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Rudolph C.  Rÿser  
Edi tor  in  Chief  
Fourth  World  Journal  

 

The Fourth  World  Journal  i s  
devoted to  advancing the  
appl icat ion of  t radi t ional  

knowledge to  unders tanding and promoting  
construct ive  and peaceful  re la t ions  between peoples ;  
and to  the  examinat ion and explanat ion of  so lut ions  
to  chal lenges  that  rankle  the  human condit ion.  Each 
year  our  publ icat ion demonstra tes  growing 
improvement  and expansion of  indigenous  sc iences  
and their  benef ic ia l  uses  he lp ing  us  unders tand 
bet ter  approaches  to  so lv ing  di f f icul t  predicaments  
exper ienced by  indigenous  peoples  the  world  over  as  
wel l  as  chal lenges  faced by  metropol i tan 
populat ions .  

I t  i s  essent ia l  that  we a l l  unders tand our  world  
and interact  with  a l l  i t s  par ts  with  greater  ease  and 
success .   To do so,  requires  that  we draw on the  bes t  
knowledge,  the  bes t  sc ient i f ic  tools  and the  most  
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ef fec t ive  appl icat ion of  both.  

There  are  cer ta in  aspects  o f  knowledge and 
sc ient i f ic  tools  whether  produced by  the  exper iences  
of  indigenous  peoples  or  metropol i tan peoples  that  
s tand as  universa l .  These  seem to  be  hardwired into  
a l l  human being.   Yet ,  there  are  other  knowledge 
sys tems that  are  unique to  groups  of  people  and even 
local i t ies  large ly  def ined by  human re la t ionships  to  
each other  and to  the  land and the  cosmos.   Those  
unique knowledge sys tems can explore  the  mundane 
as  wel l  as  the  subl ime and help  expla in  sui tab le  
t ruths  about  l iv ing  in  a  speci f ic  loca l i ty .  

When more  c lose ly  examined,  i t  i s  sometimes  
the  case  that  the  unique knowledge sys tems of  
indigenous  peoples  may have wider  appl icat ions—
uti l i ty  in  other  p laces—by other  indigenous  peoples  
and metropol i tan socie t ies .  

Considered without  b ias ,  indigenous  sc ient i f ic  
knowledge f rom di f ferent  loca l i t ies  may indeed 
prove to  be  benef ic ia l  for  the  secur i ty ,  heal th ,  
happiness  and/or  sp ir i tua l  growth of  o ther  peoples .  
I t  i s  a lso  t rue  that  some sc ient i f ic  knowledge is  
rea l ly  benef ic ia l  in  the  local i ty  of  i t s  or ig in .  In  
e i ther  case ,  i t  i s  a  va luable  to  gain  access  to  
t radi t ional  knowledge and indigenous  sc iences  and 
add them to  the  g lobal  body of  knowledge and 
sys tems of  thought .  

The United  Nat ions  Framework Convent ion on 
Cl imate  Change Secretar ia t  invi ted  the  Center  for  
World  Indigenous  Studies  (and therefore  th is  
Journal  as  wel l )  to  jo in  in  par tnership  with  the  
Nairobi  Work Program. CWIS has  agreed to  
contr ibute  to  the  growing dia log  a imed at  ident i fy ing  
sc iences  and sui tab le  knowledge to  uncover  
s t ra teg ies  for  c l imate  change adaptat ion and 
mit igat ion.   We are  qui te  f rankly  p leased to  jo in  in  
th is  e f for t  to  promote  t radi t ional  knowledge and 
indigenous  sc iences  as  a  par t  o f  th is  cr i t ica l  e f for t .  
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The Center  for  World  Indigenous  Studies ,  as  a  
par t  o f  i t s  e f for ts  to  address  food secur i ty ,  c l imate  
re fugees ,  land tenure  pol ic ies  and implementat ion of  
re levant  par ts  o f  the  UN Declarat ion on the  Rights  
of  Indigenous  Peoples  recognizes  the  importance  of  
the  Nairobi  Work Plan.   CWIS research and pol icy  
development  outcomes in  these  and re la ted  f ie lds  are  
be ing  documented and wi l l  be  reported  to  the  
UNFCCC-Nairobi  Work Program and shared with  
indigenous  peoples ,  NWP partners  as  wel l  as  s ta tes '  
government  par t ies ,  in ternat ional  non-governmenta l  
organizat ions,  non-governmenta l  organizat ions,  
research ins t i tu tes  and the  in -country  pr ivate  sector .  

The Nairobi  Work Program focuses  on 
adaptat ion,  assessment  methodologies ,  and the  range 
of  vulnerabi l i t ies  appropr ia te  to  local ,  reg ional  and 
internat ional  environments .  

 The Center  i s  uniquely  pos i t ioned due to  our  
emphasis  on indigenous  peoples  to  contr ibute  to  th is  
process  in  ways  that  can direct ly  benef i t  indigenous  
peoples  as  wel l  as  promote  construct ive  and 
cooperat ive  e f for ts  to  advance  adaptat ion pol ic ies  
and pract ices  with  s ta tes '  governments .  

Our  emphasis  in  the  par tnership  i s  on the  
appl icat ion of  t radi t ional  sys tems and t radi t ional  
knowledge as  e f fec t ive  approaches  to  c l imate  change 
mit igat ion and adaptat ion.   We have ca l led  for  the  
appl icat ion of  t radi t ional  knowledge to  construct ive  
responses  to  c l imate  change.   We have emphasized 
the  importance  of  ident i fy ing  the  mechanisms of  
t radi t ional  knowledge that  resul t  in  e f fec t ive  
adaptat ion at  the  leve l  o f  indigenous  communit ies .  
These  may inc lude governance,  heal th ,  socia l  
organizat ion,  economics  and cul tura l  s tandards  for  
customary regulat ion.  

In  th is  i ssue  of  the  Fourth  World  Journal  we 
benef i t  f rom the  considerable  e f for ts  o f  contr ibutors  
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concerned with  indigenous  research,  comparisons  of  
s ta te  t reatment  of  indigenous  peoples ,  s tory  te l l ing,  
and recent  accomplishments  by  indigenous  peoples  
in  the  d ip lomatic  arena.  

Centra l  to  th is  i ssue  of  FWJ,  as  a lways,  i s  the  
sys tematic  unders tanding of  indigenous  peoples ’  
perspect ives ,  appl icat ion of  t radi t ional  knowledge 
and achievements  in  the  reduct ion of  conf l ic t  
between indigenous  peoples  and s ta tes ’  government  
that  compete  for  land and resources  as  wel l  as  
pol i t ica l  in f luence  in  re la t ions  between nat ions  and 
s ta tes .  

Louis Botha, Lecturer  a t  the  Department  of  
Educat ion and Internat ional  Studies  a t  Oslo  
Univers i ty  Col lege  in  Brie f  excur s ions  in to  r e f l ex ive  
wr i t ing  a s  a  method :  Ind igenous  Research  wr i tes  in  th is  
Peer  Reviewed  essay  with  pass ion and c lar i ty  about  
h is  exper iences  col laborat ing  with  indigenous  
peoples  in  research consider ing  the  poss ib i l i t ies  that  
can come from “ref lexive  e thnographic”  wri t ing.  His  
essay  is  both  reveal ing  of  research methods  and of  
the  re la t ionship  between an indigenous  epis temology 
and that  o f  a  socia l  sc ient is t  s tudied in  western  
European epis temology.  

Patricia Spence i s  an  educator ,  counselor  
and pract i t ioner  of  depth  psychology f rom Manitoba,  
Canada fasc inated by  the  “s tory”  and i t ’ s  a f fec ts  on 
the  qual i ty  of  human happiness .  In  The  Land,  the  
S tory te l l e r  and  the  Grea t  Cauldron  o f  Making  Meaning  
reveal  the  knowledge of  “s tory”  learned among Cree  
in  Ontar io  and Manitoba reveal ing  the  intr icac ies  of  
the  s toryte l ler ’s  mind.  

Wilson Manyfingers ,  a  Cree  f rom near  
the  southeastern  par t  o f  Hudson Bay,  Canada of fers  
an  exci t ing  proposal  for  the  convening of  an  
internat ional  conference  in  2014 ent i t led,  Toward  the  
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Coex i s t ence  o f  Nat ions  and  S ta te s :  A  Congre s s  o f  Nat ions  
and  S ta te s  on  the  heals  o f  a  United  Nat ions  Genera l  
Assembly  vote  in  favor  of  a  Bol iv ia  government  
resolut ion ca l l ing  for  the  UN to  sponsor  an 
Internat ional  Conference  on Indigenous  Peoples  in  
2014.  We welcome Mr.  Manfingers  back to  the  
Fourth  World  Journal ’s  pages  a f ter  a  long hia tus .  

Dr. Kanchan Sarker of  the  I rv ing  K.  
Barber  School  of  Arts  and Sciences ,  Univers i ty  of  
Br i t i sh  Columbia  of fers  in  h is  essay  Ind igenous  
Peop le s  in  Ind ia  and  Canada:  I s sue s  in  Inc lus ion  a  
t ight ly  woven analys is  o f  indigenous  peoples  and 
their  re la t ions  with  each of  the  governments  of  
Canada and India .  His  comparat ive  analys is  i s  both  
te l l ing  and informative ,  o f fer ing  the  potent ia l i ty  for  
rapprochement  between indigenous  peoples ’  
governing ins t i tu t ions  and s ta tes ’  governments .  

In  Rudolph C. Rÿser’s Comments  and  
Recommendat ions  on  the  Uni t ed  S ta te s  Rev iew  o f  the  UN 
Dec lara t ion  on  the  Righ t s  o f  Ind igenous  Peop le s  
(UNDRIP)  I  o f fer  in  th is  i ssue  an ins ight  in to  the  
debate  on UNDRIP descr ib ing  some of  the  key  
issues  a f fec t ing  or  perhaps  inf luencing  the  US 
government’s  pol icy  regarding  the  UN Declarat ion.  
Noting  that  the  US government  switched i t s  vote  in  
the  UN Genera l  Assembly  f rom opposi t ion to  
support  for  UNDRIP I  update  the  or ig inal  
submiss ion to  the  US Department  of  Sta te  with  an 
epi log  d iscuss ing  the  actual  meaning of  US 
“support .”  

Though or ig inal ly  publ ished in  1993,  Associate  

Scholar  and Contr ibut ing  Edi tor  Jay Taber 
writes  in  th is  i ssue’s  Book Review  a  br ie f  but  
important  rev iew of  Brotherhood  to  Nat ionhood  by  
Peter  McFarlane.  Taber ’s  rev iew descr ibes  the  
McFarlane’s  s tory  of  Chief  George  Manuel ’s  r i se  
f rom leader  of  the  Nat ional  Indian Brotherhood to  a  
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global  leader  who was  nominated for  the  Nobel  
Peace  Pr ize .  

We are  grate fu l  to  our  loyal  supporters  and readers  
for  cont inuing to  s t imulate  us  and encourage  us  as  
we publ ish  yet  another  i ssue  of  the  Fourth  World  
Journal .  

 

Edi tor  in  Chief  
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P e e r  R e v i e w e d  

B r i e f  e x c u r s i o n s  i n t o  
r e f l e x i v e  w r i t i n g  a s  a  m e t h o d  

 

by  Louis  Royce  Botha 
Oslo  Univers i ty  Col lege  

 

This  ar t ic le  i s  an  a t tempt  a t  locat ing  my 
research pract ices  as  a  westernised scholar  in  the  
f ie ld  of  decolonis ing  research with  indigenous  
people .  I t  makes  use  of  less  convent ional  ‘new 
paradigm’ (Guba and Lincoln  2005)  s ty les  of  
analys ing  and present ing  socia l  sc ience  research in  
which the  theory  and analyses  are  not  a lways  
expl ic i t ly  expressed or  appl ied,  but  i t  i s  there  
because  you and I  have  i t ,  or  wi l l  have  i t  a t  a  la ter  
reading.  Such an unorthodox concept  of  research 
pract ice  i s  poss ib le  when one accepts  the  meri ts  o f  a  
cr i t ica l  methodology which favours  creat ive  
adaptat ions  of  methods  over  mechanica l  appl icat ions  
of  them. (Yanchar ,  Gantt  and Clay 2005)  A cr i t ica l  
methodology sees  the  concepts  of  research as  s imi lar  
to  e lements  of  an  argument  in  that  they  are  s i tuated 
in  va lues  and contexts  that  are  a l terable  and 
therefore  methods  should  a lso  be  subject  to  change.  
Thus,  with  a  more  socio logica l  as  opposed to  
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anthropologica l  unders tanding of  my research 
pract ice ,  I  examine my and others ’  l ived exper iences  
of  in teract ion and col laborat ive  e f for ts  between 
western  and indigenous  people  with  the  broader  
v iew of  explor ing  the  poss ib i l i t ies  o f fered by  
re f lexive  e thnographic  approaches  to  th is  arena.  By 
scrut in is ing  some of  the  methodologica l  tools  I  have  
employed,  I  hope to  ins t igate  fur ther  re f lec t ion 
about  the  assumptions  that  western  researchers  in  
genera l  make about  the  way in  which research with  
indigenous  people  can be  approached.  Personal is ing  
the  research and re f lexive  pract ices  as  I  have  t r ied  to  
do does ,  however ,  g ive  r i se  to  some tens ions,  
especia l ly  in  l ight  of  my overa l l  goal  o f  t ry ing  to  
counter   ways  in  which western  knowledge s t i l l  
tends  to  undermine indigenous  ways  of   knowing.  
On the  one hand,  the  pos i t iv is t  legacy of  ob ject ive  
sc ience  which denies  that  which is  personal  and 
subject ive  cont inues  to  penetra te  socia l  sc ient i f ic  
research,  marginal is ing  other  ways  of  knowing.  On 
the  other  hand,  in  academia postcolonia l  and 
postmodernis t  a t tempts  that  over sub j e c t iv i s e  and 
ind iv idua l i s e  these  exper iences  of  marginal isa t ion 
tend to  focus  a t tent ion away f rom col lec t ive  
s t ruggles  and to  neutra l i se  and f ragment  their  
potent ia l  counte rhegemonic ,  ant i -co lonia l  s tance.  (Dei  
2000)  

So as  not  to  downplay the  inf luence  of  power  
re la t ions  and diverg ing  assumptions  exis t ing  
between indigenous  and western  knowledge sys tems,  
I  wi l l  foreground their  epis temologica l  var iance  in  
order  to  explore  some of  the  ways  in  which th is  
var iance  manifes ts  in  research procedures  and the  
products  and representat ions  of  western  academic  
act iv i ty .   

I  be l ieve  the  most  appropr ia te  way for  me to  t ry  
to  ba lance  the  tens ions  of  subject iv i ty  i s  to  
personal ise  th is  western  research act iv i ty  whi le  
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s imultaneously  be ing  re f lexive  a t  a  more  genera l  and 
theoret ica l  leve l .  However ,  as  Fine,  Weis ,  Weseen 
and Wong (2000:109)  warn,  ‘S imply  br ie f ly  inser t ing  
autobiographica l  or  personal  in formation of ten  
serves  to  es tabl ish  and asser t  the  researcher ’s  
author i ty ’ ,  whi le  a  preoccupat ion with  the  se l f  can 
fur ther  s i lence  other  par t ic ipants .  Bear ing  th is  in  
mind,  I  hope to  wri te  mysel f  in to  the  text  in  the  way 
that  Tomasel l i ,  Dyl l  and Francis  (2008)  suggest ,  so  
as  to  counteract  the  depersonal is ing  agenda of  
dominat ing  posi t iv is t ic  approaches  which genera l ly  
run contrary  to  the  va lues  espoused by  indigenous  
ways  of  knowing.  Al low me to  therefore  s tar t  by  
introducing mysel f  –  I  am a  male  South Afr ican 
label led  by  the  apartheid  government  as  “Coloured”,  
an ident i ty ,  which cont inues  to  have  s igni f icance,  
not  leas t  in  the  contexts  in  which I  am doing my 
research.  I  ident i fy  mysel f  as  b lack,  though,  in  
accordance  with  the  South Afr ican b lack  
consciousness  movement’s  in terpreta t ion of  that  
term as  a  pol i t ica l  ident i f icat ion.  ( see  for  example ,  
Gerhart  1978)  I  have  looked to  educat ion as  a  v i ta l  
resource  in  the  ongoing s t ruggle  against  inequal i ty  
and marginal isa t ion in  i t s  many forms.  In  th is  ar t ic le  
i t  i s  as  a  scholar  f rom a  typica l  modern western  
educat ional  t radi t ion that  I  in tend to  engage th is  
s t ruggle ,  us ing  my exper iences  and interpreta t ions  as  
I  a t tempted an e thnographic  f ie ldwork in  a  fa i r ly  
t radi t ional  rura l  community  in  the  Eastern  Cape of  
South Afr ica .   

From traditional ethnography..  
In  t ry ing  to  make use  of  my exper iences  as  par t  

o f  an  analyt ica l  s t ra tegy,  I  occas ional ly  go  through 
my research diary  or  o ld  documents  and papers .  The 
fo l lowing excerpt  f rom my or ig inal  research 
proposal  reminds  me the  convent ional  approach I  
s tar ted  out  with:  
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I hope to do an ethnographic study, living and working 
in a rural Xhosa community.  This part of the research 
entails gathering information about indigenous 
knowledge and principles through observations, in-
depth interviews and conversations to develop what 
Geertz (1973) calls ‘thick description’ of local 
knowledge and practices.   

Fol lowing that  proposal  I  engaged in  seven 
months  of  f ie ldwork in  South Afr ica ,  ,  accompanied 
by  my wife ,  Go Eun.  Of  these ,  f ive  months  were  
spent  l iv ing  in  a  smal l  rura l  v i l lage  in  the  Eastern  
Cape in  the  area  once  known as  Pondoland,  c lose  to  
the  present  day town of  Port  S t  Johns.  According to  
Mcetywa (1998)  th is  area  has  been the  home of  the  
Mpondo 1 s ince  1620,  where  they have been 
pastora l i s t  and cul t ivators ,  shar ing  their  resources  
with  the  San,   KhoiKhoi  and occas ional  sh ipwrecked 
Europeans  as  owners  of  the  land unt i l  1894 when i t  
was  annexed by the  Br i t i sh  (Hunter1979) .    

The community  in  which we l ived and col lec ted  
most  of  the  data  was  ca l led  Izolo.  Predominant ly  
Mpondo in  cul tura l  or ientat ion,  th is  v i l lage  
comprises  of  about  40  famil ies ,  many of  whom are  
re la ted.  Also  res ident  here  are  a  few white  people ,  
some on a  more  or  less  permanent  bas is ,  and many 
seasonal  v is i tors .  The seasonal  res idents  are  the  
owners  of  hol iday cot tages  a long the  coasta l  f r inge  
of  the  v i l lage.  Their  presence  provides  most  of  the  
local  economic  act iv i ty  in  the  form of  domest ic  work 
or  tour ism re la ted  pro jects ,  goods  and serv ices  that  
make Izolo  weal th ier  than most  of  i t s  ne ighbours .  
The f ie ldwork,  which a lso  inc luded taking  
photographs,  co l lec ted  data  with  the  or ig inal  
in tent ion of  comparing  t radi t ional  indigenous  and 
modern western  sys tems of  knowledge product ion 
and appl icat ion,  looking more  speci f ica l ly  a t  how 
they compare  in  terms of  the ir  respect ive  e thos.  In  
th is  respect  i t  was  very  much what  O’Bryne (2007)  
ca l l s  a  ‘ t radi t ional  e thnography’ ,  where  someone 
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f rom a  major i ty  cul ture ,  in  my case  the  cul ture  of  
western  research,  invest igates  a  marginal ised  cul ture  
l ike  that  o f  the  indigenous  Mpondo community  
which formed the  bas is  o f  my s tudy.   

During  the  course  of  the  f ie ldwork I  was  
exposed to  s i tuat ions  such as  in i t ia t ion ce lebrat ions,  
funera ls ,  and r i tua l  s laughter ing  which provided 
excel lent  opportuni t ies  for  photographic  
documentat ion and v isual  e thnographic  analys is .  
Through interv iews and conversat ions  I  ga ined some 
unders tanding of  people ’s  dai ly  l ives  and concerns ,  
and my recorded observat ions  heightened my 
awareness  of  my surroundings  and the  people  with  
whom I  had contact .  This  t radi t ional  e thnographic  
research therefore  a f forded some unders tanding of  
and ins ight  in to  the  everyday rea l i t ies  o f  the  
indigenous  community  in  which we l ived for  those  
months .  However ,  i t  was  whi le  re f lexive ly  analys ing  
the  data ,  especia l ly  dur ing  the  t ranscr ib ing  and 
themat i s ing  processes  that  I  rea l i sed  how s igni f icant  
the  emotional  and re la t ional  e lements  of  my 
connect ion with  the  people  f rom the  community  had 
become.  My des ire  to  get  to  know indiv iduals  and 
the  community  f rom more  than an academic  
perspect ive ,  pushed me to  cr i t ica l ly  evaluate  my 
methods  and my posi t ion as  a  researcher .  
Fortunate ly  cr i t ica l  methodology embraces  such an 
evolut ionary  approach to  methods,  advocat ing  for  
the  appl icat ion as  an extens ion of  the  theoret ica l  
ins ights  and research focus.  (Yanchar  e t  a l .  2005)  
Thus,  a l though th is  d id  not  happen in  a  l inear  way,  I  
eventual ly  adopted more  re f lexive  methods  to  t ry  
and make sense  of  my exper iences  as  a  researcher .  

.. toward a reflexive ethnography 
Writing “from within” is not an option here, but 
writing and researching as a westerner allows me to 
perceive exactly that aspect of relations which I am 
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interested in, namely, how the western ideas meet the 
traditional and non-western knowledge concepts and 
ways of living within a local (rural) 
context/community. It highlights aspects such as 
assumptions, thought processes, procedures, priorities, 
etcetera, that are unique to the area or in some other 
way comparable to what I am familiar with. (Field 
diary, 8 June 2007)  

I  had not  been famil iar  with  the  method at  the  
t ime that  I  wrote  the  above entry ,  but  I  be l ieve  that  
by  being  open and act ive ly  searching for  a  way to  
acknowledge and express  the  exper iences  of  the  
research,  my reading and wri t ing  lead me to  
re f lexive  e thnography.  Ref lexiv i ty ,  according to  
Guba and Lincoln  (2005:210)  ‘ i s  the  process  of  
re f lec t ing  cr i t ica l ly  on the  se l f  as  researcher ,  “ the  
human ins trument”’ .  I t  involves  cr i t ica l ly  assess ing  
the  mult ip le  ident i t ies  with  which we engage our  
research contexts ,  us ing  the  very  methods  whereby 
we create  these  se lves  and the  re la t ions  around 
them. 

As Denzin  (2003)  shows,  re f lexiv i ty  may be  of  
d i f ferent  types ,  o f  which he  ident i f ies  three ,  namely,  
confess ional ,  theoret ica l  and deconstruct ive  
re f lexiv i ty .  Nevertheless ,  the  common thread that  
b inds  e thnographic  re f lec t ion would  be  the  use  of  
personal  exper ience  for  making ins ights  in to  cul tura l  
phenomena,  a l though the  ways  in  which the  se l f   and 
i t s  indiv idual i ty  i s  recognised  in  th is  process  may 
vary.  

Chiu (2006)  ident i f ies  the  roots  of  the  re f lec t ion 
she  associa tes  with  act ion research as  or ig inat ing  
with  Schon’s  concepts  of  re f lec t ion- inact ion and 
re f lec t ion-on-act ion which are  tac i t  and cogni t ive  
modes  of  learning,  respect ive ly .  Thus,  ‘ re f lec t ion 
can be  seen as  a  necessary  component  of  knowledge 
product ion through exper ience  with  d i f ferent  
aspects :  cogni t ive ,  emotive  and dia logic . ’  (Chiu 
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2006:186)  Bui ld ing  on Heron and Reason’s  (1997)  
not ion of  an  ‘extended epis temology’  that  recognises  
exper ient ia l ,  presentat ional ,  propos i t ional  and 
pract ica l  forms of  knowing,  Chiu ca l l s  for  a  mult i -
d imensional  re f lexiv i ty  that  incorporates  f i r s t ,  
second and th ird  person perspect ives  in  the  
generat ion of  knowledge through part ic ipatory  
act ion research.  While  her  model  usefu l ly  combines  
the  theory  and pract ice  of  re f lec t ion at  personal ,  
in terpersonal  and socio-pol i t ica l  leve ls ,  my 
impress ion is  that  her  unders tanding locates  too 
much of  the  in i t ia t ive ,  d i rect ion and outcomes of  the  
research with  the  researcher .  Nichol ls ’ (2009)  
appl icat ion of  th is  three  d imensional  re f lexiv i ty ,  
however ,  i s  f ramed in  a  counter -colonia l  ‘paradigm 
of  re la t ionships ’  (121)  which is  much more  a t tent ive  
to  renegot ia t ing  researcher -other  re la t ions  within  a  
col laborat ive  research pro ject .  I  therefore  f ind i t  
usefu l  to  present  the  re f lec t ions  of  my research us ing  
pr imari ly  these  cr i t ica l  re f lec t ive  concepts .  

Br ie f ly ,  f i r s t  person or  se l f - re f lexiv i ty  requires  
that  researchers  examine components  of  the ir  
ident i ty  and choices  that  in f luence  the  research.  
These  may inc lude theor ies ,  profess ional  
exper iences ,  cul tura l  f rame of  re ference,  
expectat ions ,  and a  host  o f  o ther  h idden 
assumptions  that  a f fec t  how the  research is  carr ied  
out  and presented.  I  have  only  h inted a t  my ant i -
co lonia l  s tance  and non- indigenous  ident i ty  here ,  
but  I  have  a t tempted to  leave  fur ther  c lues  about  my 
personal  or ientat ions  in  the  hope that  readers  wi l l  be  
invi ted  into  th is  process  of  re f lexive  construct ion.  

At  the  leve l  o f  in tersect ing  ident i t ies  i s  the  
second layer  which is  ‘ re la t ional  –re f lexiv i ty  (second 
person) ,  which ca l l s  for  an evaluat ion of  
in terpersonal  encounters  and the  researcher ’s  abi l i ty  
to  col laborate  with  others . ’  (Nichol ls  2009:122)  The 
researchers ’  cr i t ica l  gaze  i s  d i rected  a t  the  way in  
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which their  socia l  pol i t ica l  pos i t ion impacts  upon 
the  dynamics  of  co l laborat ion.  Nichol ls  contends  
that  the  co- inquirers  in  her  research ‘communicated 
the  idea  of  pos i t ional i ty  as  a  f ine  ba lance  of  
commitment  to  re la t ionships  and se l f -checking. ’  
(Nichol ls  2009:122)  My own posi t ion has  been 
toward committ ing  to  re la t ionships  and an ongoing 
s t ruggle  against  the  exploi ta t ion of  marginal ised  
people .  In  th is  respect  I  take  a  s l ight ly  d i f ferent  v iew 
to  the  one that  contends  that  research is  not  about  
socia l  ac t iv ism (Tuhiwai  Smith  2005) .s ince  I  
in terpret  the  message  f rom people  I  worked with  as  
indicat ing  a  des i re  to  engage the  resources  of  my 
profess ion for  mutual ly  benef ic ia l  ga in.  As  Tuhiwai  
Smith  (1999)  herse l f  points  out ,  indigenous  people ,  
l ike  other  marginal ised  people ,  have  extens ive  
exper ience  with  research and researchers .  What  our  
se l f -checking and col laborat ion and shi f t s  o f  
pos i t iona l i ty  have  denied them, however ,  i s  a  
researcher  that  i s  prepared to  share  more  than the  
research problem.  

