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Third Continental Summit of
Indigenous Peoples and Nationalities
of Abya Yala: From Resistance to
Power

Marc Becker

Thousands of indigenous activists from 24 countries gathered in Guatemala in the last
week of March 2007 for the Third Continental Summit of Indigenous Peoples and
Nationalities of Abya Yala. The gathering strengthened both local and transnational
indigenous organizing efforts. The summit was entitled ‘From Resistance to Power,’
reflecting key concerns of how to move beyond resistance to oppressive regimes in order to
claim positions of power in government. Evo Morales’ recent election as Bolivia’s
president inspired many activists to explore similar paths to challenge state power in their
own countries. The meeting represented a merging of issues that had previously divided
indigenous organizations, including disagreements over whether to follow an ethnic
‘Indianist’ or a leftist ‘Popular’ line. At the same time, a new focus on electoral paths to
power raised threats of opportunism from candidates who pursue their own self-interests
while compromising on key issues such as opposition to neoliberal economic policies.
Nevertheless, the Guatemala summit reflected advances toward new levels of unity and
points to a promising future for continental indigenous organizing initiatives.

Keywords: Indigenous summit; indigenous movements; Abya Yala;
Guatemala; Iximché; nation-states

Indigenous movements, as social movements in general, have long been held in
tension between the opposing poles of unity and diversity. Briefly, and perhaps
somewhat simplistically, movements need to be rooted in local and concrete issues,
while at the same time finding strength in building a broad-based movement that
requires the ability to bridge quite diverse concerns. Carol Smith (1990, p. 279),
for example, notes a tension between indigenous leaders’ desire to create a pan-Maya
identity while community groups seek to maintain a sense of local identity.

ISSN 1744-2222 (print)/ISSN 1744-2230 (online)/08/010085-23 © 2008 Taylor & Francis
DOI: 10.1080/17442220701865879



Downloaded By: [Becker, Marc] At: 03:13 12 March 2008

86 M. Becker

Smith observes that perhaps it is the fragmented local identities that have ensured the
preservation and survival of native cultural traditions. “Throughout history,” Smith
observes, ‘Indian communities have maintained themselves through diversity, which
has prevented them from forming a united Indian nation that could proclaim its own
national sovereignty. .. this “weakness” has also been the source of Indian cultural
“strength,” since no centralized power in Guatemala has ever found a single cultural
source or symbol to destroy through which Indian culture in general would be
eradicated’ (Smith, 1990, pp. 282-283).

Over the course of more than 30 years of indigenous organizing, not only within
Maya movements in Guatemala but also on a continental level, these two positions
(strength in unity versus strength in diversity) continue to hold each other in a
seemingly inherent and inevitable tension. Even while recognizing the importance of
rooting struggles in local issues and acknowledging that macro-level organizational
structures open up more possibilities for opportunism, co-optation, and repression,
activists continue to find purpose and meaning in a search for continental indigenous
unity. In 1992, the quincentennial of Christopher Columbus’ voyage triggered a great
deal of organizing activity throughout the continent. Activists talked about the
meeting of the ‘southern condor’ with the ‘northern eagle.” After the quincentennial,
many of them returned to work on local issues in their home communities. At the
beginning of the 21st century, a global indigenous movement once again appears to
be re-emerging.

Thousands of indigenous delegates from 24 countries gathered in Guatemala in
late March 2007 for the Third Continental Summit of Indigenous Peoples and
Nationalities of Abya Yala. Abya Yala means ‘Continent of Life’ in the Kuna language,

Figure 1 Delegates gather at the Iximché ceremonial site at the start of the Indigenous Summit.
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and is the word they use to refer to the Americas. The week-long summit was held in
Iximché, a Kaqchikel Maya ceremonial site located in the Guatemalan highlands two
hours from the capital city. Two weeks before the summit, US President George Bush
visited Iximché during a visit to Guatemala. Maya priests subsequently cleansed the
site of his ‘bad spirits’ in preparation for the summit, and to replace his politics of
war with a politics of life, dignity, and equality.

