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Indigenous Movements: Between Neoliberalism
and Leftist Governments
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After scoring resounding victories, the indigenous movements of South America are encountering
new challenges both on an institutional and state level, that they have not been able to answer.
Expanding on the wide range of experiences and deepening the exchange between organizations
appearto be some of the possible routes that lie ahead.

OThee times we have won and all three times we lost,0
explains Pablo D}valos Ecuadorianeconomist and treas-
urer of the Confedemation of Indigenous Nationalities of
Ecuador (CONAIE,for its Spanishinitials). It is not a play
on words, but rather the bitter conclusion that the conti-
nent® most powerful indigenous movement has arrived
at after a decade marked by major victories. It is the les-
son learned from the three triumphs scored over the last
decade:in 1998, when the indigenous uprising toppled
the Abdalt Bucaram government; in 2000, when a vast
popular indigenous insurrection forced President Jamil
Mahuadto step down; and in 2002, when the CONAIE
played a decisive role in the election victory of Lucio
GutiZrez.

Some of these debatescame up in the SecondAndean-
Mesoamerican Conference, OThelndigenous Movement,
Resistance and the Alternative Project,Oheld from March
22-25 in the Bolivian cities of La Paz and El Alto.
Academics and indigenous leaders from Argentina,
Bolivia, Chile, Guatemala,Ecuador Mexico, and Peru
attended the conference and discussedthe many prob-
lems facing movements in the new political context of
the region. In spite of the heterogeneousnature of the
situations, a few common themes prevailed over the
course of the conference in particular, the relationship
between social movements and the State as a conse-
guence of the recent emergence of progressiwe and leftist
governments. At the heart of these debateslies the pro-
posal of the Santa Fe Documents, drawn up by U.S.con-
servative strategists The latest considers the indigenous
a threat to be fought and neutralized, much as the earlier
version warned of the dangers of liberation theology. The
empire considers indigenous peoplesone of the major
problems affecting governance in the region. As sub-
scribers to this assessment,the World Bank and other
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international organizations have begun financing projects
to prevent the formation of collective indigenous actors.

The Peruvian Exception

The casein Peru is among the leastknown, yet it exem-
plifies the difficulties movements in adverse situations
must face Peru has a long tradition of resistance and
revolt; it was the epicenter of the struggle of native com-
munities againstthe Conquestthat climaxed in the late
18th-century with the TeepacAmaru rebellion. But the
contemporary indigenous movement there has had great
difficulty establishing itself. Speakingat the conference
anthropologist Rodrigo Montoya laid out nine main rea-
sonsto explain what he calls OThePeruvian Exception.O

He pointed out that in Peru there are two organizations
that group together 42 ethnicities of the Amazon, but
with deep division between the two. Promoted by the
World Bank and the Peruvian government, the two
organizations both claim to represent the indigenous
while actually Oblockingthe indigenous movement.OThe
movement has a core of participants Ogouped together
to negotiate with the United Nations, but they do not
fight for self-affirmation.OAccording to Montoya, the
World Bank® objective is Ob prevent culture and power
from joining togetherOln other words, Olt®okay to show-
casefolkloric culture at expositions and the Lafayette
Galleryin Paris, but when culture is working to empower
the indigenous, it@ considered terrorism.ONevertheless
there does exist an important campesineindigenous
organization, the National Coordination of Peruvian
Communities Affected by Mining (CONACAMI), which
can be considered an indigenous organization.
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Among the reasonsfor the absenceof an indigenous
movement in Peru, Montoya points to the Gibsenceof
indigenous intellectuals.OTeepacAmaru was in his opin-
ion, Othefirst and greatestindigenous intellectual, who
mastered Spanish, Latin, and Quechua,developed a polit-
ical project (to rebuild the Inca empire with its capital in
Cusco),and for ten years organized the insurrection that
followed. But with the repressionthat ensued, the indige-
nous intellectuals were all annihilated.

Secondly there are major contradictions that affect the
Peruvian Indian landscapeNa large geographical area
and the enormously complex universe that is Quechua,a
languagewith 18 different dialects making it difficult for
these mountain-dwellers to understand each other.
Montoya concluded: OThee is no one Quechuancommu-
nity, but rather several with historical and social contra-
dictions.OThis fact complicates both mutual understand-
ing between communities as well as attempts to form an
organization to unify them.

Under Alejandro Toledo®
government (who assumed
indigenous identity), the
government began a broad
campaign to prevent the
emergence of indigenous
movements.

Nor has a powerful indigenous bourgeoisie emerged, or
at least, one that identifies as such from a cultural per-
spective, as happenedin Ecuadorand Bolivia. The nature
of the Peruvian government, which is particularly exclu-
sive and racist, probably played a decisive role. A fourth
reasonis that a powerful, Western-influencedleft wing
existed in the country that never understoodNin spite of
the prophetic work of JosZCarlos Maritteguiin the
1930sNthat the campesinais, in reality, an indigenous
person fighting not just for land but, above all, for
territory.

