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Indigenous societies across lowland Latin America have recently made
impressive political and territorial gains by emphasising their steward-
ship of and attachment to particular rural landscapes. But surprising new
censal and microdemographic evidence shows that these groups have
simultaneously been developing a presence in domestic and foreign me-
tropolises. Cities offer employment and advanced education opportuni-
ties as well as escape from rural conflicts. We suggest that the dynamics
and outcomes of these migrations are distinct from those of other rural
Latin Americans. By outlining specific areas in which migration, politics,
and territory appear to be interlinked, we seek to stimulate research that
engages with these processes and their implications for indigenous
advocacy and migration theory.
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‘Though thousands of indigenous people no longer live in the countryside
but in towns and cities, they are a significant part of the story [of the
struggle for territory]. Some urban groups are now spearheading calls for
indigenous land rights; they may be better placed than rural people to take
on governments, corporations, and lawyers...” (Hughes, 2001: 56-57)

Introduction

In their ongoing struggle for territorial rights, indigenous peoples across tropical low-

land Latin America have strategically depicted their societies and identities as
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fundamentally place-based. That is, their ancestral connections to particular land-
scapes, their ecological knowledge, and their historical status as imperiled survivors of
twentieth-century genocides render them the rightful and most able managers of large
areas of rainforest, savannah, and coastline. The narrative that links a place-based
identity to territorial rights has been foundational to the indigenist political movement
since at least the 1980s, and it was constructed in part with, and is reproduced by,
international human rights advocates and by the conservation community (Conklin
and Graham, 1995; Sawyer, 1997; England, 1998; Conklin, 2004). The narrative is
also reified by efforts that prioritise territorial ratification as a critical step towards
securing broader rights for indigenous peoples, including self-determination, citizen-
ship, and effective access to basic social services (Chapin and Threlkeld, 2001; Herlihy
and Knapp, 2003).

But even as a discourse of native place-boundedness persists, and as more lowland
indigenous territories are demarcated and ratified, an intriguing and seemingly contra-
dictory phenomenon has gone relatively unnoticed: a growing number of people from
across the diverse lowland societies of Latin America are leaving their biodiverse ter-
ritories — temporarily, cyclically, or permanently — for cities. Some are joining migrant
networks that take them as far as New York and Madrid. The process is not neces-
sarily new, and has been noted anecdotally among different societies since at least the
1980s. But the latest 2000 Round’ of national censuses and new corroborative quali-
tative sources suggest that among so-called ‘forest peoples’, urbanisation is increas-
ingly widespread, and international migration is growing — to a degree that has surprised
indigenous leaders and demographers alike.

Of course, indigenous peoples have long been part of Latin America’s spectacular
late twentieth-century urbanisation. But until recently, virtually all were members of
large, highland-dwelling populations with many centuries of intense interaction with
dominant Iberian cultures and economies — such as Aymara, Quechua, and highland
Maya. Many of those moving city-ward had lived as land-constrained peasants for
generations. In contrast, it is only recently that people from much smaller, more dis-
persed indigenous groups associated with more land-abundant rural lowlands — be they
Guaymi, Tukano, Shuar, or Maka — have begun to live in large cities at home or abroad.
Some come from communities that have been in sustained contact with national society
for less than a generation, and have only recently recovered from demographic collapse.
Further, most hail from societies that are currently involved in political movements
designed, in part, to establish autonomous control over territories that have been only
recently invaded by outsiders (Ramos, 2002). As we argue, the incipient urbanisation
of these peoples deserves special attention because: (a) a number of indigenous leaders
have identified the issue as a source of both concern and opportunity; (b) the processes
and paths by which individuals from lowland populations are entering migrant streams
seem different in several respects from those of other rural Latin Americans; (c) the
distinct historical, political, and ecological contexts from which lowland indigenous

1 Based on our conversations with demographer Luis Rosero-Bixby in Costa Rica,
August 2005, and on discussions with Shuar leaders in Ecuador, 2005. Their surprise
is echoed in policy arenas by demographers (Anon., 2002).
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migrants emerge has underexamined implications for — inter alia — their ongoing territo-
rial struggles, resource management challenges, and livelihood options.

This review article is therefore intended to alert Latin Americanist scholars, policy
makers, and the pan-hemispheric indigenist movement to the incipient urbanisation and
emigration of members of a variety of lowland indigenous societies, and to the vein of
critical inquiry and policy challenges that it opens up. We first review and evaluate the
patchy but persuasive documentation of this trend, and show that it is expected to ac-
celerate. We do not imply that either urbanisation or emigration are common,” nor hap-
pening equally within or across what are of course highly heterogeneous lowland societies.
Rather, despite sharp differences in their political, cultural, and ecological experiences and
thus in the motivations, dynamics, and outcomes of their residential mobility, we illustrate
a discernible general pattern, whereby indigenous individuals from across the region are
building livelihoods that are increasingly urban and in some cases transnational.’®

We then outline how the processes of urbanisation and emigration are being under-
stood by the few scholars and development practitioners who are discussing them. We
suggest that these understandings could be deepened by greater attention to the ways
in which lowland indigenous people’s new forms of mobility can be tied to the very
territorial struggles that, at first glance, appear to make the process so contradictory.
By outlining specific areas in which migration, politics, and territory appear to be in-
terlinked, we seek to stimulate a research agenda that seriously engages with these
processes, as well as their implications for indigenous advocacy and migration theory.

