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Abstract :  This article examines the conceptualisation and contemporary significance of indigenous identity in Latin America and 

India through a comparative anthropological perspective. It explores the historical evolution of the terms indio, indígena, and 

adivasi, highlighting the political, cultural, and social implications associated with these categories. The article analyses the 

emergence of indigenist movements, the struggle for cultural recognition, and the changing discourse surrounding indigenous rights 

at both national and international levels. Particular attention is given to the role of international organisations such as the United 
Nations and the International Labour Organisation in redefining indigenous peoples as subjects of collective rights rather than 

objects of assimilation. By comparing the experiences of indigenous communities in Mexico and India, the study demonstrates how 

issues of marginalisation, discrimination, land rights, cultural preservation, and political participation continue to shape indigenous 

realities in the twenty-first century. The article argues that despite differing historical trajectories, indigenous peoples in both regions 

have increasingly asserted their identities and demanded recognition, autonomy, and social justice within modern nation-states. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Indigenism in Latin America, especially since the Mexican Revolution, has been a recurring anthropological narrative and has 

regained momentum with the emergence of various uprisings in the new millennium. Indigenous populations are frequently 

segregated. They are denied fundamental rights, including access to healthcare, housing, education, and employment. State 
institutions often fail to reach the places where indigenous communities live. These conditions leave indigenous peoples with only 

two alternatives: either survive under such circumstances or abandon their lands and traditions to live in non-indigenous 

communities, where they continue to suffer discrimination. Throughout the history of the peoples of the Americas, numerous voices 

have been raised to denounce the processes of social integration and cultural assimilation imposed upon indigenous communities 

through prevailing socio-cultural structures in the name of fundamental rights and the human values of indigenous identity. 

Indigenous uprisings have occurred, and organisations have emerged as representatives of the indigenous peoples and "Indian 

nationalities" of the Americas. These movements strive to preserve their cultural identity and collective existence, while resisting 

identities imposed by external forces—namely, the dominant society embedded within the context of the mestizo nation-state. 

What awakened the consciousness of Latin American governments was the continuous demand by indigenous peoples for political 

participation in all matters concerning the governance of their territories. In contemporary Latin America, a vigorous debate has 

developed concerning the identity of indigenous peoples. The renewed definition of indigeneity has assumed special importance, 

constituting the Latin American manifestation of the wider movement toward ethnic recognition that has accompanied globalisation 

worldwide. This resurgence is intimately connected with the decline of the existing national model of development and the 

breakdown of the interventionist and welfare-state paradigm upon which it had been based.  One of the most recurrent concerns of 

modern indigenism in its early stages, and one of the most passionate debates within it, has been the definition of the term "Indian." 
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Manuel Gamio, the first director of the Inter-American Indigenous Institute, wrote after more than two decades of leading the 

institution: 

"There remains an unresolved question of fundamental importance for indigenism, one that has been debated for 

many years, especially since the founding of the Inter-American Indigenous Institute, but which has yet to be satisfactorily 

resolved. This question involves three apparently simple questions that are not easy to answer in reality: How many, who, 

and what are the inhabitants of the Americas who should properly be considered indigenous?" (Gamio, 1966: 175–176). 

As Alejandro Marroquín observed in the most comprehensive evaluation of the first three decades of Inter-American indigenism: 

"The concept of the Indian is key to determining the content and goals of indigenous policy, which explains the 

abundance of criteria and the serious polemical discrepancies surrounding it" (1972: 6–7). 

Intellectuals and social scientists have not only illuminated the nature of present-day problems but also demonstrated that these 

issues are neither exclusive to our own context nor entirely new; rather, they often possess a long historical trajectory marked by 

multiple efforts at resolution. In doing so, they exposed alternative ways of understanding the world, recovering and reaffirming 

diverse systems of values and modes of action. Despite the fact that indigenous voices have become increasingly assertive in recent 

years, they continue to lack the visibility and influence afforded to other dominant voices 

The Current Condition of Indigenous People 

The indigenous peoples of Mexico have not experienced equitable development since independence, and after the Revolution of 

1910. This inequality is evident in the high levels of marginalisation found in states with large indigenous populations, such as 

Campeche, Chiapas,  Guerrero, Hidalgo, Oaxaca, Potosí, San Luis, Veracruz, and Yucatán, . Nearly 80 per cent of the population 

identified as indigenous is concentrated in these eight states.  

For the most part, indigenous peoples view “Indianist organisations” as instruments like any other—useful, perhaps, for achieving 

their own objectives. They employ them with considerable pragmatism within the framework of their own strategies, generally 

allowing these organisations to compete with one another and to switch between them depending on the results they can obtain. 

They rarely swear loyalty to them or enter into lasting alliances, except for tactical convenience. 

