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introduction

 It is impossible to understand notions of indigenousness without first grasp-
ing genealogical processes of modernity. Although it is important to remember that 
indigenous communities themselves did not request it, the conception of indigeneity 
is fundamentally one held in dialectic opposition to modernity (O’Connor 2016, 27). 
Since this birth of indigeneity, and as indigenous groups increasingly receive national 
and legal guarantors of recognized privileges, social scientists have begun to answer 
questions over the material ties to indigeneity: Does adopting modes of modern tech-
nology make groups “less indigenous?” If indigenous groups convert to imported re-
ligions, do they lose credibility? (ibid.) Such questions gain access to the foundation 
of indigeneity not as a form of objective measurement but instead a call to an epochal 
and tangible moment in time. Echoing these sentiments in his analysis of the Hai-
tian Revolution, anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot argues that “the past does not 
exist independently from the present… The past—or more accurately, pastness—is a 
position. Thus, in no way can we identify the past as past” (Trouillot 2015, 15). Indi-
geneity operates using the same techniques as modernity itself: inseparable from our 
current paradigmatic positionality and understanding, though itself a material human 
product of history. While indigenous groups are inextricably tied to the historical 
point of reference that is their first contact with Europeans, a subject discussed later in 
this paper, such a point of reference necessarily exists in this contemporary moment, 
demanding contemporary comparison. 

Methodology 
 To conduct my research, I uncover historical cases representing the contrapo-
sitions of established cases. In some of these cases, such as the Pomors in Russia, there 
is an absence of clearly defined or agreed upon victimization. Many are fighting to 
this day to be fully recognized as indigenous. This research draws from the descriptive 
methodology of performing indigeneity by Laura R. Graham and H. Glenn Penny 
(2014), as well as that of Catherine Baglo (2014), emphasizing the interdisciplin-
ary and multidisciplinary approaches that exist and consistently emphasize agency, 
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self-conscious practice, and reflexivity.
 While it has been argued that the discursive construction of indigenous per-
sons fits kindly within a compartment of modernity, there exist clear difficulties syn-
thesizing the two. Whether it be an asymmetrical understanding of land and property 
rights across states and indigenous communities, control over natural resources, or 
efforts towards environmental sustainability, using metrics familiar to the modern 
international legal order when discussing indigenous persons frequently leads to inad-
vertent policy outcomes (Ahren 2016, Ch. 9). The question of how the nation-state 
can best treat indigenous groups has been thoroughly discussed at the internation-
al level, placated on a series of agreements and treatises assigning special rights and 
self-determination properties to indigenous groups (ibid., Ch. 6). As material rights 
granted to indigenous groups are more firmly implemented, the following question 
arises: how did the discourse of indigenousness come about? 
 Today, being marked as indigenous most often requires the qualifications 
detailed in the 1981 Cobo Report, a key component of the United Nations Decla-
ration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The Cobo Report requires indigenous 
persons to have a “[h]istorical continuity with pre-invasion and pre-colonial societies 
that developed on their territories, consider themselves distinct from other sectors of 
the societies now prevailing on those territories, or parts of them” (1981). Numerous 
anticolonial scholars have pointed out key oversights in the Cobo report, namely the 
failure of indigeneity to shift away from recognition as just another kinship-based 
identity system, comparable to “a nation, people, or tribe” (Bens 2020, 5). So, how 
should institutions regard indigenous persons? The answer lies in what Edward Said 
described as “humanist liberation,” or a return to the historical understanding that is 
gained through institutions humanizing and historicizing those that they attempt to 
measure and compartmentalize (Makdisi 2005). 
 My research was complicated by uncovering historical anomalies from the 
norm of indigenousness remaining static upon European discovery. The first anomaly 
is the existence of various contemporary Afro-Indigenous groups in Latin America 
made up of communities of former slaves forcibly brought to Latin America, includ-
ing the Garifuna in Honduras and the Miskito in Nicaragua (Meringer 2010). Today, 
many of these groups are colloquially (and legally) referred to as indigenous yet are 
descendants of those imported as chattel to the New World well after the initial period 
of European colonization. In the Arctic, some communities were labeled indigenous 
long after contact was made during European colonization, such as the Sami peoples 
inhabiting areas in Norway and Sweden. These groups were listed as indigenous due 
to notions of cultural imperialism conducted by European powers, valuing indigenous 
culture as something to be preserved (Corson 1995).