Fifth, the military government of Generl Juan\Velasco
Alvarado (1968-75) carried out major agrarian reforms
that were the most important in all of Latin America
aside from Cuba. However, he considered the Indian as

jut another small farmer and appropriated the main
Quechuan symbols by giving them government endorse-
ments. For example, on Peruvian money, ToepacAmaru
appeared where the traditional national creole OheoesO
had before.

In the sixth place is the anomaly of the Shining Path
movement. In Peru, there was a double genocide against
indigenous peoples:that of the armed forces like in
other parts of the continent, and that of the Shining Path,
participants in a OdirtywarOthat cost 70,000 people their
lives Montoya concluded, OWhilein Ecuadorthey were
creating the CONAIEand organizing the indigenous
world from the bottom up, in Peru there was a situation
where if the Shining Path beheaded 10 people the army
would behead 20.OThree quarters of the 70,000 killed in
the war were indigenous. Everything that had been
gained in the years prior waslost in the 20 years of vio-
lence between 1980 and 2000.

Under Alejandro Toledo® government (who assumed
indigenous identity), the government began a broad cam-
paign to prevent the emergence of indigenous move-
ments. Toledo® wife, Belgian anthropologist Eliane Karp,
created the National Coordination of Andean, Amazon,
and Afro-Reruvian Communities (CONAR), with a $5.5
million budget. The organization was created in a way
without precedentson the continentNnot only from the
top down, but Karp replacedall the principal leaders and
raised herself to the position of president of the institu-
tion, which sheran in an authoritarian fashion, manipu-
lating native communities.

Finally, Montoya listed two additional elements: Othe
absenceof liberation theology in the world of the down-
trodden,Ounlike the casewith Ecuadorand Chiapas
where there existed a concrete commitment to the poor
that facilitated the rise of indigenous actors, and the
Gbsenceof committed intellectuals OAs an example, he
pointed out that of the 600 existing anthropologistsin
Peru, only eight sympathize with the strugglesof the
communities. OThee is an apolitical anthropological tra-
dition here that proclaims the Indian as marvelous but
believes anthropology is a science and should not get
involved in politics.O

In this frankly depressingscene CONACAMI® presenceis
noteworthy, since it is the only indigenous, autonomous,
and independent organization. Of the 5,600 recognized
municipalities in Peru, 3,200 have presentedlegal com-
plaints againsttransnational mining corporations, 1,100
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are being explored for mining purposes and some 250
more are actively being mined. From 1992 to the pres-
ent, the number of square miles under the control of
mining corporations has increasedfrom just over 15,000
to almost 100,000. The power of the CONACAMI is situat-
ed primarily in those thousand or so communities fight-
ing to maintain their land and prevent their rivers and
soil from being contaminated. Mining has become the
top export sector in Peru, but asthe CONACAMI points
out, Oltdoes not contribute to the country®@ development
or to development in its areas of influence.OWorse yet,
in 2004, six hundred communal landholders were perse-
cuted and tried, and two leaders were assassinated,in a
processthat criminalized protesting and labeled the
smallholders who opposethe mines as terrorists.

Ecuador:  The Electoral Dilemma

The last indigenous uprising in Ecuador (launchedin
March of 2006 and with no end in sight still today)
againstthe aspirations of Alfredo Palacio® provisional
government to sign a free trade agreement with the
United States is the first large indigenous mobilization
after a long and arduous period of crisis. The organiza-
tion of this movement was time-consuming and faced
several internal difficulties, since the CONAIEhad been
weakened by its participation in the Lucio Gutierrez gov-
ernment (January-Julyof 2003), and above all, as a con-
sequenceof the double offensive launched againstthe
continent® main indigenous organization.

Sincethe early 1990s, following the CONAIESirst large
uprising it became clear that the indigenous movement
had become the key to Ecuador®governance Several
projects were launched to annihilate the organization, a
processthat reachedits peak under Gutierrez® govern-
ment. The most important and extensive was coopera-
tion for development as expressedin the Project of the
Development of the Indigenous and Black Communities
of Ecuador (PRODEPINE).During the SecondAndean-
MesoamericanConference, economist Pablo Divalos
adviser to the CONAIE,analyzed the destructive role
these initiativ es played: OWhenthe Indians emerged in
the O90sthe development projects also began. The devel-
opment NGOsare terrified at heart of the movement in
the province of Chimborazo, where Leonida Proa—o had
workedNthe Ecuadorianforce behind liberation theology:.
Ten years later, that province has been politically
destroyed. Chimborazo was a nucleus of indigenous
resistance during the 090sand became the object of a
political intervention of cooperation projects that

transformed the indigenous people into the economically
poor. Coopemtion for development projects break up soli-
darity and breed rivalry between communities by creat-
ing second-degee organizations that fight over available
resourcesO

From 1992 to the present, the
number of square miles under
the control of mining
corporations has increased from
just over 15,000 to almost
100,000.

