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Abstract

More than 15 million people ascribed themselves as indigenous in the 2010 Mexican popula-
tion and housing census; this represents 15% of total national population that year. This figure 
increased almost threefold during the 2000-2010 period, and it became the highest indigenous 
population censual volume since 1930. The present article discusses explanations for the pheno-
menon, such as the revitalization of ethnicity, the different ways to formulate census questions, 
censual quality, and demographic growth. The body of evidence suggests that the wording of 
the relevant question in the 2010 census, which referred the ethnic issue to “culture”, turned out 
to be more permissive for the population to ascribe themselves as indigenous, and therefore its 
volume was overestimated. 

Keywords: indigenous people, indigenous language speakers, ethnic belonging, cultural belon-
ging, census.

Resumen

A partir de los resultados del censo mexicano de población y vivienda de 2010, la población 
autoadscrita como indígena sumó más de 15 millones, es decir, representó 15 por ciento de la po-
blación nacional de ese año. Esta cifra casi se triplicó en el periodo 2000-2010 y se convirtió en el 
volumen censal más alto de la población indígena desde 1930. En el presente artículo se discuten 
distintas explicaciones posibles al fenómeno, como son la revitalización de lo étnico, las diferen-
tes formulaciones de las preguntas censales, la calidad censal y el crecimiento demográfico. El 
cúmulo de la evidencia apunta a que fue la formulación de la pregunta del 2010, que al referir la 
condición étnica a la “cultura”, resultó más permisiva para que la población se autoadscribiera 
como indígena y sobreestimó su volumen.

Palabras clave: Indígenas, hablantes de lengua indígena, pertenencia étnica, pertenencia a una 
cultura, censos. 
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Introduction

T he number of people over five years old who reported themsel-
ves as belonging to an indigenous group in the survey carried out 
in the context of the 2000 Mexican census was more than five 

million; ten years later, this number increased to more than 15 million. This 
represents a 2.8-fold increase in one decade. The annual average growth 
rates during the intercensal period was 10.7 percent, which is equivalent to 
saying that the self-ascribed population doubles every 7.5 years. The per-
centage of people over five years of age from the total national population 
who ascribed themselves as indigenous increased from six to 15% from 
2000 to 2010. This is the highest volume of indigenous population registe-
red in a Mexican census since 1930. As described by the authors, there are 
four elements that could explain the unusually rapid population increase: I) 
ethnicity was revitalized during the period, ii) the permissive effect of the 
question as formulated in 2010 referring to an indigenous “culture”, iii) the 
quality of the 2000 and 2010 censuses data, and iv) demographic growth. 

The aim of the present article is to point out the differences in indi-
genous population counting as a result of the self-ascription questions in 
the 2000 and 2010 censuses. Our hypothesis is that phrasing differences 
between the 2010 question and the 2000 question explain much of the in-
crease in the figures, rather than an ethnic revitalization process as propo-
sed by Fernández (2011). The question about self-adscription used in the 
extended questionnaire changed significantly between the 2000 and 2010 
censuses. In 2000, referring to each person over five years of age in the 
household, respondents were asked: Is (NAME) is Nahuatl, Maya, Zapo-
tec, Mixtec, or belongs to another indigenous group? In 2010, the extended 
questionnaire included the following question referred to people over three 
years of age: Based on (NAME)’s culture, does he or she consider himself 
or herself as indigenous?

The present study sets forth from the premise that the different phra-
sing of the census questions, designed to identify indigenous population, 
does not a priori invalidate the comparability of their results because both 
questions have exactly the same purpose: to measure the individual’s self-
ascription or sense of belonging. Indeed, one of the intentions of the pre-
sent article is to demonstrate that the word “culture” resulted in ethnic 
overstatement, which can be verified only by contrasting both questions 
(ethnic belonging in 2000 and ethnic self-ascription in 2010).
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The document is divided in five parts. The first part examines the re-
vitalization of indigenous identity and manifestations of ethnic revival in 
Mexico from 2000 to 2010 as factors that can in fact explain the increased 
percentage of Mexican population who ascribed themselves as part of an 
indigenous culture as reported by the 2010 census extended questionnaire. 
The second part analyzes total population trends of indigenous belonging 
obtained through the different questions used in the most recent censuses 
in Latin America. The third part presents the results of a quality evalua-
tion focused on the 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses using three indices: 
United Nations, Whipple, and Myers-Briggs. The fourth section presents 
sociodemographic characteristics of the 2000 and 2010 censuses popula-
tions; it was found that the characteristics of people surveyed in 2000 are 
closer to those of indigenous language speakers (ILS) than those surveyed 
in 2010. 