understanding indigeneity

 Grasping conceptions of indigeneity is impossible without either experienc-
ing indigeneity oneself or distantly (yet procedurally) humanizing indigenous persons. 
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According to a 2002 United Nations report, there are over 300 million indigenous 
persons in the world. These groups live in over 70 countries as members of about 
5,000 communities (United Nations 2002). At the international level, the treatment 
of indigenous persons remains non-standardized. Differences between de jure and de 
facto policies towards indigenous groups exist in nearly every country with a signif-
icant proportion of such communities, most commonly over questions of national 
assimilation, which naturally appeals to the institutional and bureaucratic nature of 
the nation-state (Varfolomeeva 2012, 69). 
 The solution, however, does not clearly lie at the supranational level. As men-
tioned earlier, there are unsolved criticisms leveled at how the United Nations has 
evolved to code indigeneity. The European Convention on Human Rights occasion-
ally stands at odds with others in the international community over the description 
of indigenous peoples (Kirchner 2016, 13). This conflict comes to its greatest fruition 
within the judiciary, where protections are guaranteed to some groups on the margins 
of Europe but far fewer within the mainland (ibid., 2). In effect, the indigenous peo-
ples’ movement has formed into “…a global community of indigenous peoples de-
termined to make human rights make a difference” (Carpenter and Riley 2013, 234). 
The movement has found its footing through the descriptive storytelling of European 
victimization of their communities, giving visceral accounts of the brutal effects of 
international colonialism. 
 The very existence of such a noticeable movement, traceable to the past 50 
years, is itself anecdotal evidence of such brutality. Therefore, the differences between 
those that were colonized and those that practiced colonialism could serve as the firm 
line that international and state institutions have been attempting to find. However, 
there are also other metrics of indigeneity. Depending on the sociopolitical context, 
purely urban/rural splits can and have served as legal definitions for indigeneity, such 
as with the Kikuyu community in Central Kenya (Robertson 1997). Recently, the 
transition toward cultural imperialism has become a common unit of measurement 
for indigeneity. This transition has come to surpass even the physical violence impart-
ed by colonial powers, the traditional means of defining indigeneity, as the existence 
of a coercive and forceful imposition of a given culture onto a preexisting one has 
grown into a key arbiter of indigeneity (Hiller and Carlson 2018, 45). Historically, 
such a context is tied to the geopolitics of the Cold War, where American media and 
government agencies became increasingly alarmed about Soviet assimilation projects 
in Siberian indigenous communities, despite lacking a clear history of violent human 
conflict in that region (Van Hoyweghen and Smis 2002, 59). This role of the global 
order concerning the temporal nature of indigenous groups is often overlooked by ac-
ademics in international relations. In his article “Indigenous Peoples and International 
Law Issues,” indigenous legal scholar S. James Anaya argued that scholars missing such 
a point leads to fissures in notions of state sovereignty, questions of the legitimacy of 
self-determination, and a failure to acknowledge “the role of non-state actors in inter-
national legal pressures” (1998, 96-98).
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Indigeneity and VictiMization

 Therefore, I arrive at the current state of international indigenous jurispru-
dence. Victimization has become the key metric for codifying indigeneity, even if it 
has not been formally described as such. Suffering the effects of cultural imperial-
ism imposed by a colonial power has become the de facto test of indigeneity in the 
world, a practice which human violence is argued to stem from. Such an argument 
over the socially coercive role of colonialism is partially what the Martinez Cobo 
definition appears to argue, and generally is how the definition is interpreted in 
international courts today (Musafiri 2012). This definition has been expanded by 
international institutions in recent years, namely with the 1989 International Labor 
Organization Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Convention as well as the 2007 United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Understanding this, Co-
bo’s understanding of victimization has neither been expanded on nor fully elimi-
nated, with practically no academic articles outside of specific case studies discussing 
a generalizable role that both cultural and human colonial oppression played not 
just towards indigenous groups as a point in history but also in the very creation of 
indigeneity as a historical concept.
 It is worth noting, however, some possible oversights in this analysis. Thus 
far, this research may have given the appearance that only the same groups that 
coercively exported their systems of power were also able to export the critiques of 
it. Western bureaucratic institutions continue to play a massive role in the inclusion 
of indigenous groups in their own preferred channels of recognition, such as with 
supranational organizations or non-governmental organizations. However, this does 
not mean erasing the sovereign and anticolonial voices that have always existed with-
in indigenous communities. It is an unfortunate circumstance of today’s paradigm 
that forcibly reduces indigenous voices to the margins of international political dis-
course. In this research, I hope to convey the point that dominant discourses are by 
no means justified due to their position and would like to trace genealogical differ-
ences over time between narratives of indigenous human victimization and cultural 
victimization. 

