. The Mexican
anthropologist and activist, Rodolfo Stavenhagen, was gppointed to that office, agan
with  much dissppointment among naive peoples who lobbied for an indigenous
representative (long due after 20 plus years of the establishment of a “new dliance’ with
native peoples). He is in charge of invedtigating pecific human rights complaints and
vigting directly the communities where dleged violations have occurred. Because his
office answers directly to the High Commissoner of Human Rights, he is supposed to act

independently from any date; but cannot vist any country without an officid invitation.



It is not surprise then that, even though Stavenhagen spent most of his first year of
gopointment in Mexico, he did not write a report on the Stuation of indigenous peoples in
his country. This has opened an interesting didogue, & leest in Mexico and among
Mexican organizations, about who has the right to invite him: the government or
indigenous peoples as “vicims™? The issue can have a mgor impact on the internd
paolitics of the states. | will now turn now to a study of the discourses of indigenous-ness

and rights employed during the march and inaugura ceremony.

INDIGENOUS-NESS AND RIGHTS

The 1997 march and inaugura ceremony illusirate various things about how
native peoples see themsealves as gate-keepers of nature, culture and harmony; and as
right-bearers that can decide their own destiny as collectivities within nation-states. The
representatives of the Shoshone in the USA and of the Amazon basin spoke of indigenous

peoples close relationship to nature and how that makes them safe guardians of the

future of humanity. Thisidea about the oneness of indigenous peoples and territory has
found alot of echo within the United Nations and civil society in genera and, it is one of
the mogt aitractive discourses at the global level, because civil society *has found” in
indigenous peoples the ecologica balance and lifestyle that it wantsto emulate. Taks
about biodiversity now cannot be made without referring to culturd diversity, especidly
when mogt of the biodiversity reserveslie within indigenous territories. The coupling of
the ideas of “indigenous’ and “nature’ is one of the fundamenta issue native peoples use

to judtify their uniqueness and recognition.



The words of the Shoshone dso emphasized their desire for peace and equdlity.

These ideas can be heard, over and over, in many of the meetings and lobbying at the
WGIP. They ae adways present because they relate to dtates fears and indigenous
peoples demand for politica recognition. On the one hand, since the drafting of the
declaration, dates have fet the threat of “national dismemberment” and secession due to

indigenous peoples indgtence that their rignt to sdf-determination be recognized. On

the other hand, Native peoples have continuousy responded that they are not interested in
separating from the sates neither via violence nor any other means, and that the only way
to enhance ther rights, improve their economic, politicd and socid gtuetions, preserve
their identity; and avoid cvil unret would be to recognize ther right to <df-
determination. Other dates prefer to negotiate what is meant by “sdf-determination’.
Mexico, given the on-going conflict with the Zapatisas, has responded by recognizing
one aspect of sdf-determindion: that of “sdf-governance’ or “autonomy”. That is, it
recognizes the right of indigenous peoples to preserve ther culture and to control some
lands and naturd resources. This right does not fully correspond to the idea tha
indigenous peoples should be able to decide their culturd, economic, socid, and politica
life.

Together with sdf-determination, native peoples have long demanded the right to
paticipate in the definition of the politicad entities in which they live  Although the
maority of dates recognize it as an individua right, it is not acknowledged as a
collective right of a people. This issue was one of the firsd mgor chalenges posed to the
doctrine of human rights, together with the debate about universa vs. particular human

rights, because the term “peoples’ is not defined in internationd law. Even though



10

collective rights are recognized, there is no internationa agreement on the definition of
“indigenous peoples’.  Until 1998-99, the issue of definition was highly debated within
the WGIP. | will give you some examples.

Returning to the words of welcoming, recdl that the Latin American women

dated that indigenous peoples have rights because they ae hidoricdly condituted

peoples and nations. This shows by what criteria they identify themsdves as “peoples’:

that is, by having a common hidoricd tradition, ethnic identity, linguidic unity, common
worldviews and a connection to a specific territory.  Criteria that have been long
identified and andyzed in the anthropologica literature. These ideas had found politica
support in the working definition of indigenous peoples used until 1997 a the WGIP. It
saysthat:

“Indigenous communities, peoples and nations are those which having a

higoricd continuity with pre-inveson and pre-colonid societies that

developed on ther teritories, condder themsdves diginct from other
sectors of the societies now prevailing in those territories or parts of them.