Revitalization of ethnicity in Mexico

Patricia Fernandez (2011) indicates that the 2010 census results showed 
a high proportion (58.3 percent) of people who declared themselves to be 
indigenous but failed to speak an indigenous language, which suggested 
that the country was in the midst of a period of ethnic revitalization. That 
statement provided grounds to investigate if Mexico was indeed in such 
process, or rather, conceptual issues concerning the censual question were 
involved in the explanation behind the high proportion of self-ascribed 
indigenous people indicated by the author.

In Mexico, there were two phenomena that could have been playing an 
important role in reappraising the indigenous world: i) the recognition of 
indigenous peoples’ rights and ii) the Zapatista movement. This is in line 
with Alicia Barabas (2004: 2), who pointed out the existence of ethnic 
linguistic and cultural revitalization processes taking place among ethnic 
groups throughout the country—especially in urban contexts and built 
upon a new dignity of being indigenous—occurring after the emergence 
of the Zapatista movement in Chiapas. This seemed to be a revision of 
hundreds of years of internalization of the stigma associated with indige-
nous identities and cultures by non-indigenous society and accepted by 
the victims of the process. According to Barabas, the enactment of state 
laws favorable for indigenous peoples and the establishment of funding for 
recognized ethnic groups were also behind the identity resurgence (2004).
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The acknowledgement of indigenous peoples’ rights

One of the first international norms adopted by the Mexican government 
concerning indigenous rights was the Indigenous and Tribal Peoples Con-
vention in Independent Countries published by the International Labor Or-
ganization (ILO Convention 169, or C169). The convention represented 
a legal instrument on indigenous matters and provided a definition of the 
indigenous individual (Carbonell, 2004). Additionally, according to Ben-
goa, the Convention asserted the concept of indigenous peoples as the most 
adequate to deal with indigenous issues at the international level and was 
a turning point in the way to reflect on indigenous peoples because the 
groups’ awareness of themselves was highlighted in determining whether 
they are indigenous or not (2007: 274).

The Convention was approved by the Mexican congress in July 1990 
and published in the Official Journal of the Federation on August 3. Fi-
nally, the President of the Republic ratified the C169 on August 13. Fo-
llowing the ratification, the fourth article of the national constitution was 
amended on January 28 1992, and the country was officially proclaimed as 
a multicultural nation. However, in accordance with Burguette and Gómez 
(2008), the reform was not regulated, it was applied only in part, and not all 
local constitutions were amended in acknowledgement of the multicultural 
nature of the federal entities. On the other hand, the Federal District and 
federal criminal codes were modified to include customary law in cases 
in which the indicted person had indigenous origins. Finally, indigenous 
language court interpreters were approved.

The Zapatista Army of National Liberation (EZLN) emerged in Chiapas 
in 1994. In February 1996, Ernesto Zedillo’s administration signed the San 
Andrés Larráinzar agreements. These agreements became a constitutional 
amendment proposal centered on indigenous culture and rights drafted by 
the Commission for Concord and Pacification (COCOPA)1. COCOPA’s 
project was approved by the EZLN, but the executive power reformed the 
proposal and the EZLN walked away from the negotiations. Vicente Fox, 
Mexican president at the time, sent the COCOPA initiative to congress in 
December 2000, where it was further modified. Congress approved the 
so-called indigenous act in July 2001, and the EZLN accused the govern-
ment of “treason”. The constitutional amendments were published in the 
Official Journal of the Federation on August 14 2001. The ethnic theme 
was abrogated from the fourth article and it was included and extended in 

