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While popular images tend to depict indigenous people as having lived 
a “simple” and unspoiled lifestyle before they became threatened by 
the “evils” of modernity and (neo)colonial exploitation, there is evi-
dence for the argument that, in many parts of the world, indigenous 
people were neither “locally locked” in the deep forest or remote hills, 
nor socioculturally “isolated,” dissociated from others and the outside 
world. Historians, political scientists, and anthropologists have shown 
that trade networks reached not only over great distances but also to 
remote places, and that, even though they may have been able to elude 
the power of state societies (Scott  2009), people living in those places 
were never completely isolated. This makes it even more astonishing 
that the notion of indigeneity has become a universalist concept that 
has gained global recognition for representing exactly this: a popula-
tion that is economically “backward,” due to a lack of modern technol-
ogy, and politically “independent,” due to the freedom from external 
forces and global capitalism, and therefore in need of protection. Such 
images tend to ignore the fact that it was colonialism itself that pro-
duced the well-known image of the noble or dangerous savage: simple, 
innocent, even childish, yet untamed and therefore threatening people, 
who lived in harmony with nature. But while colonial and postcolo-
nial imaginations rested upon the idea that human progress is inev-
itably connected with a clearly defi ned path towards modernization, 
today’s discourse on indigeneity considers the indigenous “way of life” 
as being endangered by the latt er, and therefore as requiring protec-
tion. Both approaches disregard the fact that their universalist claims 
do not necessarily match the self-images of the populations usually la-
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beled “indigenous.” They also tend to ignore that, like other people all 
over the world, these populations are extensively connected to, and 
deeply infl uenced by, transformative global socioeconomic and polit-
ical rhetoric and realities (for more detail, see Cadena and Starn 2007; 
Cliff ord 2013). Mobility is a feature of the modern world as people, 
goods, and ideas move rapidly from one place to another. This fosters 
the emergence of new visions and aspirations for development that 
are embedded in the dynamics of local and global statecraft . While 
one should refrain from constructing indigenous people as clearly de-
marcated “groups” who exist “out there,” and even when one accepts 
that in general the world’s population struggles with the impact of 
neoliberal notions of economic formation and governmentality, it is 
also important to recognize that the label “indigenous” has recently 
become a powerful category that continues to inspire identity politics, 
emancipatory projects, and protectionist measures worldwide.

Even today, indigenous activists across the world to some extent tend 
to reproduce images of locally locked, culturally confi ned, socially egal-
itarian, economically self-suffi  cient, and politically independent “peo-
ples” in international forums and indigenous peoples’ rights discourses 
in order to pursue particular claims. These images are particularly plau-
sible and illustrative because they constitute a  counter-narrative to mod-
ernization—a discourse frequently pursued by activists’ main opponent, 
the nation-state. Modernization, globalization, industrialization, and 
other forms of what we call “neoliberalism” are not projects “out there” 
that hang over people’s heads like a phantom, but strategies that are 
being pursued, and quite oft en actively protected and promoted, by 
the nation-state. Accordingly, indigenous activism mostly addresses 
state actors who are regarded as complicit in “selling out” indigenous 
rights to lands and natural resources without recognizing their way of 
life as being diff erent to that of the majority population. This explana-
tion, however, does not tell the entire story. It ignores the fact that the 
national imagination of many postcolonial states rests upon the ideal 
of a culturally homogenous society, for which minorities constitute a 
potential threat (Appadurai 2006). It also ignores the fact that within 
nation-states it is not only the so-called indigenous people who have 
been marginalized, but also oft en other segments of society who have 
not been able to gain recognition and infl uence. In contrast to explana-
tions that tend to ignore the complexity of historical processes—that 
is, those acted out by a variety of protagonists at various global and lo-
cal scales—this volume addresses the question of how indigeneity has 
manifested itself as a global discourse, feeding into very concrete poli-
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cies and politics at diff erent moments in time. It highlights that the con-
cept itself is not a new invention, with a clearly defi ned meaning and 
scope, and related to a well-craft ed set of rights, but rather that it has 
been used in many diff erent ways by various actors. Accordingly, it has 
been used as an ascriptive and self-ascriptive category, as it is strategi-
cally employed by activists in order to pursue a particular set of claims, 
and by governments to defeat said claims or to make strategic conces-
sions. Indigeneity has been appropriated by states and organizations 
exactly because it carries a particular meaning that is loaded with es-
sentialist sentiments. However, it is not the validity of these sentiments 
over which activists continue to fi ght, but rather access to resources, 
rights, and dignity. This volume presents empirically grounded case 
studies from diff erent parts of the world, which show that indigeneity 
is a contested concept and manifests itself in various ways.

Being concerned with “indigeneity on the move” indicates a keen 
interest in the question of how far, and under what conditions, the con-
cept of indigeneity, which can be considered one of the key concepts 
of current social sciences, has the potential to change, alongside the 
rapidly changing lives and lifestyles of indigenous peoples across the 
world. And by extension, how these changes might reshape or at least 
modify our perspectives on established theories about social, economic, 
and political dynamics and their underlying factors. The concept of “in-
digeneity” and the various understandings of its meaning have had an 
impact not only on how social scientists think about the interconnec-
tions of identity, space, language, history, and culture, but also on how 
they describe the increasingly complex interplay of diverse players and 
agents within dynamic global socioeconomic, and political realities, 
and the rhetoric that accompanies it.

