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Abstract

Modernity has helped to popularize, and at the same time threaten,
indigeneity. Anthropologists question both the validity of the con-
cept of indigeneity and the wisdom of employing it as a political tool,
but they are reluctant to deny it to local communities, whose use
of the concept has become subject to study. The concept of indige-
nous knowledge is similarly faulted in favor of the hybrid products of
modernity, and the idea of indigenous environmental knowledge and
conservation is heatedly contested. Possibilities for alternate envi-
ronmentalisms, and the combining of conservation and development
goals, are being debated and tested in integrated conservation and
development projects and extractive reserves. Anthropological un-
derstanding of both state and community agency is being rethought,
and new approaches to the study of collaboration, indigenous rights
movements, and violence are being developed. These and other cur-
rent topics of interest involving indigenous peoples challenge an-
thropological theory as well as ethics and suggest the importance of
analyzing the contradictions inherent in the coevolution of science,
society, and environment.
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DEFINITIONS OF INDIGENOUS

Whereas the connotations of popular use of the term indige-
nous focuse on nativeness, formal international definitions fo-
cus more on historic continuity, distinctiveness, marginaliza-
tion, self-identity, and self-governance.

Oxford English Dictionary (1999): 1. Born or produced
naturally in a land or region; native or belonging naturally to
(the soil, region, etc.). (Used primarily of aboriginal inhabi-
tants or natural products.) 2. Of, pertaining to, or intended
for the natives; “native,” vernacular.

International Labor Organization (1989): (a) Tribal peo-
ples in independent countries whose social, cultural, and eco-
nomic conditions distinguish them from other sections of the
national community, and whose status is regulated wholly or
partially by their own customs or traditions or by special laws
or regulations; (b) peoples in independent countries who are
regarded as indigenous on account of their descent from pop-
ulations which inhabited the country, or a geographical region
to which the country belongs, at the time of conquest or colo-
nization or the establishment of present state boundaries and
who, irrespective of their legal status, retain some or all of
their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions.
[ILO 1989: Article 1.1]

United Nations (1986): Indigenous communities, peo-
ples, and nations are those which have a historical conti-
nuity with preinvasion and precolonial societies that devel-
oped on their territories, consider themselves distinct from
other sectors of societies now prevailing in those territo-
ries, or parts of them. They form at present nondominant
sectors of society and are determined to preserve, develop,
and transmit to future generations their ancestral territo-
ries, and their ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued
existence as peoples, in accordance with their own cultural
patterns, social institutions, and legal systems. [Cobo 1986, 5:
para.379]

INTRODUCTION: THE RISE OF
INTERNATIONAL INDIGENISM

Over the past quarter-century, much
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of anthropology’s interest in local, native,
autochthonous peoples has been framed in
terms of indigeneity, with its focus on history
and place. Many local movements that once
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would have been represented as revolving
around race, ethnicity, or religion, have come
to be seen—by the participants as well as by
analysts—as indigenous rights movements.
Subjects of study and debate that would
formerly have been represented as peasants
or tribesmen have come to be represented as
indigenous peoples. Jung (2003) writes that
indigenous subjects in Latin America have
replaced peasants as the privileged interlocu-
tors of the capitalist state; Tsing (2003) writes
of a reimagining in South and Southeast
Asia of economically and educationally
disadvantaged peasants as culturally marked
and naturally wise tribals. The rubber tappers
of the Amazon exemplify this shift with their
rise to global attention accompanied by their
rearticulation as indigenous people of the
forest (Keck 1995). Another equally success-
ful rearticulation was that of the Zapatistas
of Chiapas: Their little-known peasant land
reform movement rose to global prominence
after it became reframed as a movement about
Indian indigeneity (Nugent 1995).! The in-
creasing global importance of indigeneity was
reflected in the development of its definition
by the United Nations in 1986 and by the
International Labor Organization in 1989
(the latter binding on signatories)}—both of
which defined indigeneity in terms of historic
continuity, distinctiveness, marginalization,
self-identity, and self-governance—and by
the United Nations’ declaration of 1995 to
2004 as the “indigenous peoples’ decade.”
The confluence of forces leading to the
conception of indigeneity with such global
force has been surprisingly little studied
(in contrast to the concept itself). Niezen
(2003) attributes the origins of interna-
tional indigenism to the intersecting de-
velopment of identity politics and uni-
versal human rights laws and principles.
Other analyses focus on the delocalizing
impact of modernity (Appadurai 1996,

!See the collected papers on the Zapatistas’ movement in
Identities 3(1-2).
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Giddens 1984). Hornborg (1996), for exam-
ple, suggests that dissatisfaction with the fate
of localized systems of resource use under
totalizing systems of modernity stimulated
interest in indigeneity and indigenous sys-
tems of resource knowledge and management.
Hirtz (2003) suggests modernity makes indi-
geneity possible in the first place. He writes,
“it takes modern means to become traditional,
to be indigenous”; as a result, “through the
very process of being recognized as ‘indige-
nous’, these groups enter the realms of moder-

nity” (p. 889).