This  i s  addressed to  a  large  extent  by  the  th ird  
layer  of  re f lexiv i ty  which examines  the  overa l l  
s t ructure  of  the  research des ign and process  with  the  
v iew of  assess ing  how ef fec t ive ly  par t ic ipat ion was  
organised in  ins t igat ing  socia l  change.  At  th is  leve l  
there  i s  a  greater  potent ia l  for  negot ia t ing  the  ent i re  
scope of  the  research process ,  but  u l t imate ly  the  
research and the  researcher  hold  their  s ta tus .  That  
i s ,  re la t ions  are  se ldom negot ia ted  to  the  extent  
where  the  researchers  hand over  the  baton and 
s imply  get  the ir  hands  d ir ty  in  the  community ’s  
dai ly  l i fe .  We research and represent  our  way 
beyond the  l ived l i fe  without  profess ional  analys is  to  
one where ,  u l t imate ly ,  the  community ’s  act iv i ty ,  
whatever  i t  may be,  revolves  around our  research.  
The autoethnographic  approaches  f rom which I  am 
occas ional ly  borrowing in  th is  ar t ic le  i l lus t ra tes  
qui te  in formative ly  th is  capaci ty  for  researchers  to  
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ins inuate  themselves .  However ,  in  addi t ion to  
“ juggl ing” re f lexive ly  around the  hyphen (Nichols  
2009)  to  mainta in  var ious  researcher  pos i t ions ,  the  
new ethnographic  pract ices  a lso  enable  innovat ive  
research and re la t ionships  to  develop according to  
local  and indiv idual  commitments .  

Autoethnography  
The shift from an objectifying methodology to an 
intersubjective methodology entails a representational 
transformation. (Tedlock 2000:471) 

 

As  impl ied  ear l ier ,  dur ing  the  process  of  my 
research I  began to  quest ion my researcher  pos i t ion 
in  greater  depth,  and hence  a lso  epis temologica l  and 
methodologica l  i ssues .   By revis i t ing  the  l ived 
exper iences  and the  processes  and products  of  my 
f ie ldwork,  and f i l ter ing  those  exper iences  through 
my profess ional  academic  and personal  emotional  
se lves ,  I  began to  cr i t ica l ly  evaluate  the  l imita t ions  
of  be ing  a  westernised researcher  engaging with  
i ssues  of  indigenous  knowledge making.  In  th is  
ar t ic le  I  draw at tent ion to  th is  pos i t ional i ty  and the  
re la t ionship  between western  and indigenous  
knowledges  by  sometimes  us ing  my exper iences  
dur ing  f ie ldwork in  an autoethnographic  manner .  
According to  El l i s  and Bochner  (2000:739) :   

Autoethnography is a biographical genre of writing 
and research that displays multiple layers of 
consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural. 
Back and forth autoethnographers gaze, first through 
the ethnographic wide angle lens, focusing outward on 
social and cultural aspects of their personal experience; 
then, they look inward, exposing their vulnerable self 
that is moved by and may move through refract, and 
resist cultural interpretation... 
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Through th is  type  of  re f lexive  e thnography 
cul tura l  exper iences  are  examined f rom both a  
broader  s t ructura l  perspect ive  as  wel l  as  through 
personal ,  re la t ional  and emotional  unders tanding.  
Something of  a  ‘when–the-s tudent - i s - ready- the-
master -wi l l -appear ’  approach,  i t  i s  in tended to  
acknowledge and engage the  ro les  that  we as  
researchers  p lay  in  the  presentat ion and 
interpreta t ion of  socia l  research.  Apparent ly  i t  has  
been around s ince  the  sevent ies  in  var ious  forms and 
under  a  var ie ty  of   labe ls  l ike  personal  narrat ives ,  
complete  member  research,  personal  e thnography,  
se l f -e thnography,  evocat ive  narrat ives ,  re f lex ive  
e thnography,  narrat ive  e thnography and many others  
(El l i s  and Bochner  2000) .  As  should  be  apparent  
f rom the  above-ment ioned nomenclature ,  these  
e thnographic  approaches  involve  a  combinat ion of  
personal  and re f lexive  e lements  engaged in  the  
unders tanding of  broader  socia l  and cul tura l  
phenomena.  In  th is  ar t ic le  the  introspect ive  e lements  
of  autoethnography are  d irected  a t  my unders tanding 
of  the  re la t ionship  between western  research and 
indigenous  communit ies .  Thus,  in  addi t ion to  the  
subject iv i ty  connected to  my profess ional  pract ice ,  
my personal  l i fe ,  personal  fee l ings  and interpersonal  
re la t ionships  became another  s i te  for  gather ing  data  
about  col laborat ive  research.  

When us ing  autoethnography to  t ry  and make 
sense  of  and extract  va lue  f rom exper iences  in  the  
f ie ld ,  I  am cont inuously  explor ing  the  re f lec t ions  
and representat ions  be ing  produced in  the  process  of  
th is  research.  The observat ions,  photographs  and 
responses  of  mysel f  and of  Go Eun,  who acted as  my 
research ass is tant  and the  main photographer  dur ing  
our  s tay,  form the  bas is  o f  the  s tor ies  and the  
re f lexive  process  generated by  the  meet ing  of  loca l  
or  indigenous  perspect ives  and exper iences ,  and 
those  or ig inat ing  f rom a  more  westernized 
worldview.  The s tory  of  our  encounter  with  Makhosi   
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i s  one  such re f lexive  analys is  in tended to  tease  out  
some of  the  westerner - indigene aspects  o f  my,  and 
hopeful ly  broader ,  research re la t ions .  

Interview with Makhosi, the traditional 
healer 

I must admit I was more than a bit apprehensive as 
we approached Makhosi’s homestead, even though 

we were there by appointment. The sense of 
formality that cloaks a pre‐arranged interview can 
be intimidating somehow, with the sense of 

expectation hanging over the meeting like a 
chemical test – ready to turn blue or green in 
disappointment or approval., Moreover, my 

researcher’s training tells me that in this kind of 
interview situation I have to prioritise getting 
information over politeness and discretion. I have in 

mind Charmaz (2006:28): ‘What might be rude to ask 
or be glossed over in friendly agreement in ordinary 
conversation – even with intimates – becomes grist 

for exploration.’ This approach makes me 
uncomfortable. Already I have noticed that the 
seemingly carefree and raucous young men I 

interviewed become remarkably subdued in the 
interview situation and reacted with embarrassment 
at some questions, which I thought quite 

straightforward.  

Also disquieting was that this would be my first 

meeting with a practicing traditional healer and my 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initial reading from Hunter (1979), Hirst (2005), and 
other such anthropological texts gave me the distinct 

impression that there were strict and complex 
protocols involved in meetings with such a spiritual 
person.  

Nevertheless, fortified with my research diary, 
interview questions and digital voice recorder, but 

mostly the more relaxed presence of my camera‐
wielding wife, we wait in the midday heat for the 
healer to finish with a client. I try to establish some 

confidence and authority by noting down some 
observations in my diary and occasionally directing 
Go Eun’s attention and camera toward what I think 

is a culturally interesting artifact. Eventually the 
traditional healer appears, a slim woman in dusty, 
well‐worn clothes and a scarf on her head. 

I believe it would be fair to say that a test result of 
that initial meeting would probably have been a 

disappointing blue. Makhosi could not have been 
very impressed with me and I was a little 
disheartened at first, as well. I do not wish to 

speculate further about her expectations, but I 
realise now that my own misgivings about being 

taken advantage of must have immediately raised 
my guard and impeded any significant connection 
we might have made at that stage.  After several 

weeks of being bombarded by villagers selling all 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kinds of goods and services, and asking for money or 
favours, I had become quite cynical about any 

transaction here, imagining that I was being viewed 
as little more than an easy target. So it’s not hard to 
imagine that our first exchanges are a bit strained:  

“Okay..Can I try some questions?” I ask once we are 
settled in the hut. 

“First I must ask what are you going to give the 
ancestors?” she replies. “Because now I’m wasting 

my time, and my ancestors want to work.” I have 
since come to the conclusion that as a sangoma, 
trained to “smell out” the physical and psychosocial 

conditions of her patient through keen observation 
and intuition, Makhosi sensed my apprehension and 
perhaps resigned herself to getting paid or getting 

our meeting over with. I, on the other hand, still 
naively imagining that she attaches the same value 
to my academic research as I do, try to impress her 

with noble intentions. 

“Well..I don’t know in terms of material things,” I 

say. “What we want to do is promote the 
traditions..so that young people can appreciate the 

ancestors more..”   

Makhosi emits a loud shout from deep inside herself. 

We are taken by surprise. “Yes, as I just say now I’m 
working now. The ancestors want me to work….” 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“We don’t know what is the right thing to give. If it is 
money..” I’m a little embarrassed now. Trying to 

cover up my reluctance to pay. Also, my western 
researcher’s sensibilities are offended and vaguely 
concerned about paying for an interview. Clearly 

Makhosi has other priorities. 

“Money. You must put...”, she says, indicating to a 

bowl on the floor, “… then I can start.” 

“We first put some money, and then some more 

money..in the beginning and in the end? Is that how 
it works?” I ask, recalling Hunter’s (1979) 
anthropological explanations of similar transaction. 

But Makhosi just laughs.  

“And the questions must not be big..just a little bit,” 

she says, eyeing the meager sum we have deposited 
in the bowl. 

Toward the end of the brief interview the traditional 
healer becomes distracted, searching among her 
things until she finds a photograph.  

“I would like to make this picture big. I like this one.  
I’d like to put it on the wall.” Some of the five or six 

children whom we later discover are cared for by 
Makhosi, now make their way into the hut and 

gather around to look at the photograph. 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“When you are dressed, we can take another 
picture.” Go Eun offers in response to the traditional 

healer’s earlier request that she not be 
photographed at this time when she was not 
prepared. 

“Yes, then you can get your picture,” Makhosi smiles. 

We bid her farewell and promise to have the 
enlargements when we return from our trip to 
Johannesburg. 

Writ ing  and reading th is  in i t ia l  encounter ,  even 
now, of fers  me severa l  ins ights ,  some of  which I  
share  s imply  as  an i l lus t ra t ion,  and in  the  hope that  
i t  does  not  de l imit  the  reader ’s  own interpreta t ions  
of  the  above account  s ince  autoethnography prefers  
be ing  ‘used ra ther  than analysed. ’  (El l i s  and Bochner  
2000:744)   

F irs t ly ,  the  se t  up of  the  interv iew s i tuat ion 
does  not  conform to  interact ions  that  occur  natura l ly  
for  the  t radi t ional  healer .  Ear l ier  Makhosi  had t r ied  
to  organize  the  s i tuat ion into  a  more  famil iar  and 
prof i tab le  arrangement  by  of fer ing  a  d iv ining  
sess ion,  but  I  had res is ted,  as  I  d id  her  subsequent  
e f for ts  when she  asked that  we recognize  and reward 
the  presence  of  her  ancestors .  I  see  mysel f  as  t ry ing  
to  impose  an interv iew s t ructure  on our  meet ing  
despi te  the  d i f f icul t ies  I  have  with  th is  k ind of  
exchange,  most ly  because  I  be l ieve  in  the  author i ty  
of  my western  research methods.  The voice  recorder ,  
camera  and research diary  be long to  an empir ica l  
t radi t ion of  knowledge making that  does  not  wish  to  
recognize  the  ancestors  and their  ro le  in  th is  
potent ia l  knowledge-making encounter .   While  I  
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acknowledge the  poss ib i l i ty  of  sp ir i tua l  and intui t ive  
forces  in  th is  s i tuat ion,  perhaps  I  am int imidated by  
them. I  am also  aware  of  the  author i ty  and respect  
owing a  t radi t ional  healer ,  and my awe of  such a  
person’s  knowledge together  with  my uncerta inty  
about  appropr ia te  protocols  makes  the  prospect  o f  
the  meet ing  a l l  the  more  int imidat ing.  I  resor t  to  
symbols  of  power  such as  my research diary  and 
voice  recorder ,  as  cul tura l  ar t i fac ts  f rom an 
imper ious  western  power/knowledge to  t ry  to  re -
es tabl ish  the  researcher -researched,  westerner -
indigene re la t ions  I  am more  famil iar  with.  

Furthermore,  coming into  th is  encounter ,  I  
br ing  with  me a  h is tory  of  engagements  with  people  
f rom the  area,  which has  been predicated on my 
s ta tus  as  an outs ider  with  some f inancia l  means.  In  
these  beginning s tages  of  our  s tay  I  had been 
so l ic i ted  on an a lmost  dai ly  bas is  by  people  wishing  
to  se l l ,  borrow or  beg,  and my at t i tude had not  been 
improved by  remarks  f rom the  res idents ,  both  b lack  
and white ,  that  such entreat ies  were  to  be  expected.  
Knowing that  Makhosi  per formed paid  ceremonies  
for  v is i tors ,  I  fe l t  anxious  about  be ing  perce ived as  
jus t  another  economic  opportuni ty .  I  be l ieve  that ,  in  
the  anxiety  of  not  want ing  to  associa te  my research 
with  the  t radi t ional  healer ’s  more  commercia l  
ac t iv i t ies ,  I  made severa l  normative  assumptions  
f rom a  pr iv i leged western  s tance,  which prec luded 
any f ru i t fu l  exchange,  both  f inancia l  and cul tura l ,  
between mysel f  and Makhosi .  

Fortunate ly  the  t radi t ional  healer  takes  the  
in i t ia t ive  of  sh i f t ing  negot ia t ion to  the  photographs  
proposed by  Go Eun.  Perhaps  not ic ing  that  we are  
too s t ingy she  makes ,  in  Engestrom’s  knotworking 
terms,  a  s ideways  move,  and presents  an a l ternat ive  
exchange –  the  opportuni ty  to  photograph her  in  
exchange for  an enlargement  of  one of  her  
photographs.  This  t rade  i s  more  appeal ing  as  i t  
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a l lows us  to  break out  of  the  v is i tor -with-money 
mold that  we dis l ike ,  and contr ibute  in  a  manner  
that  we fee l  i s  more  meaningful .  Go Eun and I  
unders tand Makhosi ’s  suggested  t rade  as  recogni t ion  
of  us  as  indiv iduals  with  some useful  and interes t ing  
sk i l l s  and resources .    

I  have  t r ied  to  make expl ic i t  one  or  two 
re f lec t ions ,  which go into  and are  developed by  the  
construct ion of  such a  text  as  the  one about  th is  
in terv iew.  However ,  as  anecdotes ,  which ul t imate ly  
wish  to  emulate  the  funct ions  of  indigenous  
narrat ives ,  engagement  with  such text  should  ideal ly  
be  a  sp ir i tua l ,  emotional  and intui t ive  process .  

Writing as method 
While  construct ing  the  above account ,  and 

again  when wri t ing  my re f lec t ions  about  i t ,  my 
unders tanding of  what  happened dur ing  that  
encounter  with  Makhosi  deepened considerably  and 
I  ga ined fur ther  ins ights  in to  other  re la t ions  and 
aspects  o f  my research exper iences .   As  Richardson 
(2000)  expla ins ,  in  t ry ing  to  creat ive ly  represent  my 
interact ions  with  the  t radi t ional  healer  and others  I  
am employing a  method of  d iscovery  and analys is  
that  sheds  l ight  on both  my topic  and me.  Like  
Richardson (2000:924) :  ‘ I  wri te  because  I  want  to  
f ind something out .  I  wri te  in  order  to  learn  
something that  I  d id  not  know before  I  wrote . ’  

The above anecdote  i s  one of  many wri t ten  in  
the  hope of  learning  more  about  the  way that  I  
in teracted with  the  people  of  the  community ,  how 
we perce ived each other ,  and re la ted  to  each other .  
When wri t ing  such texts ,  I  make use  of  recorded 
interv iews,  photographs,  recol lec t ions  and 
re f lec t ions .  How these  combine to  produce a  
par t icular  unders tanding may be  the  resul t  o f  what  
has  happened before ,  a f ter  or  dur ing  the  composi t ion 
of  the  text ,  or  perhaps  jus t  good for tune.  I  therefore  
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t ry  to  be  open to  the  menta l  and emotional  s t imul i  
that  I  rece ive  f rom repeatedly  revis i t ing  interv iews 
and photographs.  As  I  weave these  into  a  s tory  that  
i s  more  colourfu l  than the  “sc ient i f ic”  and 
“object ive”  reg is ter  o f  the  usual  academic  texts  o f  
socia l  sc ience  a  par t icular  vers ion of  events  may 
emerge,  such as  in  the  case  of  the  above text  where  
an interpreta t ion that  h ighl ights  my fa l l ib i l i ty  has  
developed.  Through my choice  of  emotive  words  
tone,  reg is ter ,  p lot ,  descr ipt ions ,  and so  for th  I  
co lour  and carve  character  in to  the  account ,  se t t ing  
up one or  other  aspect  for  examinat ion.  For  
example ,  by  portraying  me,  the  researcher ,  as  
uncomfortable  and int imidated in  the  interv iew 
s i tuat ion I  am impel led  to  expla in  why I  am nervous  
and how I  have  responded.  In  th is  way the  text  
pushes  descr ipt ions  and explanat ions,  o f  the  f lawed 
character ,  for  ins tance,  as  far  as  I  am wil l ing  to  go 
in  the  publ ic  context  of  th is  text ,  thereby provoking 
deeper  re f lec t ion and revela t ions ,  which may be  
enl ightening.  I  do th is  so  that  I  may cr i t ique  my 
interact ions  a t  a  personal  and socio logica l  leve l .  As  
Richardson (2001:35)  puts  i t :  ‘W rit ing  i s  a  method  o f  
d i s cove ry ,  a  way of  f inding out  about  yourse l f  and 
your  world . ’  In  th is  ins tance  i t  means  that  I  can 
explore  the  poss ib le  outcomes of  my act ions  f rom 
those  or  s imi lar  s i tuat ions,  as  wel l  as  evaluate  my 
construct ions  of  those  s i tuat ions.  How honest  and 
cr i t ica l  can re f lec t ive  non-f ic t ional  representat ions  
of  mysel f  be  in  th is  space?  (Convery  1993)  Yet ,  i f  I  
want  these  accounts  to  be  credib le  and have some 
impact  I  have  to  be  wi l l ing  to  expose  mysel f  
honest ly  so  that  o ther  researchers  connect  with  the  
exper iences  I  portray.  For  El l i s  (2000)  a  s tory  can be  
appraised by  i t s  abi l i ty  to  engage a t  an  emotional  
and cogni t ive  leve l .  She asks :  ‘Do I  cont inue 
th inking about  and/ or  exper iencing  the  s tory  or  
does  my consciousness  eas i ly  f low to  something e lse  
–  the  mai l ,  the  newspaper ,  a  phone ca l l  I  need to  
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make? ’  (El l i s  2000:273)  

Ass igning academic  meri t  to  th is  k ind of  work 
in  such a  manner ,  and us ing  wri t ing  as  a  method of  
inquiry ,  in  genera l ,  means  one has  ventured to  the  
edge  of  what  i s  accepted as  knowledge and 
representat ion by  convent ional  academic  research.   
At  these  borders  the  ways  of  knowing of  
convent ional  sc ience  are  supplemented by  creat ive  
ar ts  (Richardson 2000) ,  br inging  about  a l ternat ive  
e thnographic  pract ices  and ways  of  va luing  them. 
Evaluat ing  the  anecdotes  I  have  constructed for  the  
purpose  of  learning  f rom my research exper iences ,  I  
use  Richardsons  four  cr i ter ia  of  1)  subs tant ive  
con t r ibu t ion ,  which asks  i f  the  text  has  enhanced our  
unders tanding of  socia l  l i fe ;  2 )  aes the t i c  mer i t ,  an  
addi t ional  measure  of  the  capaci ty  to  add value  to  
and inc i te  engagement  with  the  e thnographic  work;  
3)  r e f l ex iv i ty ,  the  author ’s  awareness  of  herse l f  or  
h imsel f  in  re la t ion to  the  representat ions  of  the  text ;  
4 )  impac t ,  which gauges  the  text  in  terms of  how i t  
moves  the  reader  (Richardson and St .  P ierre  2005) .  

Inc luding the  above e lements  in  an 
e thnographic  research underscores  the  creat ive  
component  to  knowledge making that  foregrounds  i t s  
narrat ive  nature .   Real is ing  that  the  wri t ing  process  
re l ies  upon such e lements  as  t rus t ,  respect  and 
interes t  to  make i t s  c la ims,  I  t ry  to  use  wri t ing  as  a  
method of  inquiry  to  connect  with  others ,  ‘making 
communion –  community  –  poss ib le . ’  (Richardson 
2001:37)  The re la t ionships  that  I  seek  are  ones  of  
openness ,  that  a l low emotions  and ideas  to  f low 
honest ly  and intui t ive ly ,  the  way Heshusius  (1994)  
and Bishop (2005)  propose  in  their  unders tanding 
and appl icat ion of  the  concept  of  par t ic ipatory  
consciousness .   Consider ing  how El isabeth  St .  P ierre  
col lec ts  ‘dream data ,  sensual  data ,  emotional  data ,  
response  data  … and memory data ’  (Richardson and 
St .  P ierre  2005:970)  through wri t ing,  and re l ies  on 
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‘acc identa l  and for tu i tous  connect ions’  ( ib id)  o f  the  
wri t ing  process  for  analys ing  these  data ,  i t  i s  not  
d i f f icul t  to  see  how this  form of  wri t ing  as  a  method 
of  inquiry  can be  associa ted  with  the  sp ir i tua l  and 
e thica l  va lues  of  indigenous  methodologies  which 
are  character ised  by  knowledge that  ‘ i s  sa id  to  be  
personal ,  ora l ,  exper ient ia l ,  hol is t ic ,  and conveyed 
in  narrat ive  and metaphorica l  language. ’  (Caste l lano 
2000:25)  

Further reflections on representation 
Interv iew with  Makhosi ,  the  t radi t ional  healer .  

( con t inued)  

The next time we visit Makhosi I am a little more 

relaxed and she is perhaps also a bit more excited, 
both of our attitudes improved by the large white 

envelope and its contents that Go Eun holds in her 
hands.  Friendly greetings soon turn to squeals of 

delight, hugs and animated exchanges as the 
traditional healer unveils the enlargement of the 

photograph she had given us some weeks earlier. 
As curious and amused members of her household 

gather around the proud sangoma, I notice and 
share Go Eun’s enjoyment of their lively and sincere 

display of appreciation. Then the inspired Makhosi 
makes her way into her hut to change into her 

traditional healer’s outfit and prepare for a photo 

session. 

Looking back a t  our  second meet ing  with  
Makhosi  i t  i s  not  d i f f icul t  to  see  how those  
grat i fy ing  moments  and the  f r iendly  re la t ionship  
that  developed f rom them, inspired  a  change in  the  
way that  I  approached my f ie ldwork.  I  wanted more  
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people  to  respond as  Makhosi  had –  to  f ind some joy  
and benef i t  f rom our  act iv i ty  in  their  v i l lage.   

The contras t  between our  f i r s t  and second 
encounter  h ighl ights  how huge the  d is tance  between 
researchers  and research part ic ipants  can be  in  
contexts  such as  th is .  With  l imited  access  to  
l ibrar ies ,  in ternets ,  pol i t ica l  networks  and so  for th ,  
people  in  Makhosi ’s  s i tuat ion see  l i t t le  pract ica l  
va lue  in  research act iv i ty ,  and very  se ldom see  i t  
t rans la ted  into  benef i t  for  themselves  and their  
communit ies .  However ,  by  mobi l i s ing  our  resources  
in  a  minor  way where  she  saw immediate  resul ts ,  by  
making good on a  smal l  commitment ,  a  d i f ferent  
re la t ionship  between researcher  and part ic ipant  was  
in i t ia ted.  I t  i s  my hope that  th is  pract ica l ,  everyday 
benef i t  she  got  out  of  our  research re la t ionship  wi l l  
be  jus t  a  s tar t  to  a  more  meaningful  one that  has  
mutual  va lue  for  a l l  involved.   

The successes  of  our  exper ience  with  Makhosi  
a ler ted  me to  the  poss ib i l i t ies  o f  modify ing  my r ig id  
ideas  about  researcher -par t ic ipant  in teract ions.  For  
example ,  when we thought  i t  des i red,  we 
photographed indiv iduals  and famil ies ,  and through 
the  seemingly  t r iv ia l  ac t  o f  present ing  people  with  
photographs  of  themselves ,  I  fe l t  that  we had 
acquired some value  and a  modest  p la t form from 
which to  bui ld  re la t ionships  with  indiv iduals  and to  
some extent  the  v i l lage.  In  th is  way,  the  photographs  
f rom the  f ie ldwork portray  a  change in  my approach 
to  research in  addi t ion to  re la t ionships  es tabl ished 
in  that  context ,  whi le  a lso  forming the  bas is  for  
fur ther  re f lexive  analys is  on western  representat ion 
of  a  marginal ised  “other”.  Consider ,  for  example ,  
the  photograph of  Makhosi ,  taken when she  
eventual ly  emerges  f rom her  hut  that  day.  
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Some of  my re f lec t ions  about  the  above 
photograph re la te  to  Wong’s  assessment  of  the  ear ly  
e thnographic  photographic  images  of  anthropologis t  
Tor i i  Ryuso:  ‘ I t s  s igni f icance  l ies  as  much in  the  

Photograph 1:  Makhosi  ,  t radit ional  healer.  
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soc ia l  re la t ions  behind the  p ic ture  –  the  intent  of  i t s  
creator ,  the  h is tor ica l  c i rcumstance  in  which i t  was  
produced and the  interpreta t ion of  i t  by  v iewers  –  as  
in  i t s  subjects . ’  (Wong 2004:284)  In  the  case  of  the  
photograph of  Makhosi ,  and others ,  I  ask  to  what  
extent  does  the  representat ion re f lec t  a  def in i t ion of  
indigenous  people  which s i tuates  them in  the  past?  
How much of  the  sc ient i f ic - rea l i s t  i l lus ions  about  
captur ing  an object ive  p iece  of  data  on f i lm remain?  
Were  our  ways  of  be ing  respect fu l  and negot ia t ing  
with  the  indiv iduals  we photographed suf f ic ient ly  
re f lexive  and e thica l ly  sens i t ive  pract ices  of  research 
and representat ion?   

