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Nation s within Nation s
Transnationalism and Indigenous
Citizenship in Latin America
Marcela Tovar-Restrepo

Over the last three decades in Latin America, indigenous movements have
played key roles in re-visioning democratic processes from local to global
horizons. Indigenous peoples have sought to redefine their identity, their
constitutional rights and duties, and their relation to the state. From Chile
to M exico, sprouting transnational citizenship projects have emerged, con
testing not only the foundational nation-state tropes but also conventional
isomorphisms established between place, space, and culture.
These ethnic rights initiatives have exceeded nation-state boundaries,
making evident the existence of ethnically different nations within estab
lished political, jurisdictional, and administrative limits. Living in nations
within nations, indigenous men and women have claimed special citizen
ship rights, deploying diverse strategies to produce new forms of gender
and cultural difference, sameness, or self-presentation. Such strategies have
required the flexible and transnational mobility of these peoples between
historically and hierarchically interconnected local, regional, and global
spaces. Local communities, national states, NGOs, and regional and inter
national movements have been crucial sites where indigenous peoples have
negotiated issues of identity, established different alliances, and posed new
political, cultural, and gendered geographies.
This chapter explores strategies followed by indigenous peoples—
both men and women— to produce new forms of gender and cultural dif
ference within local and global shared and connected spaces. I focus on
how these processes force us to rethink the politics of space, community,
identity, and citizenship in Latin America. For that purpose, national
constitutions and international agreements (e.g., the United Nations Dec
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 2 0 0 7 ) are analyzed as key
loci that illustrate how transnational imaginary significations, related
to identity and citizenship, have traveled from local to global spheres,
making possible the recognition of indigenous rights. I discuss contribu
tions made by articulation theory to understand processes of creation
of ethnic sameness and difference that are at the core of these emergent
transnational citizenship projects pursued by indigenous movements.
Furtherm ore, having worked with indigenous movements in different
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local and national instances in Colombia, international instances (e.g.,
United Nations forums), and human rights NGOs, my participant obser
vation adds useful content to this analysis.1
Here, the term tra n sn a tio n a l mostly refers to relations among post
colonial nation-states but also acknowledges indigenous peoples as con
stituting nations within these nation-states. In English, the term n a tio n
is commonly used to refer to ethnic minorities or indigenous peoples
within postcolonial countries, to the point that Canada collectively
calls its indigenous peoples First Nations— 6 3 0 recognized governments
or bands across the country. Conversely, n a tio n has not been a term
commonly used in Spanish to connote indigenous peoples. This is so
in part because, in general, indigenous peoples refer to themselves by
their own proper names (e.g., Mapuche people) or as indigenous peoples
(particularly in their struggles to claim national civil rights or build
transnational coalitions, as I explain below). Additionally, Latin Ameri
can nation-state governments, recently discussing their national projects
and adopting new constitutions, have largely resisted the recognition of
indigenous peoples as nations because of the perceived juridical com
plications and risks of secession that such denominations may entail,
although they have sustain heated debates about the matter of indig
enous self-determination rights. The adoption of the term n a tio n may
have started to spread, however, as Bolivia, in 2 0 0 9 , adopted a new
constitution that changed the name of the country from the Republic of
Bolivia to the Plurinational State of Bolivia in recognition of the multi
ethnic nature of the country and the enhanced position of its indigenous
peoples under the new law.

LOCAL AND TRANSNATIONAL INDIGENOUS PROJECTS

Indigenous Citizenship and Early Constitutions
Since the 19 8 0 s, indigenous movements have had an increasing pres
ence on the Latin American political scene. In attempts to transcend
historical and political forms of exclusion, citizenship and demands for
rights recognition have been at the core of these movements’ agendas.
Their cultural and political requirements include the deepening of demo
cratic systems; moreover, they question old nation-state projects based
exclusively on Eurocentric visions of citizenry. The interconnectivity of
regional indigenous movements and their interactions with other social
sectors, such as civil society organizations or international instances and
platforms like United Nations agreements or regional summits, have
sparked much of this political and cultural debate.2
Transnational scenarios have served as important sites to create and
reinforce such projects in the public realms of diverse countries along the
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region like Paraguay, Bolivia, Chile, Peru, Colombia, Ecuador, Guatemala,
and Mexico, among others. Widely known platforms and instances— such
as the Convention 169 of the International Labor Organization, the Perma
nent Indigenous Forum at the United Nations, the International Indigenous
Women’s Forum (2000), the second C u m bre C on tin en tal d e los P u eblos
y N a c io n a lid a d es In d íg en as d e A by a Yala (2004), the Universal Declara
tion of Indigenous Peoples Rights (2007), among many others— have been
crucial loci where projects of rights vindications traverse different local and
global scales.