Nevertheless, Indianism is gradually spreading among what remains of the indigenous peasantry. It is transmitted by migrants who, 

compelled by the precarious conditions of life in the cities, have returned to their places of origin. The ideas they bring with them 

are increasingly accepted within indigenous communities, which, in many regions, have tended to retreat into their traditions since 

the State abandoned them to their own fate. 

Indigenous peoples, for the most part, perceive Indianist organisations as merely one instrument among many that may serve the 

pursuit of their interests. They engage with these organisations pragmatically, incorporating them into their own strategies by 

encouraging competition among them and shifting their allegiance to the organisations that offer tangible benefits. They seldom 

pledge unconditional loyalty or establish enduring alliances with them, except on a tactical basis. At the same time, Indianism has 

progressively permeated the remnants of the indigenous peasantry. This ideological diffusion has been facilitated by migrants who, 

driven by the insecurity and hardship of urban life, have returned to their native communities. The ideas they carry are increasingly 

embraced by these communities, which, in many parts of Latin America, have sought refuge in their traditions following the 

withdrawal of state support and protection. 

In other states, where indigenous peoples constitute a minority, they continue to live under conditions of marginalisation, as is the 

case with the Tarahumaras, Tepehuanos, Guarijíos, and Pimas of Chihuahua. Paradoxically, although Chihuahua presents lower 

overall levels of marginalisation, its indigenous areas exhibit levels comparable to those of Chiapas. 

The low level of investment in indigenous territories over the past fifty years is reflected in the scarcity of remunerated employment, 

unlike northern Mexico. Consequently, hundreds of thousands of indigenous people work under conditions resembling servitude 
on farms and ranches, as occurs with indigenous communities from Chiapas employed on large coffee plantations. 

This historical neglect has generated different forms of migration, inadequate healthcare and nutrition, and reduced educational 

attainment among indigenous populations. In recent years, the government has begun reforming the justice system to provide 

differentiated legal attention to indigenous peoples. 

Throughout its nearly two centuries as an independent region, Latin America has exhibited profound inequality of opportunity 

among its social groups, particularly regarding cultural preservation, access to education, public services, employment, economic 

participation, and the exercise of citizenship rights. This inequality is especially visible among indigenous peoples. Consequently, 

governments have sought to reverse this trend by ensuring that indigenous peoples enjoy opportunities comparable to those available 

to other sectors of society while respecting their cultural distinctiveness. Indigenous individuals were appointed for the first time to 

leadership positions within the National Indigenous Institute and the Directorate of Popular and Indigenous Cultures. The Council 
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for the Development of Indigenous Peoples was also established as an advisory body to the President. Support was extended to 

programs related to indigenous justice, indigenous culture, and the creation of the National Institute of Indigenous Languages. 

The indigenous issue thus became a fundamental component of the national political agenda. A new relationship between the 

Mexican State, indigenous peoples, and society at large was envisioned through public policies. It was based on respect for 

indigenous rights, cultural diversity, and recognition of indigenous capacities to participate in all spheres of national development. 

Indigenous People in India 

There are several special provisions in the Constitution of India intended to promote the educational and economic interests of 

indigenous communities. It also protects these communities against social injustice and exploitation. These objectives are pursued 

through the Tribal Sub-Plan (TSP), which was adopted during the Fifth Five-Year Plan. 

The government of India has adopted a strategy that ensures a steady and adequate flow of resources for tribal development through 

state plans, various central government programs and schemes, and support from financial and development institutions. A key 

feature of the government of India’s approach is the allocation of funds in proportion to the Scheduled Tribe populations in each 

state and union territory, thereby aiming to address their developmental needs more effectively. 

The Ministry of Tribal Affairs has implemented numerous programs and schemes to achieve socio-economic development of 

Scheduled Tribes (STs). Not only this, the efforts are also made by state governments and central ministries in this regard. 

International Recognition of Indigenous Rights 

In 1957, the General Conference of the International Labour Organisation (ILO) adopted Convention No. 107, concerning the 

protection and integration of indigenous and tribal populations in independent countries. The convention established international 

standards intended to guide governments in safeguarding the rights and welfare of indigenous peoples and tribal communities while 

promoting their gradual integration into broader national communities. 

By the mid-1980s, however, the ILO recognised the need to revise the Convention due to changing attitudes toward indigenous 

peoples. The earlier emphasis on integration no longer reflected evolving perspectives. International organisations and an increasing 

number of governments had begun to recognise the rights of indigenous and tribal peoples to preserve their distinct identities and 

to participate fully in decisions affecting their lives. 

As a result, the ILO adopted Convention No. 169 in 1989. This revised convention emphasised indigenous rights, self-identification, 

and participation. The same renewed spirit has also animated the United Nations and its specialised agencies, elevating Indianist 
leaders to international visibility and endowing their claims with global significance. The UN granted consultative status to the 

World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP), an organisation with which numerous Indianist groups maintain direct or indirect 

affiliations. Through its Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities, the United Nations 

established a working group responsible for drafting a universal declaration on the rights of indigenous peoples, with the active 

participation of indigenous organisations themselves. 