Makhosi  ’ s  photograph was  taken pr imari ly  
according to  her  wishes .  When my wife  of fered to  
photograph her ,  she  immediate ly  unders tood that  
there  was  benef i t  in  th is  for  both  par t ies .  She se t  out  
the  condi t ions  speci fy ing  when and how she  would  
l ike  to  be  photographed.  However ,  as  Nichol ls  
(2009:122) ,  drawing on Hersus ius  (1994) ,  warns ,  
re f lec t ing  in  a  se l f -centred manner  about  such a  
col laborat ion creates  the  mis taken impress ion that  
one knows how to  deal  with  se l f -o ther  re la t ions  in  
research.  Thus,  without  deeper  layered re f lexiv i ty  
there  i s  an  inherent  danger  o f  present ing  th is  
co l laborat ion as  a  consensus,  thereby disguis ing  
deeper  s t ructura l  forces  that  have  condi t ioned the  
parameters  within  which the  negot ia t ion of  th is  
image could  occur .  Point ing  out  that  the  represented 
rea l i ty  i s  a  product  of  the  re la t ionship  between the  
researcher  and informants ,  P ink warns:   

In relation to this, researchers should maintain an 
awareness of how different elements of their identities 
become significant during research. For example, 
gender, age, ethnicity, class and race are important to 
how researchers are situated and situate themselves in 
ethnographic contexts. (Pink 2007:24)  
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At  face  va lue  the  above photograph may appear  
to  be  the  iconic  image that  Makhosi  wants  to  d isp lay  
of  herse l f ,  qui te  l i tera l ly  as  wel l ,  but  how is  th is  
image shaped by  her  percept ion of  us .  What  k ind of  
“other”  am I  to  Makhosi  and how does  she  respond 
to  that  ident i ty?  For  example ,  how does  the  
“Coloured” ident i ty  ass igned to  me by apartheid  
a f fec t  the  way the  sangoma  and other  people  re la te  to  
me in  th is  t radi t ional ,  rura l  community  where  few 
people  would  subscr ibe  to  the  idea  that  I  share  their  
s t ruggles?  To most  I  am not  an indigenous  Afr ican,  I  
do not  share  that  cul tura l  her i tage  or  world  v iew,  
and I  do not  share  their  dai ly  economic  hardships .  
In  genera l ,  re la t ions  between “Coloureds”  and 
indigenous  b lack  people  ( labe l led  “Afr ican” under  
apartheid)  are  s t i l l  character ised  by  suspic ion,  
jea lous ly ,  d isrespect ,  and a  host  o f  o ther  apartheid-
induced and indiv idual ly  re inforced at t i tudes  and 
emotions.  In  a  c lose  community  l ike  Makhosi ’s ,  she  
may not  want  to  be  seen as  too readi ly  dancing  to  
th is  outs ider ’s  f iddle .  P ink (2007:24)  fur ther  points  
out  with  re ference  to  researchers ’  ident i t ies :  

In some fieldwork locations where photography and 
video are prohibitively costly for most local people, 
their use in research needs to be situated in terms of the 
wider economic context as well as questions of how 
the ethnographer’s own identity as a researcher is 
constructed by her or his informants. 

A more  cr i t ica l  re f lec t ion would  therefore  have  
to  ask  to  what  extent  Makhosi ,  as  a  s t ruggl ing  head 
of  a  household  of  about  seven,  was  actual ly  ab le  to  
negot ia te  the  terms of  her  be ing  photographed.  How 
can she  ensure  that  we have l ived up to  our  end of  
the  bargain?  Does  she  have contro l  over  the  less  
f la t ter ing  images  we have of  her?  In  order  to  obta in  
the  photographs  she  wanted,  she  had to  surrender  
herse l f  to  some extend to  our  goodwil l .  That  i s  not  
to  say  that  she  was  without  agency in  th is  s i tuat ion 
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or  that  the  need for  t rus t  and good wi l l  i s  not  mutual  
-  bear  in  mind she  i s  a lso  a  t radi t ional  healer ,  a f ter  
a l l ,  wi th  s igni f icant  in f luence  in  the  community  and 
perhaps  a lso  the  sp ir i tua l  rea lm.  Ult imate ly  though,  
i t  i s  considerat ions  such as  the  way in  which we as  
researchers  and part ic ipants  conduct  ourse lves ,  the  
mutual i ty  of  our  sa t is fact ion,  the  re la t ionship  that  
th is  es tabl ishes  between us ,  and so  for th ,  that  
determines  how I  evaluate  such representat ions  in  
my research.  

Concluding remarks 
The portra i ts  taken with  var ious  indiv iduals  in  

the  v i l lage  may have s tar ted  as  an a t tempt  a t  ‘g iv ing  
something back’ ,  but  they  have gradual ly  become 
more  of  a  cont inuous  f low of  ob jects  and ideas  that  
nurture  the  ‘ in ter l inkages  between the  researcher ’s  
personal  autobiographica l  narra t ive  and the  research 
narrat ive . ’  (P ink (2007:59)  More  and more  I  am 
viewing the  col laborat ion evidenced in  photographs  
and s tor ies  such as  those  of  Makhosi  in  terms of  the  
promises  we made,  the  fu l f i l lment  of  those  promises  
and the  re la t ionships  that  are  be ing  es tabl ished.  The 
images ,  a long with  the  short  passages  about  the  
f ie ldwork,  are  increas ingly  be ing  used to  expose  my 
researcher  se l f  and cr i t ique  the  re la t ionships  that  we 
as  researchers  bui ld  with  the  people  that  we research 
and represent .   

Looking a t  Pat ience’s  photograph,  I  am warmed 
and become f ierce ly  loyal  again  as  I  construct  s tor ies  
in  which she  features  f rom diary  entr ies  l ike  the  
fo l lowing:   

Met Patience the mat-maker at the spaza. She came for 
her photo and was very pleased. “Now my children 
will have something to remember me when I’m gone.” 

 

As  I  cont inue to  engage with  narrat ives  l ike  th is  
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I  become hopeful  that  some day we may move 
beyond t e l l ing  s tor ies  and tak ing  p ic tures  and learn  
the  ar t  o f  making  them. 
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T H E  L A N D ,  T H E  S T O R Y T E L L E R ,  
A N D  T H E  G R E A T  C A U L D R O N  
O F  M A K IN G   M E A N IN G  

 
by  Pa t r ic ia  Spence 

Part 1 

 Once upon a  t ime in  a  land l ike  ours  in  some 
ways  and not  l ike  ours  in  others ,  there  were  great  
s toryte l lers .  Into  each generat ion,  century  a f ter  
century,  a  s toryte l ler  was  born.  The s toryte l ler  had a  
very  important  task .  These  s tor ies  kept  the  land,  as  
i t  should  be—operat ional  and human.  Everyone 
knew this  deep down ins ide,  a l though they rare ly  
thought  about  i t .  L i fe  went  on with  i t s  joys ,  turning  
points ,  work  and sorrows.  Al l  these  th ings  the  
s toryte l ler  wove together  to  create  the  r ichest  o f  
fabr ics ,  and the  f ibers  f rom which i t  was  made were  
your  own!  Li fe  made sense  and you l ived i t ,  wi th  
your  s t rengths  and your  weaknesses ,  but  overa l l  you 
t r ied  to  do your  bes t .  When the  s toryte l ler  to ld  your  
s tory  you knew who you were  and you knew you 
be longed no matter  what .  

 

 The s toryte l ler  o f  each generat ion was  jus t  a  
l i t t le  d i f ferent  f rom other  fo lks ,  even as  a  chi ld .  The 
o ld  people  l iked to  t ry  to  f igure  out  which chi ld  was  
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going  to  be  the  next  s toryte l ler .  They were  
enthusias t ic  about  th is  and f rom t ime to  t ime even 
la id  wagers—just  to  sp ice  th ings  up a  b i t .  They 
watched for  f ive  th ings  in  a  chi ld .   First ,  the  chi ld  
looked at  th ings  very  carefu l ly .  Second ,  the  chi ld  
l i s tened to  th ings  very  carefu l ly .  Third ,  the  chi ld  
touched th ings  very  carefu l ly .  Fourth ,  the  chi ld  had 
a  wonderfu l  imaginat ion,  and las t ,  the  chi ld  asked,  
“Why?” more  f requent ly  than anyone e lse ,  and 
especia l ly  more  of ten  than any of  the  adul ts .  The 
t r ick  was  to  catch the  chi ld  doing these  th ings  and 
the  o ld  people  kept  very  spry  t racking  the  adventures  
of  the  chi ldren.  However ,  the  wager  was  not  se t t led  
unt i l  the  chi ld  d isappeared one day.  Then and only  
then was  i t  cer ta in  to  the  o ld  people .  Others  rare ly  
not iced the  chi ld ’s  d isappearance.  He was  so  much a  
par t  o f  them, that  when he  was  gone,  i t  jus t  d idn’ t  
fee l  that  way.  But  because  t ime was  short ,  the  o ld  
ones  were  more  a t tuned to  what  was  prec ious.  

Wel l ,  when Zaddik  was  born,  the  o ld  people  d id  
not  even bother  to  lay  wagers .  I t  was  c lear  to  them 
from the  s tar t  that  he  was  the  new s toryte l ler .  They 
kept  spry  fo l lowing him around jus t  because  i t  was  
so  much fun!  When Zaddik  looked he  saw the  
smal les t  o f  deta i l s .  When he  l i s tened no sound 
seemed to  escape his  a t tent ion.  And when he  
touched the  animals  and b irds ,  and the  ladybugs  and 
grasshoppers  sa t  in  the  palms of  h is  hands,  he  fe l t  
r ight  in to  the  heart  o f  a l l  these  creatures  so  that  he  
knew how i t  was  with  them. 

On top of  a l l  o f  th is  Zaddik  had an extremely  
v iv id  imaginat ion,  so  i t  was  no wonder  he  could  te l l  
a  good s tory.  When he  spoke you could  hear  the  
hush of  a  b i rd ’s  wing or  fee l  the  t iny  feet  o f  a  
ladybug.  One s tory  everyone l iked to  hear  over  and 
over  was  the  one Zaddik  made up about  how 
ladybugs  came to  wear  t iny  l i t t le ,  very  minuscule ,  
boxing g loves  when they got  mad so  they wouldn’ t  
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hurt  each other .  Zaddik  sa id  that  ladybugs,  those  
sweet  looking creatures ,  d idn’ t  get  mad very  of ten  
but  when they did  -  watch out !   Zaddik  f requent ly  
changed the  names of  the  ladybugs  to  those  of  some 
of  the  adul ts  he  knew.  The chi ldren howled and the  
adul ts  gr inned and went  home thinking less  o f  the ir  
grudges  and more  of  themselves .  

 

When he  was  twelve,  Zaddik  d isappeared,  l ike  
a l l  the  s toryte l lers  who came before  h im.  He heard 
something ca l l ing  him,  and because  th is  was  dest iny  
he  had no choice  but  to  fo l low the  voice .  No one but  
Zaddik,  l ike  a l l  the  s toryte l lers  who came before  
h im,  ever  knew where  i t  was  he  went .  What  Zaddik  
heard  ca l l ing  him was  the  Orac l e  o f  the  Grea t  Cauldron  
o f  Making  Meaning .  And i t  was  to  the  p lace  of  the  
Cauldron that  the  Oracle  guided him.  This  was  the  
p lace  the  Oracle  sa id  where  the  heavens  worked on 
behal f  o f  a l l  mankind.    

 The Cauldron of  Making Meaning was  so  
wondrous,  so  vast ,  wi th  a  g low l ike  l iquid  gold  that  
i t  took Zaddik  qui te  a  whi le  before  he  could  hold  his  
eyes  s teady on i t .  But  when he  d id  the  Oracle  began 
to  teach him.  He was  taught  the  sacred nature  of  
s tor ies ,  in  that  without  excep t ion  a l l  s to r i e s  were  sac red .  
He was  taught  to  take  the  bare  bones  of  any s tory,  
whether  humble  or  horr i f ic  and to  throw,  to  hur l  
them into  the  cauldron,  without  hes i ta t ion.  The 
Great  Cauldron in  turn  knew the  essence  of  those  
bare  bones  and f leshed them out ,  unt i l  they  were  fu l l  
o f  meaning,  and leapt  f rom the  Cauldron dancing  
the  dance  of  l i fe ,  and the  sun,  the  moon,  the  s tars ,  
the  p lanets ,  the  ear th  and a l l  that  l ived there  in  and 
there  upon danced too.    

 Before  Zaddik  went  back to  h is  home the  
Oracle  had him pract ice  throwing the  bare  s tory  
bones  into  the  Cauldron.  This  was  not  as  easy  a  task  
as  might  be  thought .  The Cauldron was  so  awe 
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inspir ing  that  i t  d id  not  fee l  r ight  to  put  something 
in  that  seemed t r i te  or  fool ish  or  mean or  
uneducated.  But  i t  was  the  s toryte l ler ’s  
responsib i l i ty ,  the  Oracle  to ld  h im,  not  to  leave  
anything  out .  His  abi l i t ies  to  see ,  to  l i s ten,  to  touch 
and fee l ,  to  imagine  and ask  “why” were  very  
important ,  but  they  did  not  count  in  the  leas t  i f  
anything  was  held  back.  So when Zaddik  hes i ta ted,  
the  Oracle  would  be l low,  “Hurl ,  Zaddik!”  scar ing  
him hal f  out  of  h is  wits ,  but  i t  worked and Zaddik  
hur led.   

 

A s toryte l ler ,  whose  job  was  to  he lp  people  see  
the  meaning in  th ings  had to  put  as ide  modesty  or  
pr ide,  assumptions  and reservat ions,  or  any wishes  
he  might  hold  for  a  par t icular  ending.  The s tory  was  
i t s  own law and was  to  be  respected no matter  what .  
Some very  s t range th ings  indeed came out  of  the  
Cauldron of  Making Meaning,  when the  s toryte l ler  
took i t  in to  his  head to  omit  one of  the  bare  bones .  
Things  l ike  cows barking  and dogs  mooing and 
budgie  b irds  who to ld  you that  you were  s tupid,  
which is  not  very  nice  even i f  i t  i s  t rue.  Once the  
Oracle  was  sa t is f ied  with  Zaddiks  abi l i ty  to  “hur l ,”  
Zaddik  was  ins tructed to  take  a  cup,  d ip  i t  in to  the  
Cauldron,  and dr ink every  las t  drop.  This  he  d id.  
The l iquid  was  b i t ter ,  sweet ,  sa l ty ,  and sour  a l l  a t  
once,  but  i t  was  the  most  sa t i s fy ing  th ing  Zaddik  had 
ever  tas ted.  

  “Now, sa id  the  Oracle ,  “a  port ion of  the  
Great  Cauldron l ies  ins ide  you,  and i t  wi l l  a lways  be  
there  as  long as  you a l low every  bone of  every  s tory  
to  fa l l  in to  the  cup that  i s  yours  to  carry .  Do not  
forget  the  Law of  the  Story.  Do not  forget  that  the  
gods  are  working  on behal f  o f  mankind in  the  p lace  
of  the  Great  Cauldron of  Making Meaning.  I f  you 
should  ever  lose  your  port ion of  the  Cauldron,  the  
Great  Cauldron does  not  cease  to  be ,  even i f  i t  fee ls  
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that  way.  Go now. I t  i s  your  turn  to  te l l  the  s tory.”  

 So Zaddik  made his  way home,  and when the  
s toryte l ler  who came before  h im sa id  goodbye to  the  
ear th  and hel lo  to  heaven,  Zaddik  took his  p lace.  
The land seemed to  g low more  br ight ly  with  the  
wonder  of  h is  s tor ies  and the  l ives  of  people  fe l t  fu l l  
o f  meaning and purpose.  They loved i t  when Zaddik  
took their  names and made them part  o f  a  s tory,  jus t  
as  he  had done in  the  ta le  of  the  ladybugs.  They 
laughed,  they  cr ied,  and they learned.  And everyone 
knew they be longed,  no matter  what .  

 

Part 2 
 In  t ime,  something new came into  the  land 

f rom far  away.  I t  was  very  d i f f icul t  to  see  the  form 
of  th is  new thing.  When you looked for  i t  a l l  you 
could  see  was  i t s  shadow, and sometimes  you could  
not  even see  that .  This  happened when  you  were  in  i t s  
shadow,  and  you  d idn ’ t  know i t  had  been  the re  unt i l  i t  
was  gone .  The people  asked Zaddik  to  te l l  them what  
th is  was,  and he  d id  not  know what  to  say.  He could  
not  see  or  hear  th is  new thing  any bet ter  than they 
could.  But  when he  got  c lose  to  i t ,  or  i t  to  h im,  he  
fe l t  that  th is  was  darkness  pretending to  be  l ight .  I t  
was  s ickness  pretending to  be  heal th .  I t  was  
sense lessness  pretending to  be  sense.  But  to  Zaddik,  
wors t  o f  a l l ,  he  fe l t  that  i t  was  ev i l  pre tending to  be  
holy .  He to ld  the  people  th is  but  for  the  f i rs t  t ime 
they could  not  unders tand what  he  was  saying.  As  
their  confus ion grew greater ,  the  shadow grew 
darker .  I t  went  r ight  ins ide  people  and they s tar ted  
to  do terr ib le  th ings ,  for  which they fe l t  great  shame 
but  they  cont inued to  do terr ib le  th ings  in  sp i te  of  
th is .  I t  was  as  i f  the ir  eyes  were  not  the ir  own and 
the  world  looked b leak and s t range.  I t  was  as  i f  the ir  
ears  d id  not  be long to  them anymore  and they began 
to  hear  the  sound of  screams.  But  to  the  despair  o f  
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the ir  souls  the ir  hands  seemed to  take  on a  l i fe  o f  
the ir  own and to  move now in  hurt fu l  ways  and not  
in  the  ways  of  love.   

No one wanted to  hear  Zaddik’s  s tor ies .  To the  
degree  that  they  had once  loved to  be  par t  o f  h is  
s tor ies ,  they  now abhorred the  thought .  They could  
not  bear  to  hear  their  own names.  They hid  
themselves  where  he  could  not  look or  l i s ten  or  fee l  
or  ask  why.  Zaddik  d id  remember  the  Law of  the  
Story,  that  he  was  to  leave  nothing  out ,  but  what  
could  he  do when jus t  about  a l l  the  bare  bones  were  
h idden?  When he  threw a  b i t  o f  a  bone that  he  came 
across  in to  the  port ion of  the  Cauldron that  was  h is ,  
the  s tory  that  came out  was  so  d is tor ted  i t  could  not  
be  unders tood.   Zaddik  d id  s t i l l  have  a  supply  of  o ld  
s tor ies  and he  decided that  he  would  te l l  these .  
Perhaps  the  people  would  remember  the  o ld  fabr ic  of  
l i fe  and th ings  would  be  as  they  used to  be .  So 
Zaddik  walked the  land and he  to ld  the  o ld  s tor ies  
over  and over .  No one came to  hear  h im but  he  to ld  
them anyway.  He s tood outs ide  of  bui ld ings  and 
houses  and to ld  the  s tor ies .  He brought  the  o ld  
s tor ies  up f rom his  port ion of  the  Great  Cauldron of  
Making Meaning hour  a f ter  hour  and day af ter  day.  
Sometimes  chi ldren or  o ld  fo lks  would  pause  to  hear  
h im as  i f  they  wanted to  catch his  words,  but  they  
were  so  d ispir i ted  by  the  s ickness  around them that  
Zaddik’s  s tor ies  d id  not  enl iven them, and Zaddik  
wore  out  the  o ld  s tor ies ,  jus t  as  we can wear  out  the  
so les  of  a  pair  o f  shoes .  Eventual ly  the  ent i re  so le  
wi l l  d isappear ,  and eventual ly  the  port ion of  the  
Great  Cauldron which was  in  Zaddik  d isappeared 
a l together .  He cont inued to  t ry  to  te l l  the  s tor ies  but  
a l l  that  came f rom his  mouth were  echoing,  hol low,  
terr i fy ing  sounds.  

  

And then Zaddik  began to  weep,  and he  wept  
and wept  and wept .  His  gr ie f  was  so  great  that  a l l  
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the  people  in  the  land heard and they too began to  
weep.  The Oracle  of  the  Great  Cauldon of  Making 
Meaning which l ived outs ide  of  Zaddik  heard  his  
weeping and the  weeping of  the  people ,  and ca l led  to  
h im,  jus t  has  she  had done when he  was  twelve.  So 
Zaddik  went  with  his  great  gr ie f  to  the  Great  
Cauldron of  Making Meaning,  the  p lace  where  the  
heavens  a lways  work on our  behal f .  The Oracle  
asked him why his  cup was  empty  and he  to ld  her  
that  a  terr ib le  th ing  had happened.  He had not  been 
able  to  put  the  bare  bones  of  a  s ingle  s tory  into  the  
Port ion of  the  Cauldron that  was  h is ,  and he  had 
used up a l l  the  o ld  s tor ies  and he  had nothing.  
“Ah,”  sa id  the  Oracle ,  “but  you have a l l  the  bones  
of  nothing,  Zaddik.  You have the  bone of  the  gr ie f  
o f  nothing.  You have the  bone of  the  longing of  
nothing  and you have the  bone of  the  love  of  
nothing.  And you have your  own s tory  of  nothing.  
You forgot  about  your  own s tory.  So,  Zaddik,  take  
a l l  the  bones  of  nothing  and take  your  own s tory  of  
nothing  and throw those  bones  into  The Great  
Cauldron of  Making Meaning which l ies  outs ide  
yourse l f .”     

Zaddik  bent  down then and s lowly  p icked up 
the  bones  which had been ly ing  a t  h is  fee t  a l l  the  
whi le ,  and the  Oracle  be l lowed,  “Hurl ,  Zaddik!”  and 
Zaddik  hur led  with  a l l  h is  s t rength,  and a  great  l ight  
rose  f rom the  cauldron,  and a  new s tory  was  born,  a  
s tory  of  redemption beyond anything  the  land and i t s  
people  and even a l l  mankind had ever  thought  
poss ib le  and the  imposs ib le  r ight ing  of  the  most  
terr ib le  wrongs  became poss ib le  and the  land g lowed 
as  i t  had never  done before .  I t  shone so  br i l l iant ly  
that  the  gods  in  the  p lace  of  the  Cauldron of  Making 
Meaning saw,  and danced a  brand new dance  which 
moved even the  sun,  the  moon,  the  s tars ,  the  
p lanets ,  the  ear th  and a l l  the  creatures  that  l ived 
there in  and there  upon with  wi ld  and boundless  and 
immeasurable  joy.  
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On September  13,  2007 the  United  Nat ions  
Genera l  Assembly  adopted the  United  Nat ions  
Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples—a 
landmark act ion for  the  internat ional  community .  
After  more  than twenty  years  of  United  Nat ions  
considerat ion of  the  “s i tuat ion of  indigenous  
peoples”  by  the  UN Working Group on Indigenous  
Populat ions  headed by Dr.  Er ica  I rene  Daes,  a  
scholar  f rom Greece ,  and la ter  headed by Dr.  Miguel  
Alfonso Mart inez,  a  scholar  f rom Cuba more  than 
145 s ta tes ’  governments  lent  the ir  endorsement.   The 
Declarat ion se ts  the  minimum cr i ter ia  for  
es tabl ishing  s ta tes ’  government  pol ic ies  regarding  
t reatment  and re la t ions  with  indigenous  peoples  
ins ide  and outs ide  their  c la imed domains .   I t  
es tabl ishes  the  key  pr incip les  now appl icable  to  
indigenous  peoples :   The r ight  of  se l f -determinat ion 
(Art ic le  3) :  
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Indigenous peoples have the right to self-
determination. By virtue of that right they freely 
determine their political status and freely pursue 
their economic, social and cultural development. 
(UNO, 2007) 
And,  i t  a lso  inc ludes  a  s ta tement  of  pr inc ip le  

for  the  r ight  of  “ free ,  pr ior  and informed consent”  
(Art ic le  10) .  

Before  the  Declarat ion was  adopted with  i t s  
sweeping impl icat ions  for  pol i t ica l  change 
worldwide,  the  Internat ional  Labor  Organizat ion 
revised and updated the  then only  internat ional  
ins trument  ( ILO Convent ion 107 [1957 –  in  force  
1959]  Convent ion concerning the  Protect ion and 
Integrat ion of  Indigenous  and Other  Tr iba l  and 
Semi-Triba l  Populat ions  in  Independent  Countr ies ) .  
In  1989 the  Internat ional  Labor  Organizat ion 
adopted Convent ion 169 (ILO 1991 )  now rat i f ied  by  
twenty  s ta tes ’  governments  inc luding the  
Plur inat ional  Sta te  of  Bol iv ia ,  Brazi l ,  Denmark,  
Mexico,  Norway,  Peru,  and the  Nether lands  among 
others .  Spain  and Nepal  became the  most  recent  
s ta tes  to  ra t i fy  th is  new internat ional  law.  As the  
ILO notes ,  the  new law does  not  provide  a  cr i ter ia  
for  def in ing  indigenous  peoples  but  only  descr ibes  
the  peoples  i t  a ims to  protect .   The Convent ion a ims 
to  protect  t radi t ional  l i fe  s ty les ,  soc ia l  
organizat ions,  customs and laws.  I t  advances  the  
legal  concept  of  non-discr iminat ion and es tabl ishes  
“specia l  measures  to  be  adopted to  sa feguard the  
persons,  ins t i tu t ions ,  property ,  labour,  cul tures  and 
environment  of  these  peoples .  In  addi t ion,  the  
Convent ion s t ipulates  that  these  specia l  measures  
should  not  go  against  the  f ree  wishes  of  indigenous  
peoples .”  ( ILO 1991:  Art ic le  4)  

As  the  ILO moved to  conclude Convent ion 169 
and the  UN was reviewing the  f ina l  draf t  o f  the  UN 
Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  in  
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1991 the  United  Nat ions  was  consider ing  language 
in  the  new Convent ion on Biodivers i ty  (concerning  
benef i t  shar ing  between indigenous  peoples  and 
s ta tes ’  governments) .  Inte l lec tual  property  of  
indigenous  peoples  was  be ing  considered within  the  
f ramework of  the  new World  Inte l lec tual  Property  
Organizat ion and increas ingly  prominent  
considerat ion was  be ing  g iven to  par t ic ipat ion of  
indigenous  peoples  in  the  negot ia t ion of  a  new 
Cl imate  Change Treaty  to  ampli fy  the  Kyoto 
Protocols .  

In  the  Spr ing  of  2010,  the  Plur inat ional  Sta te  of  
Bol iv ia  proposed and the  UN Genera l  Assembly  
adopted a  resolut ion to  convene an Internat ional  
Conference  on Indigenous  Peoples  in  2014.  
Indigenous  peoples  the  world  over  wi l l  become the  
focus  of  g lobal  a t tent ion with  th is  new internat ional  
p la t form that  could  change the  g lobal  dynamics  even 
more  than have the  numerous  internat ional  
dec larat ion and laws adopted by  s ta tes ’  
governments .  

A new era  i s  emerging  where  nat ions  and s ta tes  
must  seek  ear ly  accommodat ion and cooperat ion to  
avoid  a  future  of  conf l ic t  that  would  p lunge nat ions  
and s ta tes  in to  a  per iod of  darkness .   I t  i s  no 
acc ident  that  a f ter  the  col lapse  of  severa l  o f  the  
worlds '  more  prominent  s ta tes  (USSR in  1991 for  
example)  long pers is tent  bedrock nat ions  re -emerge  
to  c la im their  responsib i l i ty  as  fu l l  members  of  the  
internat ional  community .  

The lessons  we must  col lec t ive ly  learn  f rom the  
exper ience  of  pol i t ica l  events  over  the  las t  three  
decades  should  be  these :  

1 )  The State  sys tem is  not  per fect .  I t  i s  an  
exper iment  of  human problem solv ing  that  does  not  
a lways  lend i t se l f  wel l  to  so lv ing  problems for  a l l  o f  
humanity .  
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2 )  Non-s ta te  nat ions  are  natura l  human 
organisms that  pers is t  and must  have  an 
acknowledged p lace  as  act ive  par t ic ipants  in  
internat ional  geopol i t ica l  d iscourse  in  coexis tence  
with  internat ional  s ta tes .  