The main demands and rights recognition of Latin American indig
enous movements have to do with autonomy and autodétermination as
peoples; territoriality; access, use, control, and collective property of natu
ral resources; political representation; and language diversity and special
jurisdictional systems. As discussed below, many of these rights have been
indistinctly recognized at the constitutional level in many countries, creat
ing a political and legal new precedent for the first time in their history as
independent nations-states.
In the middle of the nineteenth century, nation-states were born in Latin
America under constitutional principles shaped by Eurocentric worldviews
and exclusionary systems of gender and racial categorization.3 These con
stitutions, supported by ruling elites, denied the existence and rights of peo
ples regarded as “racially” different on the basis of biological or cultural
criteria. Not having a “European-white” phenotype, not speaking Spanish,
or having costumes that differed from those of the “civilized white Euro
peans” were reasons to be denied citizenship in these new nation-states.4
Moreover, these nation-state projects were founded upon patriarchal mod
els and ideals of femininity and masculinity that did not ensure gender
equality (Dore 2 0 0 0 , 3 - 3 2 ; Yuval-Davis 20 0 4 .)
As Clavero (2 0 0 8 , 2 3 - 4 9 ) states, early constitutions in the region reveal
the legal status of indigenous peoples and individuals not as common sub
jects of rights but as subjected to the legal, cultural, and economical tute
lage of other state agents or the Catholic church. Subsuming indigenous
territories into national boundaries without any political-administrative
distinction as special territorial entities and denying recognition to their
legitimate cultural authorities are constants in all early constitutions or
regulatory rules in Latin America.
Furthermore, the state formation processes commonly rejected estab
lished indigenous legal rights by ignoring the legal status of treaties estab
lished by indigenous peoples with the Spanish crown. Such is the case of
the 1822 Chilean Constitution, which did not admit the existence of the
Mapuche nation (recognized by the Spaniards during the conquest) and
assigned to the National Congress the duty of carrying out the civiliza
tion process of the indigenous population.5 The M exican constitutions,
from 1824 and 1857, also illustrated this practice by refusing to recog
nize previous international treaties between indigenous peoples and the
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Spanish crown in establishing international boundaries and negotiations
between M exico— as a federation of states— and the United States.
Regardless of the context specific experiences in relation to nation
state formation processes in different countries in Latin America, in gen
eral the Spanish Cadiz Constitution (1812) influenced the constitutions
that were being drawn up in the region, especially in Mesoamerica (Far
ris 1992). It did contemplate citizenship rights for indigenous peoples
conditioned on their tutelage by missionaries or municipal authorities.
Having indigenous peoples become “civilized” and Catholic were shared
objectives present in emergent constitutions. Some examples are constitu
tions from Peru in 1823 and 182 8 , Ecuador in 1830, Argentina in 1853,
Venezuela in 1858, and Paraguay in 1870, which delegated to the con
gress or the Catholic church the mission to civilize the indigenous and
convert them to Catholicism. Civilization implied coming out of “barba
rism” and becoming Catholic. In some constitutions indigenous peoples
were described as “idiots,” “minors,” and “disabled peoples,” as in the
Colombian Constitution of 1886. In others, even if those terms were not
used, it was clear that indigenous people were not subjects of political
rights (i.e., autonomy, political representation, or self-government), eco
nomic rights (i.e., property, land, or natural resources), or social rights
(i.e., recognition of their own language, religion, or education) (Clavero
2008, 2 3 -4 9 ).
Forms of oppression exercised against indigenous peoples during the
Spanish conquest and the colonial period were the objects of diverse forms
of indigenous resistance (Guerrero 2 0 0 3 , 3 -1 2 ). Some of them were strong
enough to be consecrated in laws and treaties or colonial territorial bodies,
such as “indigenous resgu ard os,” “indigenous c a b ild o s ,” or “indigenous
councils.” In Colombia, these territorial bodies were the product of con
frontations with indigenous populations that resisted the Spanish domi
nation. These were not given the same political status as other national
territorial entities, nor did they encompass all the territorial areas tradition
ally occupied by indigenous peoples. However, the Spanish crown recog
nized indigenous territory as communal indigenous property and allowed
traditional land management. Indigenous government was to be held by
the ca b ild o s, who were not necessarily composed of their own peoples’
authorities, such as C aciq u es, M am u s, or C u racas. Authority was given
to an indigenous male adult who represented the indigenous communities’
interests. The establishment of resgu ardos recognized some indigenous
territorial rights and allowed indigenous communities to replicate— to a
certain extent— their own traditional daily-life practices (Tovar 1995, 10).