We are particularly keen to head off the notion that urban living is necessarily a
betrayal of the territorial goals that lowland indigenous peoples have set themselves,
or that indigenous identity is becoming de-linked from land and territory (cf. Wilson
and Peters, 2005). Rather, we seek to draw attention to evidence that processes of
so-called ‘de-territorialisation’ (including urbanisation and international migration)
can be intimately tied to those of re-territorialisation (the creation of autonomous
indigenous territories (Perreault, 2003a, 2003b)), and that place-based identities can
in fact be reinforced through the move from homelands to cities. Indeed, there is com-
pelling evidence that the urban sphere now offers an important new space of livelihood
and political action for many lowland indigenous peoples across Latin America.

Evidence of Urbanisation and Emigration among Lowland
Indigenous Peoples
Background

Migration of indigenous peoples from rural peripheries to cities is not unusual. World-
wide, there are multi-generational urban populations of Maori, San, Saami, Ainu,

2 Nor do we imply that mobility is new or should be seen as unusual. Mobility and
migration have long been integral to the livelihood patterns and political strategies of
lowland peoples in Latin America (Picchi, 1998; Rubenstein, 2001).

3 We use the term transnational because it captures how many migrants live across
national borders, maintaining dual households in both the origin country and the
country of destination.
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Navajo, Mohawk and Inuit — to name a few (Hughes, 2001). Although long-stud-
ied by social scientists, these populations have been virtually invisible in conventional
demographic data (Andrade, 2005). New international efforts are slowly redressing
this problem by improving censal practices towards indigenous populations, including
those in cities (Banda, 2004; UNESCO, 2004).

In Latin America, indigenous peoples have been an integral part of the massive
rural-urban shifts that have characterised the demographic landscape for more than a
half-century.* Today, Quito, Lima, La Paz, Mexico City and Guatemala City have
large populations of highland peoples (Oehmichen Bazan, 2003). Further, a growing
number of indigenous peoples from Latin America (most notably Mexico and highland
Ecuador) are a conspicuous part of the transnational migrant communities in cities
throughout North America and Europe (Kyle, 20005 Jokisch and Pribilsky, 2002; Fox
and Rivera-Salgado, 2004).

Until recently, however, indigenous populations from the Caribbean and Amazonian
lowlands of Central and South America appeared to be conspicuously absent from this
process. These ‘lowland cultures’ are geographically scattered and relatively small —
rarely comprising more than two per cent of their countries’ populations. They are
usually considered to be bounded to the biodiverse, land-abundant spaces in which
they have historically lived, or to which they withdrew after the demographically
devastating effects of sustained contact.’ In fact, lowland indigenous societies are
typically depicted as spatially static, especially in contradistinction from the agricul-
tural migrants encroaching upon their territories. Even as their populations and
political visibility have mushroomed (Brysk, 2000; McSweeney and Arps, 2005;
Yashar, 2005), lowland indigenous peoples are rarely associated with migration be-
yond their territorial cores. Indeed, throughout the 1980s and 1990s, political leaders
among the Brazilian Kayap6, Ecuadorian Huaorani, and other groups often traded on
the “fish-out-of-water’ novelty of their choreographed urban appearances to draw at-
tention to their territorial causes (Garfield, 2001; Rabben, 2004).

At the end of the twentieth century, there was scarce evidence to refute this place-
bound reputation. National censuses from the 1990s were remarkably poor at identi-
fying indigenous persons — let alone tracing their movements or distinguishing the
ethnic composition of cities (Peyser and Chackiel, 1994; UNESCO, 2004). Ethnogra-
phers, for their part, tended to ‘count’ only those portions of indigenous populations
living within prescribed territories (e.g. Hern, 1994). The few groups that did appear
to be dramatically de-territorialised — Miskito refugees fleeing the contra-Sandinista
conflict, or the growing Garinagu communities in New York and Los Angeles (Eng-
land, 1998) — seemed exceptional.

4 At the height of Latin American urbanisation, indigenous identity was examined in
urban contexts by several researchers (Mangin, 1970; Gilbert, 2004).

5 Of course, this process also led to extinction or detribalisation. In the Amazon, for
example, riberesio and coboclo societies are understood to be largely descended from
lowland cultures but no longer self-identify as ‘indigenous’ and are therefore not con-
sidered in this analysis.
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This is no longer the case. Over the past five years or so, a body of evidence has
developed that offers a better look at this phenomenon and its history. This includes
the 2000-Round’ of censuses, including several censuses specifically targeting indige-
nous populations, e.g. the Censos Indigenas of Venezuela and Panama. These are
generally considered to be much improved from censuses conducted in the 1990s. This
is largely because of greater inclusion of indigenous consultants in the design process,
and because an increasing number of countries have included ‘auto-identification’ as a
means for indigenous citizens to identify themselves, rather than relying on such prob-
lematic criteria as area of residence, language or skin colour/race (Solano, 2001;
Barrios, 2005). Yet these censuses remain far from ideal. In many countries, the mean-
ing of indigeneity remains highly contested, and for this and other reasons the design
and coverage of censuses are often viewed with legitimate concern by indigenous pop-
ulations (Layton and Patrinos, 2006). Given these shortcomings, it is significant that
census data are being complemented by a growing number of detailed ethno-demo-
graphic studies that are providing new information on the dynamics of specific groups
(e.g. Pagliaro, Azevedo and Ventura Santos, 2005). Combined with macro-level censal
data, these micro-level sources suggest that indigenous people from across the lowlands
have been moving to cities since at least the 1980s.