1 Plural parliamentary commission created in December 2004.



175 october/december 2015

Self-ascribed indigenous respondents in the 2010 Mexican census: Ethnic ... / G. VÁZQUEZ y M. F. QUEZADA

the second article. Additionally, a second and third paragraphs were inclu-
ded in the first article, a sixth paragraph was added to article 18, and a last 
paragraph was added to the third fraction of article 115. The second article 
reproduces the definition of indigenous peoples included in ILO’s C169 
and adds a definition of indigenous community. Fraction A of the second 
article recognizes and gives indigenous communities the right to self-de-
termination and autonomy concerning their social organization practices, 
and fraction B establishes the promotion of public policy focused on indi-
genous peoples as a function of federal, state, and municipal governments.

Criticism of the constitutional recognition of indigenous rights inclu-
des the relevant regulation being left to local congresses and autonomy 
being applied only at the municipal level. This reform served the State to 
advance its institutions in the framework of neoliberal policies (Burguete 
& Gomez, 2008; Valladares, 2003). Additionally, López Bárcenas points 
out that placing indigenous peoples and communities at the same hierar-
chical level was a mistake: indigenous peoples should have been better 
recognized as the subject of law before the State and indigenous communi-
ties as public right entities belonging to indigenous peoples. Additionally, 
the author writes that the definition of community can be limited because 
there are communities settled in more than one territory, for instance mi-
grant communities, although they make up a single social unit (2000: 219). 
Another demand concerns the ethnic common law basis establishing that 
indigenous peoples recognize their own authorities; the author proposes 
the recognition of peoples’ own authorities but not necessarily based on 
customs and practices, which could lead to a “petrification” of social chan-
ge in indigenous communities (2000: 219).

From July to October 2001, municipalities in the states of Oaxaca, 
Chiapas, Guerrero, Morelos, Veracruz, Michoacán, Jalisco, Puebla, Ta-
basco, Hidalgo, and Tlaxcala presented 330 constitutional disputes against 
amendments to articles 1, 2, 4, 18, and 115, which were ruled as inadmissi-
ble by the Supreme Court of Justice of the Nation (SCJN) on September 6 
2002. According to Valdivia (2009), at the end of the period from 1990 to 
2007 only 17 states reformed their constitutions to include the indigenous 
matter rulings; 12 of these states acknowledged the multicultural composi-
tion of the nation textually and 10 approved a specific regulation on indi-
genous matters: Oaxaca (1998), Chiapas (1999), Campeche (2000), State 
of Mexico (2002), San Luís Potosí (September 2003), Nayarit (December 
2004), Jalisco (January 2007), Michoacán (March 2007), Durango (July 
2007), and Baja California (October 2007).
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Besides the C169, another important international instrument is the 
United Nations Declaration on Indigenous Peoples Rights, adopted by 
the United Nations General Assembly on September 13 20072. This de-
claration was published by the Mexican government through the National 
Commission for the Development of Indigenous Peoples (CDI) in 2008 
and 2009. The government thus declared its support to this international 
instrument expected to work on the benefit of indigenous peoples (CDI, 
2009: 12).

C169 set a precedent for legal reformations, whereas the debate bet-
ween indigenous peoples’ collective and individual rights remained un-
resolved in the UN Declaration. As stated by Díaz Polanco (2006), these 
reformations in indigenous matters by the Mexican government were not 
satisfactory for the peoples, and they are hardly the basis of a democra-
tic and multi-ethnic state. Consequently, in view of the dissatisfaction of 
Mexican indigenous peoples and the EZLN with the changes, the idea that 
this process of recognition of rights resulted in a revival of the indigenous 
identity or a widespread revitalization of ethnicity clearly shown by cen-
sual data cannot be sustained, especially after the limitations of the so-
called indigenous law and the resolution of the Supreme Court in regard to 
the constitutional disputes.

The Zapatista Army of National Liberation and the peak of the indi-
genous movement

Several authors (Otero, 2004; Díaz Polanco, 2006; Carrasco et al. 2007; 
Harvey, 2011) agree that the peak of the indigenous movement was the 
emergence of the EZLN, which became one of the best known indigenous 
resistance movements around the world and captured international atten-
tion due to its distinctive call to civil society and its use of information and 
communication technologies (the internet and other media).