The summit was entitled ‘From Resistance to Power,” reflecting key concerns
of how to move beyond resistance to oppressive regimes in order to claim positions
of power in government. Similar to ongoing discussions in broader popular
movements, indigenous activists debated how best to engage state power (Van Cott,
2005). Should militants use electoral means to join existing governments, work to
overthrow them, or create autonomous and parallel governing structures? The recent
election of Evo Morales to the presidency in Bolivia marked a new phase in the
relationship between indigenous groups and national governments, pushing activists
towards electoral participation as a way to make their voices heard. Delegates
applauded and embraced Morales as their ‘indigenous president of the Americas.’
The presence of his foreign minister David Choquehuanca in an official capacity at
the summit, and a planned presence of Morales himself, indicated a new level of
indigenous engagement with existing state structures. More broadly, debates at the
summit focused on how to transform government institutions from oppressive,
racist, exclusionary structures to something that would reflect the indigenous values
of participatory governance, equality, dignity, and a sustainable co-existence with the
earth.

While this meeting was labeled the ‘third continental summit,” it built on a much
longer history of continental indigenous organizing across the Americas. Previously,
the Indian movements had been split over whether to follow a class-based or ethnic-
based strategy. As anthropologist Xavier Albo (1991, p. 308) notes, different visions
of how best to lead the struggle had led to long, contentious, and seemingly
irreconcilable debates. Some organizers favored alliances with the political left in a
unified class-based struggle that emphasized their economic exploitation as peasants
or small farmers. Others wanted to accentuate the unique indigenous cultural
attributes and focus their struggle against the racial discrimination they faced. While
the Iximché meeting did little to bridge this gap, an increasing number of activists
and academics now see this as a simplistic and perhaps inherently false divide
(Postero & Zamosc, 2004, p. 12). Iximché represented the building of higher levels of
unity even as new divisions began to emerge, particularly in regards to the potential,
challenges, and pitfalls of choosing the electoral path to engage state structures. The
Third Continental Summit of Indigenous Peoples and Nationalities of Abya Yala
provides an opportunity to reflect on these issues and on the prospects and
possibilities of a more unified movement.

A Bit of History: the Globalization of the Continental Indian Movement

Over the past 30 years, activists have attempted to establish pan-indigenous
movements on local, regional, and international levels (Brysk, 2000). Most of their
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efforts, however, have met with limited or mixed success. The 1960s saw an intense
process of indigenous conscientization. The primary issues were indigenous identity,
self-determination, sovereignty, and territorial rights (International Work Group for
Indigenous Affairs [TWGIA], 1988, p. 13). One of the most significant organizations
to emerge at the time was the IWGIA, which grew out of a 1968 meeting of
anthropologists at the 38th International Congress of Americanists in Stuttgart,
Germany. Anthropology was becoming a more politicized discipline, and anthro-
pologists expressed ‘a growing recognition of responsibility for the people whom we
study’ (IWGIA, 1988, p. 28). The scholars condemned the abuses that they had
witnessed during their field research in South America. The IWGIA emphasized that
it did not speak on behalf of the native groups, but rather sought ‘to enable
indigenous peoples themselves to put forward their case’ (IWGIA, 1988, p. 36). Other
support groups sprung up around that time, including Cultural Survival at Harvard
University, and Survival International in England. Survival International led
educational campaigns (largely through letter-writing campaigns, protests, and
published reports) in support of the rights of tribal peoples. Whereas Survival
International attempted to defend and protect tribal groups from the encroachment
of western society, Cultural Survival helped native peoples and ethnic minorities with
their encounters with industrial society.

Eleven anthropologists gathered in Barbados in 1971 at the Symposium on Inter-
Ethnic Conflict in South America to analyze the current situation of indigenous
peoples. In the Declaration of Barbados, the group called for the ‘liberation’ of
Indians from their colonial domination, and ‘the creation of a truly multi-ethnic state
in which each ethnic group possesses the right to self-determination and the free
selection of available social and cultural alternatives.” The Declaration stated that it
was ‘essential’ that the Indian peoples should ‘organize and lead their own liberation
movement.” They observed a growing ethnic consciousness and looked forward to
‘the beginnings of a pan-Latin-American movement’ (IWGIA, 1971, pp. 3—4). At the
same time, the ITWGIA also began to work more closely with indigenous
organizations and supported the efforts of native groups to form their own
organizations. These initiatives were very influential in supporting indigenous
struggles for autonomy and self-determination.