3 )  Where  States  exis t  and serve  the  needs  of  
human socie ty  they should  be  nurtured and 
ce lebrated,  but  where  States  fa i l  to  serve  the  needs  
of  human socie ty ,  they  should  be  a l lowed to  
d isassemble  in  a  p lanned process  which permits  the  
non-s ta te  nat ions  within  to  sys tematica l ly  reassume 
their  governing responsib i l i t ies .  

4 )  I f  a  Sta te  i s  no longer  v iable  pol i t ica l ly  and 
economical ly  and i t  does  not  have  d is t inct  nat ions  
within,  i t s  s t ructure  should  be  replaced temporar i ly  
with  internat ional  supervis ion fo l lowed by the  
formation of  an  internat ional ly  recognized var iant  of  
human organizat ional  s t ructures  deemed appropr ia te  
to  the  extant  human cul tures  and geography of  an  
area  such as  a  t rus t  terr i tory ,  f ree ly  associa ted  s ta te ,  
commonweal th ,  or  other  conf igurat ion es tabl ished 
for  a  protected  populat ion;  such a  non-se l f -
governing s ta tus  must  have  the  potent ia l  o f  be ing  
changed to  a  se l f -governing s ta tus  in  the  future .  

5 )  Nat ions  that  do not  wish  to  remain within  an 
exis t ing  s ta te  must  have  the  reasonable  opt ion of  
changing their  pol i t ica l  s ta tus  through peaceful  
negot ia t ions  in  accord with  Art ic le  3  of  the  United  
Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  
Peoples .  

 

As  of  the  present  date ,  there  are  195 States  that  
comprise  the  membership  of  the  world 's  s ta te  sys tem 
of  governments .   Of  these  s ta tes ,  192 are  members  of  
the  United  Nat ions,  fewer  are  members  of  the  
Internat ional  Court  o f  Just ice ,  the  World  Bank,  the  
Internat ional  Monetary  Fund,  and the  Internat ional  
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Labour  Organizat ion.   The "State"  i s  a  ra t ional  
organizat ional  construct  created to  so lve  speci f ic  
socia l ,  economic  and pol i t ica l  problems,  and i t  i s  
made leg i t imate  by  v ir tue  of  recogni t ion extended to  
i t  by  other  es tabl ished s ta tes .   Al l  es tabl ished States  
are  sa id  to  be  sovere ign pol i t ica l  personal i t ies  
having  the  recognized capaci ty  to  protect  the ir  own 
borders ,  carry  out  pol i t ica l  in tercourse  with  other  
s ta tes  and per form those  necessary  act iv i t ies  
(economic,  socia l  and pol i t ica l  in  character )  
suf f ic ient  to  mainta in  the  loyal ty  of  an  es tab l ished 
number  of  human beings .  

There  are  no fewer  than 6000 indigenous  
nat ions  across  the  cont inents  with  some located 
whol ly  ins ide  an exis t ing  s ta te ,  many div ided by  
introduced s ta tes ’  boundaries  and s t i l l  o thers  
t ravers ing  the  landscape fo l lowing their  nomadic  
cul tura l  pract ices .  The very  exis tence  of  indigenous  
nat ions  ins ide  or  par t ia l ly  ins ide  var ious  s ta tes  
accounts  for  the ir  weal th  and s tabi l i ty  in  many 
cases ,  and of ten  their  ins tabi l i ty  owing to  corrupt  
and bankrupt  governments .  

Not  a l l  o f  these  States  can be  accurate ly  
descr ibed as  pol i t ica l ly  and economical ly  v iable .  
Indeed,  no fewer  than th ir ty  States  are  in  a  
condi t ion of  perpetual  d isarray,  co l lapse ,  or  they  are  
essent ia l ly  defunct  pol i t ica l  and legal  organisms.   
The Fund for  Peace  ident i f ies  37  s ta tes  in  2010 in  a  
condi t ion of  perpetual  dysfunct ion or  in  actual  
co l lapse .  Hal f  o f  twenty  of  the  s ta tes  that  are  in  
cr i t ica l  condi t ion (near ly  col lapsed or  col laps ing)  
are  located in  Afr ica :  Somal ia ,  Chad,  Sudan,  
Zimbabwe,  D.R.  Congo,  Centra l  Afr ican Republ ic ,  
Guinea,  Cote  d ’Ivore ,  Kenya,  Niger ia ,  Ethiopia  and 
Niger .  The other  ten  inc lude col laps ing  s ta tes  in  the  
Middle  East ,  Asia ,  South and South East  Asia ,  the  
Caribbean,  Arabian Peninsula  and Melanes ia :  
Afghanis tan,  I raq,  Pakis tan,  North  Korea,  Burma,  
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Hai t i ,  Yemen,  and East  Timor.  

In  genera l  a  fa i led  s ta te  has  los t  physica l  
contro l  over  i t s  terr i tory  or  the  “monopoly  on the  
leg i t imate  use  of  physica l  force ,”  i t  does  not  exerc ise  
leg i t imate  author i ty  to  make decis ion for  a l l  i t s  
c i t izens ,  i t s  lacks  the  abi l i ty  to  provide  publ ic  
serv ices  and i t  does  not  have  the  abi l i ty  to  engage 
other  s ta tes  through dip lomatic ,  economic  and 
cul tura l  ins t i tu t ions .   Added to  these  character is t ics  
a  fa i led  s ta te  may a lso  demonstra te  a  condi t ion of  
“widespread corrupt ion and cr iminal i ty”  and as  a  
consequence  of  in ternal  v io lence  or  ca lamity  large  
par ts  o f  the  populat ion are  forced to  move en  masse  
f rom their  homes in  to  areas  of  re fuge.   

Most  col lapsed or  col laps ing  s ta tes  have  two or  
more  non-s ta te  nat ions  within  their  borders .   
Ethiopia ,  for  example  has  e leven major  nat ions  
inc luding Amara,  Tr igraway,  Somal ie ,  Guaragie ,  
S idama,  Hadiya,  Affar ,  Gamo,  Gedeo and Oromo 
within  a  s ta te  populat ion of  88  mil l ion.   The Oromo 
represent  a  th ird  of  the  tota l  s ta te  populat ion with  
about  30.4  mil l ion fo l lowed by the  Amara with  a  
populat ion of  more  than 23.6  mil l ion.   A smal ler  
nat ion,  the  Gedeo,  have  a  populat ion of  about  1 .14  
mil l ion.  

The Sudan has  been a  s ta te  where  s ta te -
sponsored terror  emanat ing  f rom Khartoum erupted 
into  gang at tacks  on the  indigenous  peoples  of  South 
Sudan resul t ing  in  more  than 2  mil l ion deaths  over  a  
th ir ty -year  per iod.  Final ly  a  peace  agreement  
brokered by  the  United  Nat ions  and the  United  
States  of  America  la id  the  bas is  for  a  p lebisc i te  
where  the  peoples  of  South Sudan could  decide  
whether  to  remain part  o f  Sudan proper  or  separate  
and become an independent  s ta te .   Al l  indicat ions  
are  that  what  i s  in  fact  a  corrupt  and bankrupt  s ta te  
of  Sudan wi l l  be  broken into  two or  more  p ieces .   I t  
i s  poss ib le  that  the  reg ion known as  Darfur ,  
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f requent ly  a t tacked by  the  Sudanese  government  and 
i t s  he lpers ,  could  a lso  break away leaving  Sudan 
without  much more  than deser t  to  ca l l  i t s  own.  

Niger ia  has  an overa l l  s ta te  populat ion in  excess  
of  152.2  mil l ion people  and in  th is  populat ion there  
are  250 nat ions.  This  complicated mult i -cul tura l  
s ta te  inc ludes  the  Hausa  and Fulani ,  Yoruba,  Igbo,  
I jaw,  Kanuri ,  Ib ib io ,  Ogoni  and Tiv  combined 
compris ing  more  than 88% of  the  overa l l  populat ion.  
I t  i s  poss ib le  that  Niger ia  cannot  hold  together  due 
to  internal  corrupt ion and especia l ly  conf l ic ts  
between the  centra l  Niger ian government  and the  
rump Republ ic  of  Biafra—that  inc ludes  Igbo,  I jaw,  
Igbib io ,  and Agoni  with  a  combined populat ion of  
perhaps  40  mil l ion people .  

S imilar ly  Afghanis tan and Pakis tan—both at  
ser ious  r i sk  of  co l lapse—include in  their  borders  a l l  
or  par ts  o f  non-s ta te  nat ions  (some bisected  by  s ta te  
boundaries ) .  The Pashtun ( the  or ig inal  Afghans)  
inc lude a  populat ion es t imated in  excess  of  49  
mil l ion people  with  as  many 350 to  400 c lans .  
Near ly  twenty-seven mil l ion Pashtun are  located 
ins ide  Pakis tan whi le  another  12.18  mil l ion l ive  in  
southern Afghanis tan.  Other  nat ions  ins ide  
Afghanis tan inc lude the  Taj ik  (a lso  in  Taj ik is tan) ,  
the  Hazara,  Uzbek (a lso  in  Uzbekis tan)  and Balochi  
(a lso  in  Pakis tan) .  Pakis tan conta ins  an equal ly  
complex combinat ion of  non-s ta te  nat ions  inc luding 
the  Punjabi ,  the  a forementioned Pashtun,  s indhi ,  
Sar iaki ,  Muhaj i rs  and the  Balochi  (a lso  ment ioned 
before) .  

These  f ive  examples  (Ethiopia ,  Niger ia ,  Sudan,  
Afghanis tan and Pakis tan)  i l lus t ra te  how complex 
wi l l  be  the  task  of  res tor ing  s tabi l i ty  to  a  reg ion with  
so  many di f ferent  non-s ta te  nat ions  as  p layers .  Some 
argue that  such s ta tes  cannot  be  permit ted  to  
col lapse .   They should  be  propped up no matter  what  
the  cost .  Others ,  th is  wri ter  inc luded,  would  argue 
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that  i t  i s  essent ia l  to  be  proact ive  and consider  now 
what  must  be  done to  as  eas i ly  as  poss ib le  per form 
t r iage  on  those  s ta tes  that  need to  be  d isassembled 
within  a  f ramework of  p lanned act ions  by  the  
internat ional  community  or  a  combinat ion of  wi l l ing  
s ta tes ,  in ternat ional  ins t i tu t ions  and non-
governmenta l  organizat ions.   

 Internat ional  ins t i tu t ions  and neighboring  
s ta tes  which deem the  cont inui ty  of  even defunct  
s ta tes  as  essent ia l  to  their  own s tabi l i ty  are  obl iged 
to  provide  support  pol i t ica l ly ,  mi l i tar i ly  and 
f inancia l ly .   Ins tead of  s t rengthening the  s ta te  
sys tem, th is  process  tends  to  fur ther  weaken an 
increas ingly  f ractured sys tem.  

The United  Nat ions  adopted the  UN Third  
Committee  resolut ion to  organize  and convene a  
World  Conference  on Indigenous  Peoples  in  2014.   
The resolut ion was  sponsored in i t ia l ly  by  Bol iv ia ,  
but  la ter  cosponsored by  more  than th ir ty - f ive  other  
governments .   The Bol iv ian government’s  ra t ional  i s  
that  such an internat ional  conference  i s  warranted as  
a  fo l low-on to  the  Bol iv ian Government’s  sponsored 
Firs t  World  Peoples ’  Conference  on Cl imate  Change 
and the  Rights  of  Mother  Earth  (Cochabamba,  Apri l  
2010)  and the  UN Genera l  Assembly’s  adopt ion of  
the  UN Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  
Peoples  in  2007.  The announced purpose  of  the  
conference  i s  “ to  adopt  measures  to  pursue  the  
object ives  of  the  United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  
Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples .”  (UN Department  of  
Information,  Document  A/C.3/65/L.22/Rev.1)  

The new pol i t ica l  era  of  nat ions  and s ta tes  in to  
which we are  now pass ing  i s  beginning to  take  shape 
where  pressures  bui ld  for  the  world 's  nat ions  to  
resume their  duty  as  act ive  par t ic ipants  in  the  
formulat ion of  in ternat ional  ru les  of  conduct .   What  
we now cal l  indigenous  nat ions  must  become co-
equal  par tners  with  s ta tes  as  in ternat ional  pol i t ica l  
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persons.   They must  carry  out  their  responsib i l i t ies  
as  mature  pol i t ica l  personal i t ies  with  a  fu l l  
commitment  to  the  es tabl ishment  of  mutual  
coexis tence  between nat ions  and s ta tes .   Nat ions,  
with  a  combined populat ion es t imated a t  360 mil l ion 
to  1  b i l l ion people ,  must  fu l ly  commit  their  peoples  
to  the  advancement  of  human r ights  and the  
democrat izat ion of  in ternat ional  re la t ions .   Nat ions  
must  a lso  adopt  exis t ing  internat ional  ins truments  
for  the  promotion of  peaceful  re la t ions  between 
peoples ,  and they must  work to  es tabl ish  new 
internat ional  ins truments  for  the  es tabl ishment  of  
construct ive  re la t ions  between non-s ta te  nat ions  and 
between non-s ta te  nat ions  and s ta tes .  

S ta tes  governments  are  obl iged to  recognize  that  
they  do sometimes  fa i l  to  adequate ly  serve  the  
peoples  for  whom they were  es tabl ished.   S ta tes  
governments  must  embrace  the  changing world ,  
which inc ludes  many k inds  of  pol i t ica l  personal i t ies -
-not  jus t  s ta tes .   The s ta te  sys tem is  usefu l  for  some 
purposes ,  but  not  a l l  peoples  in  the  world  must  l ive  
within  a  s ta te  s t ructure .   Where  there  are  no 
mechanisms for  nat ion and s ta te  cooperat ion,  s ta tes  
must  reach out  to  the  nat ion and seek  
accommodat ion,  as  should  the  nat ion to  the  s ta te .   
S ta tes  governments  must  rework their  fore ign 
pol ic ies  to  recognize  that  nat ions  are  a  par t  o f  the  
internat ional  fabr ic -an essent ia l  e lement  of  the  
internat ional  family  of  peoples .   They must  learn  the  
courage  to  seek  construct ive  new re la t ions  with  
nat ions  to  maximize  cooperat ion and mutual  benef i t .  

Divers i ty  i s  s loppy and uncomfortable  a t  t imes,  
but  the  new pol i t ica l  era  of  nat ions  and s ta tes  i s  
necessar i ly  a  mirror  of  the  cul tura l  d ivers i ty  of  
humanity .   We are  looking a t  rea l i ty  when we see  
many thousands  of  nat ions  and scores  of  s ta tes .   We 
are  see ing  the  success  of  humans in  their  many 
nat ions.   We are  see ing  the  exper iments  of  the  
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human spir i t  when we see  the  scores  of  s ta tes .   
Real i ty  demands that  we s t re tch  our  minds  to  f ind 
ways  to  creat ive ly  accommodate  the  many 
di f ferences  we see  among human beings .   Real i ty  
demands that  we accept  the  chal lenge  of  human 
success .  

I  propose  that  the  world ’s  indigenous  nat ions  
convene sub-regional  conferences  in  2011 fo l lowed 
by reg ional  conferences  in  2013 to  develop agenda 
proposals  for  the  United  Nat ions  World  Conference  
on Indigenous  Peoples  in  2014.   Nat ions  in  Canada 
where  my people  are  located ought  to  convene a  sub-
reg ional  meet ing,  as  should  nat ions  in  the  United  
States  and México.   These  sub-reg ional  meet ings  
ought  to  form the  bas is  for  convening a  North  
American Regional  Meet ing  in  2013 where  
agreement  should  be  worked out  on a  North  
American agenda.   The same should  take  p lace  in  
South America ,  Afr ica ,  Melanes ia ,  the  Paci f ic  
Is lands,  Asia ,  south  Asia ,  Centra l  Asia ,  and Europe.  
When each reg ion has  concluded i t s  reg ional  agenda 
then representat ives  f rom each reg ion should  be  
des ignated to  convene a  World  Conference  on 
Indigenous  Peoples  Preparatory  meet ing  inc luding 
representat ives  f rom the  United  Nat ions  and 
specia l ized agencies ,  and s ta tes ’  government  
representat ives  f rom each of  the  reg ions.  While  
nat ions  are  working  on their  agenda proposals ,  
s ta tes  governments  ought  to  do the  same,  as  should  
the  United  Nat ions  and re levant  agencies .  A two-
week meet ing  of  the  Preparatory  Body should  
convene in  la te  2013 consider ing  agenda i tems the  
fa l l  wi th in  the  mandate  for  developing protocols  for  
implementing  the  UN Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
Indigenous  Peoples .  

The three- t iered  process  leading to  convening 
the  World  Conference  on Indigenous  Peoples  can 
provide  a  smoother ,  more  representat ive  agenda and 
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conference  s t ructure  leading to  internat ional  
protocols ,  which provide  for  new approaches  to  
peace  resolut ion of  d i f ferences  between nat ions,  and 
nat ions  and s ta tes  within  the  f ramework of  the  UN 
Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples .   

New s tructures ,  perhaps  based in  the  Geneva 
Protocols  I I ,  for  resolv ing  emerging  and raging  
conf l ic ts  between nat ions,  and nat ions  and s ta tes  
should  a lso  be  developed as  a  reasonable  agenda 
i tem.  The United  Nat ions  World  Conference  on 
Indigenous  Peoples  should  bui ld  on construct ive  
d iscuss ions  many nat ions  and many s ta tes  that  have  
been conduct ing  a t  non-governmenta l  conferences  
and within  the  United  Nat ions  under  the  Economic  
and socia l  Counci l ,  dur ing  the  negot ia t ions  of  new 
protocols  for  the  Convent ion on Biodivers i ty  
(Nagoya,  Japan,  2010)  and the  years  of  d iscuss ions  
and negot ia t ions  of  a  t reaty  on c l imate  change 
(United  Nat ions  Framework Convent ion on Cl imate  
Changes)  to  replace  the  Kyoto Protocols  o f  1998 .  

The opportuni ty  exis ts  now l ike  never  before  in  
h is tory  for  nat ions  to  fu l f i l l  the ir  obl igat ions  as  
mature  members  of  the  internat ional  community  to  
work toward a  peaceful  world .   S ta tes ,  the  chi ldren 
of  nat ions,  must  turn  now to  rea l i s t ica l ly  work with  
nat ions  to  bui ld  a  democrat ized internat ional  
community ,  which ensures  broad support  by  a l l  o f  
the  peoples  of  the  world .  The f ragi le  condi t ion of  
s ta tes ’  governments ,  many near  or  actual ly  col lapsed 
demands proact ive  s teps  to  prepare  and developing 
protocols  for  implementing  the  UN Declarat ion on 
the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  provides  the  most  
rea l i s t ic  opportuni ty .  

This  i s  not  s imple  ideal ism.   The means  exis t  
for  representat ives  of  nat ions  and s ta tes  to  begin  the  
process  of  construct ive ly  re -order ing  the  world .  We 
need to  es tabl ish  a  peaceful  and creat ive  pol i t ica l  
c l imate  for  human development.   We must  put  as ide  
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our  fears  seek  pol i t ica l  courage  to  take  the  next  s tep  
toward a  new internat ional  paradigm of  nat ions  and 
s ta tes .   A World  Conference  of  Indigenous  Nat ions  
i s  that  next  logica l  s tep  as  a  Congress  of  Nat ions  
and States .  
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In  both Canada and India,  indigenous peoples  
have been the interest  of  d iscussion for  many years  
to  the academics,  pol icy  makers ,  and pol i t ic ians.  
Numerical ly  they const i tute  8 .2% of  India’s  
populat ion and 3.8% of  Canadian populat ion.  
Indigenous peoples  are  regarded as  the oldest  
inhabitants  of  Canada as  wel l  as  of  India,  but  they 
are  at  the  bottom of  socio-economic ladder  of  both 
the countr ies .  Their  pol i t ica l  representat ions at  
d i f ferent  power levels  vary from very low to 
moderate.  Thus,  in  spi te  of  being or ig inal  
inhabitants ,  these  people  do not  have much say in  
the pol icy  making of  both of  the  countr ies .  They 
are  “socia l ly  excluded” as  wel l  as  pol i t ica l ly  and 
economical ly .  However,  both the democracies  
have taken some measures  for  socia l ,  economic,  
and pol i t ica l  upl i f tment  o f  these  “excluded” 
peoples  so  that  they become part  of  the  
“mainstream” society.  There  are  di f ferences  in  of  
approaches and degrees  of  successes  in  this  regard 
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between the two countr ies .    

This  paper  is  an at tempt to  f ind out  the 
di f ferences  of  approaches,  degree of  successes,  and 
whether  the measures  taken by these  two countr ies  
are  suff ic ient  to  br ing just ice  to  the people  who 
are  the or ig inal  inhabitants  of  the  two countr ies  
and now reduced to  the level  of  a  marginal    
presence in  both the countr ies .   

DEFINING SOCIAL EXCLUSION:  

Lenoir  developed the concept  of  socia l  
exclusion in  i ts  general  form f i rs t  in  the mid-
1970s.  However,  the  concept  of  economic 
discr iminat ion goes  back to  Gary Becker  in  1965 
(Thorat  2008).  Lenoir  categorized the ‘excluded’  
as  mental ly ,  physical ly  handicapped,  suic idal  
individuals ,  aged inval ids,  abused chi ldren,  
substance abuses,  del inquents ,  s ingle  parents ,  
mult i -problem households,  marginal ,  asocia l  
persons,  and other  socia l  ‘misf i ts ’  (  Sen 2000)  .  
Later  l i terature  added new categories  to  the group 
of  excluded persons including those who have 
been denied “a l ive l ihood,  secure,  permanent  
employment,  earnings,  property,  credit  or  land,  
housing,  consumptions levels ,  educat ion,  and 
cul tural  capita l ,  the  welfare  s tate ,  c i t izenship and 
legal  equal i ty ,  democrat ic  part ic ipat ion,  publ ic  
goods,  nat ion or  dominant  race,  family,  and 
sociabi l i ty ,  humanity,  respect ,  ful f i l lment,  and 
understanding” (Ibid,  2000).  Today,  we recognize 
a  wide range of  domain being af fected by the 
process  of  socia l  exclusion.  Buvinic  (2005)  
summarizes  the meaning of  socia l  exclusion as  
“the inabi l i ty  of  an individual  to  part ic ipate  in  the 
basic  pol i t ica l ,  economic,  and socia l  funct ioning 
of  the  society”,  and goes  on to  add that  socia l  
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exclusion is  “ the denial  of  equal  access  to  
opportunit ies  imposed by certa in  groups of  society  
upon others”  (Thorat  2008).   This  def ini t ion 
captures  the three  dis t inguishable  features  of  
socia l  exclusion-  f i rs t ly ,  i ts  e f fects  on cul tural ly  
def ined ‘groups’ ;  secondly,  the  fact  that  i t  i s  
embedded in  socia l  re lat ions ( the process  through 
which individuals  or  groups are  whol ly  or  part ia l ly  
excluded from ful l  part ic ipat ion in  the society  in  
which they l ive;  and f inal ly ,  i t  del ineates  the 
consequences  of  exclusion (Sen 2000).  Thus the 
outcome of  socia l  exclusion in  terms of  low 
income and high degree of  poverty  among the 
excluded groups depends crucia l ly  on the 
funct ioning of  socia l  and economic inst i tut ions 
through a  network of  socia l  re lat ions,  and the 
degree to  which they are  exclusionary and 
discr iminatory in  their  outcomes.   

Amartya Sen draws attention to the various 
dimensions of  the notion of  social  exclusion 
(Sen,  2000).  Dist inct ion is  drawn between the 
s i tuations wherein some people are being kept  
out  (or  at  least  lef t  out)  and wherein some 
people are being included (may be even being 
forced to be included) -  in  deeply unfavourable 
terms.  The former is  described as ‘unfavourable 
exclusion’  and the latter  as  ‘unfavourable 
inclusion’.  The latter ,  with unequal  treatment,  
may carry the same adverse ef fects  as  the 
former.  Sen has also dif ferentiated between 
‘act ive’  and ‘passive’  exclusion’.  For casual  
analysis  and policy response,  Sen argues,  “It  is  
important  to  dist inguish between ‘act ive 
exclusion’—fostering of  exclusion through 
del iberate  policy interventions by the 
government or  by any other wil l ful  agents  ( to  
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exclude some people from some opportunit ies)  
and ‘passive exclusion,’  which works through 
the social  processes in  which there are no 
del iberate  attempts to  exclude,  but  nevertheless,  
may result  in  exclusion from a set  of  
c ircumstances.”  Sen further  dist inguishes the 
‘consti tut ive relevance ‘of  exclusion from its  
‘ instrumental  importance.’  In the former,  
exclusion or deprivation has an intr insic  
importance of  i ts  own. For instance,  not  being 
able  to  relate  to  others  and to partake in the 
community l i fe  can direct ly  impoverish a  
person’s  l i fe ,  in  addit ion to the further  
deprivation that  i t  may generate.  This  is  
di f ferent  from the social  exclusion of  an 
‘ instrumental  importance’  in  which exclusion in 
i tse l f  is  not  impoverishing,  but  can lead to the 
impoverishment of  human l i fe .   

THE INDIAN SCENARIO  

Who are aboriginals:  Some anthropologis ts  
have descr ibed the phenomena of  castes  and tr ibes  
as  colonial  construct ion in  the sense that  the  
character  of  these  groups was sol idi f ied by the 
Bri t ish  through process  of  c lass i f icat ion and 
enumerat ion.  Prof .  Andre Bétei l le  argues  that  this  
is  t ruer  of  t r ibes  than i t  i s  of  castes .   However,  
that  does  not  mean to  convey the c la im that  the  
groups so identi f ied did not  have a  dis t inct  
ident i ty  of  their  own.   Indeed,  not  only  did these  
groups see  and identi fy  themselves  as  being 
di f ferent ,  they were a lso seen as  being di f ferent  by 
others .   However,  the  general  category of  t r ibe  was 
absent.  According to  Prof .  Bétei l le  the  dis t inct ion 
between tr ibe  and caste  must  have been less  c lear  
in  ancient  t imes than i t  i s  today (Xaxa 2008).   
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Colonial  administrators  used the term tr ibe  to  
descr ibe  people  who were heterogeneous in  
physical  and l inguist ic  terms,  demographic  s ize,  
ecological  s ize,  ecological  condit ions of  l iv ing,  
regions inhabited,  s tages  of  socia l  interact ion,  and 
levels  of  acculturat ion and development.  The need 
for  such as  a  category was necess i tated by a  
concern to  subsume the enormous divers i ty  into 
neat  and meaningful  categories  for  both 
c lass i f icatory purposes  and administrat ive  
convenience.  Hence,  t r ibe  as  a  category and a  as  a  
point  of  re ference may be treated as  a  colonial  
construct ion,  however,  the  image and meaning 
underlying the category was far  f rom being 
colonial  construct ion.  The term tr ibe  s ince the 16 t h  
century has  been referred to  groups and/or 
communit ies  l iv ing under  pr imit ive  and barbarous 
condit ions.  Sanskri t  and Hindu re l ig ious texts  and 
tradit ions descr ibe  and depict  t r ibes  as  dasyus ,  
da i tyas ,  rakhasas ,  and  n i shads  (Ibid  2008).     