Carrasco et al. (2007: 135-136) differentiate three phases of the EZLN 
as an organization. The first phase, from 1984 to 1994, was characterized 
by the accumulation of social and political forces among the indigenous 
people in Ocosingo and self-organization activities around the plan to raise 
a guerrilla army capable of facing the government; thus, the EZLN began 
along classic guerrilla formation lines, acting in almost complete secrecy. 
The second phase took place from 1994 to 2001, and its characteristic mo-
ments were: 

2 Countries voting against this declaration were the United States, Canada, Australia, and New 
Zealand. 
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•	 A transformation of its ideological platform as a result of political suc-
cess and the sympathies of many sectors of the Mexican society and 
abroad; for the authors, the EZLN’s success was due to its base of 
indigenous people and its being the first guerrilla war on the internet.

•	 Between 1994 and the first months of 2001, the indigenous cause was 
the central axis of the fight, which resulted in a Zapatista demons-
tration including indigenous representatives and the presence of the 
army’s commanders in the Mexican Congress on March 28 2001. 

The final period began in 2001 and was characterized by the inexistence 
of negotiations throughout the Vicente Fox administration. Additionally, 
there was a political and ideological recomposition within the EZLN in 
which the government’s legitimacy and democracy were not recognized 
(Carrasco et al., 2007), the ties between the Democratic Revolution Par-
ty (PRD) and the EZLN were cut, and the army developed a number of 
alternative political strategies, such as the Caracoles, Good Government 
Meetings, and The Other Campaign3.

According to Harvey (2011), the Caracoles and the Good Government 
Meetings represented attempts to build democracy based on everyday life 
within communities and a legitimate and effective way to address conflict 
among the supporters of political parties, indigenous groups, and Zapatista 
groups and to address disputes peacefully as an alternative to the official 
political system. For its part, The Other Campaign opened the door to the 
possibility of doing politics independent from political parties and the po-
litical system in different parts of the country and around the world. For 
by Díaz Polanco (2006: 167), the Caracoles and the Good Government 
Meetings represented a valid and legitimate form of civil disobedience 
opposing the lack of recognition of essential rights of indigenous people 
associated with autonomy.

The Vicente Fox and Felipe Calderón administrations failed to make 
concrete proposals to avoid a confrontation with the EZLN. The issue of 
the indigenous began to fade during Vicente Fox’s government, charac-
terized by its developmental approach to ethnicity (Díaz Polanco, 2006). 
With Calderón’s government, the issue was reduced to policies aimed at 
reducing policy and the EZLN stopped negotiations with the government 
because there were no points of convergence between the parts in order to 
carry on with the negotiations (Carrasco et al., 2007). As a summary, for 

3 Sixth Declaration of The Lacandon Jungle, see: http://palabra.ezln.org.mx/
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Díaz Polanco (2006), the indigenous movement has been characterized by 
the following elements: 

•	 A state of internal fracture and scattering worsened by the lack of their 
own clear political strategy.

•	 Its peak corresponds to the years between the Zapatista uprising and 
the San Andrés agreements (1994-1996). Two achievements of the pe-
riod were the negotiation and dialogue processes, which gave rise to 
considerable reflective and organizational effervescence and the ap-
pearance of two national organizations: the National Indigenous Plural 
Assembly for Autonomy (ANIPA) and the National Indigenous Con-
gress (CNI).

•	 Contradictions resulting in acute splitting began in 1997. The result 
has been the decay of national organizations and the lack of an acti-
ve aggregate national organization capable of mobilizing its members 
toward short and medium term political program.

•	 The national presence of the movement has depended on sporadic calls 
by the EZLN, but such summons have lacked initiative and an effecti-
ve, timely, and sustained response to “each blow” by the state.

•	 Scattered local and regional movements without a national leaders-
hip regarding different popular initiatives of various kinds which have 
emerged over the past years.

•	 The revindication of the San Andrés agreements by the COCOPA as 
the minimum level of indigenous demand has been a beacon for the 
movement, but the discourse may be at risk of losing inspirational qua-
lities over time (Díaz Polanco, 2006: 32).