THE CRITIQUE OF
INDIGENEITY

The Concept of Indigeneity

The rise of popular international interest in
indigeneity is noteworthy, in part, because it
was so opposed to theoretical trends within
anthropology. During the 1970s and 1980s,
anthropological thinking about indigenous
peoples was radically altered by world sys-
tem studies (Wolf 1982) even argued even iso-
lated communities were caught up in global
historical processes, which were even respon-
sible for this isolation. Many scholars began
to argue that indigenous identity itself was a
product of historic political processes. Writ-
ing of contemporary Indonesia (and in par-
ticular Sulawesi), Li (2000) asserts that un-
like the National Geographic vision of tribal
peoples, there is a political nature to group
formation. Where clear tribal identities are
found today, she says, they can be traced to
histories of confrontation and engagement,
warfare and conflict. Also writing of South-
east Asia, Benjamin (2002, p. 9) similarly ar-
gues that, “[o]n this view, all historically and
ethnographically reported tribal societies are
secondary formations.” The academic concep-
tion of indigeneity also was impacted by in-
fluential scholarship on the invention of tra-
dition (Hobsbawm & Ranger 1983) and by
the related argument that culture itself is but
a construction (Linnekin 1992), so the search

for cultural authenticity is pointless.? Draw-
ing on the work of the sociologist and cultural
theoretician Stuart Hall, Clifford (2001) and
Li (2000) have suggested that one way to elide
this debate over authenticity is to focus on the
articulation of indigeneity.

The debate over indigeneity came to a
head with the publication of Kuper’s (2003)
critique “The Return of the Native” in which
he questioned the empirical validity of claims
to this status.’ The debate that followed indi-
cated that referring to indigeneity as invented
was much more controversial than referring
to tradition (or perhaps even culture) as in-
vented, suggesting there may be more po-
litical capital invested in the former concept
than the latter. The impact of Kuper’s arti-
cle came, in part, from making the tensions
between science and politics within anthro-
pology explicit and public. He challenged the
discipline: “Should we ignore history for fear
of undermining myths of autochthony? Even
if we could weigh up the costs and benefits
of saying this or that, our business should
be to deliver accurate accounts of social pro-
cesses” (Kuper 2003, p. 400). Many who dis-
agreed with Kuper did so on the basis of
the politics of science as opposed to the con-
cept of indigeneity itself, which most agree is
problematic.

Many anthropologists have commented on
the negative political implications of the con-
cept of indigeneity. Some have said it is too
exclusive. Gupta (1998, p. 289) writes,

I fear that there is a heavy price to be paid
for the emphasis placed by proponents of in-
digenous knowledge on cultural purity, con-
tinuity, and alterity. Such efforts at cultural
conservation make no room for the vast ma-
jority of the world’s poor, who live on the
margins of subsistence and the most de-
graded ecological conditions but who cannot

2Compare with Clifford’s (1988, p. 1) critique of “pure
products.”
3There was an extended debate regarding Kuper’s argu-

ment and, more generally, the whole question of indigene-
ity in 2002-2004 in Anthropology Today.
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claim to be ‘indigenous people’ in the lim-
ited definition accorded that term.

Similarly, Li (2000, p. 151) writes, “one of
the risks that stems from the attention given
to indigenous people is that some sites and
situadons in the countryside are privileged
while others are overlooked, thus unneces-
sarily limiting the field within which coali-
tions could be formed and local agendas
identified and supported.” These risks are es-
pecially great for people who move about,
which reflects the importance of place in con-
ceptions of indigeneity (Li 2000). Whereas
nomadism and transhumance fit into a recog-
nized indigenous niche, there are far greater
numbers of people involved in resettlement,
migration, and flight. Thus the resource
knowledge and management skills of ur-
ban squatters (Rademacher 2005) and fron-
tier colonists (Brondizio 2004, Campos &
Nepstad 2006) have tended to be less visible,
less privileged, and less studied.

Plasticity and Insecurity

Even for those people who are eligible for in-
digenous status, the concept can be a double-
edged sword. Rangan (1992) has written of
the negative local impact of the global em-
brace of the Chipko indigenous rights move-
ment in northern India, and Conklin (1997)
has written about the downside of Amazonian
peoples’ strategic adoption of global images of
indigeneity. Aspirations for and articulations
of indigenous identity that appear inauthen-
tic and opportunistic may elicit official disdain
and sanction, which Li (2000) sees as a real
threat in Indonesia. Indigenous identity is in
any case a narrow target, which is easily over-
or undershot. Thus, Li (2000) writes that if
people present themselves as too primitive,
they risk resettlement, whereas if they present
themselves as not primitive enough, they risk
resettlement on other grounds. Once indige-
nous status has been attained, official expecta-
tions of appropriate behavior can be exacting.
Li (2000, p. 170) writes, “[c]andidates for the
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tribal slot who are found deficient according
to the environmental standards expected of
them must also beware.”