They form a present non-dominant sectors of society and are determined

to presarve, devdop and transmit to future generations their ancestrd

territories, and ther ethnic identity, as the bass of ther continued

exigence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultura peatterns, socid

ingtitutions and legd systems.” (Martinez Cobo 1986)

According to this definition, one of the keys to identify indigenous peoples is a
history of invason and colonidism, and a present date of non-dominaion. The
definition would leave out a large numbers of Asan and African groups. China and
Arabic countries for example, have long questioned the legitimacy of any locd
“indigenous’ representation at the WGIP.  They rgect the idea of having “peoples’

within ther nations and tak, indead, of having ethnic minorities. Therefore, these
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countries would rather have their matters discussed a other UN fori which do not seem to
pose serious threats to their statehood.

The definition of the ILO Convention No. 169, drafted three years later, is more
flexible but ill is redtricted. It specifies that indigenous peoples should be regarded as
such on account of descent, but it is not clear who has the right to ddinegte kinship
criteria or the bass for descent. This definition is redricted, as well, in the case of
indigenous peoples who have migrated, formed transnationd communities and cannot
cdam desxcent from origind populaions in the new countries.  However, the ILO
definition, for the firg time in internationd law, spesks of “indigenous peoples’ and not
populations. The ILO convention recognizes the lega daus of indigenous collectivities.
|ts states that:

“ [...] peoples in independent countries who are regarded as indigenous on

account of their descent from the populaions which inhabited the country,

or a geogrgphicd region to which the country belongs, a the time of

conquest or colonisation or the establishment of present state boundaries

and who, irrespective of their legd datus, retain some or dl of their own

socid, economic, cultural and political inditutions.”

These two definitions have lost currency and sdf-definition is preferred. At the
practical level, however, sdf-definition poses some problems. | will try to illusrate more
of the problems with these definitions & the practicd levd. Frg, one of my informants
told me that the Tibetan dder was hedtantly welcomed to the smal prayer organized
before the symbolic march, because many Asan and African groups are sill “suspected”
of not being indigenous. Other “recognized” groups may not be sure about who is

“authentic’ and who is not given the fact that anybody who clams to be indigenous has

the right to participate at the WGIP. Second, note that in the welcoming ceremony, the
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indigenous representatives who spoke were from the American continent, Sberian
Russa, the Ainu teritory in Japan, Kenya and Audrdia The indigenous groups from
theses areas, together with the Sami and the Philippines representatives, have a stronger
presence and leadership within the WGIP and more legitimacy within the UN than any
other group, thus, their concepts of indigeneity are more accepted. This is indicaive of
the power rdations that exis among indigenous groups which are not only explained by
access to resources, knowledge and participation at the UN. They dso are explained by
how “indigenous-ness’ is conceptualized.

The WGIP of 1997, native peoples tried to move keyond the problems embedded
in the proposed definitions. The concept of “indigenous peoples’ was on the agenda to
be debated. They sated that the concept could not be restricted because many peoples
would then disappear with their cultures and richness thereby threstening biodiversty
and culturd divergty. They adamantly clamed, ingead, that indigenous peoples should
be able to define themsdves and resst any attempt to be defined by the outside,
especidly by Wedtern thought.  The experts of the UN also expressed their concerns for
continuing a debate that would give dates a judification for not approving the Draft
Declaration, but they argued that the concept should be debated within the socia context
of each gate. Since then, however, the idea of sdf-definition has gained more support.
Indigenous groups have become more welcoming, in paper and rhetoric, of other groups
that identify themsdves as such. Nonetheess, who is indigenous is 4ill a contentious
issue because it exacerbates problems around authenticity, legitimacy and representation
that are at the core of identity-based socid movements, especidly those that clam

collective rights  Identifications and recognition as beng native, indigenous, tribd,
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origind inhabitant, aborigind, € cetera, determine in many cases the dlocaion of
resources and power within nations-states.

Who has the right to spesk? On behdf of whom? For what reasons? These are
questions that problematize the idea of sdlf-definition. Let me describe this problem with
a Mexican case. Every year the meetings dso feature receptions organized by various
actors, among them, NGOs and indigenous peoples. In these receptions, indigenous
peoples are invited to perform as they wish. Over the years there has been a group of
concheros—Mexican urban peoples who clam origind descent from the Aztecs—who
organize a smal performance with ceremonid dances, prayers, and discourses about ther
indigenaty. They use “the ancient Aztec” dresses, indruments, knowledge and
communion with the Earth. They explain how they preserve the Aztec traditions and that
they have been living in Germany and Audria, for over a decade, to demand that
Moctezuma's headdress be returned to Mexico. However, within the WGIP they are not
welcomed in the same way as other performers are.