By ‘urban’, we do not refer to the emergence of rural centres that are primarily
indigenous — so-called ‘Indian towns’® - nor to the ‘rainforest cities’ that are associated
with the consolidation of agricultural frontiers (Browder and Godfrey, 1997). Impor-
tant as these are, we focus our inquiry instead on the residence of lowland indigenous
individuals within large metropolitan areas — both national and international — where
they form an extreme minority. We do so precisely because this phenomenon has gone
relatively unnoticed and its implications have been little studied.

In the next section, we describe examples of the evidence we uncovered from an
array of sources, including ‘grey’ literatures, health reports, ethnographies, our own
research notes (from work in Honduras, Nicaragua, Ecuador, the USA, and Spain), as
well as recent censuses.” We also refer to at least three indigenous federations’ own
attempts to quantify and understand their peoples’ mobility (Azevedo, 2003; UNICEF,
2006). The survey is neither comprehensive nor systematic, and data coverage is geo-
graphically uneven; we also omitted evidence from Guatemala and Mexico, where
distinctions between highland and lowland societies would be relatively meaningless
even if data sources allowed such disaggregation.

Evidence by Country

Table 1 summarises our main findings by country. For six countries (Honduras, Panama,
Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Brazil), we also offer vignettes, which are intended

6 We are grateful to geographer Peter Herlihy for this term.

7 We rejected any census-derived data that did not allow for disaggregation by ethnicity
or by home region. We also avoided inter-censal comparisons due to shifting definitions
of indigenous and other factors that confound useful longitudinal analyses (Perz, Warren,
Kennedy and Wood, 2005).
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to give a sense of the variety and quality of existing qualitative and quantitative data.
Examples were chosen from countries where we have conducted fieldwork, and from
countries that span the region and represent very different historical, social and political
contexts for indigenous peoples’ migration.

A comparison of two indigenous groups in Honduras, the Tawahka and Garinagu
(singular: Garifuna), provides an instructive contrast regarding the multiple paths to
urbanisation and international migration in Central America. The Tawahka are among
Honduras’ smallest ethnic groups, numbering approximately 1300 in 2002. In re-
sponse to settler invasions of their ancestral homeland, Tawahka formed a Federation
in 1986. Since then, a handful of the earliest leadership have lived semi-permanently
in Tegucigalpa, where, in addition to holding administrative jobs and pursuing educa-
tion, they have been well positioned to access state and NGO resources on behalf of
their home communities (field observation). Later, a bilingual education initiative for
students in Tegucigalpa initiated what has developed into cyclical residence of Tawahka
students there. Several of these students and their family members have stayed on in
cities to take advantage of employment opportunities (e.g. bagging groceries, domestic
work); this pattern intensified once reserve-based income-earning opportunities de-
clined following Hurricane Mitch.

Garinagu, who number in excess of 50,000, have a much older migration history,
and their transnationalism is well established. As England (1998) shows, Garifuna
migration developed in the 1930s when communities on Honduras’ north coast faced
land expropriation by mestizo squatters. In the 1940s, Garifuna men joined the
Merchant Marines; since the 1960s, individuals have settled in New York City and
later, Los Angeles. By the end of the twentieth century, half of all Garinagu were
estimated to reside in the USA (England, 1998). Although Garifuna transnational iden-
tities are trifurcated by their language, culture and history (at times Hispanic, African-
American and indigenous), they most commonly invoke their autochthony in ongoing
struggles to regain territory and resolve land disputes with mestizo Hondurans.
US-based Garinagu have frequently assumed leadership positions in such fights
(England, 1998).

Panama, in contrast, grants virtual territorial autonomy to its indigenous peoples
through the comarca system. According to the 2000 census, a surprising 47 per cent of
the country’s estimated 285,231 indigenous peoples lived outside of comarcas. Some
8152 were registered in Panama City; an estimated 45,000 (mainly Kuna) live in urban
or peri-urban areas of Panama and Col6n provinces; indigenous urbanisation is de-
scribed as considerable and growing (Government of Panama, 2005). Indigenous city
dwellers were found to be in better health and to have greater access to jobs and edu-
cation than their rural coethnics (Chackiel, 2005; Government of Panama, 2005).