In sharp contrast to the increasingly cau-
tious academic approach to indigeneity, how-
ever, the concept has traveled, been trans-
formed, and enthusiastically deployed the
world over (Béteille 1998). The same poten-
tial that makes anthropologists anxious about
the concept makes it attractive to many local
peoples.* Niezen’s (2003) term international
indigenism is an ironic comment on this mo-
bility. Most alarming to anthropologists is that
local communities are not just adapting the
concept to their own uses but are doing the re-
verse. Jackson (1995, 1999) has written about
how local notions of history and culture in
Vaupés, Columbia, are being changed to fit
the received global wisdom of what consti-
tutes Indianness; Pulido (1998) writes of the
deployment of romanticized ecological dis-
courses and culturalism in the southwestern
United States as a means of resistance using
the master’s tools; and Li (2002) worries about
the feedback loop through which an external
sedentarist metaphysics is shaping the belief
and practices of those called indigenous in
Indonesia.

Obviously calculated instances of the de-
ployment of indigenous status have, pre-
dictably, generated some political backlash.
But, more interestingly, they have also gen-
erated adjustments by those doing the de-
ploying. Conklin (2002) writes of a shift-
ing emphasis in Brazil from indigenous
rights to indigenous knowledge and shaman-
ism to counter this backlash [compare with
Hornborg’s (2005) related observation that it
is increasingly legitimate for Native Ameri-
cans in Nova Scotia to invoke images of sa-
credness in defense of their resource rights].
Anthropologists have also adjusted to this

*Compare Hodgson’s (2002) recommendation that in-
stead of engaging in debates over the definition, construc-
tion, and authenticity of indigenous claims, anthropologists
should instead ask how and why indigenous groups are de-
ploying the concept (pp. 1040, 1044).
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evolving situation by beginning to study the
emic meaning of the articulation of indige-
nous status. Thus Oakdale (2004) has studied
the meaning that externally oriented displays
of culture and ethnicity by the Kayabi of Brazil
hold for the Kayabi themselves. And Graham
(2005), intriguingly, suggests the globally ori-
ented articulaton of indigenous status by the
Xavante of Brazil is driven not by identity pol-
itics but by a quest for existential recognition.
These feedback dynamics are not unexpected.
Giddens (1984) has examined what he calls the
interpretive interplay between social science
and its subjects, and he concludes that the-
ory cannot be kept separate from the activities
composing its subject matter, a relationship
that he aptly terms the double hermeneutic.

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE
AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Indigenous Knowledge

The twentieth century’s high-modern, global
discourse of development was dismissive of lo-
cal knowledge (Scott 1998), including knowl-
edge of the environment. Just as the develop-
ment of the concept of indigeneity (Brokensha
et al. 1980) was a reaction to modernity’s de-
localizing impacts, so was the rise in interest
in indigenous knowledge in part a response
to modernity’s deskilling vision of and conse-
quences for local communities. In an explicit
effort to counter the dominant development
discourse, indigenous knowledge scholars ar-
gued that indigenous peoples possess unique
systems of knowledge that can serve as the
basis for more successful development inter-
ventions (Nazarea 1999, Sillitoe et al. 2002).
Interest in this concept became so powerful
so quickly (it was invoked in principle 22 of
the 1992 Rio Declaration) that in 1996 the
World Bank declared its own commitment to
indigenous knowledge by committing itself to
becoming the knowledge bank. Proponents
of the concept of indigenous knowledge ini-
tially had high hopes for it, as illustrated by
Sillitoe’s (1998) claim that it could serve as

the foundation for a new applied anthropol-
ogy by promoting collaborative development
with anthropology’s subjects as well as im-
proved north-south collaboration. Scholars in
other disciplines pursued parallel lines of in-
quiry, with Scott (1998) developing a distinc-
tion between scientific knowledge on the one
hand, and partisan, situated, practical knowl-
edge, which he glossed as “métis”on the other.

Similar to the concept of indigeneity, in-
digenous knowledge soon became the subject
of a wide-ranging critique. In a pioneering
and influential analysis, Agrawal (1995, p. 422)
writes

Certainly, what is today known and classi-
fied as indigenous knowledge has been in in-
timate interaction with western knowledge
since at least the fifteenth century. In the face
of evidence that suggests contact, variation,
transformation, exchange, communication,
and learning over the last several centuries,
it is difficult to adhere to a view of indige-
nous and western forms of knowledge being
untouched by each other.

Ellen & Harris (2000) point out that the epis-
temic origins of much knowledge, whether
folk or scientific, are hidden, and they ar-
gue this anonymity has contributed to the
emergence of a perceived divide between sci-
entific practice and indigenous knowledge.
When the origins of knowledge can be re-
vealed, the label of indigenous knowledge
often becomes more questionable. In the
case of smallholder rubber cultivation in
Southeast Asia, closer study reveals that al-
though this is indeed an impressive system
of agro-ecological knowledge, it could hardly
be less indigenous in nature (Dove 2000).
Hornborg (2005) points out that so-called in-
digenous knowledge systems are reified by
the structures of modernity that marginal-
ize them. The concept of a chasm instead
of a confluence between local and extralo-
cal systems of knowledge is not sociologically
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neutral’ By problematizing a purported di-
vision between local and extralocal, the con-
cept of indigenous knowledge obscures ex-
isting linkages or even identities between
the two and may privilege political, bureau-
cratic authorities with a vested interest in
the distinction (whether its maintenance or
collapse).

