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the idea of a nation in contemporary 
Latín America is based on the deni
al of indigenous cultures. This has 
led in turn to the formulation of a 
continental indigenous policy, creat
ed at the First Inter-American In
digenous Congress of 1940, whose 

objective was the "assirnilatfon," 
"incorporation" or "integration" of 
indigenous populations into the 
rnolds of the dominant nation state. 

Violations of native human 
rights have been of two types. 0n 
the one hand, there is ample 
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documentation of violations of na
tive civil and political rights includ
ing those human rights defined in 
the United N ations Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, the 
Intemational Pact of Civil and Po
litical Rights, the_ Inter-American 
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cluded at least some reference to the 
collective rights of indigenous popu· 
lation of the continent. This is a 
task proposed by native organiza
tions in the 1980s. 

In conclusion, indigenous people 
still have a long road ahead in mat
ters of human rights now in force. 
There are two principal areas that 
require attention. On the one hand 
is the fight for the eff ectiveness of 
universal human rights guaranteed 
to a11 human beings and the sys
tematic violation of which the Indi-
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ans continue to be victims. On the 
other hand is the definition, identifi
cation and guarantee of collective 
ethnic rights of the indigenous peo· 
ples of America. It is increasingly 
evident that the enforcement and 
effectiveness of universal, individu
al human rights among indigenous 
peoples passes for the recognition of 
their collective ethnic rights. If this 
is achieved, it would destroy a great 
injustice that already has a five 
hundred year history of perpetra
tion and that is probably the prin· 

cipal legacy of the half millenium 
that has elapsed since the Europ· 
pean invasion of America. O 

Note: 

This essay is largely based on a more ex· 
tensive work by the author. Derecho indige
na y derechos humanos en América Latina, 
(lndian Law and Human Rights in Latin 
America), El Colegio de México and Institu· 
to Interamericano de Derechos Humanos, 
Mexico, 1988. 