Divalos stated that among specialists and a good por-
tion of the indigenous leadership, the cooperative work
has sparked Otheemergence of a technobureaucry of
human rights and ethnodevelopment, coopted by the
World Bank, which created the PRODEPINEiIn 1997-98
and budgeted it with $50 million, with the support of
anthropologists and sociologistsOHe adds that Bolivia
served as the laboratory for the cooperative experiment,
@nnd from there, they exported it to Ecuador and Mexico
with PRONASOL.GEven when well-intentioned individu-
alswork in the cooperation projects Otheidea is to cre-
ate an elite to serve as an interlocutor for the World Bank
and its projects After a while, you have the community
leaders thinking about marketing and how to make more
and more money.OThe main projects consist of educa-
tion and leadership formation, productive community ini-
tiatives and microfinancing. Justa few years after the
creation of the PRODEPINE,the majority of the indige-
nous movement had been taken over by the NGOsand
public officials, to the point where when the CONAIE
sponsored mobilizations, Othepeople at the PRODEPINE
would tell community members not to participate
becausethey would lose their credit eligibility, Oexplains
Divalos After the fall of Gutierrez (2004), the movement
pressuied for the PRODEPINENot to be renewed and the
project is currently paralyzed.

This large-scaleoffensive againstthe indigenous move-
ments was crowned by Lucio Gutierrez® administration.
Paradoxically, it is worth mentioning that the ex-colonel
was elected at the end of 2002 thanks to the help of the
CONAIEand large part of the indigenous movement.
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However, it was under his command that the most devas-
tating events took place: part of the indigenous leader-
ship, above all that of the Amazon, was co-opted by the
government, and Gutierrez made it his objective to com-
pletely destroy the CONAIE,and in this political context
an assassinationattempt was made on the president of
the organization, which resultedin grave injuries to his
son.

Bolivia still has a colonial
government: w hile 70% of the
population is Quechua, Aymara,
or Guarani (the most numerous
ethnic groups), the government
is controlled by a small w hite
and mestizo majority.

During the December 2004 Congressof the CONAIE,
where the veteran leader and ex-president Luis Macas
was once again elected, Macasbegan a reconstruction
processboth on an organizational level and by formulat-
ing a project geared toward the long term. He stressed
the need to evaluate the work already done and, in par-
ticular, the movement® participation in government and
state-run institutions that had been a part of the project
of forming the Pachakutik Movement in the 90«s
According to D}valos the indigenous project of creating a
plurinational state met with resistance from institutions
that date back to colonization and carry on the colonial
exclusion of indigenous peoples OHov do we put the
political system into a plurinational context?Othe econo-
mist asks himself. OThepolitical system is articulated in
representation and universality, in which the whole world
is a citizen. But this is not so for the Indians. In the
indigenous world, the liberal discourse homogenizes
while in practice and thought, the indigenous are focused
on differencesO

This realization givesrise to several questions and uncer-
tainties: OV¢ can show up at the elections, and it® likely
that Luis Macaswill win the presidengy. If that occurs,
the same will happen here that happenedin Bolivia: the
organizational frameworks become frameworks of the
State, and then they start to legitimize the State rather

than the organizationNa liberal StateNand then they
begin to speak on behalf of the State, and there you have
other dynamics and behaviors. So, what do we do?0

For the Ecuadorianindigenous movement, there is no
easy solution. Socialmobilizations achieved three victo-
ries that turned into defeats In each case national eco-
nomic forces combined with international financial
organizations, frustrated the hopes of changing the coun-
try by way of a Constituent Assembly (1998), imposing
dollarization (2000), and forcing the continuation of
neoliberalism by OwinningGover the President-elect
(2003).

The current debate at the CONAIEis centered on the
possibility of creating Ginother policy.Olnspired by the
Zapatista® OOtherCampaignGn Mexico, the indigenous
movement is set to debate the attitude it will adopt
toward the electionsin October. The objective appears to
be to politicize the electoral campaign, which tends to be
a media circus, to place on the agendasome of the pri-
mary issuesaffecting the communities: the free trade
agreement, the future of water and agriculture, and natu-
ral resource issues among them hydrocarbons of which
Ecuadoris a major exporter.