Many scholars argue for replacing this
concept of a neat divide with something more
complicated. On the basis of his work with
migrants in southeastern Nicaragua, Nygren
(1999) argues for replacing the perceived di-
chotomy between local and universal knowl-
edge with an understanding of knowledge
as heterogeneous, negotiated, and hybrid.
Similarly, Gupta (1998, pp. 264-65), on the
basis of his work in Uttar Pradesh in northern
India, maintains that “postcolonial moderni-
ties” are characterized by a “mix of hybridity,
mistranslation, and incommensurability.”
Historical studies of how such incom-
mensurabilities or contradictions arise are
perhaps most promising of all, as in Ellen’s
(1999) analysis of the internal contradic-
tions in contemporary Nuaulu views of
the environment, which reflect recent and
ongoing changes in their environmental
relations.

An important locus of debate over in-
digenous knowledge involves the issue of
intellectual property rights. The traditional
anthropological focus on plant knowledge,
coupled with the development of interest in
the conservation of biodiversity in general and
plants with pharmaceutical value in particular,
led to interest in assigning market-oriented
intellectual property rights to indigenous
peoples for biogenetic resources (Brush &
Stabinsky 1996, Moran et al. 2001). This also

5The constructed division between indigenous and non-
indigenous knowledge is an example of what Foucault
(1982) calls “dividing practices,” referring to the many ways
by which societies objectify the other and privilege the self
(e.g., by distinguishing between mad and sane, sick and
healthy, criminals and law-abiding citizens) (p. 208).
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represented a reaction against a history of free
appropriation of such resources, coupled with
patenting in Western countries and then sale
back to indigenous peoples in some of the
most egregious cases. The concept of assign-
ing intellectual property rights to indigenous
peoples proved to not be as simple as it ap-
peared, however. I previously suggested the
concept’s premises were disingenuous with
respect to the national politics and struc-
tural marginality of many indigenous com-
munities (Dove 1996). Brown (1998) similarly
concluded intellectual property rights were
an inappropriate, romantic, and politically
naive way of defending indigenous commu-
nities. Actual attempts to deploy intellectual
property rights, and engage indigenous com-
munities in global bio-prospecting partner-
ships, have been less than successful. Greene
(2004) analyzes the problems of a controver-
sial ethnopharmaceutical project of the Inter-
national Cooperative Biodiversity Group in
Peru’s high forest, and Berlin & Berlin (2004)
regretfully describe the much-publicized col-
lapse of a bioprospecting project in Chiapas,
Mezxico, which they subtitle “How a Bio-
prospecting Project That Should Have Suc-
ceeded Failed.”

Environmental Conservation by
Indigenous Peoples

Much of the interest in indigenous knowl-
edge has focused on natural resources and
the environment, which was reflected in the
emergence of the concept of indigenous en-
vironmental knowledge. The emergence of
this concept represented a reaction to the his-
torical proliferadon of discourses that largely
and uncritically blamed local populations for
environmental degradation. Most of these
discourses were driven by a neo-Malthusian
view of population growth outstripping avail-
able resources, a view now widely critiqued
for being overly simplistic and, in particu-
lar, ignoring overarching political-economic
drivers. The field of political ecology
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established itself, in part, through the critique
of these degradation discourses, notable ex-
amples of which include Blaikie’s (1985) work
on soils, Fairhead & Leach’ (1996) work on
forests, and Thompson et al.’s work (1986) on
the Himalayan ecosystem.

Although there was both some historical
justice and empirical validity to this correc-
tion, the concept of indigenous environmen-
tal knowledge was also flawed. As a propo-
nent, Berkes (1999) wrote, it embodied three
essentialized myths about indigenous peoples:
that of the exotic other, the intruding wastrel,
and the noble savage or fallen angel. As a re-
sult, this concept too became the subject of
fierce debates. Iconic cases of indigenous en-
vironmentalism such as that of the Kayapé
of Brazil have been subjected to exacting cri-
tiques. Posey’s analysis (1985) of the anthro-
pogenic forest islands (apete) of the Kayapé
was one of the most powerful visions of en-
vironmental knowledge and management by
indigenous peoples ever presented. The ge-
ographer Parker (1992), however, countered
that these islands were really the natural prod-
ucts of the advance and retreat of the forest at
the edges of the Brazilian savanna. An equally
robust debate broke out in the wake of Krech’s
(1999) publication in which he claimed that,
although there is evidence Native Americans
had possessed both indigenous knowledge of
and an ecological perspective on the envi-
ronment, there is no evidence they had ever
actually, intentionally conserved natural re-
sources. Indeed, a debate was launched as
to whether any indigenous people anywhere
in the world had ever practiced anything
that could properly be called conservation
(Stearman 1994). One glaring lacuna in these
debates is the lack of critical attention to the
cross-cultural translation and interpretation
of the concept of conservation itself, espe-
cially in non-Western societies and outside of
the major world religions. Studies similar to
that of Tuck-Po (2004), who explores the in-
digenous concept of environmental degrada-
tion among the Batek of peninsular Malaysia,

or West (2005), who compares emic and etic
views of Gimi relations with their forests in
Papua New Guinea, are relatively rare.