When Bri t ish  began to  wri te  on India  in  the 
18 t h  century,  they made no dis t inct ion between 
tr ibe  and caste .  Rather,  the  two terms were used 
synonymously  or  even cognately,  notwithstanding 
the fact  that  the  Bri t ish  did treat  a  segment of  
populat ion known later  as  t r ibes  as  di f ferent  f rom 
the rest  of  India’s  populat ion.  The di f ference was 
conceived more in  terms of  e thnici ty  than in  terms 
of  caste  and tr ibe.  This  can be inferred from the 
nature  of  the  administrat ive  set -ups.  Laws meant  
for  general  populat ion were usual ly  not  appl icable  
in  the case  of  groups cal led tr ibes.  More of ten,  
than not,  specia l  laws,  that  is ,  laws in  consonance 
with the tr ibal  system of  administrat ion,  were  
f ramed for  their  governance.  In  colonial  
administrat ion par lance,  the  nature  of  such 
administrat ion was descr ibed by terms such as  
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non-regulat ion tracts ,  scheduled areas,  excluded 
and part ia l ly  excluded areas.  This  di f ference was 
invariably  l inked with di f ferent  conceptions of  the  
two sects  of  people.   

The at tempt at  del ineat ing tr ibes  with the 
need to  provide detai led and c lass i f ied information 
about  people  began in  the census.  Accordingly,  a  
certa in  group of  people  was categorized as  a  t r ibe  
when the census began to  be  undertaken in  the 19 t h  
century,  though the cr i ter ia  used were far  f rom 
unambiguous.  After  1901,  however,  a  somewhat  
c learer  cr i ter ion began to  be  used.  Tribes  were  
identi f ied and descr ibed as  those groups that  
pract iced animism; la ter  the  phrase  t r ibal  re l ig ion 
was used in  i ts  p lace.  The use  of  this  cr i ter ion was 
continued in  subsequent  census enumerat ions,  but  
some other  dimensions were  a lso added.  Thus,  the  
1921 census report  descr ibed them as  hi l l  and 
forest  t r ibes,  and in  1931,  when J .H. Hutton,  the 
anthropologis t  cum administrator  was the Census 
Commissioner,  t r ibes  were  a lso referred to  as  
pr imit ive  and backward tr ibes,  e lements  of  
geographical  isolat ion and primit ive  l iv ing 
condit ions were  added to  the dis t inct ion between 
tr ibes  and non-tr ibes.  These e lements  were,  
however,  never  expl ic i t ly  employed in  del ineat ing 
tr ibes  in  census enumerat ion.  What was employed 
was the aspect  of  re l ig ion.  That  is ,  t r ibes  were  
those groups that  did  not  adhere  to  re l ig ions such 
as  Hinduism, Is lam, and Chris t ianity .  I f  a  group 
were shown to be  animist ,  i t  was t reated as  t r ibe.  
This  dis t inct ion was not  sat is factory for  i t  i s  not  
di f f icul t  to  show that  caste  pract iced e lements  of  
animism (Ibid 2008).  Subsequently ,  however,  a  l i s t  
of  t r ibes  began to  be  drawn up with a  v iew to  
g iv ing up them certa in  pol i t ica l  and administrat ive  
concessions.    
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After  independence,  greater  at tent ion was 
paid to  the cr i ter ia  for  determining tr ibes.  
However,  even today,  there  is  no agreement 
among scholars  on this  subject .  Tribes  are  seen as  
not  yet  contaminated by the inf luence of  Hindu 
civ i l izat ion,  l iv ing in  inaccess ib le  p laces,  speaking 
a  t r ibal  d ia lect ,  pract ic ing animism, and engaging 
in  pr imit ive  occupations.  In  addit ion such groups 
were  said  to  belong to  Negri to,  Austra loid,  or  
Mongoloid s tock,  with nomadic  habits  and love 
for  dance and music .   

Tribes  in  India  are  thus def ined not  as  much 
in  terms of  coherent  and wel l -def ined cr i ter ia  but  
in  terms of  the  administrat ive  c lass i f icat ion that  
divides  the populat ion into tr ibal  and non-tr ibal .  
Tribes  are  t reated as  those groups enumerated in  
the Indian Const i tut ion in  the l is t  of  Scheduled 
Tribes  (S.Ts.) .   

Population and habitat:   

According to  2001 Census,  the  populat ion of  
Scheduled Tribes  in  the country  is  843 mil l ions,  
which is  8 .2% of  the tota l  populat ion of  the  
country,  world’s  largest  t r ibal  populat ion.  The 
populat ion of  Scheduled Tribes  has  been on the 
increase  s ince 1961.  

Tribal  communit ies  l ive  in  about  15% of  the 
country’s  areas  in  var ious ecological  and geo-
c l imatic  condit ions ranging from plains  to  forests ,  
h i l l s  and inaccess ib le  areas.   There  are  over  500 
tr ibes  (with many over lapping communit ies  in  
more than one province)  as  not i f ied under  ar t ic le  
342 of  the  Const i tut ion of  India,  spread over  
di f ferent  provinces  and Union Terr i tor ies  of  the  
country,  the  largest  number of  t r ibal  communit ies  
being in  the province of  Orissa.  The main 
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concentrat ion of  t r ibal  populat ion is  in  centra l  
India  and in  the Northeastern provinces.  However,  
they have their  presence in  a lmost  a l l  provinces  
and Union Terr i tor ies  except  Haryana,  Punjab,  
Delhi ,  Pondicherry  and Chandigarh.  The 
predominantly  t r ibal  populated provinces  of  the  
country  ( t r ibal  populat ion more than 50% of  the 
tota l  populat ion)  are:  Arunachal  Pradesh,  
Meghalaya,  Mizoram, Nagaland,  Union 
Terr i tor ies  of  Dadra & Nagar  Havel i  and 
Lakshadweep.  Provinces  with s izeable  t r ibal  
populat ion and having areas  of  large  t r ibal  
concentrat ion are  A.P.  Assam, Chhatt isgarh,  
Gujarat ,  Himachal  Pradesh,  Madhya Pradesh,  
Maharashtra,  Orr isa  and Rajasthan.   

GOVERNMENT POLICIES 

P r e c u r s o r   
After  India  became independent,  formulat ing 

and implementing an appropriate  pol icy  for  t r ibes  
assumed crucia l  importance.  Even before  
independence,  the  nature  of  the  pol icy  to  be  
adopted had become a  matter  of  heated debate  
between two scholars ,  namely Verr ier  Elwin and 
G.S.  Ghurey.   Elwin,  though once advocated for  a  
pol icy  of  isolat ion,  la ter  argued that  problems 
faced by the tr ibal  populat ion could not  be  
considered apart  f rom those faced by the general  
v i l lage populat ion and thus he advocated the same 
pol icy  for  the majori ty  of  the  t r ibal  populat ion as  
the pol icy  advocated for  the general  populat ion 
(Ibid  2008).   

As against  this ,  Ghurey advocated the pol icy  
of  ass imilat ion.  He advocated that  t r ibes  were  
Hindus,  or ,  to  put  i t  more b lunt ly ,  backward 
Hindus.  He thought  of  them as  infer ior  and 
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backward because they were cut  of f  f rom the large 
mass  of  the  Indian populat ion.  He also identi f ied 
them as  s tanding a  s tep lower on the evolut ionary 
ladder,  and in  fact ,  not  being very di f ferent  f rom 
the mass  of  India’s  populat ion.    His  considered 
that  t r ibes  should be ass imilated into the larger  
society  so that  they could be l i f ted out  of  the  
poverty  and base  l iv ing condit ions.  The view 
placed tr ibal  a t  the  lowest  posi t ion of  t r ibe-caste-
c lass  continuum, a  continuum paradigm used for  
understanding the process  of  change in  t r ibal  l i fe .  
For  Ghurey,  this  continuum suggested a  movement 
of  the  t r ibals  f rom the tradit ion to  modernity,  
f rom pantheism to a  higher  form of  re l ig ion,  f rom 
the base  and crude way of  l i fe  to  one moral ly  and 
ethical ly  superior .  This  was a  way of  t racing the 
ass imilat ion- integrat ion s tage of  the  t r ibals  into 
the nat ional  mainstream.    

Neither  of  the  two pol ic ies  was thought  
adequate  in  independent  India  by the nat ional is t  
leadership.  This  is  evident  f rom the nature  of  the  
provis ions la id  down in the const i tut ion for  
t r ibals .  The provis ions pointed to  an approach that  
was quite  di f ferent  f rom those propagated by 
Elwin and Ghurey.  The provis ions included 
s tatutory recognit ion,  proport ional  representat ion 
in  the legis latures,  the  r ight  to  use  their  own 
language for  educat ion and other  purposes,  the  
r ight  to  profess  with their  own fa i th,  and the r ight  
to  pursue development according to  their  own 
genius.  The const i tut ion a lso empowered the s tate  
to  make provis ion for  supervis ion for  reservat ion 
in  jobs  and appointments  in  favour of  t r ibal  
communit ies .  In  addit ion,  the  Direct ive  Principles  
of  State  Pol icy  of  the  Const i tut ion required that  
the  educat ional  and economic interests  of  the  
weaker  sect ions of  society,  including tr ibals ,  be  
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especia l ly  promoted.  Moreover,  the  const i tut ion 
empowered the s tate  to  br ing areas  inhabited by 
the tr ibes  under  the Fif th  and Sixth Schedules  for  
the purpose of  specia l  t reatment  with respect  to  
the administrat ion of  t r ibal  people.  These 
const i tut ional  provis ions thus a imed at  
safeguarding,  protect ing,  and promoting the 
interest  of  t r ibal  people.   Thus the Indian 
const i tut ion c lear ly  adopts  a  pol icy  of  integrat ion 
rather  than of  isolat ion or  ass imilat ion,  a lbei t  
without  using the term and concept  of  integrat ion 
even once.   

In  fact ,  the  f ive  pr inciples  mentioned by 
Pundit  Jawaharla l  Nehru in  his  forward to  Elwin’s  
A Phi losophy  fo r  NEFA  (North Eastern Frontier  
Province) ,  which was proclaimed as  the guide for  
t r ibal  development,  were  no more than an 
enunciat ion of  the  pr inciples  underlying the 
const i tut ion provis ions (Ibid  2008).    

The pr inciples  are:   

People  should develop a long with the l ines  of  
their  own genius,  and we should avoid imposing 
anything on them. We should try  to  encourage in  
every way their  own tradit ional  ar ts  and cul ture.   

Tribal  r ights  in  land and forest  should be 
respected.   

We should try  to  t ra in  and bui ld  up a  team of  
their  own people  to  do the work of  administrat ion 
and development.  We should avoid introducing 
too many outs iders  into tr ibal  terr i tory.   

We should not  over-administer  these  areas  or  
overthrow them with a  mult ip l ic i ty  of  schemes.  
We should rather  work through,  and not  in  r ivalry  
to,  their  own socia l  and cul tural  inst i tut ions.   

We should judge resul ts  not  by s tat is t ics  of  
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the  amount of  money spent,  but  by the qual i ty  of  
human character  that  is  evolved.  

The State Agenda for Tribals:  
The di f ferent  measures  taken for  their  

upl i f tment  can be divided broadly  into three  
categories ,  namely:  protect ive,  mobi l izat ion,  and 
development.   

Protective  safeguards:  Laws have been 
enacted in  a lmost  a l l  the  s tates  with tr ibal  
populat ions to  prevent  a l ienat ion of  land from 
tr ibes  to  non-tr ibes.   

Mobilization Strategies:  Mobil izat ion 
s trategies  refer  to  the reservat ion extended to  
t r ibals  in  f ie lds  such as  educat ion,  employment,  
and pol i t ics .   The Consti tut ion of  India ensures 
the poli t ical  representation of  Scheduled Tribes 
in  the Parl iament,  in  the State  Legis lat ive 
Assemblies,  and in local  sel f  –government 
(municipal i ty  and panchayat)  through reserved 
seats.  Indian Consti tut ion provides for  the 
reservation of  seats  for  Scheduled Tribes in  
educational  inst i tut ions as  well  as  in  government 
employment.  Depending on the respective 
posit ions,  posts  reserved for  members of  
"Scheduled Tribes"  are ei ther  in  proportion to 
the tr ibal  population of  the state  in  quest ion,  or  
–in most  cases—comprise 7.5% of  the total  
number of  government jobs.  

In  addit ion,  there  are  const i tut ional  
provis ions for  t r ibal  se l f  –rule  in  t r ibal  dominated 
areas  and one provincia l  governor has  the 
extensive  power to  prevent  and amend any law 
enacted that  could harm tr ibal  interests .   

Development Measures:  I t  includes  
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programmes and act iv i t ies  meant  for  the upl i f t  and 
progress  of  t r ibal  people.  One of  the  most  
comprehensive s trategies  for  the development of  
Scheduled Tribes  is  the  introduct ion of  Tribal  Sub-
Plan (TSP) in  the Fif th  5  yea Plan (1973).  I t  i s  in  a  
way,  the l i fe l ine  for  the socio-economic 
development of  t r ibal  people.   

Wide-ranging sec tor  programs in  t r iba l  areas  
have been implemented since the launch of  the 
TSP by the dif ferent  l ine agencies,  with both 
state  and central  government funds.  The focus 
has thus far  c learly  been on the development of  
physical  infrastructure and on establ ishing and 
improving service inst i tut ions.   

In  addit ion to  that ,  the  centra l  ( federal)  
government has  a  specia l  Commission for  
Scheduled Castes  and Scheduled Tribes  which 
issues  an annual  report  on i l legal  act ions against  
SCs and STs and make recommendations to  
improve their  posi t ion.   

CONDITIONS OF EXISTENCE:  

Tribal  groups are  at  d i f ferent  s tages  of  socia l ,  
economic and educat ional  development.  While  
some tr ibal  communit ies  have adopted a  
mainstream way of  l i fe  a t  one end of  the  spectrum, 
there  are  75 Primit ive  Tribal  Groups (PTGs),  a t  
the  other,  who are  character ized by (a)  a  pre-
agr icul ture  level  of  technology,  (b)  a  s tagnant  or  
decl ining populat ion (c)  extremely low l i teracy 
and (d)  a  subsis tence level  of  economy 
(Government of  India  2005).  

Despite  the const i tut ional  provis ions and the 
specia l  pol ic ies  and programmes adopted by the 
s tate  for  the welfare  and benef i t  of  t r ibal  people,  
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the  condit ion of  the  t r ibals  continues to  be  
deplorable .  In  a  s tudy on Development and 
Deprivat ion of  Scheduled Tribes  (2006),  the  
authors  calculated inf lat ion adjustment  HDI for  
a l l  India  and Scheduled Tribes;  respect ively  the 
f igures  are  0 .343 and 0.253,  resul ts  in  a  36% 
dif ference (Sarkar  e t  a l  2006).   

Land and l i fe  supports  system of  t r ibals  
continues to  be  passed from tr ibes  to  non-tr ibes  
through such means as  f raudulent  t ransfers ,  
forc ib le  evict ion,  mortgages,  leases,  and 
encroachments  despi te  legis lat ion restr ic t ing the 
a l ienat ion of  lands from the tr ibes  to  non-tr ibes.   

Displacement is  another  important  factor  
accounting for  the loss  of  control  and ownership 
over  land and forest  by the tr ibals .  Displacement 
has  occurred pr imari ly  because of  large-scale  
projects  l ike  industr ies ,  i r r igat ion and hydraul ic  
projects ,  ands mining.  The Scheduled Tribes  
account  for  55% of  the tota l  d isplaced populat ion 
in  India.  I t  i s  reported that  8 .5  mil l ion tr ibals  have 
been displaced in  the name of  so-cal led 
development projects .  Though over  3 ,000 dams are  
located in  t r ibal  areas,  only  20% tr ibal  areas  were  
i rr igated in  1981 as  compared to  46% of  
agr icul tural  land overal l .  Tribal  lands account  for  
56% of  the tota l  mineral  revenue in  India.  3 ,500 
mines  out  of  the  4,  175 mines  in  India  are  in  t r ibal  
areas.  And yet  they have not  benef i ted from the 
extract ion of  minerals .  Seventy one per  cent  of  
tota l  forest land in  India  is  populated by tr ibal  
communit ies .  But,  d i f ferent  acts  in  the name of  
forest  conservat ion s idel ined the Scheduled Tribe 
populat ion in  their  use  of  forests .  However,  Forest  
Rights  Act  of  2006 has  returned some of  the  basic  
r ights  the  t r ibal  communit ies  used to  enjoy in  the 
past .     
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As compared to  the sex rat io  for  the overal l  
populat ion (933 females  per  1000 males) ,  the  sex 
rat io  among Scheduled Tribes,  as  per  2001 Census 
is  more favourable ,  a t  977 females  per  1000 males  
(Census of  India  2001).  

Educat ion:  The l i teracy rate  for  overal l  
populat ion has  increased from 52.2% to 65.38% 
between 1991 and 2001.  In  case  of  Scheduled 
Tribes,  the  increase  in  l i teracy has  been from 
29.62% to 47.10%. The female  l i teracy rate  among 
tr ibals  during the same period increased 
s ignif icant ly  f rom 18.19% to 34.76% which is  s t i l l  
lower by approximately  20% as  compared to  
l i teracy rate  of  the  females  of  the  general  
populat ion.  The Scheduled Tribe male  l i teracy has  
increased from 40.65% to 59.17% (Census of  India  
1991 and 2001).  

The drop out  rate  among Scheduled Tribe 
populat ion is  higher  than the over  a l l  populat ion 
of  India  in  both rural    (87.7% compared to  75.1%) 
and urban areas  (67.  9% compared to  51.2%) and 
much higher  compared to  other  socia l  groups l ike  
upper  caste  Hindu,  35.2% and 34.2  % respect ively  
for  rural  and urban areas  (Mohanty 2006).   

The complet ion rates  of  higher  secondary 
(HS) among STs are  roughly three- fourths  the 
nat ional  average of  17.8%.  Scheduled Tribe 
populat ion comprises  only  3.9% of  col lege arr iv ing 
populat ion of  India  (Hasan et  a l  2006).   

Employment and Occupation:   Almost  50% of  
t r ibal  populat ions are  engaged in  e i ther  agr icul ture  
labour or  other  types  of  labour jobs  and c lose  to  
40% are  se l f -employed (Mohanty 2006).    The 
remaining 10 % work in  government,  semi-
government,  pr ivate  enterprises ,   banks,  f inancia l  
services,  educat ion services  e tc .   Compared to  the 
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percentage of  upper  caste  Hindu populat ion in  
these  categories  (13.4%),  the  representat ion of  
Scheduled Tribe populat ion is  not  much di f ferent .   

However,  sheer  quanti ty  does  not  te l l  
everything.  Despite  reservat ion pol ic ies ,  the  
percentages  of  Scheduled Tribes  among di f ferent  
categories  of  centra l  ( federal)  government services  
are:  Group A (3.06%),  Group B (3.02%).  Group C 
(6.27%),  Group D (6.71%),  and Sweepers  (8 .26%);  
a  tota l  of  6 .33 per  cent  in  1997(Louis  2003).   
Representat ion of  Scheduled Tribes  among 
employees  in  Publ ic  sector  banks:  Off icers  
(3 .65%);  Clerks  (4 .71%),  Sub-staf f  ( including 
sweepers :  5 .54% in 1996 (Karade 2008).   Among 
the school  teachers ,  the  percentages  of  t r ibal ’s  
representat ion are  5 .74% primary (7.64%),  Upper  
Primary (6.44%),  Secondary (3.57%),  and Higher  
Secondary (2.37%) in  1997;  the representat ion of  
STs is  only  1.5% (1992-93)  among the univers i ty  
and col lege professors .    These data  c lear ly  show 
that  corresponding to  their  share  in  Indian 
populat ion,  Scheduled Tribe populat ions do not  
hold many good jobs.   

Income:   In  a  country,  where  organized sector  
can accommodate  only  8% of  i ts  workforce,  i t  i s  
extremely di f f icul t  to  calculate  the average 
incomes of  di f ferent  socia l  groups;  the  National  
Sample  Survey Organizat ion (NSSO) of  India  does  
survey on consumption pattern.   On the basis  of  
that  survey,  the  percentage of  populat ion below 
poverty  l ine in  urban areas  among the Scheduled 
Tribe populat ion is  35.15% compared to  20.01% 
among others  and 23.09% among al l  households  in  
2000.   The corresponding f igures  for  rural  areas  
respect ively  are:  Scheduled Tribes  (48.2%),  others  
(23.23%),  and al l  household (28.93%).   
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Housing:   More than 90% of  Schedule  Tribe  
populat ions of  India  l ive  in  v i l lages.  In  India,  a  
typical  v i l lage house is  mud-bui l t  with thatched 
roof.   Most  t r ibal  people  l ive  in  those houses.   The 
condit ion of  mud-bui l t  houses  is  not  bad a lways 
depending on the af fordabi l i ty  of  the  owners;  
however  as  the economic condit ion of  the  t r ibal  
people  is  worst ,  the  condit ion of  their  homes is  
a lso  not  good:  smal l ,  with no proper  sanitat ion 
and inadequate  maintenance.    

Health:   Malnutr i t ion,  chronic  diseases,  
morbidi ty  are  the common features  of  t r ibal  
heal th.  Infant  morta l i ty  and under- f ive  mortal i ty  
per  thousand l ive  bir ths  are  as  high as  83 and 
126.6  among Scheduled Tribes  populat ion 
respect ively  compared to  61.8  and 82.6  
respect ively  for  general  populat ion.  Chi ld  
mortal i ty  rate  among the Scheduled Tribes  is  much 
higher  than that  of  the  a l l -  India  populat ion:  46.3  
for  STs as  against  29.3% for  a l l  India.  Eighty 
percent  of  t r ibal  chi ldren are  anemic and 50% 
percent  are  underweight.  The incidence of  anemia 
among tr ibal  women is  high as  65% compared to  
48% of  the general  populat ion.   

Criminal  just ice:  In  1871,  the Bri t ish  
Government of  India  "noti f ied"  certa in  tr ibes  as  
“cr iminals” and passed the notorious “Criminal  
Tribes  Act  of  1871.” Such people  were  noti f ied,  
who,  according to  the Bri t ish,  were  nomadic  cat t le  
grazers ,  wandering s ingers ,  acrobats ,  e tc  and also 
those who res is ted the Bri t ish  aggress ion from 
t ime to  t ime.  The logic  was s imple.  These people  
l ived in  forests ,  or  were  nomads.  Only the 
cr iminals  would do this .  As Indians fo l low caste  
profess ions,  these  myster ious ( to  the Bri t ish)  
people  too are  hereditary  cr iminals .  Thus his tory 's  
most  heinous cr ime was perpetuated in  this  Act .  
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From 1871-1944 this  Act  was amended,  new 
areas  and new communit ies  were  roped in.  In  
1952,  Government of  India  of f ic ia l ly  "denoti f ied"  
the s t igmatized ones,  without  making any 
provis ions for  their  l ive l ihood.  In  1959,  
Government of  India  passed the "Habitual  
Offender 's  Act"  which is  not  much di f ferent  f rom 
the "Criminal  Tribes  Act,  1871."  From 1961,  
Government of  India,  through the s tate  
machineries  is  publ ishing s tate-wise  l i s ts  of  
"Denoti f ied and Nomadic  Tribes."   The pol ice  
of f icers  posted in  any province face  no di f f icul ty  
in  identi fy ing the denoti f ied groups.  Al l  over  
India,  the  denoti f ied communit ies  are  ja i led,  mob-
lynched,  tortured in  pol ice  lock-ups.  Worst  of  a l l ,  
even India 's  other  t r ibes  t reat  the  denoti f ied tr ibes  
as  "expendable  ones."   

Language and Culture:  Indian Const i tut ion 
grants  cul tural  and l inguist ic  minori t ies  the  r ight  
to  conserve their  language and cul ture.   There  are  
more than 16 hundred languages  in  India:  twenty-
nine languages  are  spoken by more than a  mil l ion 
nat ive  speakers ,  122 by more than 10,000.  

In  India,  Hindi  and Engl ish are  used as  
of f ic ia l  languages  of  the  union.  In  addit ion to  
that ,  20 other  languages  are  l i s ted in  the 8th 
schedule    o f  the  const i tut ion for  of f ic ia l  uses  in  
the provinces.  The Indian const i tut ion does not  
speci fy  the of f ic ia l  languages  to  be  used by the 
s tates  for  the conduct  of  their  of f ic ia l  funct ions,  
and leaves  each s tate  f ree  to,  through i ts  
legis lature,  adopt  Hindi  or  any language used in  
i ts  terr i tory  as  i ts  of f ic ia l  language or  languages.  
The language need not  be  one of  those l is ted in  the 
Eighth Schedule,  and several  s tates  have adopted 
off ic ia l  languages  which are  not  so  l is ted.  
Examples  include Kokborok in  Tripura;  Mizo in  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  9  Num 2 ,  2010       ≈   68  

Mizoram; Khasi ,  Garo,  and Jaint ia  in  Meghalaya;  
and French in  Pondicherry.  In  addit ion,  a  
candidate  appearing in  an examination conducted 
for  publ ic  service  at  a  higher  level  i s  ent i t led to  
use  any of  these  languages  as  the medium in which 
he/she answers  the paper.   Among the 22 
languages  l i s ted in  the 8 t h  schedule  of  the  
const i tut ion,  5-6  languages  may be regarded as  
t r ibal  languages.   

However,  there  are  hundreds of  t r ibal  
languages/dialects  in  India.   The inf i l t rat ion of  
non-trbal  people  in  t r ibal  areas  indirecl t ly  
endangered the tr ibal  languages  by set t ing up 
schools  and impart ing instruct ions  through  the 
language and cul ture  of  the  dominant  group in  
those areas.  Another  problem is  the  onus of   
responsibi ty  to  conserve the cul ture  and language 
on the group i tse l f .   How can the group who is  
socia l ly ,  economical ly ,  and poli t ica l ly  week,  can 
preserve i ts  langugae and cul ture  i f  there  is  no 
government support?   

St i l l ,  Indian tr ibal  people  speak in  their  own 
lanaguages  and are  able  to  reta in  their  cul ture  to  a  
s ignif icant  level  notwthstanding the continuous 
presssure  of   dominant  language and cul ture.    

Polit ical  Rights and Representation:  
In the two houses  of  Par l iament,  the  Lok 

Sabha  and Rajya  Sabha  7 .5% (41)  seats  are  reserved 
for  Scheduled Tribe populat ion and s imilar  
representat ion occurs  in  the provincia l  assemblies  
in  proport ion to  the percentage of  Scheduled 
Tribes  in  the province.   Besides  some important  
union minister  port fol ios  occupied by the members  
of  Scheduled Tribe community,  India  had 
Scheduled Tribe President,  Deputy Prime 
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Minister ,  and current ly  the Speaker  of  Lok Sabha,  
Mrs.  Meira  Kumar is  a  Scheduled Tribe woman.       

In  1951,  the Fif th and Sixth Schedules under 
Artic le  244 of  Indian Consti tut ion provided for  
sel f -governance in specif ied tr ibal  majori ty  
areas.  Government of  India also establ ished a 
Ministry of  Tribal  Affairs .  I t  carved out the 
states  of  Chhatt isgarh and Jharkhand in 
acknowledgment of  tr ibal  sentiment.   

