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Latin America’s Indigenous Women
By Courtney Hall

Latin America’s indigenous women are as diverse as the land they inhabit. Their uniqueness
is shaped by belonging to groups that have their own distinct history, traditions, and identity. Yet
despite this diversity, indigenous women confront the same human rights challenges: racial, gender,
and socio-economic discrimination. Without ignoring the diversity of indigenous women, a better
understanding of their fundamental struggles can be gained by weaving these issues together in a
comprehensive narrative.

Indigenous Girls and Education

A considerable educational gap exists between indigenous and non-indigenous populations
in Latin America. Indigenous children are less likely to enroll in school, are prone to high drop-out
and illiteracy rates, and exhibit poor educational performance. Schools in indigenous communities
are usually state-led and because of the tightening of government funding through neo-liberal
reforms, are pootly staffed and poorly equipped. Geared towards the dominant populations,
educational programs are often mono-cultural and mono-linguistic and are insensitive to the cultural
differences of the indigenous peoples that they serve. The orientation ultimately inhibits a child’s
ability to learn, which can be especially detrimental for gitls.

In Mesoamerican and in other indigenous cosmologies, the woman is thought to be an
incarnation of the earth; this belief is reflected in her typical duties within the indigenous
community. Besides domestic duties, women are coupled to the land and are responsible for the
provision of food, the cultivation of plants, and the protection and maintenance of the environment.
These tasks are appreciated and are essential to the community. Girls learn these important
agricultural and ecological skills through active participation and observation of their elders. Mothers
need their daughters to help with harvests and related work throughout the year, which causes
conflicts with schooling. Not recognizing the spiritual or practical responsibility that girls have in
agriculture, state-led education programs fail to adjust academic schedules and curricula to
accommodate this, as well as other, traditional practices. This is but one reason indigenous gitls tend
to have more absences from school than their male counterparts. Girls begin to fall behind their
peers, which can subsequently affect their motivation to stay in school.

Possibilities of greater economic and political participation encourage parents to keep their
daughters in school. However, because schools are ill equipped and teachers under qualified, the
level of scholastic achievement among indigenous populations is low. Some members of the
community only acquire one or two years of primary education. The mono-cultural and assimilatory
nature of the schools forces dominant thinking on the children. When they leave school, children
have a hard time orientating themselves in society because the skills they acquired in school are
useless in most indigenous societies and are inadequate for integrating into mainstream society. Gitls
are losing the skills of their mothers and elders as government schools seek to assimilate indigenous
populations into mainstream society. While Harakmbut girls in the southeast Peruvian Amazon
attend religious boarding schools, boys participate in intercultural education programs that aim to
prepare students for the indigenous political scene. In the boarding schools however, gitls are
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subject to a gender-based education, which grooms them for domestic work and to be subordinate
to men (Aikman 2002).

Indigenous Poverty is Women’s Poverty

For most indigenous societies in Latin America, men and women’s roles were traditionally
complementary. There was a double-headed household, the idea that men and women formed an
inseparable pair, and no hierarchy of power. With the disintegration of indigenous communities
from outside pressures, complementarity is fading. Globalization, poor education, and the out-
migration of indigenous men have changed women’s roles dramatically within their community.
Women’s positions are diminishing to a second-class status as they are becoming politically and
economically dependent on men.

The importance of monetary income has risen in indigenous communities as a means to pay
for education and food. Because men have a better chance of finding mainstream employment, out-
migration of men has become prevalent as a strategy for households to earn monetary income. The
accumulation of capital wealth in the hands of men only exacerbates the crumbling institution of
reciprocity that exists between men and women. Women’s ability to participate economically is
attenuated by heavier domestic workloads as a result of the men’s absence.

Gendered-education and the influx of cheap food and goods also threaten women’s abilities
to contribute monetarily to their communities. With the opening of markets as a result of neo-liberal
reforms, women struggle to sell agricultural goods and textiles due to competition from cheap
imports. As indigenous communities become increasingly exposed to the dominant society through
work and education, indigenous styles of dress have evolved. Purchasing mass-manufactured
textiles is an attractive and cheap alternative for people who wish to separate themselves from their
indigenous roots and communities. However, a shrinking market for indigenous textiles and crafts
only exacerbates economic difficulties for women. As earning money using traditional skills becomes
increasingly more arduous, women’s poverty — and thus indigenous poverty — only intensifies.