In response, the activists began to create their own international organizations in
order to press forward with their agendas. One of the first regional indigenous-led
meetings was the Parlamento Indio Americano del Cono Sur (American Indian
Parliament of the Southern Cone), held in Paraguay in 1974. Thirty-two
representatives drafted a document that declared their rights to land, work,
education, language, health, and organization. ‘As an Indian people,” the document
stated, ‘we have a personal identity with an ethnic awareness of our own’ (Materne,
1980, p. 65). The same year, eight delegates from around the world met in
Georgetown, Guyana for a Preparatory Meeting of the International Conference of
Indigenous Peoples. The goal was to foster the exchange of information between
groups and to reduce physical and cultural genocide; combat racism; ensure political,
economic, and social justice; and to defend indigenous cultural rights (IWGIA, 1974,
p- 2). Delegates from 19 countries subsequently met in October 1975 in Port Alberni,
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British Columbia, Canada, at the International Conference of Indigenous Peoples
to form the World Council of Indigenous Peoples (WCIP). The WCIP was a
worldwide federation designed to strengthen indigenous organizations, support their
struggles, and work on development projects. They believed that through the creation
of an international communications network, indigenous groups could more
effectively struggle against the oppressive neocolonial nation-states in which they
lived. ‘Solidarity between indigenous peoples,” the WCIP said, ‘was necessary for
the survival of each indigenous nation’ (Consejo Indio de Sud América [CISA],
1983, p. 7).

Leadership issues and relations with governments helped define the nature of the
WCIP. In his summary of the formation of the WCIP, Douglas Sanders notes that its
leadership was not radical. Rather, they relied heavily on governmental and church
support in addition to that of the IWGIA, universities, and other non-governmental
organizations (Sanders, 1977, p. 20). Even though the goal was to create an
indigenous-run organization, the Guyana Government helped make local arrange-
ments for the preparatory meeting and church groups including the World Council
of Churches provided funding for the founding meeting (Sanders, 1977, p. 12).
Sanders notes that a ‘pattern of government sponsored, politically autonomous
indigenous organizations is fairly common today in the western industrialized
countries,’ but that this experience was ‘incomprehensible to the delegates from most
of Latin America’ who often faced extreme governmental repression (Sanders, 1977,
pp- 22, 23). This wide difference in experience led to different attitudes toward state
power and toward international organizations.

The WCIP was structured around five regions: North America, Central America,
South America, South Pacific (later changed to the Pacific Region to include all
Pacific peoples rather than just Australia and New Zealand), and Northern Europe.
It established an International Secretariat in at the University of Lethbridge in
Alberta, but moved it in 1984 to Ottawa in order to be closer to the International
Community (IWGIA, 1976, p. 3; 1984, p. 98). Sanders (1977, p. 24) observes that,
while the native peoples in Latin America had long struggled for political goals and
the nature of their struggles had often defined indigenous movements, they did not
have the resources to internationalize their struggle and thus the initiative for the
formation of an international body fell to people from North America and Europe.
Each region was to form its own organization. Indigenous representatives from
Central America, Mexico, and Panama finally met in 1977 to establish the Consejo
Regional de Pueblos Indigenas (Regional Council of Indigenous Peoples). In 1980,
activists from South America gathered in Peru for the First Conference of Indian
Nations and Organizations of South America where they formed the CISA (South
American Indian Council).

The formation of the CISA, the IWGIA Newsletter notes, ‘marks a most important
step forward in the long struggle for the liberation of the Indian peoples’ (IWGIA,
1980, p. 3). The CISA declared that it was ‘an organization representative of the
Indian nations of South America, whose mission is to set forth the claims of its
member organizations’ and which ‘must strive for the unification of Indian
organizations, peoples, and nations with the object of solidifying our liberation
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struggle’ (South American Indian Information Center, 1984, pp. 37, 38).
Nevertheless, already in the formation of the CISA, issues emerged that would
later plague and divide international indigenous movements. Specifically, the CISA
faced charges of racism from non-indigenous groups who were trying to organize the
Indian population in order to achieve their own political goals. The IWGIA noted
that this was an ironic situation, because these Indian leaders were simply
implementing ideas stated in the Declaration of Barbados that called for an end to
non-Indians representing indigenous causes and instead for Indian peoples to
organize by themselves (IWGIA, 1980, p. 3).