As the most numerous of Panama’s indigenous urban migrants, Kuna mobility towards
Panama’s urban poles has been traced to their experience with menial work on US naval
bases (Government of Panama, 2005). Their rapid urbanisation, however, does not ap-
pear to be eroding collective identity nor their responsibilities to their home comarcas:

A phenomenon of the last decade is the formation of Kuna barrios where
they try to reproduce, within the urban environment, their own forms of
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organisation...They also pay quotas to their [home] communities...even
though they may no longer live there (Government of Panama, 2005: 7,
trans.)

Neighbouring Colombia represents a situation in which up-to-date, reliable censal
information has been scarce. Until a Censo Indigena, scheduled for 2006, is complete,
the most recent available national data on ethnic populations dates from 1993 (Bodnar,
2005). This census considerably underestimated indigenous numbers, in part because
of high levels of distrust among different ethnic groups towards this perceived tool of
state domination (Andrade, 2005). Analysts predicted that the indigenous settlement
patterns it (dubiously) documented would soon change, due to the land invasions and
armed conflicts to which indigenous populations have been subjected (Bodnar, 2005).
This prediction is, unfortunately, being borne out. For example, following the mas-
sacre of twelve Wayuu by paramilitaries in 2004, 300 Wayuu fled to the safety of
Maracaibo in neighbouring Venezuela (Chomsky, 2005).

Censal data on the indigenous populations of Venezuela, in contrast, is considered
relatively reliable. The 1992 Censo Indigena found that a total of 129,601 indigenous
individuals — 42 per cent of the country’s indigenous population — qualified as urban
residents (OCEIL, 1993); a contemporaneous ethnographic study confirmed that ap-
proximately 40,000 Wayuu (21 per cent of all Venezuelan Wayuu) were living semi-
permanently in barrios wayuu in Maracaibo (Urrea Giraldo, 1994). That study found
that urban Wayuu ‘do not lose contact with kin in their ancestral territory; in fact, they
send resources [there], contributing in an explicit way to the maintenance of traditional
activities such as ranching’ (Urrea Giraldo, 1994: 382, trans.). The 2001 national cen-
sus and the Censo Indigena show that indigenous urbanisation has since increased. Of
the country’s now roughly half-million indigenous residents, 25 per cent live in large
cities. Maracaibo and San Francisco, both in the very poor state of Zulia, hold 90 per
cent of the country’s urban indigenous; most are Wayuu (Regnault, 2005).

Data from Ecuador provide unusual insight into the links between territorial strug-
gle and migration processes. Indigenous groups in Ecuador’s Amazonian provinces
(including Huaorani, Siona, Secoya, Quichua, Shuar, and Achuar) emerged into the
international spotlight in the early 1990s, during their well-publicised political strug-
gles for territorial autonomy in the face of colonist incursions and threats from oil
companies (Sawyer, 1997; Perreault, 2003a; Yashar, 2005). Then, as now, most mem-
bers of these Amazonian groups live in the countryside or in small rural towns. But
data from the 2001 census point to incipient urbanisation and international migra-
tion. For example, of the 48,989 people who identified themselves as Shuar speakers
on the census, nearly 700 live in urban parishes outside Amazonia, with the majority
residing in Ecuador’s largest cities: Guayaquil, Quito, and Cuenca (these three cities
are also home to over 1000 Amazonia-born Quichua speakers). Most Shuar go to
cities to find employment or pursue education (Rubenstein, 2001). Some Shuar leaders
have recently expressed interest in keeping better track of this ‘extra-territorial’ popu-
lation. Although they recognise the opportunities that cities present, they are con-
cerned about cultural erosion, and, in the case of young women, vulnerability to
prostitution.
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Shuar and other Amazonian indigenous peoples have also migrated to the USA,
Spain, and Italy (Rubenstein, 2004; UNICEF, 2006). Censal and survey data have
barely captured this mobility. But recent fieldwork in Ecuador, New York, and
Connecticut indicates that there are at least 250 Shuar living overseas, and possibly as
many as 400 (see also Rubenstein, 2004). The number is relatively small (the total
Shuar population is estimated in excess of 60,000), but those involved describe a grow-
ing overseas population. Most migrants work in construction or in the food service
industry while maintaining dual households and strong connections to their communi-
ties in Ecuador. For example, several Shuar currently residing in metro New York
mentioned that they are actively seeking ways to develop political relationships with
North American indigenous groups, and are seeking ‘allies’ (universities, NGOs, hu-
manitarian groups, and others) who might assist them with projects and initiatives to
help their families and co-ethnics in Ecuador.

During the 1980s, as the general rate of urbanisation in Brazil slowed, anthropolo-
gists and demographers were noting that the pace at which indigenous people moved
to cities was increasing, and characterised by the development of specific ethnic neigh-
bourhoods (Azevedo, 1994). By the 1991 census, eight per cent of the country’s almost
300,000 self-declared indigenous people lived in major cities, including five per cent in
Sdo Paulo, and about three per cent in Rio de Janeiro (Kennedy and Perz, 2000). By
the 2000 census, both urban and rural indigenous populations had skyrocketed, but it is
estimated that a remarkable 75 per cent of that increase was due to ‘ethnic drift’,
whereby more people than before were willing to declare indigenous heritage and
identity, thus complicating intercensal comparisons (Warren, 2001; Perz, Warren,
Kennedy and Wood, 2005).