For many scholars, intention is the key
criterion for the presence versus the absence
of conservation. Thus Stearman (1994) ques-
tions the accuracy of claims for resource man-
agement in the absence of conscious aware-
ness, and Smith & Wishnie (2000) similarly
argue conservation must be an intended out-
come not an unintended by-product. How-
ever, much behavior that has the effect of
conserving natural resources is not inten-
tional (just as much religious behavior does
not constitute religiosity). Fairhead & Leach
(1996, pp. 285), in their pioneering reinter-
pretation of perceived deforestation in West
Africa, attribute the actual afforestation tak-
ing place to “the sum of a much more diffuse
set of relations, a constellation more than a
structure.” They write that, “While villagers
do intentionally precipitate these vegetational
changes, their agency in this is not always so
overt. Short-term agricultural and everyday
activities can sometimes in themselves lead
unintentionally to these long-term and ben-
eficial vegetational results; villagers know the
results and appreciate them, but do not nec-
essarily work for them” (p. 207). Although
Posey, in his work with the Kayapé, was per-
haps inclined for political reasons to exag-
gerate the consciousness of their resource-
management practices, he too recognized that
some practices with important consequences
were of the everyday, unconscious variety. It is
illuminating to look at how unconscious prac-
tices have been transformed in the modern era
to conscious ones, as Ellen (1999) does for the
Nuaulu of eastern Indonesia. He distinguishes
an older, local, embedded system of Nuaulu
environmental knowledge from a newer sys-
tem of knowledge of higher-order environ-
mental processes, and he does so partly on the

6West (2005, p. 632) calls for placing the “politics of trans-
lation” at the center of environmental anthropology.
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ICDP: integrated
conservation and
development project

198

basis of self-consciousness.” Taken together,
these studies suggest any perceived divide be-
tween intention and nonintention in resource
management is more likely a reflection of dif-
ference between modernity and premodernity
than between conservationist and nonconser-
vationist practices.

Integrated Conservation and
Development Projects and
Extractive Reserves

The debate over indigenous conservation
reached its most critical juncture with re-
gard to integrated conservation and de-
velopment projects (ICDPs). Widespread
failure of the traditional fences and fines ap-
proach to protected area management led the
International Union for the Conservation of
Nature, the World Wildlife Fund, and the
United Nations Environmental Program to
call for a shift away from the strict separa-
tion of conservation and human development
to a combination of the two in their 1980
World Conservation Strategy.® This led to
the global proliferation of ICDPs, defined by
Wells (1992), which typically were commit-
ted to raising the standards of living of com-
munities located next to or within protected
areas, with the premise that this was the pri-
mary determinant of the amount of pressure
on natural resources. ICDPs proved to be
complex to implement, however, and often
failed to achieve their dual social and envi-
ronmental objectives (see Naughton-Treves
et al. 2005 for a recent assessment). In-
depth studies of specific project histories have
been rare (for exceptions, see Neumann 1997,
Gezon 1997, West 2006). Whatever the case,

"Related studies have looked at how indigenous peoples, as
part of this process of conscious environmentalism devel-
opment, have strategically deployed claims to indigenous
environmental wisdom (Conklin & Graham 1995, Li 2000,
Zerner 1993).

8The history of the separation of society and environment
in U.S. protected area management, which set the model
for much of the rest of the world, is detailed in Spence
(1999).
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this new paradigm elicited a sharp counter-
attack from conservationists who, disputing
the basic principle of tying conservation suc-
cess to human development, demanded a re-
turn to the fortress nature approach (Oates
1999, Redford & Sanderson 2000, Terborgh
1999), which helped propel a shift in the late
1990s from the community level to ecore-
gions. Defenders of the basic principle of
ICDPs have responded equally vigorously
(Wilshusen etal. 2002). Holt (2005) points out
that there is a catch-22 in the resurgent pro-
tectionist paradigm, in that only groups lack-
ing technology, population growth, and mar-
ket ties are seen as conservation friendly, but
only groups that have all of these characteris-
tics are likely to have the incentive to practice
conservation.” Shepard (2006), drawing on
long-term research in Manu National Park in
Peru, questions the claim that local communi-
ties do not conserve resources, and Schwartz-
man et al. (2000) present a convincing politi-
cal argument that local people are actually the
best defenders of tropical forests against the
threats to them from both public and private
sectors.!

One of the best-known examples of ICDPs
is the so-called extractive reserves of the
Amazon, which were designed to address both
conservation and development goals through
the noninvasive, sustainable extraction of for-
est products (Allegretti 1990, Schwartzman
1989). Heavily promoted but little studied

%In a related argument, Fisher (1994) observes that the
Kayapé's articulation of an ecomystical attachment to the
land was suited only to a specific political-economic junc-
ture in time.