The CISA soon became much more radical in its demands than its parent
organization, the WCIP. The CISA took an aggressive stance in terms of attacking
colonial centers of power and vindicating their own ethnic identity. “There should be
no compromise with governments, religious practitioners or any movements which
are not in the interests of the Indian,” the Council declared. ‘It is up to the Indian to
create his own government and show the world his own reality’ (IWGIA, 1984,
p- 95). The CISA aggressively denounced acts of genocide and ethnocide, and
declared that ‘the “independent nation states” which broke the ties with the
European empires did not signify any achievement of liberty for us; on the contrary,
it meant treachery and a great subjugation, plunder and slavery on the part of the
creole classes, step-children of the west, who formed their “nations” by treading on
us’ (IWGIA, 1981, p. 7). The CISA declared that Indian peoples were ‘the only real
hope for a true Socialism.” In countries such as Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador, Guatemala,
and Mexico where Indians were the majority, ‘any real revolution must be initiated
by us, by our race, our essence, and with our strength to assure victory’ (IWGIA,
1981, p. 7).

In the midst of these discussions, a split between an ‘Indianist’ and ‘Popular’ or
leftist wings emerged within international indigenous movements. To a certain
extent, this was a pragmatic split between areas in which there was no mass
indigenous movement and alliances with leftist forces were important for survival,
and places (particularly the Southern Andes) where indigenous leaders wished to gain
a role in state government through the strength of their own political movements
(IWGIA, 1984, p. 100). Asunciéon Ontiveros, the coordinator of the CISA, criticized
movements that called themselves indigenous but did not have an Indian philosophy
or ideology, but rather simply allied themselves with the left. “The Indian movement,’
Ontiveros noted, ‘is not a movement that only struggles for economic issues.” Rather,
it also struggles for territory, culture, traditional medicine, and other issues that effect
indigenous groups. Ontiveros, however, had an open attitude toward leftist leaders.
Sometimes, he notes, ‘the education that they received speaks little about Indians.
Given this reality, as an organization we have to go out, speak with them and educate
them’ about indigenous interests and identity (Agencia Latinoamericana de
Informacién, 1987, p. 4).

At the Second Conference of Indian Nations and Organizations of South America
in Tiwanaku, Bolivia in 1983, 200 indigenous delegates along with 2,000 observers
discussed territorial rights, cultural and scientific rights, indigenous philosophy and
ideology, economic and educational issues, organizational policies, human rights,
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and solidarity. The CISA declared that organizational unity was their main defense
against the European invaders’ attempts to control, repress, and kill them.
Indigenous peoples should ‘take power where we are the majority, and [demand]
cultural and territorial autonomy in the countries in which we are a minority’
(South American Indian Information Center, 1984, p. 5). Once in power, they would
cleanse themselves of Western thinking and eliminate borders that divide indigenous
groups. The document is a clarion call for self-determination and a reclamation of
indigenous identity and traditional forms of organization.

In 1984, indigenous organizations from the Amazonian regions of Bolivia, Brazil,
Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru formed the Coordinadora de las Organizaciones
Indigenas de la Cuenca Amazénica (COICA) (Coordinating Body for the Indigenous
Peoples’ Organizations of the Amazon). Delegates agreed ‘to form an alliance among
“Amazonian indigenous peoples” in order to act internationally with a concerted
voice defending their collective rights as peoples’ (Smith, 1994, p. 25). Rather than
creating another organization, it was decided to form a coordinating body that would
rotate among members. COICA’s objectives were to defend the rights of the
Amazonian peoples, represent its member organizations at international forums,
promote traditional cultural values, and strengthen the organizational unity of all
indigenous peoples (Chirif Tirado, Garcia Hierro, & Chase Smith, 1991, p. 210).