Indigeneity has become a resource in identity politics, a matt er of 
“deep belonging,” desired more than discouraged, and proclaimed 
more than hidden as one’s att achment to a particular place, culture, 
and nation. It is woven together in an intricate web of concepts such 
as ethnicity, identity, hybridity, authenticity, autochthony, diaspora, na-
tion, and homeland, and the ways in which these ideas are formed, 
developed, and “owned.” In so far as territoriality and ancestral rights 
over land are inscribed into the notion of indigeneity, the imagination 
of place, space, and time are central analytical dimensions that are 
highly relevant, particularly with regard to questions concerning the 
redistributive power of states and political (e.g., democratic) processes. 
Although indigeneity is primarily expressed as an att achment to land, 
locale, and nation, the relationship between indigeneity and belonging 
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is reworked and modifi ed in translocal and transnational communica-
tive and interactive processes. Consequently, these concepts intersect 
with local, national, and global sociopolitical debates and are confronted 
with the challenges posed to indigenous aspirations by the neoliberal 
agenda of nation-states and their concerns with sovereignty. Therefore, 
apart from being of academic interest, the politics of indigeneity are 
signifi cant in the context of  nation-building, the accommodation of mi-
nority rights, neoliberal policy reforms, and political debates in grow-
ing rights activism at a global scale. Given these contexts, how should 
we address indigeneity on the move in its various manifestations at dif-
ferent levels? What are the challenges that indigenous peoples across 
the world face in the interface between local, nationalist rhetoric and 
global, political dynamics? How are these challenges crucial for indig-
enous people living in diff erent regions across the globe? These are the 
leading questions, in relation to national and transnational indigenous 
activism, that this book seeks to address, with the aim of shaping a 
potential framework to bett er understand the various manifestations 
of indigeneity.

Apart from some very good ethnographies on indigenous issues 
published across the world, there exist various edited volumes on in-
digeneity, on the indigenous dynamics of translocal politics, and on 
indigenous cosmopolitanism (see, e.g., Cadena and Starn 2007; Dev, 
Kelkar, and Walter 2004; Forte 2010; Karlsson and Subba 2006; Ry-
croft  and Dasgupta 2011; Venkateswar and Hughes 2011), which focus 
mainly on the present discourse on indigeneity and the struggles of in-
digenous people with the diverse issues they experience, in the context 
of a recurrent and rapidly transforming socioeconomic and political 
reality. These collections portray the present situation as a consequence 
of the past, where indigenous people were thought of as a “backward 
human race,” this category being produced in colonial scholarship 
on civilization in the mid nineteenth century. However, the situation 
has now considerably—though not completely—changed; indigenous 
peoples receive global att ention, and their rights are acknowledged 
in diff erent international forums. Indigenous people represent them-
selves at every level of society—locally, nationally, regionally, and 
globally—which gives birth to potentially new, as well as problematic, 
dimensions of the concept of both indigeneity itself and concurrent 
identity politics. This book focuses on “indigeneity on the move” with 
a critical assessment of local, translocal, and transnational fi gurations, 
and their relevance to the notions of indigeneity and indigenous activ-
ism, based on empirically informed analyses of past experiences and 
present challenges.
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Indigeneity, Identity Politics, and Nation-States

The idea of indigeneity as a political resource in identity politics, refer-
ring to individual and collective att achment to a particular place, culture, 
and nation, is not a new phenomenon. It intersects with local, national, 
and global sociopolitical debates following the framework of “us” ver-
sus “them” in various contexts. The politics of nationalism, and that of 
naming and categorizing in postcolonial states, along with developmen-
tal interventions and displacements and, more recently, certain states’ 
neoliberal agendas, have seen indigenous activists and those sympa-
thetic to indigenous claims fi ght for legal and constitutional recognition 
within the political space of particular nation-states. Such recognition is 
usually framed in the language of rights (Cowan 2001; Gellner 2011) and 
relates to ideals of justice, equity, development, and democracy.

Ethnographies from all over the world have shown that the negotia-
tions between indigenous activists and governments are framed within 
very diff erent discourses, which diff er from region to region and from 
one country to another. For instance, in the Americas, the discourse 
has been determined by images of indigenous people as the victims 
of sett ler colonialism, while in postcolonial states in South and South-
east Asia it involves cultural politics and the exclusionary policies of 
nation-building and state formation. In many countries, development 
programs directed towards economic growth at the cost of indigenous 
people and their habitats have given activists grounds to criticize de-
velopment both as a discourse and as a set of practices (Escobar 1995; 
Ferguson 1994; Ziai 2013). Economic, political, and social marginal-
ization have fostered the emergence of new, pioneering indigenous 
movements, which have been (partly) successful in introducing policy 
reforms and formulating alternative visions of society (e.g., Esteva and 
Prakash 1998; Laurie, Andolina, and Radcliff e 2005). Taking up a no-
tion of indigeneity that is strongly linked with environmentalism and 
that line of activism, some movements have produced new visions for 
development, and new concrete versions thereof, such as the Buen Vi-
vir initiative (see Rutt enberg 2013; Villalba 2013). Some of these activist 
movements have become particularly successful in claiming access to 
state resources, as the cases of Bolivia and Ecuador show (see Moly-
neux and Thomson 2011).

Whereas defi nitions of indigenous people in the Americas have been 
largely undisputed, activists in many parts of Africa and Asia, in con-
trast, have faced more diffi  culties because of diff erent historical back-
grounds or ethnic sett ings. Many Asian and African states refrain from 
acknowledging indigenous people as a category of citizens who are 
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eligible for special rights and benefi ts on the basis of being oppressed 
(Gerharz 2014; Hodgson 2011; Pelican 2009). The arguments employed 
by these governments oft en rely on an interpretation of the notion of in-
digenous people that relates to specifi cs of the American populations—
for example, the exposure to a colonialist force and its repercussions. 
At the same time, activists draw upon globalized notions of indigeneity 
to legitimize their claims. Paradoxically, both of these strategies can be 
interpreted as being directly related to globalization, in the sense of 
deterritorialization, which has opened up new avenues for denation-
alization and the permeability of boundaries, and therefore paves the 
way for universalist claims, such as human rights or collective rights 
pertaining to the specifi c conditions assigned to the indigenous “way 
of life.” In this sense, the emergence of indigenous activism can be 
regarded as a challenge to the modernization eff orts of nation-states 
(Cliff ord 2013). However, the rising number of incidents of collective 
violence can also be traced back to growing pressure from globaliz-
ing forces, which threatens nationalist ideals of cultural purity within 
nation-states and leads to the reassertion of us/them constructions in 
ethnic terms (Appadurai 2006). Minorities with cultural diff erences thus 
become a problem because they challenge, from the statist perspective, 
the national narratives of social cohesion, solidarity, and homogeneity. 
In stark contrast to the universalist claims that unfold in transnational 
social spaces, we witness the recurrence of nationalist claims to social 
and cultural homogeneity.