6 Other countries took different approaches. In Venezuela, for example,
collective property was not recognized in early national legislation. Indig
enous individuals would be able to have land property titles only once they
were “civilized.”
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As a response to local indigenous resistance, some small changes were
introduced in constitutions during the first decades of 1900s. Even though
some tried to protect indigenous peoples, the whole constitutional philos
ophy, in this respect, did not change and remained intact until recently.
The Mexican Constitution of 1917 recognized inalienable communal use
of land, which could not be divided; Peru, in 1920, established indigenous
land as imprescriptible; and Bolivia, in 1938, recognized the legal exis
tence of indigenous peoples. However, constitutional law in countries like
Ecuador in 1978 or Peru in 1979 still stated that indigenous peoples were
subjects to be taken care of rather than subjects of rights.
Indigenous women experienced double forms of discrimination because
of their ethnicity and gender (Tovar-Restrepo and Irazábal 2013). Dore
(2 0 0 0 ) points out how emergent Latino American nation-states ruled
only in favor of male and nonindigenous elites, which undermined not
only the rights of indigenous peoples but also women’s rights in colo
nial times. In D ore’s view, when landed property and other resources
gradually became commodities in new nation-state regimes, all women
lost much of the legal protection of family property and customary law.
The Spanish Crown allowed nonindigenous women to sign contracts,
ratify official documents, make wills, and appear in court. Nonindig
enous women of propertied classes were guaranteed an equal share of
their parents’ wealth, including land by mandatpry partible inheritance
law. Later on, once independent states had consolidated, the regulatory
frameworks that governed gender relations were radically altered. Laws
promoting the rise of private property in land had negative implications
for women because they abrogated much of the legal protection women
had enjoyed (Dore 2 0 0 0 , 12 , 17). Needless to say, the colonial rules
that recognized the above-mentioned rights of women did not apply to
indigenous women. Clearly indigenous women had faced an assault of
their rights just as indigenous men had during the conquest, the colonial
period, and the emergence and consolidation of nation-states. However,
patriarchal models of society and legislation contributed to place indig
enous women further away from citizenship.
The development of citizenship processes in Latin America has been
complex and heterogeneous during the last two centuries and many dif
ferences can be noted among them in taking issues of cultural diversity
into account (Sieder 2 0 0 2 ; Van C ott 2 0 0 2 ; Yasar 2 0 0 5 ). Yet connectivity
between transnational and local dynamics has been at stake since the
incipient stages of new nation-states’ constitutions. According to Euro
centric perspectives, imaginary significations of race and gender traversed
models of nation-state creation. They were and have been historically
disputed and redefined based on local realities. Gramsci’s (1971) notion
of hegemony reminds us that ideas of citizenship and nationhood involve
not only blunt impositions but also contested and negotiated processes
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that are mutually constitutive. As discussed below, these are very much
at stake in today’s emergent indigenous citizenship projects and in the
transnational dimension, where different strategies are displayed to
negotiate issues of identity and citizenship rights. Nineteenth-century
constitutions may not explicitly reflect the complexity of all indigenous
forms of resistance or the ambiguities of m estiz a je and racial forma
tions in new Latin American nations. Nevertheless, these nations today
are historical products of such realities, where the production of ethnic
and gender difference took place and simultaneously sanctioned unequal
forms of power.

Emergent Indigenous Citizenry Projects and the Production of Ethnicity
As initially mentioned, the struggles of local and national indigenous
movements’ have found political support in international and regional pro
cesses and rights platforms. The first Inter-American Indian Conference,
in 194 0 , was the earliest expression in the region. The continent’s govern
ments agreed to respect indigenous cultures, reject laws that disfavored
indigenous peoples, and guarantee equal rights for all population groups in
America. Despite an early low impact, later Inter-American Indian Confer
ences progressively recognized indigenous demands.
Further international events, with special impact at the regional and
state levels, did not take place until 1989, when the International Labor
Organization of the United Nations established the Indigenous and Tribal
Peoples Convention, known as ILO-Convention 169 (http://www.ilo.
org/global/lang— en/index.htm). It was ratified by many Latin Ameri
can countries and became a key instrument for indigenous action within
national spheres.