The COICA became best known for its efforts to develop alliances with
environmental groups. They criticized ‘debt-for-nature’ swap schemes that often
excluded indigenous participation, and instead proposed ‘debt-for-Indian steward-
ship” swaps that would place preservation in Indian hands. ‘Outsiders have either
ignored us or have spoken on our behalf,” COICA president Evaristo Nugkuag stated.
‘Now we have a formidable international organization and a common voice. We will
argue our own case’ (Gennino, 1990, p. 27). COICA first established contact with
European environmentalists in 1986, and then met with a similar group in the United
States in 1990. This led to a May 1990 meeting in Iquitos with 16 environmental and
15 non-governmental organizations from North America, Europe, and Peru to sign a
document known as ‘The Iquitos Declaration’ that stated their intent to continue
working together in an ‘Indigenous and Environmentalist Alliance for an Amazon for
Humanity’ (IWGIA, 1990, p. 73). The statement was a dramatic step forward for
both pan-indigenous organizing as well as building links with outside allies.

In 1992, organizations from nine Amazonian countries (expanded from the
previous group of five) gathered in Manaus for COICA’s fourth congress (Smith,
1994, p. 39). It was a truly international encounter, with over 70 different indigenous
groups from five different colonial traditions (Spanish, Portuguese, French, Dutch,
and English) present at the meeting. Valerio Grefa from the Ecuadorian Amazon was
elected general coordinator of COICA, and the organization’s permanent head-
quarters were established in Quito. In addition, the 1992 COICA meeting introduced
reforms intended to stop abuses that a centralized leadership could introduce. This
included abolishing the position of president and instituting a more horizontal
structure, which included a board of directors, a coordinating committee, and an
executive committee (Abya Yala News,1993a, p. 15; Rosha & Burch, 1992, p. 20;
Smith, 1994, p. 36). In his position of leadership of COICA, Grefa issued ‘a call to
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solidarity, to the unity of indigenous peoples within the diversity of cultures that
we have, so that in the immediate future we have a unified voice, a monolithic voice,
and that we can be heard by the governments in the international arena’ (Abya Yala
News, 1993b, p. 14). COICA positioned itself as drawing strength from a large unified
movement.

The approach of the quincentennial of Columbus’ 1492 voyage across the Atlantic
Ocean provided an opening for heightened international organizing efforts.
Indigenous activists rejected the celebrations planned by governments, and instead
called for an alternative campaign to mark the ‘500 years of indigenous resistance.’
The largest, most powerful organizational expression of opposition to quincentennial
celebrations was a July 1990 gathering of 400 representatives from 120 indigenous
nations and organizations at the First Continental Conference on Five Hundred Years
of Indigenous Resistance in Quito, Ecuador. The concluding Declaration of Quito
enunciated an ‘emphatic rejection of the Quincentennial celebration, and the firm
promise that we will turn that date into an occasion to strengthen our process of
continental wunity and struggle toward our liberation’ (Confederacion de
Nacionalidades Indigenas del Ecuador [CONAIE], 1990, p. 5). Subsequently, the
symbolic date of 12 October become a rallying point for indigenous liberation.

In addition to the goal of fomenting international cooperation to organize against
the 1992 quincentennial celebration, participants at the Quito conference sought to
overcome language, class, and culture barriers; to renew their dedication to resist
oppression, discrimination, and exploitation; and to struggle for complete autonomy,
self-government, self-determination, and structural change for indigenous groups.
The Quito Declaration appealed for ‘complete structural change; change which
recognizes the inherent right to self-determination through the Indian Peoples’ own
governments and the control of [their] territories’ (CONAIE, 1990, pp. 4-5). Self-
determination was fundamental to these demands, for it was only through autonomy
that total liberation would be realized. Autonomy and self-determination included
the right to control land, natural resources, economic development, government,
social and cultural matters, and maintain the equilibrium of the eco-system. These
goals would ‘be achieved only after the rejection of the capitalist system” and through
participation in a struggle ‘geared toward the construction of a new society,
pluralistic, democratic and based on popular power’ (CONAIE, 1990, p. 10).
Implementing this agenda would require engaging state structures.