Indigeneity as a Subject of Global Policy

Whereas indigeneity remains a highly contested concept in many coun-
tries with respect to the ideas of modern nation-states, a global discourse 
with more or less transnationally standardized meanings and conno-
tations has emerged, especially following the support of international 
organizations with measures such as the International Labour Organiza-
tion (ILO) conventions, the defi nition by the World Bank, and the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 
These imply the right to self-identifi cation and self-defi nition, for ex-
ample, but also off er guarantees such as freedom from oppression, as 
well as enshrining a special relationship between indigenous people 
and their land, and seeing mobility as a way of life. Debates on indi-
geneity and indigenous activism have shown a remarkable continuity 
throughout recent decades and have led to “place-making” at the level 
of the United Nations (Muehlebach 2001). In the early 1980s, the United 
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Nations had already started to respond to the claims of indigenous ac-
tivists, who highlighted the marginalization of so-called indigenous 
peoples. With the formation of the UN Working Group on Indigenous 
Populations (WGIP), in 1982, struggles for equality that had been tak-
ing place in several nation-states around the world gained global rec-
ognition, and regular meetings within the UN also encouraged local 
civil society groups and rights organizations to expand their networks 
beyond the national space by building connections with transnational 
indigenous activism. These alternate, global institutionalizations were 
accompanied by an increasing interest from the ILO, which adopted 
the fi rst international legal mechanism for the protection of indigenous 
peoples in 1989, in the form of the ILO Convention 169.

Due to the continuous eff orts of the WGIP to raise the concerns of 
indigenous people, the UN Human Rights Council proposed to the 
General Assembly that 1993 should be named as the “International 
Year of the World’s Indigenous People.”1 This was followed by the fi rst 
“International Decade of the World’s Indigenous People” (1995–2004). 
Indigenous activists made use of these ten years to initiate a variety of 
activities, including resolving problems related to the rights to lands, 
the preservation of nature and protection of habitats, health and educa-
tion issues, and the constitutional recognition of identity—in all parts 
of the world. The Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues was formed 
in 2000, and a UN Special Rapporteur on the Rights and Fundamen-
tal Freedoms of Indigenous People was appointed in 2001, although 
the impact of these measures on UN policies was limited.2 Conse-
quently, the UN declared 2005–14 as a second International Decade of 
the World’s Indigenous People, making the “integrity and dignity” of 
indigenous peoples across the world a goal, which was in turn crucial 
for growing indigenous activism at both the global and local level, re-
fueling as it did the rights movement of indigenous peoples working 
for cooperation, dignity, and integrity. Amidst this mounting indige-
nous activism, indigeneity became “a global ethnoscape” (Appadurai 
1996), which now serves as a powerful tool for political negotiations be-
cause the international recognition of indigeneity has created a political 
space for indigenous people across the world to press their claims and 
demands (see Gerharz 2012; Ghosh 2006).

These international developments in creating and developing legal 
instruments were supplemented by the rights-based and promotional 
activities of transnationally organized initiatives such as the Environ-
mental Defense Fund, the Forest People’s Movement, Survival Inter-
national, Cultural Survival, and Rainforest Action Network, among 
others.3 Much of this transnational activism relates to global debates 
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on environmentalism, both in the 1980s when the Green Movement 
gained momentum and, more recently, in relation to the climate change 
discourse. At the same time, the relative success of indigenous activists 
in lobbying for their goals by relating them to environmental issues has 
convinced other activists that it is a strategy worth following (Baviskar 
2006). Such a strategy therefore holds enormous potential for claims 
articulated in various political domains. While some scholars are skep-
tical about an essential affi  nity between the environment and indige-
nous people (e.g., Linkenbach 2004), others strongly favor the idea that 
indigenous people are the best caretakers of environmental and natural 
resources (see Laungaramsri 2002). Moreover, Shalini Randeria (2003) 
demonstrates that the focus on environmentalism might lead to new 
strategic alliances with other civil society actors.