THE CANADIAN SCENARIO:  
Aboriginal  identity  re fers  to  those persons 

who reported identi fy ing with at  least  one 
Aboriginal  group,  that  is ,  North American Indian,  
Métis  or  Inuit ,  and/or those who reported being a  
Treaty  Indian or  a  Registered Indian,  as  def ined 
by the Indian  Act  o f  Canada,  and/or those who 
reported they were members  of  an Indian band or  
Firs t  Nation.  

Aboriginal  ancestry  re fers  to  the ethnic  or  
cul tural  or ig in  of  a  person 's  ancestors ,  an ancestor  
being usual ly  more dis tant  than a  grandparent.  In  
the census,  i f  a  person reports  a t  least  one 
Aboriginal  ancestry  response,  the  person is  
counted in  the Aboriginal  ancestry  populat ion.  

Population and Habitat:   
In 2006,  Aboriginal  peoples  accounted for  

3 .8% of  the tota l  populat ion of  Canada 
enumerated in  the census,  a  tota l  of  1 ,172,790 
people  identi f ied themselves  as  Aboriginal  
persons,  that  is ,  North American Indian/ Firs t  
Nations,  Métis  or  Inuit  in  the 2006 Census 
(Stat is t ics  Canada 2008).   

Almost  three-fourths (73.7%) of  a l l  
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Aboriginal  Peoples l ive off -reserve in Canada,  
and the rest  of  them l ive on-reserve.   Eighty per  
cent  aboriginal  peoples  l ive in  Ontario and four 
western provinces.  In Nunavut and North-West  
Terri tories,  concentrat ion of  aboriginal  
population is  highest ,  85%, and fol lowed by 25% 
in Yukon; among the provinces,  Manitoba,  and 
Saskatchewan, the percentages of  aboriginal  
populations are 15% each (  Ibid 2008).    

The Aboriginal  populat ion is  becoming 
increasingly  urban.  In  2006,  54% l ived in  an urban 
centre ,  an increase  f rom 50% in 1996.  Urban areas  
include large c i t ies ,  or  census metropol i tan areas,  
and smaller  urban centres .  In  comparison,  81% of  
non-Aboriginal  people  were  urban dwel lers  in  
2006.  The di f ference between the two proport ions 
is  due mainly  to  the large share  of  Firs t  Nations 
people  who l ive  on reserves  (Ibid  2008).  

GOVERNMENT POLICIES 

P r e c u r s o r  
Treat ies  and acts  are  the best - regarded 

instruments ,  which his tor ical ly  determine the 
re lat ions between Aboriginals  and Colonists .   The 
f i rs t  recorded treaty  was the Great  Peace of  1701.  
Since then,  there  are  major  and minor t reat ies  and 
some very important  acts  l ike  Royal  Proclamation 
Act,  1763,  Bri t ish  North American Act,  1867,  The 
Indian Act,  1876,  The Const i tut ion Act,  1876 
dictates  the terms and condit ions of  aborig inals ’  
exis tence.  After  the  formation of  confederat ion of  
Canada in  1867,  Government of  Canada has 
undertaken some measures  for  the upl i f tment  of  i ts  
or ig inal  inhabitants ,  which are  discussed below.  
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The State Agenda for Tribals:  
Unlike India,  Government of  Canada does not  

have any kind of  reservat ion for  the upl i f tment  of  
i ts  aborig inal  populat ions;  however,  there  are  
several  government-ass is ted programmes for  the 
aborig inal  peoples .  For  example,  housing on the 
reserve is  fu l ly  funded by the government of  
Canada;  in  addit ion,  aborig inals  on reserves  and 
off  reserve get  fu l l  f inancia l  support  for  educat ion 
of  their  chi ldren from kindergarten to  Grade 12 
and only  s tatus  Indians receive  some funding for  
post -secondary educat ion.  In  regard to  taxat ion,  
Indians who l ive  on reserve are  exempted from 
property  tax for  personal  property;  the  act  says  
that  a  Status  Indian working on a  reserve is  
exempt from income taxes.  However,  there  is  a  
complicated formula involved here  –  the locat ion 
of  the  duties  and res idence of  the  employee and 
employer  must  be  taken into considerat ion.  And 
Status  Indians do not  general ly  pay the federal  
goods and services  tax or  provincia l  sa les  tax i f  
they buy something on a  reserve or  i f  i t  i s  dest ined 
for  a  reserve.  

In  addit ion to  that ,  the  federal  government 
a lso funded for  the preservat ion of  aborig inal  
languages  and cul ture.   

CONDITIONS OF EXISTENCE:  

Education:  In  2006,  those without  a  secondary 
school  diploma are  f rom 32% of  the aborig inal ,  
more than double  the rate  of  the  rest  of  Canadians 
(15%).   36% aborig inal  men and 27% of  Aboriginal  
women had not  completed high school  compared 
to  17% non-Aboriginal  men and 12% of  non-
Aboriginal  women.  Only 8% of  Aboriginal  peoples  
have a  bachelor  degree or  higher-  and the rest  of  
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Canadians -22%. The 28% of  non-Aboriginal  
women who have a  univers i ty  degree or  higher  are  
double  the rate  of  for  Aboriginal  women.  Among 
the aborig inal  men,  where  only  8% have a  
univers i ty  degree or  higher,  which is  less  than a  
third  of  the  25% for  non-Aboriginal  men (  Wilson 
et  a l  2010).  Despite  the increased educat ional  
a t ta inment for  Aboriginal  men and women,  the 
dispari ty  between non-Aboriginal  populat ions is  
growing,  not  diminishing.  The drop -out  rate  for  
Aboriginals  before  complet ion of  grade 9  is  about  
20 percent  and 40% before  complet ion of  grade 12,  
compared to  3% and 16% respect ively  for  the non-
aborig inal  populat ion (Macionis  e t  a l  2005).    

Employment and Occupation:   Canada’s  
Aboriginal  labour market  segmentat ion occurs  in  
four  ways:  between east  and west ,  and on and off  -
reserve.  In  the east  and off  –reserve,  the  
Aboriginal  labour market  is  not  too far  di f ferent  
f rom the Canadian norm. On –reserve and in  the 
west ,  the  Aboriginals  labour market  is  much worse  
than the Canadian norm.  

Canada’s  aborig inal  people  remain more than 
twice  as  l ikely  to  be  unemployed as  non-aborig inal  
people  ( respect ively  14.8% and 6.3%).  This  f inding 
comes even though unemployment rates  are  
dropping more quickly  for  aborig inal  people  than 
non-aborig inal  people.  The unemployment rate  
among core  working-age aborig inal  people  — 
those aged 25 to  54 — in 2006 was down by 4.2  
percentage points  to  13.2  in  2006 from 17.4  per  
cent  in  2001 while  the unemployment rate  for  non-
aborig inal  people  dropped only  0.8  percentage 
points  to  5 .2  per  cent .  The labour force  data  
showed that  employment rates  were  up for  Inuit ,  
Métis  and Firs t  Nations groups.  As a  whole,  the  
employment rate  for  aborig inal  Canadians in  2006 
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was 65.8  per  cent ,  an increase  f rom 61.2  per  cent  
f ive  years  ear l ier .  The growth (2001-2006)  of  se l f -
employment for  aborig inals  and non-aborig inals  
respect ively  are  7% and 25% (Wilson et  a l  2010).   

About  35% of  the aborig inal  populat ions work 
in  pr imary sector  (agr icul ture)  compared to  
nat ional  average of  only  2%. Only 2.2  % of  the 
white  col lar  jobs  l ike  administrat ive  and foreign 
service,  executive  and operat ional ,  sc ient i f ic  
profess ional ,  and technical  jobs  are  occupied by 
aborig inal  peoples  in  2009 (  Stat is t ics  Canada  
2010).   Aboriginals  Canadians made up only  2% of  
a l l  univers i ty  teachers  (CUTA 2010).  

Income:   Aboriginal  peoples  are  among the 
poorest  in  Canada.  The median income for  
Aboriginal  peoples  was $18,962 compared to  
$27,097 for  the rest  of  the  Canadians in  2006-  a  
30% dif ference (Wilson et  a l  2010).  The di f ference 
is  decreasing,  but  marginal ly .   

Housing:  The house ownership rate  among 
aborig inals  is  28.5  per  cent ,  compared to  67 per  
cent  for  the Canadian populat ion as  a  whole.  The 
Indian Act  prevents  Aboriginals  on-reserve from 
obtaining t i t le  to  land.  The Act  a lso forbids  the 
se izure  of  Indian lands under  legal  process ,  
preventing legal  recourse  to  enforce  a  mortgage.  
The Act  thus prohibi ts  the  development of  
successful  housing programs.  Some bands have 
used innovative  means to  establ ish and maintain 
successful  ownership programs despite  the Act.  
The growing aborig inal  populat ion off - reserve is  
t rapped,  in  many cases  by inadequate  income,  in  
others  by lack of  housing supply,  or  a  combinat ion 
of  both.  Many aborig inals  migrate  to  larger  c i t ies  
where  rents  and house pr ices  are  very high.  
(Aboriginal  Housing in  Canada:  Bui lding on 
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Promising Pract ices  by Internat ional  Housing 
Coal i t ion,  Case Study:  3 ;  2006)   

 

The Assembly of  Firs t  Nations (AFN) says  
there  is  a  current  urgent  need for  80,000 new units  
across  Canada,  and 44 per  cent  of  the  exis t ing 
88,750 houses  are  in  cr i t ica l  need of  repairs .  As 
years  pass  without  new bui lding goals  being met,  
the  number of  units  urgent ly  needed to  house the 
aborig inal  populat ion increases  exponentia l ly .  
According to  the 2001 census,  54 per  cent  of  
houses  on-reserve is  in  substandard condit ion.  
Eleven per  cent  is  overcrowded compared to  one 
per  cent  e lsewhere in  Canada.  

 

The Congress  of  Aboriginal  Peoples  (CAP) 
represents  Aboriginals  of f - reserve.  I t  c i tes  an 
unacceptably  high degree of  core  housing need for  
Canadian aborig inal  famil ies  and individuals  
l iv ing of f - reserve.  In  addit ion,  many others  do not  
qual i fy  because they are  l iv ing with family  or  
f r iends,  or  have no housing at  a l l .  The homeless  
peoples  are  di f f icul t  to  quanti fy  s ince they have no 
s table  locat ion.  

 

Aboriginal  renter  households  l ive  in  lower 
qual i ty  dwel l ings  than the rest  of  the  populat ion.  
More than 16 per  cent  of  rented dwel l ings  are  in  
need of  major  repair .  Thir ty-seven per  cent  of  
aborig inal  households  spend more than a  third  of  
their  income on rent  and 15 per  cent  have a  severe  
rent  burden,  paying more than hal f  their  income 
for  shel ter .  The s tudy says  aborig inal  income is  
roughly 87 per  cent  of  non-aborig inal  income,  
meaning aborig inal  famil ies  and individuals  have 
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even less  money to  spend on rent  and other  
necessary expenses  (NAHA 2004).   

Health :  The l i fe  expectancy for  aborig inal  
people  approximately  6.5  yrs  lower than that  of  
non-aborig inals.   

Canada 's  overal l  suic ide rate  is  typical ly  
about  14 per  100,000 people;  suic ide rates  are  f ive  
to  seven t imes higher  for  Firs t  Nations youth than 
for  non-Aboriginal  youth.  Suic ide rates  among 
Inuit  youth are  among the highest  in  the world,  a t  
11 t imes the nat ional  average.  Suic ide rates  in  the 
Canadian Native  populat ion are  more than twice 
the sex-speci f ic  rates ,  and three  t imes the age-
speci f ic  rates  of  non-Native  Canadians (56.3  per  
year  per  100,000 persons for  Native  males  and 
11.8  for  Native  Females) .  Among Aboriginal  
males,  the  rate  for  the 15-24 year  age group was 
90.  This  is  more than double  that  for  a l l  
Aboriginal  males:  39.  Suic ide among northern 
Native  youth has  reached epidemic proport ions.   

Language and Culture:  Retaining of  mother  
tongues var ies  widely  among 3  aborig inals  groups.  
There  are  60 aborig inal  languages  spoken by Firs t  
Nation Peoples,  grouped in  dis t inct  language 
famil ies ,  which include Algonquian,  Athapaskan,  
Siouan,  Sal ish,  Tsimshian,  Wakashan,  Iroquoian,  
Haida,  Kutenai  and Tl ingi t .  Knowledge of  an 
Aboriginal  language among the Firs t  Nations 
populat ion holds  s teady at  29 per  cent ,  the  same as  
in  2001.  Cree is  spoken by the largest  number of  
Firs t  Nations speakers .  

Michif  i s  the  t radit ional  language spoken by 
Métis  people,  which are  evolved from the 
intermingl ing of  Cree and French languages.  
However,  most  commonly spoken aborig inal  
language among the Métis  is  Cree.  Knowledge of  
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an Aboriginal  language among the Métis  
populat ion is  down by one per  cent  when 
compared to  the 2001 census.  Only about  four  per  
cent  of  Métis  sa id  they spoke an aborig inal  
language.  

There  are  f ive  pr imary dis t inct  Inuit  language 
dia lects ,  col lect ively  known as  Inukti tut ,  spoken 
throughout  Canada.  Inuit  were  most  l ike ly  to  
speak an aborig inal  language,  according to  the 
2006 census.  Just  over  32,200 Inuit ,  or  64 per  cent  
of  the  tota l ,  sa id  Inukti tut  was their  mother  
tongue.  Knowledge of  Inukti tut  among the Inuit  
populat ion is  down by three  per  cent  when 
compared to  the 2001 census (Census 2006).   

According to  Indian and Northern Affairs  
Canada,  in  a  2002 publ icat ion ent i t led From 
Generat ion  to  Generat ion :  Surv iva l  and  Maintenance  
o f  Canada ' s  Abor ig ina l  Languages  With in  Famil i e s ,  
Communit i e s  and  Ci t i e s ,  aborig inal  languages  
a lready ext inct  include Huron,  Petun,  Neutral  in  
the Iroquoian family,  Beothuk,  Pent latch and 
Comox in  the Sal ish family,  and Tsetsaut  and 
Nicola  in  the Athabaskan family.  And more than a  
dozen aborig inal  languages  are  near  ext inct ion,  
the  2002 report  sa id.  

The federal  task  force  said  aborig inal  
languages  range from "f lourishing" to  "cr i t ica l ly  
endangered."  "Even languages  with a  large number 
of  speakers  may be f lourishing in  some regions 
and be in  a  cr i t ica l  s tate  in  others ,"  i t  reads.  I t  
concludes:  "Some are  spoken by only  a  few elders ,  
others  by tens  of  thousands.  Large language 
groups l ike  the Cree,  Ojibwa and Inukti tut  are  
v iable ,  having at  least  25,000 speakers ,  ranging 
from the young to  the e lder ly .  However,  a l l  
languages,  including those considered viable ,  are  
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los ing ground and are  endangered."  

When language is  cr i t ica l ly  endangered,  
cul ture  cannot  be  protected.  The invasion of  
dominant  European languages  and cul ture  a long 
with imposing of  Chris t ianity  has  jeopardized the 
aborig inal  cul ture  to  such an extent  that  the  t races  
of  aborig inal  cul ture  could only  be  seen in  
museums or  formal  theaters .   

Criminal  just ice:   Aboriginal  peoples  
accounted for  24% of  those admitted to  provincia l  
or  federal  custody in  2006-2007 (Globe and Mail ,  
Dec.  28,  2009).  High level  of  a lcohol  abuse is  a lso  
found in  Aboriginal  communit ies ,  where  one in  
f ive  people  are  admitted to  hospita l  for  an a lcohol-
re lated i l lness  on an annual  basis .  Domest ic  
v iolence is  a lso  common as  80% of  Aboriginal  
women have s tated that  they have experienced 
some form of  physical  abuse at  some point  in  their  
l ives  (Canadin Criminal  Just ice  System 2000).   
Countrywide,  a  recent  report  es t imated that  22 
percent  of  a l l  gang members  in  Canada are  
aborig inals  (The Forgotten People  2009).      

Polit ical  Rights and Representations  

I t  i s  most  of ten s tated that  Aboriginal  people  
received the r ight  to  vote  in  1960.  This  s tatement,  
however,  i s  incorrect .  While  most  Status  Indians 
received the uncondit ional  r ight  to  vote  in  1960,  
the Inuit  received the r ight  to  vote  in  1950,  and 
s t i l l  other  Aboriginal  people  (such as  the Métis  
and Non-Status  Indians)  received the vote  
a longside other  Canadians.  

However,  the  exis t ing s tudies  show that  
Aboriginal  part ic ipat ion rates  are,  on average,  
lower than their  Canadian counterparts .  Studies  
a lso show that  turnout  var ies  dramatical ly  among 
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Aborig inal  peoples  and across  regions.  According 
to  the resul ts  of  a  publ ic  opinion pol l ,  the  
part ic ipat ion rate  of  Aboriginal  people  on reserves  
was 52 percent,  whereas  the part ic ipat ion rates  of  
those l iv ing of f  reserves  was 67 percent  (Elect ions 
Canada 2005).  

The his tor ical  reasons,  as  Robert  Milen (1991)  
has  suggested,  arose  f rom the legacy of  
colonial ism and,  speci f ica l ly ,  the  federal  
government’s  ass imilat ion-through-
enfranchisement pol icy.  Thus,  Aboriginals  v iew 
the e lectoral  system with suspic ion.  However,  
Milen has  noted that  Aboriginal  concerns 
regarding the franchise  were  not  homogenous:  

  Métis  organizat ions consis tent ly  advanced 
proposals  for  guaranteed representat ion 
during the  Const i tut ional  conferences  of  the  
1980s.  

  Various treaty  nat ions have re jected of fers  of  
Canadian c i t izenship and e lectoral  
part ic ipat ion on the grounds of  sovereignty 
and nat ionhood.  

  Many treaty  nat ions choose to  s tay outs ide 
the Canadian e lectoral  process  because of  
their  nat ion-to-nat ion re lat ionship with the 
Crown. 

Aboriginal  representat ion in  Canadian 
Parl iament  is  very  low. There  are  only  5  
aborig inal  MPs out  of  308 MPs 7  aborig inal  
Senators  in  a  tota l  of  105 senators  in  the current  
par l iament  in  Canada.  None of  them has any 
minister ia l  port fol io.   

Self  Determination 

Throughout  his tory,  Aboriginal  people’s  c iv i l  
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and pol i t ica l  r ights  have been restr ic ted,  which 
was another  express ion of  the  racis t  a t t i tudes  and 
pol ic ies  that  were  directed at  Aboriginal  peoples .  
This  includes  the denial  of  the  r ight  to  vote,  which 
was only  re instated in  1960.  Aboriginal  people  
were  not  only  denied many r ights  throughout  
his tory,  but  were  a lso denied the pol i t ica l  system 
required to  address  the many issues  that  are  a  part  
of  their  real i ty .  

In  response to  the many oppress ive  forces  that  
Aboriginal  peoples  have faced and continue to  
deal  with,  they have long expressed their  
determinat ion of  re turning to  se l f -governance in  
l ine  with their  pol i t ica l  t radit ions.  Native  
t radit ions of  governance and diplomacy such as  
the League of  Six  Nations were  sophist icated 
systems that  embodied highly  democrat ic  values.  
Decis ion-making by consensus,  the  l iberty  of  the  
individual ,  and leadership by persuasion rather  
than coercion were the norm in most  communit ies  
and are  s t i l l  important  values.  Aboriginal  people  
were  se l f -governing unti l  the  Indian Act  imposed 
a l ien and ser iously  f lawed forms of  l imited se l f -
government in  the form of  the band counci l  
system. 

In 2001,  the then Minister  of  Indian and 
Northern Affairs  Canada,  Robert  Nault ,  proposed 
Bi l l  C-7.  Bi l l  C-7 was to  be  the Firs t  Nations 
Governance Act,  and would amend parts  of  the  
Indian Act  that  deal t  with governance issues.  
Though i t  seemed as  though someone in  
government was f inal ly  address ing the need for  
se l f -governance,  there  was an outcry  from 
Aboriginal  communit ies  and peoples  a l l  across  
Canada.  Many Aboriginal  people  thought  that  the  
FNGA "ref lect(ed)  the same mental i ty  that  
produced the f i rs t  Indian Act,  the  same old Indian 
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Agent  thinking”.  I t  was largely  seen as  just  
another  at tempt to  ass imilate  Aboriginal  people  
into mainstream society.  

The Royal  Commission on Aboriginal  Peoples  
identi f ied the need to  negotiate  and reconci le  
Aboriginal  governments  within Canada as  one key 
s tep towards resolving the concerns of  Aboriginal  
peoples  and bui lding a  new re lat ionship between 
Aboriginal  and non-Aboriginal  peoples  based on 
mutual  respect ,  recognit ion and sharing.  
Aboriginal  peoples  are  now looking towards and 
f ight ing for  a  future  that  includes  the r ight  to  have 
their  bel ie fs  and values  at  the  core  of  a  governing 
body.  

 

CONCLUSION  
 

On the  26th  January  1950 we are  going  
to  enter  in to  a  l i fe  o f  contradic t ions .  In  
pol i t ics  we wi l l  have  equal i ty  and in  
socia l  and economic  l i fe  we wi l l  have  
inequal i ty .  In  pol i t ics  we wi l l  be  
recogniz ing  the  pr inc ipal  o f  one man,  
one vote ,  one va lue.  In  our  socia l  and 
economic  l i fe  we shal l  by  reason of  our  
socia l  and economic  s t ructure ,  cont inue 
to  deny the  pr incip le  of  one man,  one 
va lue,  how long shal l  do so,  only  by  
put t ing  our  pol i t ica l  democracy in  per i l .  
We must  remove th is  contradic t ion at  the  
ear l ies t  poss ib le  moment.    B a b a sa h e b  
A m b e d k a r ,  F a th e r  o f  In d ia n  C o n s t i tu t i o n  a n d  a  
d a l i t  l e a d e r .   1 9 5 1  

I  am an Indian.  I  am proud to  know who 
I  am where  I  or ig inated.  I  am proud to  
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be  a  unique creat ion of  the  Great  Spir i t .  
We are  par t  o f  Mother  Earth…. We have 
survived,  but  surv iva l  by  i t se l f  i s  not  
enough.  A people  must  a lso  grow and 
f lour ish.  C h i e f  J o h n  S n o w ,  T h e s e  M o u n ta in s  
A r e  O u r  S a c r e d  P la c e s .  2 0 0 5  

The above quotat ions are  f rom two di f ferent  
persons from two di f ferent  countr ies  in  two 
di f ferent  t ime periods.  However,  the  reader  must  
have seen the s imilar i t ies  (underl ined)  among 
those two sayings.   

Despite  the s imilar i t ies ,  i t  i s  real ly  di f f icul t  to  
compare the condit ions of  aborig inal  peoples  in  
two countr ies ,  as  the  his tory,  geography,  
colonial ism, economy, and society  of  these  two 
countr ies  are  di f ferent ;  in  addit ion to  that ,  types  
of  avai lable  data  are  a lso di f ferent .  So,  instead of  
direct  comparison,  i t  i s  probably  bet ter  to  compare 
through Marshal l ’s  conception of  c i t izenship 
r ights  avai lable  to  the aborig inal  peoples  of  these  
two countr ies .    

Marshall’s  Citizenship Rights:    

Civi l  Rights  are  protect ion of  individual  
f reedom l ike  l iberty  of  the  person,  f reedom of  
speech,  thought,  and fa i th,  r ight  to  own property,  
and r ight  to  just ice.  

Indian aborig inals  do enjoy more c iv i l  r ights  
than their  counterpart  in  Canada.  Canadian 
aborig inals  who l ive  on reserve do not  have any 
property  r ight  on reserve land or  the houses  they 
l ive  on reserve.    

The Indian Act  of  1876 is  probably  the most  
notorious act  for  the aborig inals .  According to  this  
act  an aborig inal  woman marr ied to  a  non-
aborig inal  man,  wil l  lose  the Indian s tatus.     I t  
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had put  many restr ic t ions on aborig inal  c iv i l  r ights  
such as  aborig inals  can only  dr ink when they are  
on reserve,  banned pot latch ceremony (1884);  
powwows (1925)  was a lso banned;  the act  was so 
l imit ing that  Firs t  Nations band members  could 
not  leave the reserve without  a  specia l  pass .  

However,  when the Indian Act  was revised in  
1951,  Indian s tatus  and enfranchisement c lauses  
were  reta ined.  The law banning Indian ceremonies  
was repealed,  and Firs t  Nations members  were  
g iven the r ight  to  enter  publ ic  bars .   

Perhaps the most  terr ib le  aspect  of  this  act  
probably  was set t ing up of  res identia l  schools  in  
mid -19 t h  century for  aborig inal  chi ldren;  they 
were forceful ly  taken away from their  parents  and 
placed in  the res identia l  boarding schools .  These 
chi ldren were snatched of  their  own re l ig ion,  
language,  and cul ture.  There  were  many incidents  
of  physical ,  sexual ,  and psychological  abuses  in  
those res identia l  schools .   The last  res identia l  
school  was c losed in  1996 leaving behind a  
dreadful  s tory of  forced ass imilat ion.  

In  both countr ies ,  aborig inal  peoples  were  
forced to  covert  to  Chris t ianity  under  several  
condit ions.  The process  of  convers ion was much 
more forceful  and coerced in  Canada than in  
India.    

Pol i t ica l  Rights  are  r ight  to  part ic ipate  in  the 
exis tence of  pol i t ica l  power as  a  member of  a  body 
invested with pol i t ica l  authori ty  or  as  an e lector  of  
the  members  of  such a  body.     

I t  was not  unt i l  1960 that  a l l  Canadian 
aborig inals  were  a l lowed to  vote  in  federal  
e lect ions.  So,  i t  took a lmost  100 years  s ince the 
formation of  confederat ion that  a l l  aborig inals  got  
the  vot ing r ight .  Whereas  Indian aborig inals  
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( t r ibes)  got  the  same r ight  in  1951,  the year  
Independent  India’s  f i rs t  general  e lect ion was 
held.  In  both Canada and India  aborig inals  were  
g iven autonomy in some regions where  they have 
c lear  majori ty .  However,  in  regard to  numerical  
representat ion in  the law making bodies,  Canada 
does not  have any reservat ion for  i ts  aborig inal  
populat ions at  any level  of  power s tructure.  While  
in  India,  t r ibes  (aborig inals)  have proport ional  
representat ion in  a l l  the  3  t iers  of  power s tructure  
i .e .  local  (municipal i ty  and panchayat ) ,  s ta te  
legis lature,  and the par l iament.   

Socia l  Rights  are  compulsory educat ion,  
heal th,  and socia l  services.    

As a  nat ion,  while  India  is  s t ruggl ing for  mass  
l i teracy,  Canada is  concerned with post -secondary 
educat ion.  While  68% of  Canadian aborig inals  
have a  secondary school  diploma compared to  85% 
of  the rest  of  the  Canadians (2006),  the  l i teracy 
rate  of  India’s  t r ibal  populat ion is  47% compared 
to  65% of  overal l  l i teracy (2001).   Both countr ies  
have free  secondary educat ion system. In addit ion 
to  that ,  India  has  a  system of  f ree  mid-day meals  
at  pr imary schools  to  at tract  poor s tudents  and 
reduce the rate  of  dropouts .   

