
Indigenous Peoples Civil Society and the Neo-
Liberal State in Latin America: Examining the
Complex Dance of Power and Resistance
Latin America has a rich history of indigenous peoples and cultures, with diverse
and vibrant societies that have weathered centuries of colonization, exploitation,
and marginalization. In recent decades, as the region embraced neo-liberal
economic policies, the struggles faced by indigenous communities have
intensified, forging a new era of resistance and resilience against an often
indifferent state. This article delves into the intricate relationship between
indigenous civil society and the neo-liberal state in Latin America, exploring the
dynamics of power, oppression, and hope that shape contemporary indigenous
struggles.

The Rise of Neo-Liberalism and Its Impact on Indigenous
Communities

The advent of neo-liberal economic policies in the late 20th century, championed
by international financial institutions like the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, ushered in a new era of privatization, deregulation, and market-
oriented reforms across Latin America. While these policies promised economic
development and growth, they also paved the way for the further marginalization
of already vulnerable indigenous communities.

Large-scale mining projects, agribusiness expansion, and infrastructure
development, all fueled by neo-liberal principles, have led to the dispossession of
indigenous lands and the destruction of ancestral territories. Indigenous peoples
find themselves at the forefront of environmental degradation, social inequality,



and cultural erosion as their livelihoods and traditions become casualties of
progress and profit.
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The Role of Indigenous Civil Society

In the face of these challenges, indigenous civil society has emerged as essential
actors in promoting and defending their rights. Indigenous organizations,
grassroots movements, and community leaders have taken up the mantle of
resistance, using a variety of strategies to assert their presence and demand
justice.

Indigenous civil society has nurtured networks of solidarity, creating alliances with
other marginalized groups and amplifying their collective voices. By embracing
transnational advocacy campaigns, indigenous organizations have been able to
bring their struggles to the global stage, raising awareness and pressuring
governments and international bodies to address their demands.

At the local level, indigenous civil society often engages in community organizing
and mobilization, fighting for land rights, cultural preservation, and inclusive
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participation in decision-making processes. By employing legal strategies, direct
action, and community-led initiatives, indigenous organizations challenge the
prevailing power structures and renegotiate their place within society.

The Complex Dance of Power and Resistance

The relationship between indigenous civil society and the neo-liberal state is far
from linear or straightforward. Governments, grappling with economic priorities
and international pressures, often adopt contradictory stances: nominally
recognizing the rights of indigenous peoples while simultaneously undermining
them through policies and actions.

The neo-liberal state often co-opts indigenous organizations and leaders, seeking
their participation in policy-making processes or the implementation of
development projects. While this may appear as a positive step towards
inclusion, it can also be seen as a strategy to manage dissent and co-opt
indigenous voices, diluting their demands and ultimately reinforcing the status
quo.

Indigenous civil society faces complex power dynamics, navigating between
collaboration and confrontation with the state. They must tread carefully, aware of
the potential risks of engagement while carving spaces of resistance wherever
possible. The strategic use of indigenous knowledge, cultural heritage, and
community cohesion becomes paramount in shaping their agendas and
expanding their spheres of influence.

The Way Forward: Fostering Genuine Dialogue and Recognition

Creating spaces for meaningful dialogue between indigenous civil society and the
neo-liberal state is crucial for forging a more inclusive and just society in Latin
America. Governments must acknowledge the historical injustices perpetrated



against indigenous communities and commit to addressing the root causes of
inequality and marginalization.

Indigenous civil society, in turn, must continue to assert their rights, amplifying
their voices and demanding genuine participation in decision-making processes.
It is vital to strengthen grassroot movements, build local alliances, and bolster
transnational networks to consolidate indigenous power and impact.

Moreover, recognizing and honoring indigenous knowledge and worldviews is
essential for shaping policies that respect and protect the rights of indigenous
peoples. Traditional ecological knowledge, social practices, and cultural values
must inform development agendas, ensuring sustainable and equitable growth for
all.

Indigenous peoples and their civil society organizations in Latin America face
immense challenges as they confront the neo-liberal state. The struggle for land
rights, cultural preservation, and social justice is a complex dance of power and
resistance, shaped by historical legacies, global dynamics, and local contexts.

Reclaiming lost territories, defending ancestral rights, and reshaping the narrative
of development are crucial steps in moving towards a more inclusive and just
future. Through strategic engagement, mobilization, and fostering genuine
dialogue, indigenous civil society can continue to redefine the dynamics of power
and resistance, leading the way towards a more sustainable and equitable Latin
America for all.
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In recent years the concept and study of “civil society” has received a lot of
attention from political scientists, economists, and sociologists, but less so from
anthropologists. A ground-breaking ethnographic approach to civil society as it is
formed in indigenous communities in Latin America, this volume explores the
multiple potentialities of civil society’s growth and critically assesses the potential
for sustained change. Much recent literature has focused on the remarkable
gains made by civil society and the chapters in this volume reinforce this trend
while also showing the complexity of civil society - that civil society can itself
sometimes be uncivil. In doing so, these insightful contributions speak not only to
Latin American area studies but also to the changing shape of global systems of
political economy in general.
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