Indigeneity as an Academic Concept

Among activists, indigeneity is commonly defi ned by referring to col-
lectives of people who believe that they share specifi c historical roots 
and experiences that are closely tied to certain territories, specifi c ethnic 
traits and linguistic autonomy, as well as specifi c customs, institutions, 
worldviews, and a characteristic way of life. Researchers seeking to 
document the project of indigenous identity politics have supported 
these activist claims with their academic analyses. With a tendency 
to embark on ethnographic naturalism, however, these perspectives 
have dismissed the essentialist connotations entailed in the notion of 
“indigenous peoples.” Adam Kuper’s much-cited article “The Return 
of the Native” (2003) strongly criticizes the entire idea of indigeneity 
as a postcolonial reproduction of what Andre Béteille calls “the re-
emergence of primitivity” (see also Béteille 1998). These critical voices 
have reminded us that research on indigenous peoples entails several 
ethical and analytical dilemmas that need to be explicitly addressed. 
According to Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2012: 1), “The word itself, ‘re-
search,’ is probably one of the dirtiest words in the indigenous world’s 
vocabulary. When mentioned in many indigenous contexts, it stirs up 
silence, it conjures up bad memories, it raises a smile that is knowing 
and distrustful.” However, ethnographers undertaking intensive re-
search on indigenous peoples during the last couple of decades have 
been more sensitive to the colonial past in dealing with indigeneity and 
formerly colonized peoples, and also more politically conscious about 
the politics of representation (see Bal 2007; Hodgson 2011; Shah 2010).
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A diff erent path out of the impasse has been chosen by Kay Warren 
and Jean Jackson (2003). Based on their observation that, in order to 
represent indigeneity to make their claims, activists have adopted the 
notion of culture as a concept to depict commonality among particular 
groups and thus embarked on strategic essentialism, Warren and Jack-
son draw a sharp distinction between the culture concept applied by 
activists and the perspective of the researcher. Their task is not to repro-
duce the essentializing view of culture by isolating cultural practices 
that are used as markers of identity, but to examine “the ways essences 
are constructed in practice and disputed in political rhetoric” (ibid.: 9). 
Acknowledging that indigeneity has become a powerful tool in iden-
tity politics thus opens an analytical perspective academics have from 
the very beginning been trying to fi nd a “middle point” between the 
perspectives of activists and an essentialist framework of categorical 
approaches in understanding the concept of indigeneity (see Barnard 
2006; Merlan 2009).

One should, however, also be aware that for some decades now, “in-
digeneity” has been discussed in various academic disciplines, under 
varying perspectives, and sometimes detached from identity politics 
and the sociopolitical framework that has come to dominate the social 
scientifi c discussions of the concept in many research fi elds. In the fi eld 
of psychology, for example, so-called “indigenous psychology” has 
taken the form of a sub-discipline with a growing number of repre-
sentative and infl uential scholars worldwide. Although this academic 
movement’s beginnings and goals can quite easily be traced back to 
the beginnings of postcolonial studies, psychological research is less 
interested in the potential political nature of the sub-discipline’s ori-
gins; rather, its interest focuses on the question of whether there are 
psychological traits, pathologies, intervention strategies, therapies, 
and other psychologically relevant phenomena, including theories and 
methods, that—for good reasons—can be understood as indigenous 
features of very specifi c groups with very specifi c histories and their 
very own ways of experiencing, thinking, feeling, and behaving (Chak-
karath 2012, 2013). Similar questions have been raised and investigated 
in other fi elds, such as the educational sciences (Snively and Corsiglia 
2001; Verran 2001), sociology (Khoury and Khoury 2013; Morgan 1997), 
within the discourse on postcolonialism (Baber 2002), or archaeology 
(Bruchac, Hart, and Wobst 2010), to name just a few. One of the main 
queries that resonates from all of these concerns with the human psyche 
and so-called indigenous science approaches is the crucial academic 
question of whether our scientifi c theories can claim universal validity 
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unless they have successfully met the challenges embedded in and con-
veyed by the concept of indigeneity.

Since questions like these are fundamental questions within the gen-
eral philosophy of science, we should be cautious when merely treating 
these issues as simple off shoots of the postcolonial discourse, identity 
politics, and their sociohistorical background. This is another important 
reason why the contributions to this book att empt to understand indige-
neity as an academic perspective beyond political and cultural binaries, 
while paying particular att ention to the context that has been shaped in 
relation to manifold discourses and their various manifestations.

From Rights to Dignity

The last four decades of indigenous activism can be summarized as the 
era of movements, struggles for international recognition of identity, 
and campaigns for rights to lands, forest, natural resources, and habi-
tats—on both local and global scales. Following the two International 
Decades of the World’s Indigenous People (1995–2004 and 2005–14), 
and the continuing annual International Day of the World’s Indigenous 
Peoples (9 August), indigenous peoples have gained the support of the 
international community and human rights bodies, as well as national-
level civil society organizations. In this process, the rights of indige-
nous peoples have been established by international legal protections; 
however, at the country level, many indigenous peoples are still wait-
ing for offi  cial recognition. Currently, the futures of indigenous people 
lie with the state of dignity they look to gain at both local and global 
levels. In contrast to those who have made att empts to minimize the ex-
isting diversities of indigenous people, by formulating standard frames 
to ensure the rights and dignity of all indigenous people, Kuper (2003) 
concludes that there is no global solution for this diversity worldwide. 
One of the main focuses of this book is to present how indigenous peo-
ples in various parts of the world are simultaneously involved with 
movements for indigenous peoples’ rights, as well as the struggle to 
improve their socioeconomic and political positioning in the national 
space, in order to gain dignity. Identity politics also feature in the in-
digenous movements in some nation-states, precisely because they are 
categorically excluded from the process of homogenous nation-building 
and the majoritarian policies of state formation. Therefore, indigenous 
peoples try to build relationships with the state that involve a dialec-
tical engagement, in the tradition of Justin Kenrick and Jerome Lewis 
(2004), who present indigeneity as a sort of relationship—to culture, to 
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land, and to ethnic historiography,  or to put it another way, “indigeneity 
as a cultural concept.” Joanna Pfaff -Czarnecka and Gérard Toffi  n (2011) 
have taken a similar view in favor of culturalist groups, explaining 
that indigeneity involves multiple att achments and senses of belong-
ing, which constitute their social and cultural bases. However, many 
scholars, like Dipesh Chakrabarty (2002), argue that the idea of indige-
neity is broadly a political concept, and has nothing to do with culture. 
Putt ing aside these debates over whether the idea of indigeneity is a 
political concept or a cultural one, it becomes important to determine 
the particular rights for indigenous peoples that ensure a certain level 
of dignity both as human beings and indigenous people on global and 
local scales.