Ethnographic sources and small-scale surveys offer a less problematic window onto
actual migration processes. For example, anthropologists have noted since the 1970s
that members of the Sateré Mawé had been living semi-permanently in the city of
Manaus in order to sell handicrafts. By 1991, 952 indigenous peoples of various eth-
nicities, particularly from the upper Rio Negro region, were estimated to live in Manaus
(Mainbourg, Aratjo and Cavalcante de Almeida, 2002). Migration-led growth of the
city’s indigenous population has since been rapid. A 2001 survey of 1300 indigenous
households in the city found that 25 per cent had been established in the previous five
years (Mainbourg, Aragjo and Cavalcante de Almeida, 2002; see also Azevedo, 2003).

Emergent Patterns and Common Explanations

The evidence presented in the previous section is incomplete and largely incomparable.
After all, the sources in Table 1 share no common definition of ‘urban’, or, more criti-
cally, ‘indigenous’. Further, synthetic analysis faces the inevitable difficulties of cross-
cultural comparison and is hindered by the serious limitations — in design, coverage,
and data aggregation — of most censal sources. Further, the evidence covers a remark-
ably diverse group of societies. In light of this heterogeneity, and because of the often
exceptional political, social, and historical circumstances of specific groups, we were
therefore surprised at the degree to which consistent patterns emerged; we note some of
these commonalities below.
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e For many lowland groups, city-ward and international moves were initiated in
the 1980s, picked up pace in the 1990s, and are generally expected to accelerate;

e In many cases, rural-urban residential shifts did not follow the stereotypically
gradual ‘step-wise’ process. Rather, we found repeated evidence of individuals
moving directly from remote villages to the barrios of megacities, bypassing a
residential phase in intermediate regional centres;

Urbanisation appears particularly marked among large lowland groups — i.e.
those numbering in the tens of thousands (e.g. Shuar, Wayuu, Kuna);

Lowland indigenous urban migrants are forming ethnic neighbourhoods, often

on the metropolitan fringe — be it in Manaus, Panama City, or Maracaibo. Many

studies stress that — in common with urban indigenous peoples worldwide (UNI-

CEF, 2003) - ethnic social and political organisation is retained in these urban

enclaves (e.g. Duarte, Filippi and Sosa de Servin, 2003). Further, close ties to

home regions are maintained through frequent visits and through financial and

in-kind remittances (Urrea Giraldo, 1994);

e Several studies report that urban indigenous populations appear to be doing better
than their rural counterparts with respect to educational attainment and income
stability (Solano, 2001; Mainbourg, Aradjo and Cavalcante de Almeida, 2002;
Regnault, 2005), although the health impacts of city living remain unclear;

e Although emigration to North American and European cities by lowland indig-

enous persons still appears exceptional, these cosmopolitan pioneers are often

members of intellectual and political elites.

In addition to these common patterns, there also appears to be a fairly consistent
set of reported proximate causes that are driving city-ward and international migra-
tions. Discussed by several authors in the context of particular societies or countries
(e.g. Picchi, 2000; Gutiérrez Sanchez and Valencia Rojas, 2003; Government of Panama,
2005), these explanations seem more widely generalisable. Interestingly, many of the
causes mentioned are similar to those that have historically catalysed indigenous soci-
eties’ intra-territorial shifts in residence (Picchi, 1998). Four key factors stand out; as
with most migration patterns, they are likely to be closely interrelated.

Education

Just as mission schools were for many semi-nomadic peoples key poles of first per-
manent settlement (Lu, 1999; Rubenstein, 2001), for many indigenous societies to-
day opportunities for higher education exist exclusively beyond their territories in
urban centres. Such training confers not only trade and professional skills, but also
an education in the dominant Iberian language and culture. In many societies, it is
not uncommon for the first graduates of urban schools to become spokespeople and
cultural brokers for their home communities. Among the Bakairi of Mato Grosso, for
example:

A sense of Bakairi ethnicity is emerging most vigorously among the Bakairi
who have spent long periods of time outside the reservation in schools or
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working. They are fluent Portuguese speakers, educated in a formal Euro-
pean sense, knowledgeable about Western culture, well-travelled...and
committed to furthering the cause of the Bakairi (Picchi, 2000: 180).

Employment and Cash Income Generation

Opportunities to earn cash are limited in many indigenous territories, despite the in-
creasing need for hard currency to cover daily needs. For unskilled and relatively uned-
ucated indigenous urban migrants, the opportunities for women are typically restricted
to domestic employment and to some degree factory work; for men, factory work or
jobs in construction (Solano, 2001; Mainbourg, Aratjo and Cavalcante de Almeida,
2002). Self-employment also appears to be common, with many urban indigenous peo-
ples earning money from seasonal or semi-permanent participation in niche markets for
handicrafts, herbal remedies, and shamanic services (Urrea Giraldo, 1994). Migrants
with more formal education may take up semi-professional jobs with indigenous-ad-
vocacy NGOs, government ministries, or work within the health sector (Brysk, 2000;
Picchi, 2000).