In 1993 the World Conference on Human Rights, in Vienna, discussed
the creation of the UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues (http://
www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/). The Vienna Declaration and Program of
Action recommended that such a forum should be established within the
framework of the first United Nations International Decade of the World’s
Indigenous Peoples (1 9 9 5 -2 0 0 4 .) This decade promoted nondiscrimina
tion and full inclusion of indigenous peoples in policymaking processes,
recognition of traditional lands and territories, and the protection of their
cultural integrity as indigenous peoples with collective rights. The first
meeting of the Permanent Forum was held in May 2 0 0 2 . The objective
of the forum is to provide ongoing expert advice and recommendations
to countries with indigenous populations and to raise awareness of indig
enous rights. It actively worked on drafting the Universal Declaration of
Indigenous People’s Rights, which was agreed among indigenous peoples
from all over the world. It was adopted by the UN Assembly on Septem
ber 13, 2 0 0 7 . Other countless international instances, such as the UN
Human Rights Commission and various NGOs, also contributed to make
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visible newly recognized indigenous rights and to exercise political pres
sure on Latin American countries to include indigenous representatives in
national legislations.7
Especially important is the creation of new collective platforms of indig
enous women. It was not until recently that indigenous women had publicly
assumed and vindicated their own social and political space as women.
Having historically participated in the political life of their communities
and movements, indigenous women today have to negotiate their gender
interests “in tension” within their people’s interests. Because of the patriar
chal forms that are present in indigenous peoples and movements, vindica
tions of indigenous women can be seen as contrary to cultural vindications
and traditional indigenous practices or forms of government, which are seen
as political priorities. For this reason, indigenous women’s local, regional,
and even global organizations are very few and relatively recent.
One example is the case of the International Fund of Indigenous Women
(FIMI), which came to life in 2 0 0 0 . It was born out of the UN Beijing
Platform of Action (1995) and aims to provide indigenous women with
resources in a way that increases their sense of dignity and self-esteem and
respects their visions, priorities, and perspectives compatible with the selfdetermination of their peoples (http://indigenouswomensforum.org/index.
html). Regionally, indigenous women from Panama, Bolivia, Argentina,
Costa Rica, Guatemala, Ecuador, and Peru have created and run the Red
de Mujeres Indígenas sobre Biodiversidad de América Latina y el Caribe
(RMBI-LAC.) They follow international conventions and processes that
refer to environmental issues and sustainable development, such as the
Convention on Biological Diversity. At the national level, it is possible to
find examples such as Chirapaq, in Peru, which participates by representing
women’s interests nationally, regionally, and internationally (http://www.
chirapaq.org.pe/).
In Stavenhagen’s (2 0 0 2 , 31) view, other global, socioeconomic processes
and tendencies taking place in the early 1980s also influenced the inclusion
of indigenous rights in national constitutions in Latin America. Economic
globalization impacts in rural zones and indigenous territories provoked
tensions between indigenous movements, national institutions, and inter
national corporations. A cycle of explicit authoritarian military interven
tions in politics came to an end, and a perhaps overly optimistic atmosphere
of democratic transition emerged in the region.
All these changes enforced human rights and indigenous movements’
articulation and actions, which provoked changes at the national legislative
levels. Between 1980 and 2 0 0 9 the following countries included constitu
tional rights acknowledging its multicultural character and, in some cases,
expanding already recognized rights; some main examples are Argentina
in 1994, Brazil in 1988 and 2 0 0 4 , Costa Rica in 2 0 0 3 , El Salvador in 1983
and 2 0 0 0 , Guatemala in 1985 and 1993, Honduras in 1982 and 20 0 5 ,
N icaragua in 1 9 8 7 and 2 0 0 5 , Venezuela in 1999, Panama in 1972 and
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199 4 , and Mexico in 1992 and 2 0 0 1 — the Mexican states of Veracruz,
Tabasco, San Luis de Potosi in 2 0 0 3 ; Puebla in 2 0 0 4 ; and Yucatan, More
los, and O axaca in 20 0 5 .
New constitutions promulgated in Ecuador (2008) and Bolivia (2009) have
had special resonance in regard to indigenous participation. Despite some
controversies between these countries’ governments and their indigenous
movements, it is possible to find, in these two constitutions, fundamental
indigenous notions that inspire their frameworks and provide cultural sense
to its articles and norms. In the case of the Ecuadorian constitution, the
indigenous notion of su m ak kaw say or “well-being” is in its preamble as
a main principle, which implies seeing nature as an essential component of
society. It highlights the importance of principles ecological sustainability
and social justice. In Escobar’s (2008, 2 1 -2 3 ) view, this is novel and unique,
given its shift from anthropocentrism to biocentrism and biopluralism, its
ethical perspective on development and the use of natural resources, and its
sense of social collectivity.