Indigeneity, Land, and Resources

Struggles for land resources are one of the major challenges indigenous 
people face in all parts of the world. This has to do with the common 
view that land constitutes a core issue of indigeneity. In Chapter 1, Erik 
de Maaker explores the relationship between modes of land ownership, 
conceptualizations of land and nature, and notions of indigeneity. He 
states that the portrayal of upland communities of N ortheast India as 
“indigenous” depends to a large extent on a presumably inextricable 
relationship between people and land (Karlsson 2011; Li 2010). Upland 
people are believed to “belong” to their land, and its forests, in the 
sense that it is considered sacred to them. One way in which this essen-
tial bond to the land is expressed is in joint land ownership. In the Garo 
Hills of Meghalaya, collective ownership was legally secured in the co-
lonial period. Although its original aim was to avoid villagers losing 
their land, it has been unable to counteract the disparities in power and 
wealth that have always been prevalent within village communities. 
Moreover, in much of the Garo Hills there is a tendency towards the 
privatization of land use, as well as ownership. This commodifi cation 
of land is unavoidable for the modernization of agriculture, and yet it 
challenges Garo notions of indigeneity, as well as related perceptions of 
land and nature. De Maaker, in this chapter, analyzes the transforma-
tion of land relationships, the legalities in which these are founded, and 
the consequences they have for Garo notions of indigeneity.

In another case from Southeast Asia, Ian Baird in Chapter 2 dis-
cusses how indigeneity functions as a strong political resource, using 
the case of land management in Cambodia, Thailand, and Laos. He 
brings out the political rhetoric of indigenous people, explaining that 
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over the last couple of decades the concept of “indigenous peoples” 
has gained increasing traction in Asia, with some countries—such as 
the Philippines, Japan, Taiwan, and Cambodia—having adopted legis-
lation that recognizes indigenous peoples. Still, other national govern-
ments in Asia continue to resist, with many following the “saltwater 
theory,” which specifi es that the concept of indigenous peoples is only 
applicable in places where there has been considerable European sett ler 
colonization (such as the Americas, Australia, and New Zealand). Else-
where, the concept is seen as irrelevant, since everyone is considered 
to be indigenous. Still, even in these countries the movement has made 
some inroads, albeit unevenly, due to varying political and historical 
circumstances. Much of the increased att ention on the concept of indig-
enous peoples is linked to advocacy associated with att empts to gain 
increased access and control over land and other natural resources. In 
this chapter, Baird considers the links between the indigenous peoples’ 
movement and land and resource tenure issues in three countries in 
mainland Southeast Asia where the concept of indigeneity is variously 
recognized.

Becoming ‘Indigenous’

Indigeneity is also challenged by various local, regional, and interna-
tional political dynamics of identity and locally embedded public and 
political discourse. Therefore, a deeper understanding of the dynam-
ics of indigeneity depends on how local political rhetoric negotiates 
with international indigenous activism. In Chapter 3, Gabriele Herzog-
Schröder draws our att ention to the Yanomami of Venezuela and Brazil, 
who are oft en represented as an “isolated,” indigenous, ethnic group 
of the South American lowlands, prototypically as Amerindian soci-
eties of Amazonia. In the Brazilian part of their territory they have, 
over the last three decades, been invaded and abused as part of a dis-
graceful gold rush. However, anthropologists, too, became notorious 
for inappropriate projections of the Yanomami in Venezuela. Due to 
this history of invasion and worldwide media att ention, the Yanomami 
have been subject to representation as the stereotypical “exotic” within 
both anthropological academia and beyond. This widespread publicity 
has obscured the fact that presently, growing contact with the “out-
side” world is taking place in quite heterogeneous ways among the 
Yanomami. While some Yanomami personalities are well informed 
about city life and symptoms of globalization—for example, the fa-
mous Davi Kopenawa from Brazil—the majority of Yanomami have not 
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yet traveled outside their traditional territories. The misrepresentation 
of indigeneity, and the processes of approximation of an isolated area in 
southern Venezuela, demonstrate how a gradual understanding of the 
“outside world” goes hand in hand with the Yanomami’s own under-
standing of being “indigenous.” At the same time, this new indigenous 
identity situates the actors as members of a nation, and makes them 
appear as belonging to a particular indigenous group within a choir of 
other indigenous people within these newly conceived national com-
plexes. These freshly acquainted forms of identity—being “Yanomami” 
(as an indigenous group), being indigenous, and being Venezuelan or 
Brazilian—are contested by a traditional cosmological worldview, in 
short by being determined as “shamanic.” New forms of “knowledge,” 
as well as spatial imaginaries—novel to the traditional worldview—are 
discussed in this chapter, focusing particularly on schooling as an inter-
face between indigeneity and modernity.

The increasing pace of connectivity and networking is helping in-
digenous activism reach translocal and transnational spaces, which in 
turn provide transnational incentives to local and national activism. 
In Chapter 4, Eva Gerharz argues that indigeneity is made use of by 
activists as a crucial category, one that signifi es belonging in various 
ways, and more or less successfully. Using the case of Bangladesh’s 
indigenous activist movement and its demands for the recognition of 
diversity as an example, the article identifi es three diff erent domains in 
which indigenous activism is at work, and locates these within trans-
local space. In particular, Gerharz shows how international claims to 
indigenous rights are translated into the national legal framework and 
how these att empts are being negotiated between actors who draw on 
globalized concepts and discourses in diff erent ways. A second domain 
is development, one of the classical fi elds of international and trans-
national interaction in Bangladesh, in which indigenous issues have 
been taken up only recently. These initiatives, however, have provoked 
quite controversial debates, especially from those actors who seek to 
preserve indigeneity as a distinct way of life. The third dimension is 
concerned with the ambiguities emerging from the representation of 
indigenous people, their culture, and way of life in the public space of 
the Bengali-dominated national society. These three dimensions, Ger-
harz argues, rest upon activist confi gurations that are marked by dy-
namic boundary-making processes, which are enacted in multiethnic 
sett ings and not only allow the inclusion of non-indigenous activists 
but also foster the exclusion of indigenous people who do not support 
the political claims and demands of the movement. Gerharz argues that 
understanding the constellations of belonging from a translocal per-
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spective helps us to move beyond essentializing concepts of indigene-
ity that run the risk of reproducing stereotypical images.