Reduced Land/Resource Availability and Access

As indigenous territories are increasingly hemmed in by expanding agricultural or re-
source-extraction frontiers, subsistence options for residents are sharply constrained.
Combined with the impressive internal growth of most lowland indigenous populations
(McSweeney and Arps, 2005; Pagliaro, Azevedo and Ventura Santos, 2005), this has
contributed in many areas to subsistence stress, such that many people head to cities to
supplement their families’ income (see above).

Another result of territorial circumscription is an increase in intra- and inter-com-
munity conflicts over land (Gutiérrez Sdnchez and Valencia Rojas, 2003). Some indi-
viduals or families may therefore head for the city after failing to resolve land disputes
at home (field observation), or temporarily to ease tensions in their home communities
(Urrea Giraldo, 1994).

Forced Displacement

The history of indigenous societies in Latin America, as globally, is one of painful
genocide and, sometimes, forced displacement by colonising forces. In the contempo-
rary context, indigenous societies have been forcibly removed — or forced to relocate —
from their homelands by government-sponsored development projects, by civil war,
by international conflicts, and by frontier violence associated with resource extraction
(Hvalkof, 2000; Hemming, 2004; Chomsky, 2005). Some, like their displaced highland
counterparts, flee to the relatively secure anonymity of large cities. In some cases, these
exiled populations become centres of political resistance to the forces that led to their
displacement.
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Are Lowland Indigenous Migrations Distinct in the Latin
American Context?

These proximate explanations for urbanisation and international migration raise the
question: are there any surprises here? Latin America’s population is, after all, about
75 per cent urban, and it is a well-established sending region for international migrants
(Brea, 2003). Thus, can the processes described above with regard to lowland indig-
enous peoples — in their dynamics, drivers, and effects — be considered substantially
different from those that characterised the massive rural-urban migrations that trans-
formed Latin America between the 1940s to the 1980s, or the international migration
that has emerged in the decades since? In effect, are lowland indigenous peoples merely
latecomers to a general pan-hemispheric process? Or, might there be something distinct
and surprising in their recent mobility? These are challenging questions, and it would
be impossible to do them justice here. But our analysis does offer clues that might orient
future investigation of these issues.

On the one hand, there are obvious similarities with the waves of rural-to-urban
migration that occurred during the 1940s-1980s, when large Latin American cities
grew between three and five per cent annually (Gilbert, 2004). At that time, long-
standing inequalities in rural landholdings, failed or partial land reforms, rapid popu-
lation growth, cheap food policies, and the urban development biases that accompanied
Import Substitution Industrialisation development models created incentives for mes-
tizo and indigenous campesinos to move to cities, where most jobs were created. In
addition, political unrest and armed conflicts associated with rural neglect provided
further incentives to urbanise.

The political-economic conditions influencing lowland indigenous migrants’ deci-
sions to move to cities today seem in many ways comparable. Neoliberal development
models have reduced support for smallholder agriculture and have increased competi-
tion from imports. Despite impressive gains in the demarcation and ratification of
indigenous lands, internal population growth and decades of land invasion — often the
ultimate results of internationally-backed adjustment programmes — are undermining
subsistence security (Brysk, 2000). As resource-based conflicts play out increasingly on
the forest frontier, lowland indigenous peoples, like highland campesinos in strife-torn
areas before them, seek safety in urban numbers.

On the other hand, several aspects of lowland indigenous migrations strike us as
distinct, particularly with regard to international migration. It is significant, for ex-
ample, that lowland indigenous populations are beginning their migration experiences
in a different historical context from their predecessors — a context in which the scale
of what is possible for a migrant has become considerably larger. For example, indig-
enous migrants today benefit from established networks and migrant merchants
(Kyle, 2000) that make international migration to the global North more available
than ever before, regardless of one’s experience of domestic migration (Basch, Shiller
and Blanc, 1994; Guarnizo, 2003). This means, for example, that Shuar raised in the
remote Trans-Kutuku region of Ecuador’s Amazonia may migrate to Madrid without
ever having spent time in Quito. This is significant, because while international migration
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expands the scale at which livelihoods are constructed, it also has a much greater abil-
ity than domestic migration radically to change cultural ambitions, economic standing,
and the basic composition of livelihoods (Colloredo-Mansfeld, 1999; Fletcher, 1999;
Jokisch, 2002). In effect, lowland indigenous societies are experiencing — within one
generation — all the adjustments and in some cases ‘shocks’ of domestic and interna-
tional mobility at once.

Another notable difference is that the rise of urbanisation and international emigra-
tion by lowland indigenous peoples has been concurrent with their increasingly suc-
cessful political and territorial struggles. In contrast, among highland indigenous groups
and non-indigenous rural communities elsewhere in Latin America, it was, in part, the
failure of land reforms and political inclusion that encouraged urbanisation. Among
lowland societies, however, it appears that out-migration is occurring even as ratifica-
tion of relatively land-abundant territories proceeds; furthermore, this simultaneous
‘de-territorialisation” and ‘re-territorialisation’ appear in some ways synergistic.