In the case of Bolivia, its new constitution renamed the country as the
Plurinational State of Bolivia. This first constitution in the region recog
nizing a state as plurinational was approved by a referendum in which
the highest percentage of the country’s indigenous population (62 per
cent) participated extensively, backing the first indigenous president in
history. Thus Bolivia is constituted as having multiple indigenous nations
living under its unitary law, which ceased being colonial, republican,
and neoliberal. It refounded the nation on the basis of territorial autono
mies and a balance between liberal and communitarian forms of govern
ment that seek the inclusion of historically excluded majorities. De la
Cadena (2 0 0 8 ), Escobar (2 0 0 8 ), and Walsh (2008) are right in pointing
out how the cultural supremacy historically deployed in the constitu
tions of Ecuador and Bolivia— more than in others from the region— is
being partially displaced by other cultural forms and traditional com
munitarian logics among indigenous peoples of the Los Andes cultural
complex. In their view, this has a powerful potential and may have sig
nificant consequences in the ways ethnic differences and interculturality
are conceived.
This raises the question of how the notions of ethnic difference and
gender are being reconfigured in these nation-state contexts and, in con
sequence, the vindication of rights historically denied to these collec
tives. Both diachronic and synchronic perspectives over constitutional
inclusion and exclusion of indigenous peoples show how mutually consti
tuting processes of creation of sameness and difference have taken place
between localities, regions, and international instances. In fact, it is
thanks to these strategies of building distinct alliances and crossing and
creating new borders between historically and hierarchically intercon
nected local, regional, and global spaces, that this wave of constitutional
rights recognitions in Latin America has become possible.
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Postcolonial theory has elaborated extensively on these issues (Bhaba
1995; Spivak 1988). It places special emphasis on antiessentialist construc
tions of ethnic identities where “mapping cultures as discrete, object-like
phenomena that occupy discrete spaces is problematic” and unrealistic, as
Gupta and Ferguson (1992, 34) have put it. Moreover, for them the ques
tion is not about static power relations between unified and monolithic cul
tural entities that reproduce the image of a radical separation between “us”
and “them,” “us” and “other.” On the contrary, the question must refer
to the processes of production of ethnic difference within interdependent
and interconnected spaces where border zones, within and between com
munities, are drawn and rights are differently conferred (1992, 35). Alonso
(1994) reiterates this vision, stating that ethnicity and ethnic differences are
produced in the course of economic, political, and cultural struggles. “Eth
nicity is constructed, hence, it follows in principle that ethnicity is fluid, but
this fluidity is limited by hegemonic forces of inscription and by relations of
forces in society” (1994, 392).
Furthermore, Alonso establishes a useful link between this definition
of ethnicity and the notion of hegemony in Gramsci. Understood in a
broader sense, for Gramsci (1971), hegemony is a result of continuous
struggles and negotiation processes in which, in the case of Latin Amer
ica, ethnicity is a crucial marker in the analysis of nation-states, differ
ence, and citizenship. In effect, indigenous movements in Latin America
have put into question the totalizing dimension of the state, as well as
notions of “national character” or “national identity” based on static
ethnic tropes (Nelson, 2 0 0 1 ). Rather than a finished, homogenous, and
articulated project, state hegemony is a problematic and disputed process
that has to be renewed, recreated, and modified (Alonso 1994, 3 8 1).8
Historically, indigenous peoples and movements in the region have con
tested ideas of static cultural and racial homogeneity upon which nation
states have been founded. By making evident their differences, expressed
in diverse forms of exclusion— sometimes through political activity,
sometimes in more tacit ways— indigenous peoples show the actuality of
Gramsci’s observation. In relation to our case, it is possible to see how
the inclusion/exclusion of indigenous rights in national constitutions as
well as the strategies performed by indigenous peoples in regard to their
constitutional rights recreate, remake, and modify processes of nation
state hegemony.
Relevant questions thus arise: To what extent do indigenous peoples
accept, reformulate, reject, or participate in hegemonic processes within this
conflictive nation-state arena? W hat kind of strategies do they use to suc
ceed in their goals? W hat roles do local, regional, and global instances and
actors play in this process? Indigenous movements’ perspectives, initiatives,
and voices have to be understood by having these questions in mind. They
must be analyzed historically as conjunctural and organic responses and as
articulations between transnational, national, and local dimensions.