There  is  no doubt  that  overal l  heal th  care  
system in Canada is  much more developed than 
that  of  India  and i t  has  universal  heal th  care  
system; yet  compared to  general  populat ion,  
condit ions of  aborig inal  heath in  Canada is  
deplorable .  The same is  t rue for  India,  despi te  i ts  
f ree  heal th  care  system in government hospita ls .   

As discussed before,  there  are  many socia l  
ass is tance programs in  India  for  socio-economic 
development of  i ts  t r ibal  populat ion,  yet  the  t r ibes  
are  the most  disadvantageous group in  Indian 
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populat ion.  In  Canada,  aborig inals  on reserve get  
f ree  housing and educat ion,  but  there  are  no other  
programs for  their  socio-economic upl i f tment.  
Obviously,  the  condit ion of  aborig inals  in  Canada 
is  a lso  worst  compared to  other  e thnic  groups.  In  
both countr ies ,  they are  the poorest ,  most  
vulnerable ,  and socia l ly  excluded populat ion with 
some important  di f ferences.   

In  Canada,  aborig inals  are  much more 
socia l ly  excluded than the tr ibes  in  India.  Why?   

Analyzing his tor ical ly ,  India’s  f i rs t  Pr ime 
Minister ’s  forwarding note  to  Verr ier  Elwin’s  book 
set  the  t rend for  t r ibal  pol icy  in  India:  integrat ion 
whereas,  in  Canada the path was forced 
ass imilat ion.  The rulers  in  Canada are  outs iders :  
e thnical ly ,  cul tural ly ,  l inguist ica l ly ,  socia l ly ,  
re l ig ionwise  and pol i t ica l ly  they are  di f ferent .  A 
complete ly  di f ferent  system brought  f rom outs ide 
and was imposed on the aborig inals  of  Canada.  
The norms,  values,  inst i tut ions in  Canada were 
not  developed from within the country.  Thus 
aborig inals  in  Canada do not  f ind any s imilar i t ies  
with e i ther  the Engl ish Canada or  the French 
Canada.  They are  isolated,  a l ienated,  and socia l ly  
excluded.  In  India,  the  inst i tut ions are  much more 
organic,  except  the pol i t ica l  inst i tut ion,  which has  
huge colonial  impact .  The dominant  re l ig ion in  
India  is  Hinduism; i t  gradual ly  evolved within the 
country  af ter  the  Aryans came to  India.  But  a lmost  
70% trai ts  of  Hindu re l ig ion are  indigenous.  Tribes  
are  at  the  bottom of  the socio-economic ladder  of  
Indian society,  but  they are  integral  parts  of  
Indian society.  Their  cul ture  is  indented by the 
dominant  cul tures  in  India,  but  those are  a lso 
Indian.  In  regard to  language a lso,  dominant  as  
wel l  as  dominated both are  Indian.   Moreover,  
Canada dose not  have any reservat ion system for  
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i t s  aborig inal  people  in  educat ion,  job,  and 
pol i t ics ,  which India  does  have.  Though,  
government of  India’s  pol icy  of  reservat ion fa i led 
to  br ing expected success  due to  many reasons l ike  
corruption,  pol i t ica l  opportunism, etc .  yet  
government ini t ia t ives,  a t  least  insert  a  k ind of  
bel ie f  among the benef ic iar ies  that  “sarkar’  
(government)  is  t ry ing to  do something for  their  
good.  There  were  massive  exploi tat ion of  t r ibal  
people  by the non-tr ibal  people,  there  were  
atroci t ies  against  the  t r ibals ,  there  were  ki l l ings  of  
t r ibals  in  India,  but  there  were  no mass  k i l l ings  of  
t r ibal  people  at  any t ime of  his tory   continuing 
for  decades af ter  decades in  this  country.   These 
are  some the issues  in  the process  of  inclusion of  
aborig inal  peoples  in  India  and Canada and these  
are  the reasons why aborig inals  in  Canada is  much 
more excluded than their  counter  part  in  India.   

The process  of  inclusion is  s t i l l  an uphi l l  task  
in  India  and in  Canada because of  the  various 
inst i tut ional  forms of  res is tance working against  
the  process .  But  the governments  concerned must  
accept  the chal lenges  and work out  s trategies  and 
plans taking lessons from the past  and continue 
the process  of  inclusion t i l l  success  is  achieved.   
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The Center  for  World  Indigenous  Studies  has  
served as  a  research,  educat ion and pol icy  analys is  
ins t i tu t ion s ince  i t s  founding in  1979 when 
American Indian government  of f ic ia ls  meet ing  in  a  
Conference  of  Tr iba l  Governments  ca l led  for  the  
es tabl ishment  of  a  documentat ion center .  In  the  
more  than th ir ty  years  of  our  serv ice  we have 
contr ibuted to  and or ig inated e f for ts  to  advance  
t radi t ional  knowledge and a  construct ive  
re la t ionship  between indigenous  nat ions  and s ta tes ’  
governments  in  North  America  and throughout  the  
world .  

 

This  analysis  offers  s ix  specif ic  
recommendations  that  provide substantive  
guidance as  well  as  s ignif icant  improvements  for  
US policy  in  the  f ie ld  of  indigenous peoples’  
affairs.  
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I t  was  in  l ine  with  the  Center ’s  miss ion of  
advancing t radi t ional  knowledge that  we act ive ly  
supported and part ic ipated in  the  work of  the  United  
Nat ions  Working Group on Indigenous  Peoples  
throughout  the  years  f rom 1982.  We were  
ins trumenta l  in  of fer ing  language for  the  
development  of  the  United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on 
the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  (UNDRIP)  and 
worked to  fac i l i ta te  indigenous  leadership  
par t ic ipat ion in  the  more  than 12-year  d ia logue that  
eventual ly  became the  approved Declarat ion.  

The United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  
of  Indigenous  Peoples  i s  perhaps  the  most  
s igni f icant  in ternat ional  s ta tement  of  consensus  
s ince  the  complet ion of  the  Universa l  Declarat ion of  
Human Rights  (10  December  1948) .  I t  s igni f icance  
for  the  United  States  of  America  i s  considerable  due 
to  the  extens ive  embrace  of  h is tor ic  US values  
conta ined in  the  UNDRIP.  Fairness ,  compliance  
with  democrat ic  pr incip les ,  peaceful  conf l ic t  
resolut ion,  respect  for  the  indiv idual  and 
inc lus iveness  without  regard  to  race,  co lor ,  creed,  
re l ig ion,  and associa t ion are  a l l  va lues  conta ined in  
the  UNDRIP that  the  United  States ,  i t s  leaders  and 
i t s  people  have  ce lebrated for  more  than two 
centur ies .  

The United  States  government,  to  the  surpr ise  
of  v i r tual ly  a l l  par t ic ipants  in  the  UN Working 
Group process  dur ing  the  1980s  and 1990s,  ac t ive ly  
opposed and even at tempted to  undermine e f for ts  to  
engage construct ive  and cooperat ive  d ia logue to  f ind 
an appropr ia te  in ternat ional  consensus  on the  
“s i tuat ion of  indigenous  peoples .”  That  th is  
opposi t ion carr ied  over  the  terms of  four  US 
Adminis t ra t ions  was  an even greater  surpr ise  to  
those  in  the  world  who bel ieved the  United  States  of  
America ,  o f  a l l  countr ies ,  would  not  act ive ly  oppose  
the  appl icat ion of  widely  accepted pr incip les  of  
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Human Rights  to  more  than one-s ix th  of  the  world ’s  
populat ion.   Off ic ia ls  o f  the  US Government  never  
expl ic i t ly  s ta ted  i t s  ob ject ions  to  proposed language 
being  discussed in  the  United  Nat ions  Working 
Group.  Indeed,  US of f ic ia ls  working  in  concert  with  
of f ic ia ls  f rom Austra l ia ,  New Zealand and Canada 
s imply  created obstruct ions  object ing  to  the  use  of  
terms such as  “se l f -determinat ion,”  “ terr i tory ,”  
“peoples ,”  and “col lec t ive  ownership.”  

We at  the  Center  for  World  Indigenous  Studies  
be l ieve  that  v i r tual ly  a l l  s ta tes ’  governments ,  
inc luding the  United  Sta tes  of  America  have severa l  
potent ia l ly  leg i t imate  concerns  that  ought  to  be  
for thr ight ly  addressed.   Without  expl ic i t  US 
governmenta l  s ta tements  as  to  i t s  ob ject ions  (other  
than the  ra ther  s t re tched suggest ions  that  the  
Declarat ion should  be  consider  an “aspira t ional  
document”  and considerat ion within  the  legal  
f ramework of  exis t ing  US law)  undertaking  a  
thorough review of  US/Indigenous  concerns  
regarding  adopt ion of  the  UNDRIP can be  
hazardous.  S ince  the  US posi t ion is  prec ise ly  the  
pos i t ion taken by  the  government  of  Canada,  one 
must  wonder  i f  there  i sn ’ t  a  t ru ly  h idden explanat ion 
s ince  everyone knows and unders tands  that  the  
Declarat ion is  a  consensus  document  express ing  
pr incip les  that  should  guide  and not  lega l ly  b ind 
s ta tes ’  governments  in  their  development  of  lega l  
s t ructures  in ternal ly .  That  i s  a f ter  a l l ,  the  nature  of  
such internat ional  dec larat ions .  

These  are  concerns  we be l ieve  have potent ia l ly  
leg i t imated value,  which should  be  thoroughly  
reviewed and se t t led  with  the  fu l l  t ransparency so  
of ten  ca l led  for  in  publ ic  s ta tements  f rom the  US.   
Some of  these  concerns  may inc lude:  Stabi l i ty  of  the  
State  System, Economic  Market  Growth,  Refugees  –  
Due to  Violence  or  Cl imate  Change,  US Mil i tary  
Engagement  of  Indigenous  Peoples ,  and Inter ference  
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in  the  Internal  Affa irs  o f  Exis t ing  States ,  

Stability of the State System 
There  are  in  the  world  perhaps  as  many as  38  

fa i led  or  bankrupt  s ta tes  that  threaten,  by  their  
ins tabi l i ty ,  the  economic  and pol i t ica l  sys tem of  
s ta tes .  No fewer  than 10  of  those  fa i led  or  bankrupt  
s ta tes  s tand on the  br ink  of  co l lapse  or  chronic  
ins tabi l i ty .  Fore ign  Po l i cy  and Fund for  Peace  in  a  
col laborat ive  s tudy for  2010 ident i fy  Somal ia ,  
Zimbabwe,  Sudan,  Chad,  Dem Rep of  the  Congo,  
I raq,  Afghanis tan,  Centra l  Afr ican Republ ic ,  
Guinea,  and Pakis tan as  the  top ten  s ta tes  suf fer ing  
f rom complex demographic ,  re fugee,  economic,  and 
pol i t ica l  ins tabi l i t ies .  We agree  that  the  socia l ,  
economic,  and pol i t ica l  indicators  used by  the  
Fore ign  Po l i cy/Fund for  Peace  s tudy accurate ly  
re f lec ts  the  condi t ion of  s ta tes  in  the  throes  of  
co l lapse  or  chronic  ins tabi l i ty .  We note  that  these  
condi t ions  are  ser ious  and qui te  threatening to  
reg ional  and g lobal  peace.  Al l  o f  the  s ta tes  have  in  
their  co l lec t ive  populat ions  s izable  groupings  of  
indigenous  peoples .  In  some ins tances ,  the  many 
indigenous  groups  within  the  s ta te  dominate  the  
s ta te ’s  populat ion or  one indigenous  populat ion 
ru les  over  many other  d is t inct  indigenous  groups.  
We suspect  that  some in  the  US government  have  
reasoned that  recognized indigenous  peoples ’  r ights  
might  fur ther  exacerbate  a l ready messy  s i tuat ions  
for  many s ta tes .  I t  might ,  therefore ,  const i tute  a  
leg i t imate  bas is  for  opposing  adopt ion of  the  United  
Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  
Peoples .  

Indeed,  a  ra ther  l imited  v is ion may draw the  
conclus ion that  indigenous  peoples  might  begin  to  
seek  separat ion f rom already labor ing  s ta tes .  There  
are  many indigenous  peoples  l iv ing  under  repress ive  
condi t ions  that  compel  considerat ion of  separat ion 
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and independence.  Some argue that  accept ing  such 
separat ions  guarantee  the  col lapse  of  those  s ta tes  
d irect ly  a f fec ted.  When a  people  exper iences  such 
repress ion that  separat ion is  the  only  rea l i s t ic  
a l ternat ive  to  perpetual  suf fer ing  or  even 
destruct ion,  then e i ther  v io lent  revol t  becomes an 
opt ion or  peaceful ,  negot ia ted  t rans i t ion becomes an 
opt ion.  Cont inued repress ion cannot  be  considered a  
ser ious  opt ion.  Indeed,  an internat ional  sys tem that  
has  worked hard to  es tabl ish  documents  l ike  the  
Universa l  Declarat ion of  Human Rights  cannot  
countenance  repress ion or  v io lence  being  done to  
indigenous  peoples  located ins ide  an exis t ing  s ta te .  

The League of  Nat ions  came c lose  to  
consider ing  a  new internat ional  f ramework regarding  
the  s i tuat ion of  populat ions  l iv ing  without  their  
consent  ins ide  an exis t ing  s ta te .  This  noble  e f for t  
became the  s tage  where  the  “blue  water  ru le”  was  
ins t i tu ted,  permit t ing  the  decolonizat ion of  
terr i tor ies  and peoples  separated f rom the  coloniz ing  
power  by  “blue  water .”  This  doctr ine  has  proved 
enormously  benef ic ia l  to  the  f reedom of  peoples .  
The other  much more  complex problem faced by  the  
League concerned the  pol i t ica l  s ta tus  of  peoples  
located ins ide  an exis t ing  s ta te  seeking  separat ion.  
Indeed,  the  pr incip le  of  se l f -determinat ion arose  
f rom the  recogni t ion of  jus t  such c i rcumstances  in  
Centra l  Europe a f ter  World  War I .  The breakdown 
of  s ta tes  has  been a  phenomenon s ince  the  
es tabl ishment  of  San Marino,  the  f i rs t  modern s ta te  
in  301 AD. Though the  Republ ic  of  San Marino with  
i t s  populat ion of  30,000 seems unremarkable ,  i t  has  
never  the  less  seen scores  of  s ta tes  d isappear  and 
become replaced by  di f ferent  pol i t ica l  formations.  
That  process  cont inues  to  the  present  day.  The 
phenomenon has  occurred so  f requent ly  i t  should  be  
considered a  normal  par t  o f  in ternat ional  l i fe .  We 
have seen the  breakdown of  the  Union of  Sovie t  
Socia l i s t  Republ ics ,  Czechoslovakia ,  and Yugoslavia  
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in  jus t  the  las t  generat ion and note  that  Belg ium 
stands  ready to  break up between the  Wal loons  and 
Flanders .  Many thoughtfu l  fore ign pol icy  analys ts  
hold  the  v iew that  mainta ining  the  s ta tus -quo  
embracing  the  pr incip le  of  “non-se l f -d ismemberment  
of  exis t ing  s ta tes”  i s  the  formulae  for  s ta te  sys tem 
s tabi l i ty .  The problem with  th is  v iew is  there  i s  no 
suf f ic ient  ev idence  that  enforc ing  the  s ta tus -quo  
actual ly  produces  s tabi l i ty .  Indeed,  there  i s  a  great  
deal  o f  ev idence  that  enforc ing  the  pr incip le  of  
“non-se l f -d ismemberment”  actual ly  contr ibutes  to  
resentment ,  growing tens ions,  v io lence  and what  i s  
o f ten  re ferred  to  as  c iv i l  war  (mere ly  a  usefu l  term 
to  avoid  cas t ing  such conf l ic ts  as  having 
internat ional  impl icat ions) .  

There  i s  no evidence  that  adopt ion of  the  
United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
Indigenous  Peoples  wi l l  s t imulate  a  people  to  
separate  f rom an exis t ing  s ta te—as i f  to  suggest  a  
k ind of  l icense  to  do so.  Where  such separat ions  
appear  to  be  imminent  one need only  look c loser  a t  
the  h is tory  of  re la t ions  within  the  suspect  s ta te  to  
see  that  condi t ions  and intent ions  re la t ing  to  
separat ion exis ted  long before  adopt ion of  the  
Declarat ion.   The Declarat ion,  therefore ,  cannot  be  
considered the  cause  of  any people  to  act ive ly  move 
toward pol i t ica l  independence.  Indeed the  
Declarat ion of fers  the  prospect  for  developing new 
and forward looking internat ional  agreements  and 
domest ic  s ta te  laws that  can help  s tabi l ize  shaky 
s ta tes  and ease  the  process  of  separat ion.  Ins tead of  
ignor ing  conf l ic ts  within  a  s ta te ,  unt i l  they  become 
too great  and af fec t  sub-reg ional  and reg ional  
s tabi l i ty ,  s ta tes  and indigenous  nat ions  must  be  
proact ive ly  engaged to  fac i l i ta te  “break-ups”  or  he lp  
counsel  through mediat ion se t t lements  that  wi l l  
avoid  separat ions.   While  th is  i s  a  complicated 
process  due to  many di f ferent  in teres ts  (neighboring  
s ta tes ,  resource  access ,  economics  and socia l ) ,  i t  i s  
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more  sens ib le  to  prevent  v io lence  through 
intent ional  mediat ion and s t ructura l  ad justments .  
Again  the  United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  
of  Indigenous  Peoples  now provides  the  under ly ing  
f ramework for  developing internat ional  agreements ,  
domest ic  laws and protocols  that  wi l l  ease  the  
breakdown of  s ta tes  in  recogni t ion of  an  his tor ica l  
phenomenon that  wi l l  cont inue to  occur .  

Some may regard  the  Declarat ion’s  re ference  to  
“ free ,  pr ior  and informed consent”  as  a  v i r tual  veto  
granted to  indigenous  peoples  over  s ta tes ’  
government  economic  and pol i t ica l  dec is ion-making.  
Recogniz ing,  as  i s  s ta ted  in  Art ic le  10  of  the  
Declarat ion,  that  indigenous  peoples  “shal l  not  be  
forc ib ly  removed f rom their  terr i tor ies”  and that  
such “peoples”  should  be  recognized to  have  the  
r ight  to  re fuse  seems consis tent  with  democrat ic  
va lues  and support ive  of  peaceful  conf l ic t  
resolut ion.  In  other  words,  i t  would  seem that  
honorable  governments  should  seek  accommodat ion 
and compromise  through negot ia t ions  to  avoid  what  
would  be  an inevi table  conf l ic t  that  could  have 
v io lent  features .   When a  s ta te  seeks  to  impose  
through force  (pol i t ica l  or  v io lent)  a  decis ion that  
favors  the  s ta te  i t  engages  in  ant i -democrat ic  
behavior .  

There  i s  common recogni t ion that  negot ia ted  
se t t lements  of  d i f ferences  ( though labor ious  and 
of ten  t ime consuming)  i s  pre ferred  to  coe r ced  
dec is ions.  In  the  United  States ,  we (Indian 
governments  and the  US government)  have  worked 
in  f i t s  and s tar ts  over  the  las t  for ty  years  to  es tabl ish  
a  construct ive  re la t ionship  between Indian 
governments ,  the  US government  and even with  
s ta te  governments .  These  e f for ts  were  rewarded in  
1992 when an Indian government  in i t ia t ive  a imed at  
es tabl ishing  a  f ramework for  government- to -
government  re la t ions  resul ted  in  more  than 300 
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negot ia ted  compacts  of  se l f -governance.  Though 
only  a  smal l  f i r s t  s tep,  the  negot ia t ions  d id  produce 
new mechanisms for  resolv ing  di f ferences  between 
the  United  States  and Indian governments  on 
matters  involv ing  the  Bureau of  Indian Affa irs  and 
the  Indian Heal th  Serv ice .  

That  such e f for ts  produced an important  s tep  
toward a  ba lanced intergovernmenta l  re la t ionship  
between Indian governments  and the  United  States  
cannot  be  denied.   Free ,  pr ior  and informed consent  
i s  the  focus  of  a  d ia logue begun by Pres ident  Barack 
Obama in  November  2009 when he  held  a  meet ing  
with  Tr iba l  Leaders  to ,  among other  th ings ,  d iscuss  
ways  to  improve “consul ta t ions .”  While  succeeding 
generat ions  of  t r iba l  leaders  engaged a l l  US 
Adminis t ra t ions  s ince  Frankl in  D.  Roosevel t  in  
d iscuss ions  concerning t r iba l  consent  and methods  
of  consul ta t ion,  l i t t le  progress  was  actual ly  
achieved.  Under  the  present  adminis t ra t ion there  i s  
some progress  now being  made—in large  measure  
because  of  the  successes  of  the  government- to -
government  agreements  on se l f -government  in i t ia ted  
by  Indian governments  with  the  f i rs t  George  Bush 
pres idency.  “Consul ta t ion” is  the  f ramework within  
which “free ,  pr ior  and informed consent”  must  be  
appl ied.  The US government  i s  a l ready moving with  
t r iba l  governments  to  es tabl ish  th is  f ramework 
though there  i s  s t i l l  no  formal  s t ructure  within  
which negot ia t ions  to  es tabl ish  a  f ramework can be  
conducted.  

Given the  focus  of  Indian government  and US 
government  intergovernmenta l  development  over  the  
las t  for ty  years ,  i t  seems ra ther  d is ingenuous  of  US 
of f ic ia ls  a t  wors t  and i l l  in formed at  bes t ,  to  oppose  
internat ional ly  what  i t  i s  i t se l f  a t tempting  to  
ins t i tu te .  US fore ign pol ic ies  are  s imply  not  in  
a l ignment  with  internal  pol ic ies  regarding  
indigenous  peoples .  Such a  c i rcumstance  creates  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  9  Num 2 ,  2010       ≈   97  

s t ructura l  and pol icy  conf l ic ts  when complex issues  
such as  Human Rights ,  Ocean wi ld l i fe  management  
( i .e . ,  sa lmon and whal ing)  Cl imate  Change,  World  
Trade,  and reg ional  secur i ty  ( i .e . ,  migrat ion f rom 
indigenous  communit ies  in  Mexico,  Guatemala  and 
e lsewhere,  v io lence  and wars  in  Nicaragua [1981-
1991])  involve  both  the  interes ts  o f  the  United  States  
and the  interes ts  o f  American Indian nat ions,  
Alaskan Nat ives  or  Hawai ian Nat ives .   When 
internal  indigenous  nat ions’  in teres ts  and US 
interes ts  agree ,  there  i s  l i t t le  conf l ic t .  When those  
interes ts  d iverge,  there  i s  substant ia l  conf l ic t .   A 
coherent  in ternal  and external  indigenous  pol icy  i s  
essent ia l  and adopt ion of  the  UN Declarat ion on the  
Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  provides  a  substant ive  
ba lance  to  developing internal  indigenous  peoples ’  
pol ic ies .  

I t  i s  in  the  interes t  o f  the  s ta te  to  have  
construct ive  and s table  re la t ions  with  indigenous  
peoples .  To act  coerc ive ly  ins tead of  cooperat ive ly  
and construct ive ly  i s  to  contr ibute  to  ins tabi l i ty .  The 
United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
Indigenous  Peoples  of fers  the  prospect  o f  s tabi l i ty  
and comity  whereas  re jec t ion of  the  pr incip les  
conta ined in  the  Declarat ion actual ly  contr ibutes  to  
the  breakdown of  the  s ta te  sys tem. 

In  sum, s ta te  ins tabi l i ty  i s  caused by  not  
enough  communicat ion,  construct ive  and 
cooperat ive  re la t ions—not  too much .  The UN 
Declarat ion of fers  more  means  for  construct ive  and 
cooperat ive  re la t ions  that  can lead to  greater  
s tabi l i ty—especia l ly  with  the  development  of  new 
internat ional  ins truments  implementing  pr incip les  
out l ined in  the  Declarat ion,  and s imi lar ly ,  new 
domest ic  s ta te  laws a lso  implementing  these  
pr incip les .  

Free ,  pr ior  and informed consent  const i tute  
mere ly  favorable  recogni t ion of  a  t ime honored 
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democrat ic  pr incip le .  Peoples  must  be  able  to  f ree ly  
choose  their  socia l ,  economic,  pol i t ica l ,  and cul tura l  
fu tures  without  external  coerc ion.  Without  such a  
pr incip le ,  the  world  wi l l  necessar i ly  be  tota l ly  ru led  
by  v io lence.  Recogni t ion of  th is  pr inc ip le  se ts  the  
s tage  for  mutual ly  es tabl ished and conducted 
negot ia t ions  where  mediat ion can help  resolve  
d i f ference  and af fec ted  part ies  can achieve  their  
in teres ts .  

Economic Market Growth 
Artic le  26  of  the  Declarat ion announces  a  

pr incip le  that  i s  appl ied  to  every  other  group of  
human beings  in  the  world .  No people  may be  
depr ived of  the ir  lands,  terr i tor ies ,  and resources  on 
which they must  necessar i ly  depend for  the ir  
l ive l ihood.  Such th inking in  the  abstract  seems qui te  
acceptable  except  when s ta tes ’  par t ies  and economic  
interes ts  look upon land and natura l  l i fe  as  f ree  
bounty  that  has  no value  unless  i t  i s  exploi ted  and 
converted  into  a  commodity .  I t  i s  the  conf l ic t  o f  
perspect ives  that  these  ideas  represent .   Cl imate  
Change concerns  ca l l  in to  quest ion the  r ight  of  
anyone or  group of  people  to  engage in  unl imited  
exploi ta t ion of  lands  and natura l  l i fe .   The 
Convent ion on Biodivers i ty  urges  us  a l l  to  recognize  
that  the  common l i fe  on which a l l  l iv ing  th ings  must  
depend requires  a  conscious  and thoughtfu l  respect  
for  l imita t ions .  Indigenous  peoples  occupy 80% of  
the  world ’s  las t  remaining b iodivers i ty .  Their  
cul tura l  pract ices  ensure  the  cont inui ty  of  that  
d ivers i ty .  The sheer  d ivers i ty  of  l i fe  in  indigenous  
terr i tor ies  susta ins  l i fe  throughout  the  p lanet .  
Without  recogniz ing  indigenous  peoples ’  r ight  to  
“own,  use ,  develop and contro l  the  lands,  terr i tor ies  
and resources  that  they  possess  by  reason of  
t radi t ional  ownership  or  other  t radi t ional  occupat ion 
or  use”  (Art ic le  26)  one substant ia l  par t  o f  humanity  
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would  be  a l lowed to  commit  suic ide  for  a l l  o f  
humanity  by  v ir tue  of  i t s  greed when unl imited  
growth and development  degrades  natura l ,  l iv ing  
d ivers i ty .  The UN Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
Indigenous  Peoples  const i tutes  a  f ramework for  
re th inking growth,  development,  and uncontrol led  
exploi ta t ion of  l iv ing  th ings .  Indigenous  peoples  
benef i t  a l l  o f  humanity  by  v ir tue  of  the ir  cont inued 
uses  of  l iv ing  th ings  that  promotes  d ivers i ty  and 
therefore  l i fe -susta ining  potent ia l  as  c l imate  
changes .  Economic  growth and natura l  l i fe  
exploi ta t ion may be  seen now in  the  long term as  
counterproduct ive  whi le  “susta ined and l imited  
growth that  matches  the  capaci ty  of  nature  to  renew 
i tse l f”  may prove to  be  the  bes t  approach for  a l l  o f  
humanity .  