In Chapter 5, Nasir Uddin also focuses on indigenous people in Ban-
gladesh, but from a diff erent angle. His interest is in the various forms 
of identity politics, cultural politics, and the politics of nationalism that 
are produced locally, but that also compete with global notions of indi-
geneity, and which therefore also deserve att ention, critical discussion, 
and analysis from academics. He particularly focuses on the complex 
networks of the politics of indigeneity, in which the identity of a partic-
ular group of people becomes a confl ict between local articulations of 
selfh ood, national politics of “otherness,” and transnational discourses 
of indigeneity. His discussion critically engages with recurrent debates 
on indigeneity, identity politics, and the politics of nationalism in local, 
national, and transnational spheres, using the case of the Khumi people 
who live in the Chitt agong Hill Tracts (CHT), in southeastern Bangla-
desh. The Khumi, culturally diff erent from the majority Bengali popula-
tion and from other ethnic minorities in Bangladesh, confront multiple 
identities—Khumi, Pahari, upajatee (sub-nation), tribe, jumma (shift ing 
cultivators), adivasi or indigenous people, khudra-nrigoshti (ethnic mi-
nority), and so on—amid the local and global politics of indigeneity. 
The state’s politics of nationalism, transnational politics of indigeneity, 
and postcolonial practice of colonial discourse in the South Asian sub-
continent place the Khumi in an identity crisis, and demonstrates the 
problems with subscribing to the idea of indigeneity as an international 
category. Consequently, the Khumi are now in the position of losing 
their “self” in “others” who themselves claim to be indigenous people. 
With the case of the Khumi, Uddin examines the idea of indigeneity, 
politics of identity, and belonging, as well as the notions of nationalism 
in Bangladesh, against the wider background of the relation of the CHT 
to the state, which has been shaped over time and through regimes, 
from the colonial (British), through the semi-colonial (Pakistan), to the 
post/neocolonial (Bangladesh) era.

Indigeneity as a Political Resource

The emergence of the idea of indigeneity was strongly motivated by in-
digenous activism across the world, which resulted in the international 
endorsement of various legal frameworks for the rights of indigenous 
people. Since then, indigeneity has become a political resource.

In Africa, “indigeneity” has been a highly contested concept. Michaela 
Pelican explains in Chapter 6 that during the past twenty years, many 
ethnic and minority groups in Africa have laid claim to “indigeneity,” 
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in their country or region of residence, on the basis of their political 
marginalization and cultural diff erence. They have drawn inspiration 
from the UN defi nition of “indigenous peoples” as a legal category with 
collective entitlements, and have linked up with the global indigenous 
rights movement. Concurrently, there has been an extensive debate 
within Africanist anthropology on the concept’s analytical usefulness. 
Moreover, several African governments have questioned its applicabil-
ity to the African continent, arguing that all population groups may 
count as “indigenous.” However, with the adoption of the Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 2007, conceptual criticism has 
abated, and many African governments have made att empts to inte-
grate the indigenous rights discourse in their policies and development 
programs—with varied outcomes. Pelican outlines the diff erent trajec-
tories of the indigenous rights movement in Africa and discusses the 
factors that may contribute to its success or decline. In particular, she 
compares two case studies. The fi rst is the Mbororo of Cameroon, a 
pastoralist group that in 2005 became internationally recognized as an 
indigenous people, and whose socioeconomic and political trajectory 
she has followed since the 1990s. The second is the Maasai of Tanzania, 
whose involvement in the indigenous rights movement dates back to 
the late 1980s.

Apart from Asia and Africa, Latin America is also an important geo-
graphical region with its own ethno-historical background where in-
digeneity has taken a very signifi cant position in the political sphere. 
In Chapter 7, Olaf Kaltmeier argues that the Indian question lies at the 
heart of the political-cultural defi nition of the Americas, in the process 
of colonization. The identitarian concept of “Indian” is a colonial inter-
vention and an exercise of epistemological power, subsuming diff erent 
peoples and empires under a single signifi er. Thereby, this classifi cation 
has been used since colonial times to design ethnic policies of domi-
nation. Nevertheless, in order to frame their protests, subaltern actors 
have frequently made use of this concept, which fi nds its ultimate ex-
pression in the politicization of the indigenous question in the 1990s. 
Kaltmeier analyzes the diff erent conjunctures of the political use of in-
digeneity in modern Latin America, from the beginning of the twenti-
eth century to the present. Relying on Latin American postcolonial and 
cultural studies, the chapter unravels the conjunctures of state-driven 
inter-American indigenismo, indianismo, and indigenous autonomy and 
pluri-nationality. Finally, Kaltmeier discusses whether the pluri-national 
redefi nition of Andean societies marks a turning point towards the end 
of coloniality, or whether we face a new conjuncture of colonization 
based on the closure of the Indian mobilization cycle and the emer-
gence of a regime of accumulation based on appropriation.
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In Chapter 8, Gilberto Rescher shows that self-representation is also 
an important means of indigenous representation that can be consid-
ered an alternative approach to the politics of representation adopted 
by the unitary nation-state. Based on his empirical investigation into 
public discourses on indigenous people in Mexico, he shows that these 
frequently emphasize their supposed backwardness, and consequently 
conceptualize indigenous groups as marginalized and trapped in clien-
telist relations. However, indigenous villages are localities where local 
and translocal processes intersect, facilitating social, economic, and po-
litical transformations. In Mexico, Rescher argues, indigenous villages 
normally present themselves as indigenous communities, and these can 
be seen as an important basis of the political system, because they are 
conceived as a unit of potential political mobilization in favor of specifi c 
political actors. This allegiance was classically thought to be secured 
in the manner of a clientelist exchange of (state) resources for political 
loyalty. Though local political actors seldom employ the term indige-
nous, the communities’ representatives allude to relevant imaginaries 
and views, strategically employing suitable representations in political 
negotiations through a variety of means. The underlying relative unity 
of the communities is achieved by social cohesion based as much on 
several forms of pressure as on a belonging resulting from inter alia 
day-to-day interactions. The (oft en prejudiced) views of indigenous 
communities are embodied by their members and the affi  liation is both 
internally and externally displayed. Indigeneity and representation 
as consolidated communities are important political resources, even 
though these groups, far from being homogeneous, are oft en aff ected 
by internal confl icts and power relations. Thus, the social positioning of 
these indigenous groups initially stays the same. Nevertheless, indige-
nous communities may use this (self-)representation to promote a trans-
formation of (local) political relations. Party affi  ne organizations that 
seek to transnationally re-establish networks of political co-optation are 
also frequently ethnically framed, employing discourses that emphasize 
a pretended shared ethnic identity. Thus, indigeneity can be both part of 
practices that enhance political transformations, and a discursive instru-
ment to revive clientelist modes of political interaction.