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“DIFFERENCE” AS AN INCLUSION/EXCLUSION
DEVICE IN STATE-MAKING PROCESSES
Building on Gramsci’s notion of hegemony and Turner’s (1974) concept
of liminality, articulation theory (Grossberg 2 0 0 6 ; Flail 1986) throws
light on these questions. This theory focuses on the articulation ability
of cultural formations and communities to politically persist and sur
vive by constantly reconfiguring themselves; by being made, unmade,
and remade depending on conjunctural sociopolitical contexts and situ
ations. It refers to mobile strategies through which cultural collectives
establish alliances and generate processes of sameness/mimesis or dif
ference in order to configure an identity and produce a political deed.
Articulation evokes a sense of the political where productive processes
of consensus, exclusion, alliance, and antagonism are inherent in the
transformative life of all societies. It understands cultural formations as
an articulated ensemble that cannot be prefigured, as an organic mod
el— a living, persistent, “growing” body— continuous and developing
through time. In this sense, an ensemble is more like a political coalition
who poses an ability to conjoin and disjoin disparate elements depend
ing, to a great extent, on their political purposes. Here the question of
authenticity of cultural formations is secondary (Clifford 20 0 1 ).
Clifford (2001, 477) explains that the politics of articulation theory
understands frontier effects, the lining up of friends and enemies, us
and them, insiders and outsiders, on one side or another, as tacti
cal. Instead of rigid confrontations— civilized and primitive, bour
geois and proletarian, white and black, men and women, west and
third world, Christian and pagan, one sees continuing struggles
across a terrain, portions of which are captured by changing alli
ances, hooking and unhooking particular elements. There’s a lot of
middle ground; and crucial political and cultural positions are not
firmly anchored on one side or the other, but are contested and up
for grabs.
A common illustrative example, used by Hall (1986) and Clifford (2001)
to understand the meaning of articulation, speaks of a lorry (truck) where
the front (cab) and back (trailer) can but need not necessarily be connected
to one another. Yet, the two parts can be connected to each other, but
through a specific linkage that can be broken. An articulation is thus the
form of the connection that can make a unity of two different elements
under certain conditions. It is a linkage that is not necessarily determined,
absolute, and essential all the time. Distinct elements can be articulated
differently to structure a unity. In our case, we see how under certain con
text, conditions, and political conjunctures, distinct cultural, social, and
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political elements, contained and brought about by indigenous peoples,
cohere together within an identity discourse of homogenization to achieve
a political aim.
These insights help us think about political and tactical strategies
used by indigenous movements when struggling for political and cultural
rights recognition based on ethnicity or ethnic identity. These strategies
and processes of building alliances, consensus, exclusions, and antago
nisms, which Hall (1986) and Clifford (2001) point out as inherent to
societies and key for their endurance, have also been theorized by Spivak (1988) as “essentialist strategies.” Spivak sees the political role of
“strategic essentialism” as enabling oppressed social groups, like ethnic
minorities or women, to present themselves as a solid identity group and
pose political demands. By “bonding in difference” in specific moments,
scenarios, or political platforms, these social collectives claim and vindi
cate rights recognitions that are of common interest. Without extinguish
ing internal differences and internal debates, interestingly, these groups
use this bondage to momentarily create a collective or common identity
to be played out on specific political conjunctures. These moments of
production of sameness or commonalities may be historically contingent
though no less real, less legitimate, or less genuine for that reason. In the
Latin American case, despite the existing differences among them, all
indigenous movements contest exclusionary nation-state formations and
forms of national sovereignty built on exclusionary systems of racial and
ethnic categorization.
In their political struggles, indigenous movements constantly appeal
to these contingent strategies. The fact that a certain cultural homog
enization is accepted under the category of “indigenous peoples” with
out making visible the diversity and political disputes among them is a
product of this usage. As an example, it is possible to quote the case of
the National Constitutional Assembly in Colombia, in 1991, when, for
the first time, indigenous peoples participated in a democratic instance
representing their interests. Colombia has eighty-two different ethnic
groups who speak sixty-four different languages and have great cultural,
social, economic, linguistic, and environmental differences among them.
Peoples self-identified as A r h u a co s, G u a m b ía n o s , or F a e c e s would make
evident the paradoxical fact of having imposed on themselves different
identity categories, such as indigenous peoples or Colombians, in order
to have their territoriality and rights recognized. They would reasonably
argue that within their own cosmogony and their own cultural iden
tity referents, “being Colombians” or “indigenous peoples” would not
mean or add anything to their cultural self-conception. Yet they were
perfectly aware of the tactical use of such referents in order to institute
the political deed of being included in the constitution under such for
eign categories.