indigeneity in the arctic

  So, where does the Arctic fit into this conception of indigeneity? Native Arc-
tic communities have had some of the most difficult times in achieving recognition 
as indigenous, with most of the nearly four million indigenous persons living in the 
region only recently achieving legal recognition (Dubreuil 2011, 924). According 
to the national legal codes that most Arctic countries use to govern their indigenous 
populations, there is no reason for Arctic indigenous groups to be left out. However, 
just as the human understanding of indigeneity can best be understood with an un-
derstanding of victimization, so can common perceptions of non-indigeneity. There 
was less popular demand for Arctic communities, particularly in Asia and Europe, 
to become codified as indigenous because Arctic colonization was, for the most part, 
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much less violent (ibid., 937). For much of the colonial period, namely following 
the Russian conquest of Siberia starting in 1850, Arctic indigenous communities 
were left to their own accord and were only required to participate in national 
assimilation projects such as adoption of the Russian language and school system. 
In addition, fewer resources and lower populations limited the Arctic to what it had 
an abundance of: territory to be claimed (Berkman 2012, 145). By the turn of the 
20th century, the Arctic had become a geopolitical landscape under the close eye 
of the world powers at the time. When the specter of the Cold War guided mili-
tary strategists to inspect every element of national security as zero-sum, the Arctic 
became immeasurably valuable. This paradigm did not only affect the Arctic land-
mass, however. In an effort to occupy land that could be used as a staging area for a 
future Soviet invasion, the Canadian government in 1953-55 forcibly relocated Inuit 
communities from the Eastern Hudson Bay to the High Arctic. In Russia, the 1582 
Cossack colonization of Siberia led by Yermak led to a bloody and lasting campaign 
to potentially use as a point of reference for Siberian indigenous groups. However, 
the Russian rule over the area was generally lenient in terms of traditional notions 
of colonial oppression, although later Soviet doctrine was heavily assimilationist in 
terms of cultural policy. 
 Therefore, there was far less discourse on Arctic indigeneity until cultural 
imperialism became a legitimized discourse as a means for indigeneity (Bartels and 
Bartels 2006). During the Cold War, this notion of cultural imperialism became 
increasingly cited as a means of critiquing Soviet colonization and assimilation of 
indigenous groups. In such regions, while generally popular policies of collectiviz-
ing indigenous land ownership and stringent antislavery measures were passed, the 
Soviet Union undertook widespread assimilation policies. As mentioned earlier, such 
policies primarily featured standardized language and schooling reforms as well as 
ideological training (ibid., 273). As assimilation became a point of controversy for 
international audiences concerned with indigenous groups, indigenous Siberian 
groups were generally given widespread legitimacy in their claims. This was not true 
for all Siberian communities, however.
 Representing the contrapositive position and the necessity that experienced 
victimization is to indigenous groups, the Pomors, a Siberian group seeking indig-
enous classification in Russia today, is still waiting for recognition. The Pomors’ 
positivist claim stems from existing cultural practices, which mirror many other 
indigenous groups in their region of Siberia. However, such practices do not mirror 
their historical experiences with colonization, as the group is made up of ethnic Rus-
sian settlers native to Veliky Novgorod. These settlers themselves were a part of the 
Russians’ colonial procedures during the conquest of Siberia; their claim to indigene-
ity has never been approved and thereby brings the argument for cultural practices as 
justification of indigeneity into question (Blockland and Reibler 2011).
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conclusion

 Indigeneity as discourse is rooted in similar material notions produced by 
modernity as the ways of measuring it. Because recognizing the contributions and 
pain that indigenous groups have felt at the behest of their newfound countries is 
increasingly relevant today, there needs to be a better understanding of how indi-
geneity as a notion genealogically developed. In doing so, we need to return to our 
historical position of indigeneity. This means officially removing positivist contem-
porary qualifiers for indigeneity and finally giving historical legitimacy to the claims 
of and recognizing the violent atrocities or coercive behavior that colonial powers 
imparted upon indigenous groups. This position is no more relevant than in the Arc-
tic, where the negotiated challenge to indigeneity continues to this day as groups not 
previously held under the international spectacle are coming to the forefront with 
their own stories of colonial experiences. It is imperative to recognize the importance 
of human and cultural victimization to us as humans in recognizing indigenous 
groups, and we need to demand that our international institutions do the same. If 
not, we run the risk of losing the histories and valuable stories of indigenous groups, 
eliminating a discourse that may provide us with alternatives to the system of mo-
dernity that produced the victimization in the first place. 
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