Out of the Quito meeting emerged a new international organization to coordinate
indigenous struggles. The Coordinadora de Organizaciones y Naciones Indigenas del
Continente (CONIC) (Coordinating Body of Indigenous Nations and Organizations
of the Continent) was a coalition of 26 indigenous groups that sought to influence
international policy-making and governing bodies. The CONIC was organized
around five regions: the United States and Canada, Mexico, Central America, the
Andean Region, and Brazil and the Southern Cone. In a ‘Declaration of Principles
and Objectives,” the CONIC stated that it had ‘arisen due to the need to consolidate
the bonds of union and communication between organizations and nations native
to this continent” The CONIC was ‘to be a communication instrument for
the indigenous Peoples of the continent and not a representative organization’
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(CONIC, 1992, p. 1). This network represented ‘a new stage in the struggle of Native
Americans to develop both strong local organizations and powerful international
networks’ (Alegria & Cayuqueo, 1994, p. 26). Unlike the WCIP, much of the
organizational efforts behind this new group came from South America. The CONIC
was aware of the irony and significance of this fact. ‘Given the historical pattern of
domination of the South by governments of the North,” they noted, ‘it seems very
fitting that this effort to create Continental Indigenous Unity is being initiated by the
indigenous people of South and Meso America’ (Abya Yala News, 1993c, p. 8).
Coming out of the South also shaped the ideology of the new organization.

In 1993, the CONIC sponsored the Second Encounter of Indigenous Nations and
Organizations. Perhaps as significant as this gathering was a series of five organizing
meetings that led up to this conference. The first took place in Panama in December
1991. At this meeting, delegates formalized CONIC’s structure in order ‘to carry out
a coordinated plan of action for 500 Years of Indian Resistance and Struggle against
colonialism.” The CONIC planned ‘to organize workshops and continental gatherings
in order to make known the Indian position regarding the 500 years, with the goal of
attaining a definitive unity at the continental level.” CONIC noted the ‘urgent need to
unify the indigenous peoples (original nations) of the continent.” Through the
re-establishment of ‘historical links that were disrupted by the invading colonizers,’
the CONIC hoped to bring about ‘the reconstruction of our communities’ (South
and Meso American Indian Information Center, 1992a, p. 12). Subsequent meetings
in New York, Panama, and Mexico all reiterated the need to promote indigenous
unity on a continental level, create systems of communication between organizations,
and work for self-determination and indigenous rights (CONIC, 1994).

More than 300 delegates met at the Otomi Ceremonial Center of the Natho Nahfiu
people in Temoaya, Mexico from 8 to 13 October 1993 for the Second Encounter of
Indigenous Nations and Organizations. The tone and content of this meeting was
different from the organizing sessions leading up to it as well as the First Encounter
in Quito in 1990. The Declaration of Temoaya has more of an emphasis on
spirituality, tradition, harmonious development, community, education, and culture,
even as it includes the persistent theme of self-determination and indigenous rights.
In particular, resolutions at this encounter addressed issues such as indigenous
opposition to the North American Free Trade Agreement, which was to go into effect
several months later, and the Human Genome Diversity Project that proposed to
collect tissue samples from 722 indigenous groups before they became extinct.
In addition, the group criticized the United Nations for its failure to live up to
promises it made in declaring 1992 the International Year of Indigenous People
(CONIC, 1993; Alegria & Cayuqueo, 1994; Abya Yala News, 1993d). Delegates
decided to meet again in Guatemala in October 1994 for a constitutive congress to
discuss and adopt CONIC’s organizational principles and guidelines. This meeting
was postponed several times, and eventually never took place.

Meanwhile, divisions between the ethnic and leftist wings of the international
indigenous movement became increasingly apparent. In 1991, future Nobel Peace
Prize winner Rigoberta Menchua and other indigenous leaders who favored a closer
working relationship with sympathetic sectors of the left met in Guatemala
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in a Continental Encounter of Five Hundred Years of Indigenous, Black, and Popular
Resistance. This campaign began in Bogota, Colombia in October 1989 at the First
Continental Encounter of the 500 Years of Indigenous and Popular Resistance
Campaign. After pressure from Black leaders, the name of the meetings were expanded
to explicitly include them. After Guatemala, a subsequent encounter was held in
Nicaragua in October 1992 (Instituto Centroamericano de Estudios Politicos, 1993).