“Who are those Apaches over there? Who do they think they are?” exdamed to
me one Mexican representetive the firg time she ever saw them in the assembly room.
She was referring to the way this conchero group dresses during the mestings: It is
cetanly an amdgamation of naive American and indigenous syles  Other Mexican
indigenous representatives only observe them from afar.  They discretey laugh about
their clams and question their reasons to sruggle and for staying in Europe—*“les gustan
las gleras’ they say dismissvely. They criticize them for the images of the Mexican
indigenous peoples portrayed, their use of indigenous arts and knowledge, and ther

lifestyle but, moreover, for the object of ter struggle Moctezuma's headdress instead of
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democracy and socid judticee The concheros are not dlowed to participate in the
fedtivities to ceebrate the UN Indigenous Day during the meetings of the WGIP. They
do not have legitimate dams in the views of many, egpecidly Latin American groups,
because they do not come from any actud indigenous community. They are tenacious
nevethdess lagt year, they waited until the event was over and invited people to join
them in the garden behind to continue dancing with the ceremonid drum. They are
welcomed and recognized by some NGOs, in pat because of their exoticism, and by
indigenous representatives who have long worked a the UN, because concheros have
supported the druggle for indigenous rights on several occasions, not only by atending
mesetings but dso by housng and feeding some people. Last year, for the fird time, the
Mexican delegates were more willing to approach the concheros after the internationd
NGO tha works with them inssted that the representatives should seek solidarity and
forget about authenticity clams.

Sdf-definition in this case is a contested issue that revolves around not only to a
certain idea of indigenety, but adso around a cetan kind of sruggle  While culture is a
tool used in the politicad sruggle for the recognition of indigenous rights, a struggle that
has mere culturd artifacts as a god is not highly vaued. Especidly, when that culturd
atifact in question is, nonetheess, a symbol of the Aztec empire and domination over
other indigenous groups that exised, a the time of Conquest, in Mexico! The other
Mexican organizations favor a discourse in which the object of the druggle is bascdly

political.



15

ON THE MEXICAN SITUATION

In the decade of the 90s, Mexican indigenous representatives were relative
newcomers in the internationad struggle for rights  Even though Mexicans have atended
the WGIP snce its beginnings, they did it as locad representatives, without getting
activdy involved in internationa networks and lobbying. For years, the permanent
misson of Mexico in Geneva had not to worry about indigenous peoples dams until
1995-96 when the internationdization of the Mexican indigenous dsruggle exploded.
This would not have been possble without the help of naiond and internationa NGOs
and other indigenous representatives from North and South America.  They have trained
nationa organizations and promoted the discusson of human rights concerns a the loca
levd in indigenous communities, while they have dso aded to gan Mexican
organizations a certain kind of internationd diplométic literacy. However, locd interests
have shaped that diplomacy. In an internationd discourse of indigenous rights dominated
by the idea of sdf-determination, the discourse of rights within Mexico is ingead

centered in a discusson about democratization and socid jugsice.  Whereas intdlectuds

and activigs have somehow accepted the postion that sdf-definition is the only way in
which indigenous druggles world-wide can drengthen, who and wha is “indigenous’
dill is a contentious issue in the socid spaces configured by ethnic rdations in Mexico.
At the discusson tables a the United Nations, Mexican ddegates continuoudy manifest
that it is in the druggle for rights—in a context of injusice, militarization, lack of
politicd  paticipaion and representetion,  authoritarianism, margindization  and

impunity— where their identity is shaped.
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The CNI (Coordinadora Naciond Indigend) dogan “Nunca mas un México sn
nosotros,” expresses that there is an identifiable and distinct indigenous Other that has
been higoricdly excluded from the nationd project and that, only by grating rights to this
Other, socid judice and democracy will be redized. Moreover, it Stuates this Other dso

asanintegra part of the world:

“They stole our fruit,

they cut off our branches,

they burnt our trunks,

but they could not kill our roots.

The indigenous people have their own deep-rooted culturd heritage
through which they experience the basis of life itsdf. These conditions
provide hope for life, both for mankind and for the nature of which Man is
so integra a part. For five hundred years unscrupul ous forces have waged
war againgt our people. They have forced access to our resources and they
have solen our spiritua values. They have attempted to subdue, bribe, or
extirpate whole populations. They have trampled judtice into the dust, and
they have introduced legidation in order to justify their injustice. For more
than five hundred years our people have fought againgt thisinjustice. In

the course of time millions of brave people have logt ther livesin the fight
to create a better world for our children. And the fight continuesto clam
itsvictims.