As stated above these lines, the highlight of the indigenous movement 
took place during the mid and late 1990s. The movement began to fade 
after 2000, and the EZLN disappeared from the national stage and has op-
ted for a strategy of “silence”. Carrasco et al. (2007) note that the effect of 
The Other Campaign was less significant than expected, and the EZLN’s 
demonstrations in recent years have also been silent (for instance on its 
twentieth anniversary and demonstrations in support of the students di-
sappeared from Ayotzinapa, Guerrero, in September 2014). Moreover, the 
Subcomandante Marcos ceased to be the spokesperson of the EZLN. As 
pointed out by Hernández (2014), its last appearance and farewell marks 
the end of an era in the Zapatista struggle. Nevertheless, there are efforts in 
place in different states in the country to recover and revitalize indigenous 
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languages and re-ethnization processes4. Additionally, the awareness pro-
vided by the EZLN to the world is undeniable. Unfortunately, these efforts 
were not significant enough to change the trends of indigenous population 
in the 2010 census.

Trends of indigenous belonging in recent censuses in Latin America

In 2010, Mexico became the country with the largest number of people 
who considered themselves to be indigenous in all Latin America. Since 
2000, when a relevant question was first included in the expanded census 
questionnaire, Mexico had been the country with the largest number of 
self-ascribed indigenous people in Latin America, but that year the figure 
was only slightly higher than in Guatemala in 2002 (Table 1). However, 
in 2010, the figure was larger than in the rest of Latin American countries 
(with census data available) combined (Table 1). In total, there are approxi-
mately 27.7 million self-ascribed indigenous people in 13 Latin American 
countries; 54% of those people were from Mexico.

Ten of these countries included questions on ethnic self-ascription, and 
their published results from the previous two censuses show an increased 
proportion of self-ascribed indigenous people in six of them (Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama, and Venezuela), a decreased pro-
portion in three of them (Argentina, Bolivia, and Chile), and the same pro-
portion in Brazil. The country where the proportion increased the most was 
Mexico (8.8%), and the country where the proportion decreased the most 
was Bolivia (21%) (Table 2).

One of the reasons why proportions of self-ascribed indigenous people 
can vary between countries or in the same country from one census to 
another is the formulation of the question. Specialized literature has poin-
ted out the existence of certain phrasings that can elicit positive reactions. 
For example, the case of the 2010 Mexican census using the word “cultu-
re”; questions using that word may have led to an exaggerated adhesion to 
the indigenous cause out of sympathy, whereas direct questions about “be-
longing” to indigenous peoples and which specific people could produce 
negative reactions —due to prejudices or a need to deny one’s identity—
and result in underreporting (Peyser & Chackiel, 1999).

In order to verify these assertions against the existing censual infor-
mation up to date, the following paragraphs present an analysis of ques-
tions included in the last two censuses published in Latin America. We 
will firstly analyze the six countries in which the proportion increased, and 
secondly the three countries where it decreased.
4 Bartolomé (2006) has developed an interesting reflection around the re-ethnicization process.
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As can be appreciated in tables 3 and 4, in three out of the six countries 
where the proportion of self-ascribed indigenous population increased bet-
ween one census and the next it was because the second census included 
the word “culture” in the phrasing of the question, but not in the corres-
ponding question in the first census. The word “culture” was included in 
the first census but not in the second only in the case of Costa Rica, where 
the proportion of indigenous people did not increase5. On the other hand, 
the word culture appeared in the relevant question in the first census and 
not in the second in one of the three countries where the proportion of self-
ascribed indigenous population decreased from one census to the next.

This evidence is consistent with observations by specialists in that ques-
tions referred to culture produce a sympathy that can result in an oversta-
tement of indigenous belonging; nevertheless, it is of course not the only 
cause of increased or decreased statement.

Quality evaluation of 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses

One way to assess the quality of a census questions consists in using eva-
luation techniques based on declared age, such as Whipple, Myers, and 
United Nations indices. Age is associated with the rest of demographic 
phenomena, so the accuracy with which age is declared is a representative 
measure of overall statistical quality. 