Indigeneity and the State

Around the world, states always constitute a major stakeholder in the 
realm of indigeneity, either as promoters of indigenous people or as 
forces against them. In fact, people who claim (or are claimed) to be 
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indigenous continuously negotiate their local identity with translocal 
politics, and their cultural identity with political entanglement. Recog-
nition of indigeneity is therefore said to have challenged the idea of 
a unitary nation-state that upholds the notions of nation through the 
minority-exclusionary politics of majority inclusion, which excludes 
cultural “others” through the spheres of rights and entitlements (see 
Uddin 2014). Uday Chandra in Chapter 9 discusses the case of Maoists 
in Jharkhand, India, to illustrate relations between indigeneity and the 
state. He argues that the Communist Party of India (Maoist), in both 
its own words and those of its critics, is fi ghting a revolutionary guer-
rilla war to overthrow the bourgeois state in India. Yet everyday local 
realities in their tribal bases show Maoist cadres making claims on the 
state to raise minimum wages, implement new forest laws, and ensure 
the timely payment of rural employment guarantee funds. Since 2009, 
Maoist factions and splinter groups have also routinely campaigned for 
adivasi political parties, such as the Jharkhand Mukti Morcha (JMM), 
and have even begun contesting state and panchayat elections in 
scheduled tribe constituencies. By participating in the electoral arena, 
are Maoist rebels abandoning their radical political project in favor of 
indigenous politics? Or does the agenda for radical social change spill 
over into “revisionist” avenues such as elections? To explain this appar-
ently anomalous state of aff airs, Chandra proposes the notion of “rad-
ical revisionism,” encompassing political practices that work within 
existing democratic structures but push them to the hilt and seek to 
transform them from below, in the hope of radical democratic futures. 
He draws on extensive ethnographic fi eldwork in central and southern 
Jharkhand to shed light on the everyday tactics and maneuvers of adi-
vasi youth, who, as radical revisionists in Khunti and West Singhbhum 
districts, abandon the party line and, paradoxically, accentuate the 
modern state-making process in the tribal margins of modern India. In 
particular, Chandra focuses on how new political subjectivities, as well 
as new notions of democratic citizenship, community, and leadership, 
emerge on the ground.

Within the framework of state–indigeneity relations, Wolfgang Gab-
bert discusses in Chapter 10 how, since the 1980s, constitutions in sev-
eral Latin American countries have been reformed to acknowledge the 
multicultural and ethnically diverse character of the nations and to rec-
ognize existing indigenous legal and political practices. Thus, a fi rst 
step in creating a more accessible and more adequate legal system has 
been taken. However, these legal reforms touch on a number of prac-
tical and theoretical issues related to such fundamentals of social an-
thropology as the reifi cation of culture and tradition. Gabbert discusses 
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four of these topics: the political fragmentation of the indigenous pop-
ulations; their cultural heterogeneity; the relationship between law 
and social structure; and the incidence of power relations in customary 
law. He argues that much of the current debate on the recognition of 
so-called indigenous customary law applies to an earlier model of the 
nation-state, thereby running the risk of fostering new forms of cultural 
homogenization and sustaining the current domination by the state 
over indigenous groups.