10The debate over ICDPs notwithstanding, there is con-
siderable convergence today between environmental an-
thropologists and conservation scientists, beginning with
their mutual commitment to a nonequilibrium paradigm
and a related rethinking of simplistic concepts of commu-
nity, nature, and culture (cf. Scoones 1999). Both fields
share an interest in the prospects for community-based re-
source management and skepticism regarding the benefits
of market involvement; both are re-examining the over-
looked agency of local social as well as natural actors; and
both are asserting the merits of an engaged versus disen-
gaged science.
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(Ehringhaus 2005),!! it soon transpired that
some of the indigenous communities involved
found extractive reserves too constraining and
began logging instead of conserving their
forests [as happened with the Kayap6 (Turner
1995)]. Zimmerman etal. (2001) report some-
what more optimistic results from a second-
generation extractive reserve project, sup-
ported by Conservation International, which
is attempting to present the Kayap6 with im-
proved economic alternatives to logging.

INDIGENEITY, AGENCY,
SOVEREIGNTY

Community and State

A number of observers have commented on
" a fundamental shift in thinking within envi-
ronmental anthropology over the past quar-
ter of a century with respect to the study
of power, politics, and sovereignty.!? Thus,
Brosius (1999a) argues that a major discon-
tinuity between the ecological anthropology
of the 1960s and 1970s and the environmen-
tal anthropology of today is that the latter
draws on poststructural theory. This discon-
tinuity is perhaps reflected in the distinction
between Posey’s (1985) analysis of forest is-
lands in the Amazon, which began in the late
1970s, and Fairhead & Leach’s (1996) analy-
sis of forest islands in West Africa, carried out
in the early 1990s (Dove & Carpenter 2006).
Both studies correct the idea that forestislands
are remnants of natural forest, but whereas
Posey emphasizes the correction, Fairhead
and Leach emphasize the mistake. Posey em-
phasizes the political importance to policy
makers of valuable indigenous environmental

1A recent assessment by Godoy et al. (2005) concluded
that the available evidence still does not allow any definitive
conclusions to be drawn regarding the impact of extractive
reserves on the well-being of indigenous communities or
the success of their resource-conservation practices.

12Agrawal (2005b) maintains that the literature on indi-

geneity is still marked by the absence of any theory of
power.

knowledge, whereas Fairhead and Leach em-
phasize the importance to scholars of studying
the politics of the deflected knowledge of pol-
icy makers.

The new paradigm is reflected in the post-
structurally driven rethinking of state hege-
mony, exemplified in the recent set of essays
published in the American Anthropologist on
the work of James C. Scott (Sivaramakrishnan
2005). A complementary development is
heightened interest in the agency of local peo-
ple and communities (Brosius 1999a,c), de-
fined as “the socioculturally mediated capacity
to act” (Ahearn 2001, p. 112). Scholars such
as Li (2000) have looked at the way agency
is exercised in the articulation of indigene-
ity, which she says opens up room to ma-
neuver that might otherwise be unavailable,
even if some of the elements employed in
this articulation are essentialized. Li (2000,
p. 163) writes, “the telling of this story [of
indigeneity] in relation to Lindu or any other
place in Indonesia has to be regarded as an
accomplishment, a contingent outcome of
the cultural and political work of articula-
tion through which indigenous knowledge
and identity were made explicit, alliances
formed, and media attention appropriately
focused.”

One site of traditionally perceived agency,
the local community, is increasingly prob-
lematized. Many anthropologists have con-
tributed to a revisionist view of the commu-
nity as much less homogeneous, harmonious,
and integrated and much more historically
contingent than formerly thought. Writing
on south Indian irrigation systems, for exam-
ple, Mosse (1997, p. 471) argues, counterin-
tuitively, that older, supralocal social systems
have actually been replaced by more localized
ones in recent times because of the demands
of the modern state:

The newly theorized ‘community manage-
ment’ ideas stressing locally autonomous,
internally sustained and self-reliant com-
munity institutions have emerged within
a global discourse (policy and practice)
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oriented towards finding community solu-
tions to the perceived problems of state and
market-based irrigation management; solu-
tions that are capable of addressing the pol-
icy imperatives of cost-sharing, recovery,
and reducing the financial liability of the
state.

The hegemonic global discourse of
community-based natural resource man-
agement (CBNRM), which helped to
promote the development of this concept of
community, is undermined by its shaky em-
pirical basis. The problems and prospects of
CBNRM are reviewed by Agrawal & Gibson
(2001) and Brosius et al. (2005). Leach et al.
(1999), on the basis of a comparative global
study, critique the premise of a consensual
community in CBNRM, and Berry (2004),
reviewing cases in Africa, argues the CBNRM
process of deciding who and what are local
creates more problems than it solves.