Thisfight for freedom now requires a new impetus to bring us out of the
darkness in which we have been enveloped for so long. Once again the sun
maedticaly risesinto sght, giving new life to Mother Earth, to our

people, and to al the people of the Earth. From the depths of the virgin
forests and the darkness of the mountains can be heard the voices of the
oppressed — demanding justice, freedom and democracy for dl our
people. Despite the many murders perpetrated against a defenceless
population, we gtill fed the dead waking by our Sde, their voices

blending with ours, their hearts beeting in our breedts.

The San Andrés agreements of February 1996, sgned by the federa
government and the EZL N, strongly emphasised the need to create a new
relationship between the State of Mexico, the national community, and the
indigenous population. Unfortunately, as we approach the millennium, the
government continues to go back on its word, and instead commits new
atrocities against our people. On 22 December 1997, paramilitaries
meassacred 45 martyrsin the village of Actedl in Chigpas. Men, women
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and children were murdered while they prayed for peace. Together with
the many other thousands of victims of the bruta power of money, they
will give us new grength in our march forwards.

No Mexico without our involvement!

M exico needsitsindigenous people

M exico — no longer without our participation!
Mexico for the people—all its people!”

Since 1988, there has been a congant threat of internationa reprisd due to the
controverses of the presdentid dection. The externd politics of Mexico were initidly
amed a cultivating the idea of Mexico as having a united culture and identity, counter-
acting Mexico's image of corruption and authoritarianism, and promoting Mexico's
commitment to international law and peaceful resolution of conflicts.  In 1994, the threat
increesed due to the implementation of NAFTA and the Chigpas conflict. Even though
Mexican diplomacy was not very successful a avoiding scrutiny of its record of human
rights violations, it was a limiting international pressure to democratize (Serrano and
Bulne-Thomas 1996). In an effort to correct the precarious Stuation of human rights in
Mexico, an adminidrative commisson was crested to protect human rights in 1992.
Later on, in 1994, the Nationd Commisson for Human Rights was founded. However,
the commotion caused by the 1994 uprisng of indigenous men and women in Chiapas,
and the date€'s violent represson, made the question of internationa reprisd for human
rights violations not only a matter of concern in the government, but dso a matter of

discusson in the dreets.  Thus, it made the internationd gtruggle for rights a very good

possibility from where to chalenge nationd politics AND nationd culture.
In 1998 | participated, as volunteer aid to Mexican indigenous representatives and

a Swiss NGO, in some of the preparative work a the WGIP that led to the passing of a
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UN resolution about Mexico. This resolution came from the Sub-Commisson, the
“parent” body of the WGIP. It was cdled a “higoricad resolution”, a “greet triumph” for
indigenous peoples in Mexico. The resolution on the “Development of the Stuation of
Human Rights in Mexico” (E/CN.4/Sub.2/1998/L.18) cdls the Mexican date to
guarantee human rights in Mexico under the internationd insruments which has ratified
and dgned; to fight againg the impunity of the violators of human rights, especidly of
those who have victimized numerous indigenous peoples, to promote and respect the
actions of the defendants of human rights and their security; and, to renitiate the didogue
in the Chigpas conflict in the bads of the San Andrés Accords.

This is a clear example of the kind of chalenges now being posed by the so-cdled
“magins’, “victims’, or “vulnerable sectors’ to the power of the dae and the
international image of Mexico as “un estado de derecho” (a lawful date). It dso cdls our
atention to issues of representation and how notions of universal human rights are being
gopropriated by different actors. Many of the indigenous interventions a the UN show
that the “vulnerable’ sectors, such as indigenous peoples and women, want to be

recognized as subjects with rights, as full citizens and paliticd actors.