The Bolivian  Crossroads

After sponsoring a cycle of protestsinitiated with the
OWdter Wars,0in Cochabambain the year 2000, and con-
tinuing with the ONatual GasWarsOof 2003 and 2005
throughout the country, Bolivian social movements have
managed to put the first indigenous man in the
Presidential office: Evo Morales There are two issuesat
the top of the movement® priorities: nationalization of
resources particularly natural gas and the convocation
of a Constituent Assembly to decolonize the State.

Bolivia still has a colonial government: while 70% of the
population is Quechua, Aymara, or Guani (the most
numerous ethnic groups), the government is controlled
by a small white and mestizo majority. In the last few
years, a small indigenous bloc took root in Congress
(they are now the majority), but the most important posi-
tions in the Department of Justiceand the State appara-
tus have continued to be held by white politicians, and
public officials have continued to be exclusively white
and mestizo. As such, the immense majority perceives
the State as something foreign and hostile. A Constituent
Assembly would be an opportunity to democratize the
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colonial institutions of Bolivia in such a way that all eth-
nicities, languages and customs have equal standing.

However, barely two months into the new term, the peo-
ple® two biggesthopes appear to be en route to frustra-
tion. Felipe Quispe leader of the campesinocenter
CSUTB, said during the SecondConference OBday |
cannot be content or happy about the fact that we have
an Indian leader in the Presidential Palace becausewhat
we are concerned about is changing the system.OHe is
certain the Morales administration will not accomplish
the three most important demands: OHeis not going to
nationalize natural gasand petroleum, rescind the neolib-
eral policies that gave rise to privatization and education-
al reform, or give us our land back.O

Quispe s a radical leader who ran for president on the
Indigenous Pachakutik Movement (MIP) ticket, garnering
only 2% of the vote. But he is not the only skeptic.
Perhaps the most controversial move of the new govern-
ment was the way it convoked the Constituent Assembly.
The law to call for the Assembly was negotiated with
rightwing parties, and the result has drawn much criti-
cism and opposition from the National Advisory of Ayllus
and Markas of the Qullasuyu and the Bolivian WorkersO
Center In his January22nd inaugural address Evo
Morales declared, OV¢ want a Constituent Assembly that
is refoundational, not just constitutional reform.0
According to many analysts, under the convocation only
20% of the current Constitution can be changed, and
that would occur only in the best of cases

The rules of the game for electing the Assemblyto be
instituted on August 6th call for the election of three rep-
resentatives for each of the country® 70 districts: two for
the majority and one for the minority, even if the minori-
ty managesto get, for example, only 10% of the votes.
Moreover, each of the nine provinces will elect five repre-
sentatives: two for the majority, and up to three from
minority parties, so long asthey obtain at least 5% of
the vote. Under this system, even in the impossible event
that the Movement Toward Socialism (MAS)NMorales®
partyNmanages to win every district, it will never garner
the two-thirds majority necessaryfor modifying the cur-
rent Constitution. Thus the MASwill have to strike an
agreement with the opposition even if it has an absolute
majority of votes. An article in the newspaper El Juguete
Rabiosomaintains that the government Ohasput chains
on making changeCand that the most likely outcome is
that OtheConstituent Assembly will be at the service of

the powerful with the campesinosas adornment.OAn
equally important fact is that the time periods stipulated
in the convocation are such that the movements cannot
presentthemselves as such, but must register their can-
didates in the party lists.

[T]he structure of the
convocation Chas limited
its tasks to editing
and reforming.0

Even from sectors closely tied to the government, the
criticism has been harsh. Raul Prada, Department of
Foreign Relations adviser, assues OTheAssembly that
has been convoked is not constituent becauseit will not
changethe state.OHe adds that the structure of the con-
vocation Ohadimited its tasksto editing and reforming,0
thereby leaving behind the true objective of a Constituent
Assembly: Ob found a new stateOand Qilter the institu-
tional map, which is to say, changethe powers that be.O
Directly polemicizing with Vice-Pesident Alvaro Garia
Linera, Prada criticizes what he considers Gn extreme
tepidness on the part of the government, tied down by
its own indecision, lost in its own labyrinth, in a post-
electoral landscapewhere the prior economic forces are
poised to recuperate their lost ground at the cost of par-
ticipative democracy and the hope of a people who took
a chance by betting on changeO

We can return to the beginning and ask ourselves along
with Divalos OHav is it that the powerful are able to
convert defeat into triumph?OIlt makes little senseto lay
blame on them, whether they are the powerful of a par-
ticular country, or the oneswho run the world. At the
end of the day, they are there to protect their interests
Perhaps as the adviser of the CONAIEpoints out, the
social forces believed that change consisted of winning at
the polls; they did not give sufficient weight to the neces-
sity of Odecolonizingdemocracy,Owhich has been kid-
napped in most parts of South American by Othemar-
ket.OGaining ground in its place is the necessityto work
in another manner: from below, weaving solid bonds that
do not dissolve under political and electoral marketing.
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