Concurrently, the International Labour Organisation (ILO) replaced the integrationist Convention No. 107, which had referred to 

indigenous "populations," with Convention No. 169 on Indigenous and Tribal Peoples in 1989. This revised international instrument 

acknowledged indigenous peoples' rights to territorial control and self-directed development as essential means of preserving and 

strengthening their cultural identities. 

Across the globe—and especially in Europe, where the figure of the indigenous person has historically occupied a privileged 

position within intellectual and moral discourse—networks of non-governmental organisations, including Survival International, 

mobilised in support of the Indianist movement. The international recognition of this struggle culminated symbolically in the 

awarding of the 1992 Nobel Peace Prize to Rigoberta Menchú, a Quiché activist and human rights advocate, coinciding with the 

five-hundredth anniversary of Christopher Columbus's landing in the Americas. 

The United Nations Working Group on Indigenous Populations described indigenous peoples as: 

"Those tribal and semi-tribal populations that are regarded as having their descent from the populations which 

inhabited the country or the geographical region to which the country belongs at the time of conquest or colonisation. They 

are also those who, irrespective of their legal status, live more in conformity with their own social, economic and cultural 

institutions than with those of the nation to which they belong." 

Semi-tribal populations were defined as those in the process of losing their identity but not yet integrated into the national 

community. 

Three central aspects emerge from this conceptualisation: 
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1. Indigenous peoples inhabited their territories before conquest or colonisation. 

2. They became marginalised as a consequence of conquest and colonisation. 

3. They regulate their lives primarily according to their own social, economic, and cultural institutions. 

The Term "Adivasi" in India 

Although the expression "indigenous peoples" is relatively recent in international discourse, comparable terminology has long been 
used in India. Social anthropologists, missionaries, and political activists have employed the term Adivasi since the early twentieth 

century as an Indian equivalent for indigenous peoples. The term, alongside expressions such as "aboriginal" and "autochthonous," 

has served as a marker of identity and differentiation, referring to communities distinguished by physical traits, language, religion, 

customs, and social organization. 

Indian sociologist G. S. Ghurye (1963), while describing tribes as socially backward and marginalised Hindus, questioned the use 

of the term Adivasi and instead preferred the term "aborigines." 

Neoliberalism and Indigenous People 

With the rise of neoliberalism in Mexico and Latin America, particularly through increasing alignment with the United States, the 

conditions of indigenous peoples deteriorated further. The exploitation of natural resources, the extraction of raw materials, and the 

dispossession of land rights became increasingly evident. 

Although policies directed toward indigenous peoples existed, they often failed to reconcile the contradiction between neoliberal 

economic reforms and indigenous well-being. During subsequent administrations, indigenous-oriented initiatives gradually evolved 

into official public policies and government programs. During this period, debates surrounding indigenism and indigenous rights 

moved to the centre of political discussion. 

Conclusion 

In Mexico, Latin America, and India, indigenous peoples continue to confront numerous problems rooted in history, cultural 

identity, and patterns of social interaction. They face specific challenges shaped by geographical and social circumstances.  

Bartholomew Dean and Jerome Levi (2003) sought to explain why the conditions of indigenous peoples improved substantially in 

some countries while remaining stagnant—or even worsening—in others. Factors include cultural and linguistic preservation, land 

tenure, exploitation of natural resources, political self-determination and autonomy, environmental degradation, poverty, health 

disparities, and discrimination. Members of neighbouring communities often share a common language and cultural heritage. 
Consequently, in Mexico, there are instances of indigenous peoples as groups whose members share a language, culture, and 

historical experience. These groups are also described as ethnolinguistic communities, a designation that conveys the same meaning. 

A clear manifestation of the social prejudice historically directed against indigenous populations is the use of the term "Indian" 

(indio) as a pejorative expression in many regions of the country. Therefore, throughout this work, we shall refer to indigenous 

children, women, and men as "indigenous people" (indígenas), a term considered more respectful and officially adopted in Mexican 

legislation and governmental documentation. 

India and Mexico provide illustrative examples of these dynamics, revealing both similarities and differences. Interaction between 

indigenous and non-indigenous populations has often been limited and, when present, frequently driven by commercial interests, 

although cultural exchanges have also occurred. A major concern of anthropological studies has been the investigation of 

interactions between indigenous peoples and the dominant society, often referred to as "first contact." These studies analyse the 

behaviour and responses of both groups upon their initial encounters. Poverty, illiteracy, cultural barriers, discrimination, injustice, 

and adverse political conditions have historically contributed to deteriorating health and social problems among indigenous peoples 

at the beginning of the twenty-first century. 
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