Philipp Zehmisch discusses the issue of state and non-state relations 
in Chapter 11 in relation to the idea of indigeneity, by arguing that dis-
courses, defi nitions, and practices relating to indigeneity have shift ed 
across time, spaces, and contexts. He understands the term as con-
tingent upon the relationship between the state and non-state actors. 
Zehmisch captures indigeneity as a dialectical process between essen-
tialist classifi cations of indigenous groups by authorities, and creative 
appropriations of such categories by indigenous people themselves. 
His ethnographic example, the Andaman Islands, serves to demon-
strate the trajectory of the notion of indigeneity. Here, popular defi ni-
tions, representations, and discourses of the British Empire, the Indian 
nation-state, and the global sphere intersect. The shift ing notions are 
scrutinized by looking at state policies and indigenous–sett ler dynam-
ics. He highlights how specifi c spatial arrangements and contact sce-
narios were interpreted, explained, and described through references 
to indigeneity. In the Andamans, colonial notions of “savagery” were 
indicative of indigenous warfare and co-optation at the frontier; they 
justifi ed the taming and civilizing of “primitive” islanders and their 
forests through the sett ling of convicts and “criminal tribes” from the 
Indian subcontinent. The transformation of ecological “wilderness” 
into ordered sett ler colony spaces was executed by “aboriginal” for-
est laborers: adivasi migrants from Chota Nagpur, the Ranchis, and the 
Karen, a Burmese “hill tribe.” Aft er independence, anthropologically 
informed “tribal” governance led to protection acts, reserve zones, and 
welfare policies. Parallel to that, forestry, infrastructure development, 
and migrations degraded indigenous resources and led to violence. 
More recently, transnational, national, and local civil society actors 
have appropriated the notion of indigeneity. Conservationists and in-
digenous activists have promoted their own “ecologically noble sav-
age” agenda when involved in confl icts with the government about the 
isolation of indigenous peoples; in contrast, local politicians advocate 
the “mainstreaming” of backward “junglees.” Beyond that, Ranchi elites 
are fi ghting for offi  cial recognition of their indigenous status, while the 
majority of adivasi peoples are threatened by eviction due to environ-
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mental governance. Such confl icting and fl uid characteristics appear to 
be essential elements of indigenous futures.

Indigenous Knowledge and Its Futures

The idea of indigeneity is quite oft en discussed within the paradigm 
of indigenous knowledge, as indigenous peoples have for generations 
been eff ectively practicing a particular type of knowledge system that 
is now recognized as eco-friendlier, more sustainable, and more pro-
ductive than the modern Westernized developmentalist paradigm (see 
Sillitoe 1998). Therefore, a deeper understanding of the signifi cance of 
indigenous knowledge is important to comprehend indigeneity on the 
move. As part of this debate, the ideas and roles of indigenous medi-
cines have appeared as substitutes for biomedicine because of their ef-
fective, lasting, and signifi cant capacity for healing diseases. Therefore, 
the futures of indigeneity demand a serious discussion on the futures 
of indigenous medicine, which William Sax addresses with empirically 
based information and analysis in the postscriptum. It has been argued 
that although biomedicine (also called “modern medicine,” “cosmo-
politan medicine,” or “allopathy”) began as a form of indigenous or 
local knowledge in Europe, it then transcended its origins and became 
universal or “cosmopolitan.” It is therefore oft en regarded as a timeless 
and culture-free form of universal (as opposed to indigenous) knowl-
edge that can be transplanted from place to place without undergoing 
fundamental change, much like chemistry, physics, or mathematics. 
Sax argues that, on the contrary, although there may be some heuristic 
value in describing it as an abstract system divorced from its context, 
knowledge is in fact always “done”: acquired, owned, disputed, imple-
mented, or, as the positivists would have it, “discovered.” Knowledge 
has no ontological status outside the human practices that produce and 
reproduce it, and such practices are always historical and contextual. 
Thus, argues Sax, all medicine, including modern cosmopolitan med-
icine, is “indigenous” at the point of application. Although it is true 
that in our times, biomedicine is epistemologically, institutionally, and 
politically dominant, this has to do less with universal and context-free 
truths than with the circumstances of its dissemination. When we com-
pare what are called “indigenous medicines” (e.g., tribal medicines, 
traditional healing) with modern biomedicine, we are not comparing a 
context-bound with a context-free system, because there are no forms 
of knowledge that are free of context. Rather, we are dealing with what 
Bruno Latour would call “networks” of diff erent sizes. Sax discusses 
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and compares several of these networks, focusing on various forms of 
“traditional” and “religious” healing from Asia, in an att empt to show 
that their growth in recent decades has much to do with their context 
dependency.

Conclusion

The book brings together the fi ndings of empirically grounded research 
from diff erent parts of the world, particularly in the “Global South.” 
Based on various transdisciplinary contexts—anthropology, sociology, 
political science, psychology, geography, and history—it critically en-
gages with debates on indigeneity and its historical and ideological tra-
jectory, in order to determine its theoretical and political destination. The 
scholars who have contributed to this book examine the current state of 
indigeneity as an active force, the potential space of identity in a deter-
ritorialized world, and highlight the scalar and temporal dimensions of 
indigeneity’s sources, contents, and connectedness with related concepts 
and ideas. When taken together, the book explores the ways in which in-
digeneity becomes relevant with regard to knowledge, representation, 
and individually and collectively negotiated “ways of being.” With a 
focus on the politics of identity and belonging, it att empts to off er new 
frames through which one may understand the relationships of such 
politics with many contemporary nation-states, and seeks to provide a 
critical overview of current research on indigeneity. It also identifi es the 
issues that must be addressed in future research and discussions, in or-
der to investigate indigeneity and its role within changing political and 
economic environments with greater refi nement. For this purpose, the 
contributors to this book refl ect upon their research to engage critically 
in debates on indigeneity, and thus provide solid theoretical and empir-
ical examinations into indigeneity in the globalized world. Much of this 
revolves around the observation that the recurrent indigenous activism 
occurring around the world could lend an honorable dignity to strug-
gles to establish rights. This diverse collection att empts to help readers 
to acquire comprehensive knowledge about contemporary research that 
has shaped scholarship on indigeneity and indigenous mobility, and to 
show promising directions for future research.
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Notes

1. See htt p://www.refworld.org/docid/3b00f04e10.html (accessed 16 March 
2017).

2. See htt p://www.culturalsurvival.org/news/none/un-tracks-progress-second-
international-decade-world-s-indigenous-people (accessed 16 March 2017).

3. Beth Conklin and Laura Graham explain that continuous media reporting 
on global warming, declining biodiversity, and deforestation brought, for 
example, the plight of local Amazon Indians and their confl ict over natural 
resources to the att ention of a broader international audience (see Conklin 
and Graham 1995).
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