Indigenous Women and Double Discrimination

Threats from the dominant society to assimilate are pushing indigenous groups to strongly
promote cultural integrity and self-governance. A strategy of some indigenous movements in Latin
America is the re-indigenization of their culture to stimulate self-governance and to convince critics
of their authenticity. Because women are more likely to speak a native language, to wear customary
dress, and to perform traditional tasks, they are sometimes essential to “proving” the indigeneity of
their group. Indigenous communities promoting cultural relativism can lock women into these
traditional molds, which can result in further marginalization. Women are discouraged from
asserting their individual rights because it could impede the goals and dissolve the strength of the
greater indigenous movement. There are women who do choose to assert their individual rights
even at the risk of expulsion. Expulsion can be very intimidating because women have to become
incorporated within the dominant society, where they face not only gender discrimination, but
discrimination of race and class as well. In Chile, not only are indigenous Mapuche women lacking
mainstream skills, they are discriminated against because of the way they look. Mapuche women
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assert that particular types of work are not available to them because they do not represent the
national standard of beauty (Richards 2005). Indigenous women not only face serious challenges that
differ significantly from indigenous men, such as gender-based violence, they also struggle in ways
that are different from non-indigenous women in the economic, political, and health sectors.

The waning status of women in indigenous communities has resulted in their vulnerability to
gender-based violence. Marrying at a young age in various Mesoamerican societies can create a
substantial imbalance between partners and can leave women vulnerable to male dominance. In
some indigenous communities, gendered violence has become so prevalent that it is seen as a
cultural norm. For example, in Palo Alto, Bolivia, violence against young women in pre-marital
relationships has become inherent to indigenous society (United Nations 2007). In the Peruvian
Amazon, only a mere minority thought that they should not be beaten under any circumstance (Bant
and Girard 2008). Violence against women within their households worsens with the sexual and
gender discrimination that they face.

Women also have health that is inferior to that of indigenous men and non-indigenous
women, which highlights the ethnic and gendered discrimination they face. Throughout Latin
America, indigenous women experience higher maternal and infant mortality rates, more still-births
and miscarriages, and higher fertility rates. If indigenous women have access to healthcare, facilities
are usually ill equipped due to lack of government funding. LLanguage barriers complicate
communication between indigenous women and their Western-trained healthcare professionals.
Lack of understanding of traditional medical practices and its ties to indigenous spirituality from
healthcare providers aggravates cultural gaps and discrimination between practitioners and
“beneficiaries”. Because of racial and socio-economic biases, indigenous women have been the
subject of forced sterilizations throughout Latin America as targets of nationally and internationally-
funded family planning programs. Resentment amongst sterilized indigenous women prevents them
and others from seeking medical care even when it is necessary.

Conclusion

Feminists often criticize indigenous women for promoting their collective rights by
subjecting themselves to gendered inequalities within their communities. Indigenous women,
however, see their challenges as uniquely indigenous and therefore requiring indigenous solutions.
They recognize the need to assert both their individual and collective rights to contest inequalities.
Indigenous women see work with men as essential in order to alleviate the particular human rights
challenges that indigenous women face: ethnic, gender, and socioeconomic discrimination. Women,
particularly those from Mexico’s Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN), are leading the
way for indigenous women’s empowerment by using a distinctly indigenous solution: they are
reclaiming the indigenous ideology of complementarity as a strategy to revitalize women’s
contributions to society.

The struggles faced by indigenous women are complicated and interrelated. Programs and

policies that focus on indigenous struggles also need to pay attention to the particular challenges
faced by women within indigenous societies. Women need to be empowered economically and
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politically so that they can contest abuses and assert their rights. As demonstrated by the women of
the EZLN, indigenous women are capable of reestablishing women’s importance in society.
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