The CONIC was critical of this campaign, and condemned the Encounter as an
attempt to obtain political goals distant from indigenous concerns and to usurp
indigenous issues. The Guatemala Encounter ‘clearly shows the marginalization of
the participation of indigenous delegates.” According to the CONIC, 90% of the
delegates represented the popular sector, and only 10% represented indigenous
issues.” They declared that this campaign did ‘not respond to the demands of
Native Peoples,” nor did it ‘guarantee that indigenous proposals will be respected
in the future’ or allow for ‘each people to decide their own destiny’ (CONIC,
1992). The Guatemala meeting represented the beginning of the end of attempts
to build a unified indigenous and popular movement (Hale, 1994). At the first
CONIC meeting in Panama in December 1991, delegates noted ‘the failure of
building alliances with some of the grass-roots organizations, especially with
the groups that are directing the Continental Campaign 500 Years of Resistance of
the Indigenous, Black, and Popular Movement’ (South and Meso American
Indian Information Center, 1992b, p. 22).This break became formal in March
1992 at the second CONIC meeting in Panama. Guillermo Delgado (1994, p. 82)
notes the difficulties of building alliances between indigenous organizations and
popular movements. ‘From an indigenous point of reference, he argues,
‘indigenous peoples’ histories remain colonial when reduced to class.” Many of
the more popular oriented groups subsequently began to work instead with the
international peasant movement Via Campesina. The two wings of the movement
occasionally collaborated when their paths crossed, but increasingly they operated
in quite different environments.

This organizational rupture led to a break of seven years during which many
indigenous activists worked instead on local issues in their own countries. This was
not wasted time, but a period of great organizational advancement in several
countries. In October 2000, the CONIC once again came together to organize the
First Indigenous Continental Summit at Teotihuacan, Mexico. Delegates representing
36 indigenous organizations from around the continent signed the meeting’s
Declaration of Teotihuacan that condemned colonial governments in the Americas
for their failure to recognize fundamental indigenous rights and liberties.
In particular, most countries had failed to ratify Convention 169 of the
International Labor Organization, which recognizes the rights of indigenous peoples,
and they blocked similar projects to recognize indigenous rights at the United
Nations and the Organization of American States (Fliert, 1994; Roy, 1997). The
declaration also condemned the neoliberal economic policies of the International
Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the Inter-American Development Bank, which
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increased the levels of dependence, oppression and poverty for indigenous peoples. In
response, indigenous delegates reaffirmed their guidance ‘by the ancestral spiritual
values of our cultures, by our languages and history,” and their rights to territory and
self determination. The Treaty of Teotihuacan declared a mutual commitment to
coordinate organizing efforts across the continent based on four elements: a spiritual
alliance, political solidarity, complementary cultural understandings, and economic
and commercial agreements of exchange (CONIC, 2000). The statement sought to
bridge indigenous cultural and political concerns.

At the end of the Teotihuacan summit, delegates agreed to meet again the
following year in Ecuador. It was not until 2004 and on the eve of the First Social
Forum of the Americas in Quito, however, that the Second Continental Summit of
the Indigenous Peoples and Nationalities of Abya Yala took place. Several hundred
delegates representing 64 indigenous peoples and nationalities participated in the
summit. Delegates debated 10 themes including land rights, autonomy and self-
determination, diversity and plurinationality, intellectual property rights, relations
with multilateral organizations, the World Social Forum, gender and the role of
women, political participation, militarization, and communication.

The closing Declaration of Kito (the Kichwa spelling of the host city of Quito) once
again embraced the rights of indigenous peoples and denounced the neoliberal
economic policies that nation-states and international lending agencies such as the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and the Inter-American
Development Bank imposed on their communities. These entities, the statement
notes, ‘are disregarding our collective rights to our land, changing legislation to allow
privatization, corporative alliances, and individual appropriation.” Delegates resolved
to continue to work together to share experiences, and to develop a common agenda
of actions and mobilizations against the exclusionary neoliberal globalization model.
They declared an unalienable right to their territory, and the legitimization of their
own models to govern those autonomous spaces. The declaration closed with an
expression of solidarity with the Venezuelan and Cuban people in their continued
anti-imperialist struggles (II Cumbre, 2004).