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It is also possible to see this performed at the international level when
diverse peoples from all over the world come together and vindicate,
demand, or institute political international platforms (e.g., the UN Dec
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples or UN Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues). Here it is also possible to find self-identified groups
that do not share cultural contents, for example Sons and Daughters of
the Anaconda from the Amazons, compared to the M aori from New
Zealand or the M aasai from Kenya. Nevertheless, these indigenous
movements are aware of having to “bond in difference” and constitute a
new political collective with a rights agenda that affects both local and
global dimensions.
These strategies can also be defined as liminal states. Turner’s concept
of liminality (1974, 2 4 8 -2 5 5 ) is defined as a state of flux that emerges at a
particular stage in the temporal process of a community moving from one
normative stage to another.9 It is a transitional state where normal cul
tural patterns might be suspended and formations of alliances attempted.
Turner observes how, at such times, a sense of co m m u n ita s overcomes the
community, resulting in practices that may subvert its normal practices.10
However, although the liminal may go against order and against regular
structures, it has the potential to form new and different structures (1974,
2 4 8 , 251). Liminal states, therefore, have the potential to change the cur
rent functioning of discourse or original departing structures of the com
munity (Jeyaraj 2 0 0 4 , 1 5 -1 6 ). An example used by Turner to illustrate
this notion is the initiation rites among the Ndembu, where he focused
on an oscillation between the individual experience of society as highly
structured and the episodic venturing into ritual situations which were
transitional and ambiguous in ethos vis-à-vis the preceding and follow
ing structures. Individuals then moved from one social status to another,
sometimes involving great changes in behavior, world-view, and expec
tations. Turner broadened this notion and argued that liminality or the
liminoidal could be applied to everyday life institutions, practices, move
ments, and situations such as churches, new age travelers, or revolutionar
ies (Turner 19 6 4 , 1974, 1982).
In fact, liminality helps to understand the mobile strategies of
indigenous movements discussed above. These can be seen as liminal
because they temporarily transgress the identity sense of co m m u n ita s,
positioning the community in a transitional stage that compromises its
boundaries. Furthermore, these liminal strategies/stages performed by
indigenous peoples enunciate the possible emergence of changes and new
forms that would come out of them, like new forms of political identi
ties, communal alliances, and/or rights internationally conferred. This
point becomes important in order to complement contributions made
by articulation theory, given the risk of thinking about these strategies
as overly determined by their own context of production. To affirm that
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these political strategies are historically contingent and respondent to
political, contextual conditions does not necessarily mean that they are
entirely determined by them. As Turner suggests, there is room for col
lectives and even individuals to overcome sociohistorical constraints and
redefine themselves after experiencing liminal states, which, in our case,
can be used as heuristic analogies when attempting to understand indig
enous movements.
Indigenous citizenship projects in Latin America can be interpreted
as transnational— both local and global processes that involve the active
production of ethnic sameness and difference through diverse politi
cal and liminal strategies in and among nation-states. In Castoriadis’s
terms these indigenous rights initiatives respond to the autoinstituting
capacity of societies, a capacity that is not totally determined by its
own social contexts or by society itself.11 They can be understood as
attempts at autonomy that still need much deliberation and the creation
of new significations, institutions, and political identities. These are seed
expressions of the social instituting power of society and its capacity to
self-generate new social e id o s . It is especially so in the case of indig
enous women who are redefining gender and ethnic forms of identity.
Contrary to some deterministic interpretations (e.g., poststructuralist
trends), these rights initiatives shall be understood as products of the
social instituting capacity, which is not totally determined by power
relations, historical or contextual conditionings, or by any other struc
tural limits to break social heteronomy, as Castoriadis ([1988] 1991,
1 4 3 -1 7 4 ) would theorize.12
As Stavenhagen (2002) points out, these projects have a long way to
go. They are ongoing processes that may take decades to be fully consoli
dated. Nevertheless, despite the incompleteness and the lack of effective
implementation of rights in many Latin American countries, these projects
must be expanded, developed, and fortified in a peaceful manner, as most
indigenous peoples have pursued them in the region. Rather than secession
ist or dangerous social manifestations— as they are still regarded by many
nation-states in the region— these projects have to be saluted as legitimate
and necessary in order to deepen modern democracies by considering the
full participation of those who have been traditionally excluded from public
spheres and denied human rights. Avoiding essentialist concepts of sex/gender identity and ethnic difference that fall into ideas of purity, the pristine
other, or the noble savage, fully participatory rights should be guaranteed
to indigenous men and women. This implies the legal recognition of indig
enous territorial administrative units, recognition of traditional authorities,
devolution of fiscal resources and national rents, national and local gender
balanced participation in decision-making instances, and full participation
and previous consent in natural resources management as minimal condi
tions to advance citizenship rights projects in the region.