For example, urban education and other city-based experiences have clearly been
integral to the development of indigenous leaders, including politicians, health care
workers and teachers. In turn, international allies in the indigenous movement — par-
ticularly human rights groups and conservationists — have in many cases enabled (per-
haps unintentionally) the international mobility of indigenous leaders by organising
speaking tours and participation in international meetings (Rogers, 1996). (These vis-
its are facilitated in many countries by the issue of special multi-year diplomatic visas
to indigenous leaders.) There are now numerous examples of how international lob-
bying by indigenous leaders has been critical to their political and territorial gains back
home (Brysk, 2000).

Another apparently distinctive element of lowland indigenous migration, in our
view, is that the difficulty of financing clandestine emigration appears to be creating a
unique migrant selectivity. In most emigrant-sending regions of Latin America (includ-
ing highland indigenous communities), migrants have been able to cover the high cost
of clandestine migration by mortgaging or selling family landholdings. (In 2006, it cost
approximately US$12,500 to finance clandestine migration from Ecuador to the USA.)
In lowland indigenous communities, members’ ability to sell or mortgage land or
property to co-ethnics is limited by undeveloped land markets and by communal/usu-
fruct landholding norms that often restrict or prohibit the sale of land to outsiders.
This makes it particularly difficult to raise money for migration. Pioneer migrants in
these societies must therefore use alternative strategies. They may mortgage homes
purchased in mestizo towns or draw on family and business connections with mestizos
to secure a loan. Some lowland leaders have been sponsored by international networks
of human rights, conservation, or other groups.® Not surprisingly, those most able to
avail themselves of these options are from a growing indigenous elite.

8 During fieldwork, we heard an indigenous federation described as ‘the biggest coyote’
(smuggler of people) for its members.
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Based on our discussions with former indigenous leaders now living abroad, how-
ever, they are reluctant to describe their emigration as a product of their status or as
an act of individual economic gain. Instead, they articulate a discourse of communal
good, in which their temporary emigration is intended to help their co-ethnics by
identifying international ‘allies’ that will help with development projects at home,
thereby minimising the need for future migration of their people. But those at home
may see it differently. Some argue that the transnationalism of erstwhile political lead-
ers gives them tremendous economic advantages, exacerbating their ‘elite’ status and
adding to emerging class differentiation (field observation; see also Hughes, 2001).

Future Research

Clearly, the emergent pattern of urbanisation and international migration among low-
land Central and South America’s indigenous societies has critical implications for in-
digenous politics, resource management, identity, health, and so on. Below, we briefly
outline a few interrelated and interdisciplinary questions that we suggest deserve closer
scrutiny by scholars and development practitioners in collaboration with — and in re-
sponse to the concerns of — indigenous societies themselves.

How Widespread are Urbanisation and Emigration among Lowland Groups?

Given the uneven quality of censal sources, it is imperative that indigenous groups
and researchers work together to derive complementary qualitative and small-sample
estimates of who is moving city-ward, domestically or internationally. Indeed, several
indigenous organisations are already conducting their own demographic surveys with
support from researchers and NGOs (Pagliaro, Azevedo and Ventura Santos, 2005).

With such data in hand, several basic questions might be better answered. For ex-
ample, it remains unclear why certain groups are urbanising or emigrating more than
others and what processes — at multiple scales — are operating to create a pattern of
migrant selection. What is the gender, age, or economic bias to the migration, and how
might this change over time? Access to this information is critical if indigenous or-
ganisations are to effectively anticipate and plan for their futures, particularly with
regard to how and where to invest in health care, education, and other social service
provisioning.

Data also need to be interpreted in light of existing migration and development
theory to understand why lowland indigenous peoples” mobility is increasing, and why
now. Of particular concern is to explore the degree to which urbanisation and emigra-
tion are becoming a critical part of livelihood strategies in an age of neoliberalism, and
in what ways (Bebbington, 2004). How do emigration and transnationalism represent
an opportunity to promote group goals for autonomous development? Conversely,
under what conditions might mobility simply be a part of ‘getting by’ — symptomatic
of economic desperation, internal turmoil, and cultural fragmentation? Of equal impor-
tance is understanding how various members of the household (differentiated by gender
or age) participate in and relate to these livelihood strategies (see, e.g. Lawson, 1998).
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How is Migration Influencing Land and Resource Use at ‘Home’?

Research elsewhere in Latin America has shown that migration processes are associ-
ated with significant changes in the land-use/land-cover of sending regions, often with
important implications for biodiversity conservation (Jokisch, 2002; Bates and Rudel,
2004). For example, rural out-migration may relieve pressure on resources such as
biodiverse forests, with positive conservation outcomes (Aide and Grau, 2004). But
when remittances are used to expand the agricultural frontier and/or to convert forest
to pasture, conservation can be undermined (Jokisch and Lair, 2002).

To what degree might these processes be emerging in lowland indigenous land-
scapes, where the biodiversity ‘stakes’ are particularly high? Some suggest that as more
indigenous peoples move out of forested landscapes, pressure on resources will decline.
Others point out that urban migrants — domestic and international — create important
markets for traditional remedies and other resources from ‘home’. Not surprisingly,
indigenous organisations have expressed concern to better understand the links between
their constituents’ mobility and homeland resource management (field observation).