CULTURE AND POLITICS

Gramstian andyses have fodered a new kind of thinking about culture and
palitics in anthropology. For Marxist theory, “Cultureé’ is pre-politicd and ideologicd,
and therefore, indigenous peoples should not organize separady from class-based
druggles.  In recent studies “Culture’, instead, should be the target of politica sruggle

because it is thought tha socid transformation requires fundamenta culturd change.
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Alvarez d a (1998) have argued that in identity-based movements, cultud druggle
becomes an indrument for politicd change wha is sought is the cregtion of a new
political subject with rights induding the right to participate in the definition of the
politicd sysdem. This reds in the explicit forging of a new politicd culture tha

recognizes that  the politicd subject has the right to have rights. Therefore, in this kind

of gruggle, Culture becomes an object for right clams, but dso the ste from where to
cdam rights In this view, cdllective rights based on the idea of the “sharedness of
culture’ are a legitimate god for struggle while culturd difference is the very reason to
have rights.  In this sense, | use the term “indigenous-ness’ to indicate that the definition
and meanings dtributed to “indigenous’ is the product of concrete political processes.
And, following Richard Wilson (1997), | see human rights as a cultural process, because
human rights discourses dictate or suggest the kinds of clams and identities that can exist
in nationd and internetiond regimes, while they are also contested at the locdl levdl.

In the politicadl druggles for the humen rights, “Culture’ is highly essentiaized
and forces peoples to demondrate, somehow, their “authenticity”. However, the minima
components of indigenous culture are aways negotiated because as it deemed necessary
for specific sruggles. | hope my tak has illudrated that in my concept of “indigenous-
ness’, to have culture is a right based on difference that should be recognized and
protected, but it is dso a politica drategy to seek rights. “Culture’ is a Srategy to seek
rights in the sense that, “Culture’ is not only tradition, ethnicity, language, et cetera, but it
can adso judify clams to land, the use of naura resources, education, politica
representation and so forth. Therefore, | see essentidized clams not as retrograde

notions based on old anthropologica concepts, but as a manifestation of what has been
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cdled “drategic essentidism.”  Moreover, these “essentidized” notions respond to a
higorical conjunction in which the promotion of universd and particular human rights
has become the only way to survive. Congder the idea of indigenous peoples and their
“closeness to nature’, or the notion that indigenous peoples are “rooted” in ther
territories; or the concept of “tradition”: native peoples have to resort to clams of
“authenticity”, “primordidism”, and “gae-keeping’, to be recognized as peoples. In
dtes where what it means to be indigenous is an object of debate, “indigenous-ness’ is
the congdruction of identities of resstance that have an impact, not only in places where
they were created, but dso in other struggles at different levels.

Many of the anthropologica studies on indigenous peoples and human
rights thet have been produced in the last years, follow these same theoreticd premises
and have reached smilar conclusons. However, the fact continues to be that these
dudies are caried out a the locd or nationd levels, seeing the internationd arena as a
digant ste where discourses are produced (but without understanding exactly how) and
the locad as the place where the appropriation of discourses tekes place. For ndive
peoples, the internationa sruggle demands making dliances with NGOs and other
groups from disparate places; it cals for the adoption of an unequivocd postion on sdf-
determination; it forces the peformance and vidhility of cetan kinds of identities.
Therefore, it dso creates and opens for globad contestation the definition of indigeneity.
It dso crestes new venues from where to chdlenge the nation-state and internationd law
and ther defining power and image-making. In 1998 the Sub-Commisson of Human
Rights passed a historica resolution condemning human rights violations in Mexico and

cdled it to act. This resolution was basicdly passed by the work and lobbying of
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Mexican indigenous peoples. | would like to conclude my tak with the cautionary words
of John Paul Il in his 1999 vist to Mexico: “A government that does not respect its
indigenous peoples and women, does not respect itself.” This while may not mean a new
dliance between church and indigenous peoples, it does mean tha the internationd

image of Mexico has been shaken.
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' The topicsthat were covered are the following: (1) In Chiapas Mexico, the San Andrés
Accords of 1996 are not respected. (2) In Aymaraterritory thereis no protection of the
natural resources and indigenous knowledge. (3) The cocaleaf does not constitute a
threat to humanity. (4) In Perq, the convention of work and land isviolated. (5) Inthe
Amazon basin, armed forces protect the exploitation and oil ignoring the autonomy of
indigenous peoples. (6) Crimes are committed against indigenous peoples, for example,
in Colombia. (7) Qil extraction isan attempt against the life of indigenous peoples. (8)

In Chile, the survival of indigenous peoplesis threatened without devel opment of proper
infrastructure. (9) In Guatemala, the Peace Accords are violated. (10) El Salvador hasto
recognize the distinct vision of its Nahua people. (11) Indigenous peoples have the right
to mobilize and demand legal changes. (12) The Draft Declaration only asksfor the
respect of minimum human rights. (13) Indigenous peoples are peoples and nations
historically constituted, and therefore, have the same rights as other peoples. (14) The
international organizations still do not work with indigenous peoples.