One of the most debated cases of commu-
nity identity and autonomy involves the San
of the Kalahari, who were long taken to be
aniconic case of isolated, timeless, indigenous
people, a view now under revision and debate.
The most influential revisionist Wilmsen
(1989) argues the San were integrated into
modern capitalist economies materially, as the
British colonial administration strengthened
the Tswana tribute system, which extracted
surplus from the San, and they were also
integrated discursively in a way that obfus-
cated their real history (cf. Sylvain 2002). In
rejoinder, Solway & Lee (1990) argue that,
although some San were dependent on non-
San, others were, if not isolated and time-
less, at least substantially autonomous and
actively resisting incorporation into world
capitalism.!?

BAn analogous debate, known as the wild yam debate, fo-
cused on whether these and other tubers constituted a suf-
ficiently robust source of wild carbohydrates for tropical
forests to support people without extraforest ties and de-
pendencies (Headland & Bailey 1991, McKey 1996).

Dove

Collaboration

Much scholarship has tried to move beyond
the concept of local resistance, as seen in the
work of Scott (1985, 1989) (which was itself
an early and central contribution to the study
of agency). Some felt Scott was overly op-
timistic in his assessment of local resistance
possibilities, whereas others believed he was
not optimistic enough and local communities
did not simply resist powerful extracommu-
nity actors but also collaborated with them
in more complex ways than had been imag-
ined. For example, in a departure from a
long history of studies of opposition between
forest departments and indigenous peoples,
Mathews (2005) and Vasan (2002) analyze the
everyday ways in which foresters and farm-
ers actually get along to mutual advantage.
Others, taking a Foucaultian view of decen-
tered relations of power and the making of
subjects, are more negative. For example,
Agrawal (20052a) suggests the widely lauded
granting of forest rights to villagers in India
is really a way of making them into environ-
mental subjects.

Collaboration and complicity are distin-
guished from participation in this literature.
As interest in revealing informal patterns of
collaboration has waxed, so too has a critique
of formal developmental structures of partic-
ipation. Over the past quarter-century, there
has been a major discursive shift in global de-
velopment circles toward ensuring the par-
ticipation of indigenous communities in their
own development, which was reflected in the
emergence of purportedly more participatory
techniques of research (e.g., participatory ru-
ral appraisal and local mapping), as well as
CBNRM (discussed above).!* But critics have
questioned just how participatory these mea-
sures really are (Mosse 1994). Trantafillou &
Nielsen (2001), for example, argue that partic-
ipatory empowerment simply leads to greater
enmeshment in relations of power.

4Compare Rademacher & Patel’s (2002) analysis of the
political genesis of the rise of the participatory paradigm.
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Much of the scholarship on collaboration
has focused on relations between indigenous
communities and nongovernmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). Tsing (1999, p. 162) is hope-
ful about the prospect of such collaborations,
writing that they “offer possibilities for build-
ing environmental and social justice in the
countryside as exciting as any I have heard of.”
Others, such as Conklin & Graham (1995),
who have also studied the shifting middle
ground between NGOs and indigenous peo-
ples, place somewhat greater emphasis on its
insecurity. The capacity of the oldest and most
powerful international NGOs to benefit in-
digenous peoples has especially been ques-
tioned. Chapin (2004) and Bray & Anderson
(2005) set off a firestorm of debate by claim-
ing several of the world’s leading environmen-
tal NGOs were no longer (if indeed they ever
had been) defenders of indigenous rights. In
her case study of fishing in the Central Ama-
zon of Brazil, Chernela (2005) builds on this
critique by arguing the problem is a more sub-
tle but equally problematic shift in the NGOs’
role from mediation to domination and from
local partnering to local production.

Indigenous Rights Movements

The expression of agency in indigenous
rights movements has become of great in-
terest to anthropologists. Jackson & Warren
(2005) have reviewed the literature on such
movements in Latin America, and Hodgson
(2002) has reviewed the literature for Africa
and the Americas. Well-studied cases include
the Chipko movement (Rangan 1992), the
Narmada dam (Baviskar 1995), the Zapatistas
(Jung 2003, Nugent 1995), and the rubber
tappers of Brazil (Allegretti 1990, Ehringhaus
2005, Keck 1995). There has also been great
interest in the relationships of such move-
ments to extralocal NGOs, led by Brosius’s
(1999a,c) study of the Penan logging block-
ades in Sarawak. Brosius became interested
in the implications for governmentality raised
by such relations. He writes that as environ-
mental NGOs displace grassroots environ-

mental movements, they “might be viewed
as engaged in projects of domestication, at-
tempting to seduce or to compel” grass-
roots groups “to participate in statist projects
of environmental governmentality,” projects
that envelop movements “within institutions
for local, national, and global environmental
surveillance and governance” (Brosius 1999b,
pp- 37, 50).15

Complementing the interest in social
movements has been new interest in the
study of violence involving indigenous peo-
ples. A prominent focus of scholarship on this
topic has been what Richards (1996, pp. xiii)
terms the new barbarism or Malthus-with-
guns interpretation of tribal violence in terms
of unchecked population/resource pressures
(Homer-Dixon 1999, Kaplan 1994). This in-
terpretation has drawn a sharp rebuttal from
anthropologists who argue, first, that violence
is more likely to result in degradation of lo-
cal resources and impoverishment of local
peoples than the reverse and, second, that
extralocal political-economic forces—often
involving industrialized Western countries—
are frequently implicated in the causes of such
violence (Fairhead 2001, Richards 1996). A
number of contributors to this debate have
argued for the need to articulate emic under-
standings of violence (Fairhead 2001, Harwell
& Peluso 2001). I have analyzed the disconti-
nuity in Kalimantan, Indonesia, between aca-
demic explanations of ethnic violence in terms
of political economy and indigenous explana-
tions in terms of culture (Dove 2006).