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Figure 7.1 Indigenous women at the Permanent Indigenous Forum, United Nations.
Source: Marcela Tovar-Restrepo, 2006.

NOTES
1. The author of this article joined in the nonindigenous advisory team of Taita
Lorenzo Muelas, one of the indigenous representatives in the National Con
stitutional Assembly in 1990-1991, and worked as advisor to indigenous
Senator Floro Alberto Tunubala in regulating indigenous constitutional prin
ciples in 1991-1994.
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2. Authors like Arturo Escobar (2009) suggest that these emergent projects—es
pecially in the cases of Ecuador, Bolivia, and Venezuela—are the result of the
crises of both neoliberalism and modernity in Latin America. In his view, the
region could be moving from the idea of a single universal modernity toward
a more plural set of modernities. I disagree with this, but the debate about
singular or plural modernity/modernities in Latin America is too extensive to
be approached here (Dussel 1993; Mignolo 2000; Quijano 2000). Suffice to
say that in my view, the emergence of these movements can be understood as
attempts to deepen and consolidate the projects of modernity and democracy
by justly claiming rights that nation-states have historically denied to these peo
ples, built on notions of difference that have excluded them.
3. Racialization is understood as the process of creating differences within the
societies of newly born nation-states in Latin America based on colonial
forms of governance and colonial social institutions.
4. It is important to remember how the eighteenth century was characterized
by biologically determinist systems of racial categorization. Nevertheless, as
anthropologists have argued, the use of the term race and its consequent
systems of categorization has changed over time and has had different socio
political purposes depending on its own contexts of emergence. “Racial
differences” have been drawn similarly on the basis of cultural as well as
biological criteria. Appelbaum and colleagues (2003, 13) point out how, in
Latin America, Eurocentric racial ideas were not only imported but were also
reinterpreted based on local racial ideologies, creating new race categories
such as criollo, mestizo, or zambo.
5. The Mapuche people allied against the Chilean republican army, which was
fighting for independence. In 1803, Mapuches and the Spanish crown estab
lished the Parlamento de Negrete (the last treaty signed between these two
parties), in which Mapuches fought on the side of the Spanish army, provid
ing them soldiers and refuge in their territories.
6. The only territorial form instituted by the Colombian state for indigenous peo
ples until 1991 was the resguardo, established in 1561 during colonial times.
It survived the constitution of the Colombian state in 1819 and was defined as
the land owned by the indigenous as a collective property. This respected their
traditional forms of property and gave the character of a noncommercial good
to the land. Indigenous people could not sell, rent, or give this land to others
without the consent of the Spanish authorities. Usually, the land assigned to
them was the land they inhabited before they were conquered, although many
groups were dispossessed: disparate and different indigenous groups were
brought to live together and concentrated in the resguardos. Lor some groups
this meant the loss of their traditional settlements, practices of work, and reli
gious life tied to their territoriality.
7. e.g., Almaciaga (Spain), Tebtebba (Phillipines), IWGIA (Denmark).
8. Appelbaum (2003, 18) highlights this aspect as a theoretical contribution by
Gramsci.
9. The word liminal, derived from limen—the Latin word for threshold—was first
used by the French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep in 1909 in his work Les
rites de passage (Arnold van Gennep. 1960. Rites o f Passage. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul). It implied all manner of interstitiality, of being betwixt
and between. Van Gennep examined rites of passage showing how these
instances and stages were socioculturally constructed, marked, and effected by
the practicing of certain ceremonials or public rites which accompanied changes
of place, state, social position, and age. Victor Turner studied liminality among
the Ndembu in Tanzania and enriched this notion.
10. Communitas is a Latin noun that refers to the spirit and sense of community.
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11. In Castoriadis's terminology, this is the “social instituting imaginary” that is
constituent of the mode of being of the social-historical dimension of society
(Castoriadis [1975] 1987, 366).
12. The ontology of creation built by Castoriadis provides theoretical tools to
think about autonomy and social creations in a not totally determined way.
His concepts of autonomy and creation are key in this discussion. See his
main work: The Imaginary Institution o f Society ([1975] 1987).
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