Organizers traced the Quito summit as part of an organic evolution of
organizational meetings, beginning with the Meeting of the Fagle and the Condor
at the First Continental Encounter of Indigenous Peoples in Ecuador in 1990 and the
Second Continental Encounter of Indigenous Nations, Peoples and Organizations in
Mexico at Temoaya in 1993. These two continental encounters are seen as the
foundation for the continental summits in Teotihuacan, Mexico in 2000, Quito,
Ecuador in 2004, and, finally, in Iximché, Guatemala in 2007.

Meanwhile, indigenous activists took advantage of an increasing number of other
opportunities to gather and discuss their common concerns. At the end of the 2004
summit in Ecuador, participants crossed town to join the Americas Social Forum.
One of five themes at the Forum focused on indigenous peoples and African
descendants, and the persistent issues of racism, poverty, and exclusion that they
faced. Given that neoliberal policies often have a most intense impact on these
populations, a complete rejection of free-trade agreements was ever-present in their
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discussions. At the end of the Forum, indigenous organizations led a march for life
and against free-trade agreements. Just before the march, a heavy rain shower soaked
the city, cooling the air and cleaning out the pollution that hung heavy over the city.
Under these ideal conditions, the march snaked past the US Embassy and through
the streets of the city. Distant from debates a decade earlier, indigenous activists
seemed to be leading the popular movement.

Half a year later, indigenous activists once again turned out in force for the 2005
World Social Forum in Porto Alegre, Brazil, for a ‘Puxirum of Indigenous Arts and
Knowledge.” In the Brazilian Tupi-Guarani indigenous language, Puxirum means
‘a joining of efforts for a common goal.” Their meeting ended with a declaration that
‘another world is possible, and we are part of that world’ (Ecuarunari, 2005). These
broader meetings of civil society facilitated the re-emergence of a strong continental
indigenous movement.

In November 2005, over 250 delegates from across the continent joined in a
Continental Summit of Indigenous Peoples and Organizations in Mar de Plata,
Argentina. The indigenous summit was held in opposition to the meeting of the
Summit of the Presidents of the Organization of American States, and to protest the
neoliberal policies that the official meeting favored. Initially, organizations that
wanted to extract benefits for themselves had convoked an Indigenous summit to
support neoliberal policies and the proposal for a Free Trade Area of the Americas.
Deep fractures once again threatened to split the movement, with charges of ‘contra-
cumbre’ (counter-summit) and ‘compra-cumbre’ (purchased-summit) being fired
across the divide. The activists gathered in Mar de Plata held firm in their opposition
to neoliberalism and co-optation. They rejected ‘the pillaging of our territories and
natural resources,” and acts of ‘aggression against our rights of autonomy.” They
demanded recognition of indigenous rights of self-determination, and the pluri-
cultural, multiethnic, and multilingual character of society. Finally, again the
delegates appealed for the creation of a ‘Network of Indigenous Peoples and
Organizations of Abya Yala for Indigenous Rights that will allow us to have
permanent, systematic and effective interaction and relationship on a continental
level’ (Cumbre Continental de Pueblos y Organizaciones Indigenas, 2005). A new
continental indigenous movement seemed to be emerging.

In the aftermath of Evo Morales’ election as president in Bolivia, a ‘Continental
Encounter of Indigenous Peoples and Nationalities of Abya Yala’ was held in La Paz
in October 2006. The invitation to the meeting noted that it was being held under a
new international context, one in which indigenous people had already taken power.
The meeting had the objective of strengthening links of international indigenous
solidarity within this new historical context, with the goal of constructing multi-
cultural states. The meeting’s ‘Declaration of La Paz’ presented an optimistic
perspective on the direction of international indigenous organizing. After surviving
514 years of oppression and domination, a new era was dawning. Reflecting the
meeting’s slogan ‘From resistance to power,’ delegates called to re-found state
structures from an indigenous perspective in order to do away with exclusion and
marginality (Encuentro Continental de Pueblos y Nacionalidades Indigenas del Abya
Yala, 2006).
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Iximcheé

In a context of increased optimism and energy, thousands of indigenous activists —
many times more than had attended any of the previous international gatherings —
from 24 countries gathered in Guatemala in the last week of March 2007 for the
Third Continental Summit of Indigenous Peoples and Nationalit