What are the Implications of Mobility for Indigenous Politics?

Some observers are likely to see in indigenous mobility a betrayal of the very place-
bounded identity that for many defines authentic indigeneity, and with which so many
political and territorial gains have been leveraged. Urban living may also be equated
with cultural assimilation. In fact, migration commonly forces a renegotiation of identi-
ty with significant personal and political consequences for the migrants (Doughty, 1970;
Colloredo-Mansfeld, 1999; Papastergiadis, 2000). For lowland indigenous groups, the
political ramifications of this process are particularly acute. As Malkki (1992), cited by
England (1998: 41), writes:

...the identity between people and place has been naturalised in national-
ist discourses, making uprootedness and displacement from one’s home-
land seem pathological. This is especially true for indigenous peoples and
tribes, who are seen as connected to the land so intimately that they are
literally talked about as part of the flora and fauna...Outside of this space,
this authenticity and often the rights that go along with it become ques-
tioned.

We have argued that in the case of Latin America’s lowland indigenous societies, a
much less essentialist reading of urbanisation and international mobility is possible.
But our meta-analysis only scratches the surface. Further research is needed to explore
more specifically how indigenous identities are shaped in urban and transnational
spaces, and how they are articulated by and through social, economic, and political
currents in rural homelands.

There is some urgency to such a research agenda. As out-migration from lowland
indigenous landscapes increases (as it is generally predicted to do) there is the potential
for outsiders — particularly the international NGOs that have been so critical to recent
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indigenist movements (Ramos, 2002) — to misunderstand how ethnic identities con-
tinue to be produced and negotiated in new spaces. Such misunderstandings can have
serious outcomes. A good illustration of this comes from indigenous people’s ongoing
experiences with the increasingly powerful international conservation community
(Chapin, 2004). When indigenous-conservationist alliances go well — that is, when
indigenous societies are perceived to be living up to their reputations as ‘forest guard-
ians’ — the social and economic benefits for their communities can be substantial. But
conservationists have proven quick to withhold such assistance — and even advocate
for exclusionary policies — when they perceive cultural, economic, or political changes
among indigenous societies to be ‘maladaptive’ and to therefore threaten biodiversity
(Wilshusen, Brechin, Fortwangler and West, 2002; Holt, 2005; McSweeney, 2005).
There is a strong potential, then, for conservationists to interpret urban residence and
transnationalism in these terms — particularly because these processes can imply, at
first glance, forest abandonment and abdication of the role of environmental caretaker.
It is therefore incumbent on scholars and indigenous activists to be prepared to ar-
ticulate alternative interpretations of identity, politics, and rights in the policy arenas
where it matters.

How should the Links between Migration, Politics, and Environment be
Conceptualised?

In preceding sections we have pointed to some compelling reasons for linking urbanisa-
tion, emigration, and indigenist politics to territorial and environmental outcomes. Al-
though several different literatures touch on each of these concerns, explicit conceptual
linkages have yet to be developed. For example, theories that link environmental change
to migration are not explicit in integrating the role of politicised urban migrants as criti-
cal catalysts of landscape governance back home (e.g. Curran, 2002; Carr, 2005).

Further, the vast literature that engages indigenist political mobilisations in Latin
America says little about the possible ways in which those processes are intertwined
with the increasing mobility of lowland societies. This literature has shown how indig-
enous movements are profoundly influenced by transnational discourses and by inter-
national networks of financial and ideological support (Brysk, 2000; Bebbington and
Batterbury, 2001; Perreault, 2003b). But given evidence of widespread migration by
lowland peoples, it now appears necessary to engage with the ways in which these
migrants physically embody those networks, and with what outcomes.

Conclusion

This article offers what we believe to be the most comprehensive — if partial — overview
of a relatively new phenomenon that to date has received little critical attention. We
draw from an array of recent censal and ethnographic sources to show that members
of lowland indigenous societies across Latin America are increasingly moving to large
cities and in some cases migrating internationally to cities in the global North, includ-
ing Los Angeles, New York and Madrid. Even though their total numbers remain tiny,
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the trend is expected to continue, if not accelerate, particularly given rapid population
growth in sending territories. Further, even the small scale of current migration ap-
pears to be having measurable repercussions for the politics and economies of lowland
societies.

We have reviewed the scant literature that discusses the processes contributing to
this mobility, and we have pointed out some ways in which its dynamics appear to be
different from the well-studied urbanisation and ongoing transnationalism of other
rural Latin Americans. Most importantly, we have reviewed evidence suggesting that
urbanisation and emigration are imbricated in complex ways with the same ethno-
political struggles for territory that, ironically, have entrenched the widespread view
that lowland indigenous societies are tied to their biodiverse homelands. We suggest
instead that these processes are more likely to be complementary than conflictive.

Ultimately, our study draws attention to a new chapter in the ongoing demographic
history of lowland peoples. From devastating population losses as recently as the late
twentieth century, the majority of surviving societies have rebounded impressively.
Now they appear to be on the move. The time is therefore ripe for indigenous or-
ganisations, activists, and scholars to begin to monitor this process, and to engage with
its practical, theoretical, and political implications.
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