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND
ANTHROPOLOGY

Problems

The study of indigenous movements and vio-
lence, indigenous resource rights and knowl-
edge, and the deployment of indigenous status

15Compare Escobar & Paulson’s (2005) analysis of the dis-
continuity between dominant biodiversity discourses and
the political ecology of social movements.
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and identity all raise questions about the pol-
itics and ethics of research. That the topics
of anthropological interest have become the
tools by which indigenous peoples articulate
their identities, stake claims to local resources,
and fight for their rights in regional, national,
and international arenas poses moral and ethi-
cal challenges to anthropologists—challenges
that require new responses. As Brosius (1999c,
p. 368) writes, “[wlith but a few exceptions,
anthropologists have yet to address seriously
the political implications of the difference be-
tween mapping the life of a village...and
mapping the contours of a social movement.”
The debate regarding these implications re-
veals that a sea change has already taken place
within the discipline with respect to the ad-
mixture of morality and science. The debate
over Kuper’s (2003) article on indigeneity, for
example, revealed that simple disavowal of
politics and insistence on distance have be-
come a minority stance, whereas an explicit,
subjective, moral positioning is increasingly
common. Kottak (1999) argues that anthro-
pologists’ personal witnessing of threats to
their subjects imposes a moral responsibility,
and Hodgson (2002) points out that the un-
even topography of power in the world makes
neutral representation by anthropologists
impossible.

One consequence of this moral position-
ing is ethnographic refusal, which is as little
discussed as it is common. Ortner (1995)
coined this term to refer to the refusal by
ethnographers to write thickly about their
subjects’ own views in cases of resistance.
This refusal is especially marked with respect
to behavior that violates the political norms
of most anthropologists, including violence
and biases on the basis of ethnicity, gender,
caste, class, religion, and race. It is further
complicated when what is at issue is not
simply behavior seen as politically incorrect,
but representations of behavior (as in some
of the self-deployments of indigenous status)
deemed politically nonastute. As Li (2002,
p. 364) writes, “[wlhat does it mean for
scholars, to generate knowledge intended to

Dove

counter understandings framed in ethnic or
religious terms, when these understandings
are generated not by misguided outsiders (the
media, scholars or politicians highlighting
primordial identities and exotic tribal rituals)
but by everyday ‘indigenous’ experience?”
Ortner (1995, p. 190) attributes ethnographic
refusal, in part, to a “failure of nerve sur-
rounding questions of the internal politics
of dominated groups.” It not only results
in “ethnographic thin-ness” (p. 190), but it
also reflects a lack of respect for people’s
own understanding of their motives (Baviskar
1996).

Prospects

The implications of academic critique grow
ever more complex. Thus, Latour (2004) sup-
ports a shift from critical scholarship discred-
iting matters of fact to an acceptance of the
reality of matters of concern, using global

“warming as an example. He writes,“[iln which

case the danger would no longer be coming
from an excessive confidence in ideological ar-
guments posturing as matters of fact—as we
have learned to combat so efficiently in the
past—but from an excessive distrust of good
matters of fact disguised as bad ideological bi-
ases!” (p. 227). Latour is troubled by the fact
that environment-despoiling political actors
are borrowing the tools of academic decon-
struction to attack the thesis of global warm-
ing. Potentially troubling for the same rea-
son is the coincidence of popular interest in
indigeneity and its academic critique, raising
questions as to how anthropology’s erasure of
locality relates to the rise of indigenous rights
(and, more generally, what role the decontex-
tualizing trend in academia plays in moder-
nity’s larger project of decontextualization).
Gidden’s (1984) double hermeneutic de-
scribes a similar sort of feedback process. For
environmental anthropology, however, these
theories are complicated by the addition of the
environment as an active agent. Science, so-
ciety, and environment clearly coevolve. This
is illustrated by what we know of the Kayapé
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over the past generation, for example. Their
environment and their regimes for managing
it, their identity and their modes of repre-
senting it, as well as scholarly understandings
of all of this, all have changed in a mutually
influencing and constantly evolving process,
which presents a host of contradictions at any
given time. We see these same sorts of con-
tradictions among the Nuaulu, who became
a people of nature precisely as they became
more distanced from it (Ellen 1999). There

are many other examples of modernity mak-
ing possible articulation of indigeneity and
indigenous conservation at the very time as
it renders actual achievement of these things
impossible. Such contradictions should be the
future focus of environmental anthropology,
or, to put it another way, an understanding of
the coevolution of science, society, and envi-
ronment that shows why these are not really
contradictions at all should be the future goal
of the anthropology of the environment.
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