Refugees: Violence and Climate Change 
The vast  major i ty  of  re fugees  (17  mil l ion 

present ly)  are  indigenous  peoples  forced f rom their  
homelands  e i ther  by  v io lence,  economic,  s ta te  
populat ion t ransfers ,  or  c l imate  change re la ted  
events .  There  i s  no exis t ing  capaci ty  to  e f fec t ive ly  
deal  with  the  t raumatic  events  leading up to  or  
fo l lowing the  mass  movement  of  peoples .  That  such 
re fugee  problems af fec t  the  s tabi l i ty  of  exis t ing  
s ta tes  i s  not  chal lenged.  The sudden mass  movement  
of  human populat ions  chal lenges  many s ta tes  
economical ly ,  pol i t ica l ly ,  and socia l ly .  Engaging 
indigenous  peoples  and their  pol i t ica l  and re l ig ious  
leaders  in  a  d ia logue in  advance  of  potent ia l  
chal lenges  to  populat ion secur i ty  wi l l  require  new 
inst i tut ions ,  ru les  and protocols .   The US 
Department  of  Defense  caut ions  the  necess i ty  to  
consider  c l imate  re fugees  as  wel l  as  re fugees  f rom 
vio lence  as  secur i ty  r i sks .   Indeed,  they  are .  But ,  
wai t ing  unt i l  a f ter  movement  has  occurred is  
enormously  expensive  and r isks  ser ious  secur i ty  
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problems,  whereas  ins tead proact ive ly  engaging 
indigenous  peoples  to  work out  p lans  in  advance  can 
minimize  costs  and secur i ty  r i sks .  Proact ive  
p lanning and organizat ion in  reg ions  of  the  world  
where  i t  i s  known that  c l imate  change or  v io lence  
can force  the  movement  of  peoples ,  i s  c r i t ica l .   The 
United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
Indigenous  Peoples  provides  the  f ramework for  
developing internat ional  and domest ic  ru les  and 
laws for  act ive ly  engaging the  consequences  of  
v io lent  and c l imat ic  d isrupt ions.  While  the  cost  
would  seem prohibi t ive  in  advance,  the  t ruth  i s  that  
wai t ing  for  the  d isas ter  s imply  hides  the  costs  that  
wi l l  overwhelm.  

The United  States  i s  exper iencing  a  mass ive  
migrat ion of  indigenous  peoples  f rom Mexico,  
Honduras ,  and Guatemala  and far ther  f rom other  
southern countr ies .  A major  contr ibutor  to  these  
“economic  re fugees”  and “drug v io lence  re fugees”  i s  
the  unintended consequences  of  the  North  American 
Free  Trade Agreement.   I t  was  th is  agreement  that  
eventual ly  caused the  Mexican government  to  
abandon the  const i tut ional ly  guaranteed protect ion 
of  e j ido  lands  f rom sa le .  That  sys tem al lowed 
indigenous  peoples  throughout  Mexico to  produce 
their  own food and excess  foods  that  they  could  se l l .  
In  a  f i t  o f  economic  l ibera l i sm,  both  the  United  
States  and Mexico created economic  re fugees—six  
mil l ion of  which remain undocumented ins ide  the  
US.  Meanwhile ,  the  US government  exerc ised  i t s  
judgment  to  br ing  force  onto  the  drug car te ls  in  
Columbia  to  shut  down a  v io lent  movement  that  hurt  
indigenous  peoples  and c i ty  dwel lers  a l ike .  So 
e f fec t ive  was  the  e f for t  that  i t  a lso  c losed down 
tra f f ick ing  of  drugs  through the  Car ibbean to  
Flor ida,  New York and the  res t  o f  the  US.  The 
response  of  drug producers  was  to  shi f t  the ir  
operat ions  into  Mexico creat ing  enormous pressures  
on the  Mexican populat ion and part icular ly  on the  
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indigenous  peoples .  Drugs  are  be ing  shipped,  though 
not  exc lus ive ly ,  f rom Mexico into  the  United  States  
through indigenous  communit ies  in  Mexico and then 
through indigenous  communit ies  in  the  US l ike  the  
Tohono O’odham. Indeed,  indigenous  communit ies  
l ike  St .  Regis  Mohawk have become smuggl ing  
routes  for  as  much as  20  percent  of  a l l  “high-potency 
mari juana grown in  Canada.”  (Tim Johnson,  
McClatchy -Tr ibune  News  Serv i c e  in  The  Bul l e t in ,  Ju ly  
05,  2010)  Consequent ly ,  indigenous  communit ies  in  
Mexico,  United  States  and Canada are  becoming 
bruta l ized by  the  v io lence  of  drug t ra f f ick ing  
resul t ing  in  migrat ion of  populat ions  away f rom 
their  homelands  to  avoid  v io lence.  

Wars  in  Guatemala,  Nicaragua and El  Salvador  
dur ing  the  1980s  created hundreds  of  thousands  of  
re fugees  that  f led  to  the  United  States—many 
becoming undocumented res idents .  Vir tual ly  a l l  o f  
these  re fugees  are  f rom indigenous  communit ies .  
While  the  census  takers  use  the  term “la t ino” to  
ident i fy  peoples  coming f rom these  countr ies  and 
Mexico as  wel l ,  the  t ruth  i s  they  are  indigenous  
peoples  f rom Mayan,  Cora,  Zapotec ,  Miski to ,  and 
Pipi l  and many other  indigenous  communit ies .  
Indeed,  there  are  now more  than 1  mil l ion Mayans  
f rom southern Mexico,  Guatemala,  Honduras ,  and 
El  Salvador  ins ide  the  United  States—many 
undocumented.  Many of  these  people  do not  speak  
Spanish;  ra ther ,  they  speak their  own nat ive  
language ins tead.  These  re fugees  now scat ter  
throughout  the  US and const i tute  an area  of  pol icy  
the  US government  has  not  considered.  The UN 
Declarat ion wi l l  he lp  provide  guidance  in  the  
development  of  pol ic ies  and laws to  ass is t  in  the  
es tabl ishment  of  protect ion,  order  and regulat ion of  
such populat ions.  

Art ic les  7  and 22 of  the  United  Nat ions  
Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  
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o f fers  pr incip les  to  guide  the  development  of  new 
internat ional  agreements  and s ta te ,  domest ic  laws to  
protect  indigenous  peoples  f rom the  consequences  of  
economic  and drug re la ted  v io lence.  As  noted 
ear l ier ,  Art ic le  26  a lso  contr ibutes  important  
guidel ines  for  the  development  of  domest ic  and 
internat ional  laws that  ensure  that  indigenous  
peoples  are  not  moved of f  the ir  lands  and terr i tor ies  
or  denied access  to  l i fe  support ing  p lants  and 
animals .  By so  ensur ing  such secur i ty ,  s ta tes ’  
governments  wi l l  contr ibute  to  the  reduct ion of  
re fugees .  

US Mil i tary Engagement of Indigenous 
Peoples 

The United  States  of  America  i s  c lear ly  a  world  
mil i tary  power  with  numerous  socia l ,  economic,  and 
pol i t ica l  responsib i l i t ies  needing guarantees  of  sa fe ty  
and secur i ty .  Unfortunate ly ,  the  US government’s  
fore ign pol ic ies  emphasiz ing  excep t iona l i sm  has  put  
the  government  and the  mil i tary  in  the  pos i t ion of  
serv ing  as  one of  the  world ’s  major  antagonis ts  
against  indigenous  peoples .  The US government  i s  
engaged in  v io lent  conf l ic ts  with  indigenous  peoples  
in  I raq,  Afghanis tan,  Pakis tan,  I ran,  the  Phi l ippines ,  
Sudan,  Columbia,  Peru,  Guatemala,  Somal ia ,  
Sudan,  Congo,  Niger ia ,  and e lsewhere.  These  
engagements  put  the  US government  in  the  forefront  
of  those  s ta tes  doing v io lence  to  indigenous  peoples .  
Due to  the  expansive  def in i t ion of  terror ism,  the  
United  States  government  has  been p laced in  the  
awkward posi t ion of  becoming a  major  contr ibutor  
to  human r ights  v io la t ions  in  the  world .  Whether  
in tended or  not ,  the  past  pol ic ies  have  done 
enormous damage to  US credib i l i ty .  Indeed,  the  US 
genera l ized pract ice  of  des ignat ing  var ious  groups  as  
“ terror is ts”  a t  the  request  o f  var ious  s ta tes  that  have  
had long and content ious  conf l ic ts  with  var ious  
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indigenous  groups  has  caused the  US government  to  
v io lent ly  and legal ly  confront  indigenous  peoples  
e i ther  engaged in  defens ive  or  se l f -determinat ion 
conf l ic ts  with  s ta tes  that  c la im their  terr i tory  as  par t  
o f  the ir  domain.  Despi te  the  fact  that  these  
populat ions  could  not  threaten the  US government  
or  i t s  people ,  var ious  indigenous  peoples  have  
become targets  o f  v io lent  a t tack  by  the  US mil i tary  
or  var ious  secur i ty  agencies .  

Adopt ion of  the  UN Declarat ion on the  Rights  
of  Indigenous  Peoples  would  force  the  US 
government  to  reevaluate  i t s  fore ign and mil i tary  
pol ic ies  in  very  fundamenta l  ways.  This  could  be  a  
ra ther  important  concern.  

By adopt ing  the  UN Declarat ion,  the  United  
States  government  would  posi t ion i t se l f  to  rev ise  i t s  
s tance  regarding  indigenous  peoples…many of  which 
i t  considers  enemies  today.  This  would  cer ta in ly  be  
the  case  for  the  US government’s  ac t iv i t ies  in  
Pakis tan,  Afghanis tan and Iraq.  

Recommendation 1: Adopt UNDRIP 
Formal ly  approve the  UN Declarat ion on the  

Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  without  reservat ions.  

Recommendation 2: Convene Congress of 
Nations and States 

Begin  preparat ions  to  convene an internat ional  
Congress  of  Nat ions  and States  to  formulate  new 
internat ional  convent ions  implementing  aspects  o f  
the  UN Declarat ion part icular ly  those  deal ing  with  
Refugees ,  S ta te  Stabi l i ty ,  and Cl imate  Change.  

(Note :  The  Cente r  f o r  W or ld  Ind igenous  S tudie s  
worked  in  1992  to  fa c i l i ta t e  the  deve lopment  o f  the  
Congre s s  o f  Nat ions  and  S ta te s  wi th  the  governments  o f  
the  Russ ian  Federa t ion ,  German Federa t ion ,  Japan  and  
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the  Uni t ed  S ta te s .  In  addi t ion ,  t en  ind igenous  na t ions  
inc lud ing  Tibe t ,  Haudenosaunee ,  San  B las  Kuna,  and  
s even  o ther  na t ions  agreed  to  s i t  w i th  the  four  s ta t e s  to  
p lan  and  convene  the  Congre s s .  W hen  the  Uni t ed  S ta te s  
gove rnment  (Lega l  A f fa i r s  in  the  Depar tment  o f  S ta te )  
waved  the  Russ ian  government  o f f  o f  the  e f f o r t ,  
nego t ia t ions  came  to  a  sudden  ha l t .  I t  r emains  a  v iab l e  
p lan  wi th  even  g rea te r  chance  o f  succe s s  u s ing  the  UN 
Dec lara t ion  on  the  Righ t s  o f  Ind igenous  Peop le s  a s  the  
consensus  foundat ion . )  

Recommendation 3: Summit on Framework 
for Government-to-Government Relations 

After  adopt ing  the  UN Declarat ion,  convene a  
countrywide Summit  on a  Framework for  
Government- to -Government  Relat ions  involv ing  a l l  
American Indians,  Alaskan Nat ives ,  and Hawai ian 
Nat ives  (as  governmenta l  representat ives)  to  
negot ia te  and conclude a  mult i - la tera l  agreement  
and protocols  for  the  conduct  of  in tergovernmenta l  
re la t ions  ( inc luding consul ta t ions) .  

Recommendation 4: Indigenous Peoples 
Participation in Climate Negotiations 

Recogniz ing  that  Cl imate  Change negot ia t ions  
cont inue in  Ad-Hoc Intergovernmenta l  sess ions  
between Conference  of  Part ies  meet ings  to  conclude 
a  new treaty  to  replace  the  Kyoto Protocols ,  and 
not ing  that  indigenous  peoples  have  not  been 
permit ted  to  par t ic ipate  in  these  meet ings  in  their  
own r ight ,  but  have  been re legated to  the  ro le  of  
non-governmenta l ,  c iv i l  soc ie ty  organizat ions,  and 
recogniz ing  that  indigenous  peoples  exerc ise  greater  
responsib i l i t ies  over  land and peoples  in  a  manner  
s imi lar  to  s ta tes ’  governments ,  the  US should  
undertake  to  support  the  formation of  an  
intergovernmenta l  contact  group on c l imate  change 
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inc luding representat ives  f rom s ta tes ’  governments  
and indigenous  governments .   Through th is  
mechanism appropr ia te  and substant ia l  contr ibut ions  
to  the  t reaty  negot ia t ing  process  wi l l  be  the  
of f ic ia l ly  made –  thus  beginning the  process  of  
implementing  major  aspects  o f  the  UN Declarat ion 
on the  Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples .  In  any case ,  
the  US government  wi l l  be  bet ter  pos i t ioned to  
fac i l i ta te  contr ibut ions  by  indigenous  peoples  in to  
the  a l l  important  d iscuss ions  and negot ia t ions  that  
wi l l  produce a  g lobal  agreement  on Cl imate  Change.  

Recommendation 5: Comprehensive 
“Indigenous Policy Training” 

Develop and execute  a  comprehensive  
“ indigenous  pol icy”  curr iculum as  a  par t  o f  the  
George  P.  Shul tz  Nat ional  Fore ign Affa irs  Training  
Center  to  fac i l i ta te  the  improved knowledge of  the  
US Diplomatic  Corps  and i t s  work  in  reg ions  of  the  
world…emphasiz ing  the  es tabl ishment  of  proact ive  
communicat ions  and construct ive  re la t ions  with  
indigenous  nat ions.  

(The  Cente r  f o r  W or ld  Ind igenous  S tudie s  consu l t ed  
wi th  the  Dean  o f  fa cu l ty  o f  the  George  P .  Shul t z  Nat iona l  
Fore ign  A f fa i r s  Tra in ing  Cente r  in  Ar l ing ton ,  Virg in ia  
dur ing  the  1990s  r egard ing  the  inc lus ion  o f  cur r i cu la  
fo cus ing  on  the  soc ia l ,  e conomic ,  po l i t i ca l ,  cu l tura l  and  
d ip lomat i c  pos i t ion  o f  ind igenous  peop le s  in  countr i e s  
w i th  which  the  US Depar tment  o f  S ta te  mus t  dea l  
d ip lomat i ca l ly .  W e d i s cus sed  a  spec i f i c  cur r i cu lum fo r  the  
Midd le  Eas t  and  wes t e rn  As ia  a s  we l l  a s  o ther  par t s  o f  the  
wor ld .  W e met  wi th  Depar tment  o f  S ta te  o f f i c ia l s  a s  we l l  
a s  Senator  Danie l  Akaka  o f  Hawai i  to  cons ide r  p rov id ing  
funding  to  the  Tra in ing  Cente r  so  tha t  i t  cou ld  under take  
th i s  impor tant  cur r i cu lum deve lopment  and  t each ing  
e f f o r t  f o r  the  bene f i t  o f  the  US Dip lomat i c  co rp .  In  the  
end ,  “money”  was  used  a s  the  r eason  why  th i s  e f f o r t  cou ld  
no t  be  under taken  on  a  comprehens ive  bas i s  to  p repare  the  
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US fo re ign  s e rv i c e  f o r  a  much  more  complex  mis s ion  tha t  
invo lve s  the  need  fo r  ex t ens ive  knowledge  o f  ind igenous  
peop le s . )  

Recommendation 6: Inter-Agency Policy 
Group 

Establ ish  an Inter -Agency Pol icy  Group 
between the  Department  of  Sta te ,  Department  of  the  
Inter ior ,  Department  of  Just ice ,  Department  of  
Energy,  Environmenta l  Protect ion Agency,  
Department  of  Heal th  and Department  of  Educat ion 
with  a  l ia ison to  the  Nat ional  Secur i ty  Counci l ,  
Senate  Indian Affa irs  Committee  and the  House  
Inter ior  Committee  with  the  miss ion of  coordinat ing  
internal  and external  pol ic ies  on indigenous  a f fa i rs .  

Conclusions 
The United  States  has  confused i t s  in ternal  and 

external  pol ic ies  as  they  re la te  to  indigenous  
peoples ,  and i t  has  done so  for  qui te  a  long t ime.  
When negot ia t ing  the  Hels inki  Accords  to  se t t le  
spheres  of  in f luence  over  Centra l  Europe with  the  
Union of  Sovie t  Socia l i s t  Republ ics  dur ing  the  
1970s,  the  i ssue  of  American Indians  p layed an 
important  ro le  in  decis ions  about  the  Human Rights  
basket  and the  appl icat ion of  Pr incip le  7  and 
Pr incip le  8 .  The Convent ion on Biologica l  Divers i ty  
ca l l s  on s ta tes  inc luding the  United  States  to  engage 
in  “benef i t  shar ing” with  indigenous  peoples ,  among 
other  th ings  to  preserve  g lobal  b iodivers i ty .  
Inte l lec tual  Property  Rights  involves  the  United  
States  in  quest ions  concerning genet ic  research and 
contro l  over  genet ic  resources  as  wel l  as  t radi t ional  
knowledge.  The US government  i s  deeply  engaged in  
conf l ic ts  throughout  the  world  where  indigenous  
peoples  are  the  complex issues  of  se l f -determinat ion 
verses  s ta te  s tabi l i ty  p lay  a  major  ro le .  Refugees  are  
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pr imari ly  indigenous  peoples  moved f rom their  
homelands  by  v io lence  or  c l imate  change and the  US 
is  ca l led  on to  deal  with  th is  complex issue.  
Economic  and t rade  matters  involve  the  US 
government  in  quest ions  concerning indigenous  
peoples ’  land r ights  and compet i t ion with  industr ia l  
farming.  The United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  
Rights  of  Indigenous  Peoples  of fers  the  United  
States  government  the  opportuni ty  to  construct ive ly  
s tabi l ize  shaky s ta tes  that  lack  contro l  over  their  
terr i tory ;  i t  o f fers  the  opportuni ty  to  open new 
internat ional  channels  o f  cooperat ion and 
construct ive  engagement.  S ta te  sys tem s tabi l i ty ,  
economic  growth and Refugee  concerns  as  wel l  as  
mi l i tary  and secur i ty  pol icy  can be  enhanced by  US 
adopt ion of  the  UN Declarat ion.  While  the  
Declarat ion complicates  some pol icy  arrangements ,  
i t  c lar i f ies  o thers .  Most  important ly  for  US pol icy ,  
adopt ion of  the  Declarat ion wi l l  br ing  the  United  
States  of  American into  a l ignment  with  the  
internat ional  community  and i t  wi l l  begin  to  br ing  
US fore ign pol icy  as  re la tes  to  indigenous  peoples  
in to  a l ignment  with  i t s  in ternal  pronouncements .  
The Declarat ion’s  pr incip les  wi l l  serve  as  a  
construct ive  f ramework on which new domest ic  
leg is la t ion can be  developed to  enhance the  qual i ty  
of  re la t ions  between Indian governments  and the  US 
government  whi le  improving the  qual i ty  of  l i fe  for  
American Indians,  Alaskan Nat ives ,  and Hawai ian 
Nat ives .  In  addi t ion,  the  US wi l l  be  able  to  develop 
a  pol icy  regarding  indigenous  peoples  that  permits  
the  benef ic ia l  development  of  pol ic ies  concerning  
more  than 1  mil l ion Mayans  or ig inat ing  f rom 
Guatemala  now res ident  in  the  United  States .  

Post Script: 
The US government  announced i t s  “support”  for  

the  United  Nat ions  Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
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Indigenous  Peoples .  The US government’s  pos i t ion 
in  support  may be  character ized as  a  pol icy  of  “yes ,  
but  no!”  The posi t ion now appears  to  be  a  
s igni f icant  b low to  indigenous  peoples  around the  
world .   The US government  has  essent ia l ly  g iven 
countr ies  around the  world  l icense  to  ignore  or  
in terpret  ar t ic les  of  the  UNDRIP in  ways  adverse  to  
the  interes ts  o f  indigenous  peoples .   
 
Authori tar ian governments  wishing  to  undermine 
indigenous  peoples  on Cl imate  Change,  Bio logica l  
Divers i ty ,  Inte l lec tual  Property  and fundamenta l  
terr i tor ia l  r ights  and se l f -determinat ion may now 
take  the  US government ' s  in terpreta t ion re leased by  
the  US Department  of  Sta te  in  a  17  page  s ta tement  
to  l imit  exerc ise  of  the  r ight  of  se l f -determinat ion.  
The Department  of  Sta te ' s  explanat ion of  US pol icy  
on UNDRIP l imits  the  pr incip le  of  " f ree ,  pr ior  and 
informed consent"  where :  " the  US Department  of  
Sta te  contemplates  the  UNDRIP pr incip le  of  “ free ,  
pr ior  and informed consent”  as  meaning,  essent ia l ly ,  
that  American Indian,  Alaskan Nat ives  and 
Hawaiian Nat ives  have  the  r ight  of  “ free ,  pr ior  and 
informed consent”  unless  the  United  States  d isagrees  
with  the  decis ion made by  the  indigenous  people .  
 
A centra l  argument  in  the  e f for t  to  embed in  a  
Cl imate  Change t reaty  (be ing  negot ia ted  annual ly)  
pr inc ip les  that  recognize  the  r ight  of  f ree ,  pr ior  and 
informed consent  (FPIC),  appl icat ion of  t radi t ional  
knowledge,  and the  d irect  par t ic ipat ion of  
indigenous  nat ions  in  negot ia t ions  consis tent  with  
pr incip les  in  the  UN Declarat ion on the  Rights  of  
Indigenous  Peoples  wi l l  have  become much more  
d i f f icul t .  Years  of  pers is tent  e f for t  promoting  and 
advancing discuss ions  of  these  concepts  have  made 
some progress ,  but  the  US posi t ions  on se l f -
determinat ion and FPIC a l low other  governments  to  
s imply  say. . ."The US government  does  not  recognize  
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indigenous  peoples '  r ight  to  "consent"  or  se l f -
determinat ion.   Nei ther  shal l  we."  
 
Upon carefu l  considerat ion one must  conclude that  
the  fundamenta l  pr inc ip les  on which the  UNDRIP 
was  bui l t  have  been deluted by  the  US posi t ion a t  
the  expense  of  indigenous  peoples  domest ica l ly  and 
indigenous  peoples  throughout  the  world .  The 
indigenous  nat ions  of  southern Sudan would  not  be  
recognizable  by  the  US g iven i t s  pos i t ion narrowing 
the  r ight  of  se l f -determinat ion "speci f ic  to  
indigenous  peoples ."   This  pos i t ion a l lows other  
s ta tes '  governments  to  c lamp down on any 
indigenous  populat ion seeking  to  change i t s  pol i t ica l  
s ta tus  when the  s ta tes '  government  v io la tes  human 
r ights  of  the  indigenous  populat ion.   The people  of  
Somal i land are  a  target  for  forc ib le  re integrat ion 
into  Somalia .  The Republ ic  of  Georgia  i s  now 
increas ingly  vulnerable  to  a t tack  f rom Russ ia  not  to  
ment ion Chechnya.  
 
American Indian nat ions,  Alaskan Nat ives  and 
Hawaiian Nat ives  have  a  considerable  task  turning  
the  United  States  in to  a  fu l l  supporter  o f  the  human 
r ight  of  f ree ,  pr ior  and informed consent  as  wel l  as  
the  fu l l  exerc ise  of  the  r ight  of  se l f -determinat ion.  
Nei ther  of  these  i s  guaranteed as  a  resul t  o f  US 
“support”  for  the  UNDRIP.  
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by Jay Taber  
 

I  jus t  f in ished reading Brotherhood  to  Nat ionhood  
by  Peter  McFarlane,  the  b iography of  the  legendary  
Firs t  Nat ions  leader  and world  indigenous  organizer ,  
the  la te  Grand Chief  George  Manuel  f rom Bri t i sh  
Columbia.  As  the  pr incipal  s t ra teg is t  and spokesman 
for  the  se l f -determinat ion of  Canadian Indians  f rom 
the  1950s  to  the  1980s,  i t ' s  hard  to  overs ta te  the  key  
ro le  he  p layed in  changing the  re la t ionship  between 
Ottawa and the  hundreds  of  Indian bands,  as  wel l  as  
the  publ ic  unders tanding of  abor ig inal  r ights  
worldwide.   

Suf f ice  to  say  that  the  voice  the  Maori ,  the  
Saami,  the  Bushmen,  and the  Basques  now have in  
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bodies  l ike  the  UN, are  in  no smal l  par t  due to  h is  
e f for ts .  The fact  that  he  gave  his  l i fe  to  th is  cause  i s  
wel l  known;  the  fact  that  he  was  wi l l ing  to  d ie  to  
preserve  the  Indian way of  l i fe  perhaps  less  so .   

Few l ike ly  reca l l  that  in  the  ear ly  1970s,  
exterminat ion of  indigenous  socie t ies  in  North  
America  was  s t i l l  the  agenda of  a l l  three  federa l  
governments—Mexico,  Canada and the  United  
States  of  America ,  forc ing  Mohawk,  Lakota ,  and 
la ter  Maya warr iors  to  l i tera l ly  take  up arms in  
defense.  As  the  premier  leader  of  the  l iberat ion 
s t ruggle  in  Canada,  Manuel  had to  take  into  account  
the  poss ib i l i ty  of  going  underground should  the  
Canadian government  esca la te  i t s  v io lence  toward 
the  Firs t  Nat ions  movement.   

Accordingly ,  Manuel  assumed his  
responsib i l i t ies ,  as  a  War Chief  prepar ing  for  that  
eventual i ty  should  his  d ip lomatic  e f for ts  fa i l - -dut ies  
that  prompted him to  consul t  with  both  the  Afr ican 
Nat ional  Congress  and the  I r i sh  Republ ican Army.  
To his  re l ie f ,  the  pressure  he  was  able  to  br ing  to  
bear  against  Canadian apartheid,  through European 
s ta tes ,  organizat ions,  and ins t i tut ions ,  was  suf f ic ient  
to  fores ta l l  armed conf l ic t .   

And maybe that ' s  h is  greates t  legacy:  the  
recogni t ion and wi l l ingness  of  Euro-Canadians  to  
respect  and coexis t  with  the  Firs t  Nat ions  as  they  
cont inue to  negot ia te  their  re la t ionships  in to  the  
future - -a  future  that  was  purchased by  more  than 
jus t  rhetor ic  and publ ic  re la t ions .  Anyone who 
th inks  that  the  powerful  can be  made to  cooperate ,  
through reason a lone,  should  read th is  book.  
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(*) Peter McFarlane is a writer, translator and journalist 
living in Montreal. 
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