These three indices were applied to ethnical self-ascription questions 
(see above) included in 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses. It is important to 
highlight that, in both cases, the data correspond to a sample of approxima-
tely 10 percent of the national population; therefore, as opposed to the cen-
sus, these sources can introduce both sampling and “non-sampling” errors 
in calculations. These errors are also expected to affect age surveying, 
which adds up to the acceptable or unacceptable quality of the census.

Whipple, Myers, and United Nations indices were first applied to cen-
sus data (United Nations, 1955: 40), and they are widely used to evaluate 
survey quality (Estrella, 1993; Pardeshi, 2010; Borkotoky, 2014). Conse-
quently, using these techniques can be expected to yield reliable results.

5 Although this country registered an increase of indigenous population from 2000 to 2011, data 
from the University of Costa Rica digital atlas of indigenous peoples shows that only 75% of the 
total number of self-ascribed indigenous people identified themselves as part of one of the eight 
indigenous peoples of the country. Therefore, some of the people who considered themselves 
indigenous in that census year were not necessarily part of an indigenous people. See: http://
www.pueblosindigenas.odd.ucr.ac.cr/index.php/etnias/etnias descripciongeneral?view=archive 
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Additionally, as indicated as the purpose of the present study, the inten-
tion was to determine whether the quality of the data could have affected 
the variation in self-ascribed indigenous people found by the second cen-
sus.

Whipple’s index measures the attraction of one or two digits in ages. Its 
interpretation is as follows: between 100 and 105, it points out very accu-
rate data; from 105 to 110, the data are relatively accurate; from 110 to 125 
data are approximate, from 125 to 175 data are unreliable, and 175 or more 
represents very unreliable data. The Myers-Briggs type indicator measures 
each individual digit’s attraction or repulsion, as well as the overall level of 
attraction obtained by adding the absolute values of the individual indices 
for the 10 digits. It is interpreted as follows: indices between zero and five 
are low; between 5.1 and 15, intermediate; between 15.1 and 30, high, and 
higher than 30.1, very high. Additionally, the United Nations index lacks 
accuracy in declared age and digit preference, and it presents a differen-
tial omission of individuals taking place at certain ages and, consequently, 
irregularities in age and sex data. Indices higher than 40 indicate inaccurate 
information, 40 to 20 indicates intermediate quality, and an index below 
20 indicates that the data is satisfactory (Pimienta & Vera, 1999). Higher 
values reflect poor data quality in all three indices.

Whipple’s index showed that women’s declaration is slightly worse than 
men’s declaration, and age declaration is poor in both cases of affirmati-
ve answer (ascribes self as indigenous) and unspecified response, whereas 
the level is similar in the case of negative answers and overall figures. 
Myers-Briggs type indicator showed a concentration of declaration around 
certain digits at high levels in both affirmative and negative answer, and 
intermediate in unspecified answers and overall figures. Finally, the United 
Nations index indicated intermediate levels for the affirmative answer and 
not specified answer and satisfactory levels for the negative answer and 
unspecified answer.

For the 2010 census, Whipple’s index evinced that women’s age de-
claration is slightly better than in the case of men, and the quality of such 
declaration is approximate in all cases, except in the case of unspecified 
answers, where it is bad. The Myers-Briggs index showed that preference 
for a digit in age declaration is intermediate in all categories. Finally, the 
United Nations index revealed satisfactory levels in all cases. It should 
be highlighted that the unspecified response quality for the 2010 census 
question is significantly worse than in the case of affirmative answers, ne-
gative answers, and overall figures, which makes sense given that inaccu-
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rate answers when the respondent is unable to provide an answer should 
belong to that category, leaving the affirmative and negative answer then 
the respondent knows the answer accurately. In general, the quality of age 
declaration for the question about self-adscription improved from the 2000 
to the 2010 Mexican census (Table 5).

Characteristics of indigenous population in 2000 and 2010 
censuses

This section characterizes the populations censed in 2000 and 2010 with 
the purpose of providing an at least partial explanation to the remarkable 
differences between the two populations. 

The variables used for analysis were population by age, population by 
sex, overall fertility rate, indigenous language speaker, size of community 
of regular residence, state of residence, absolute migration, average schoo-
ling, and kinship with head of household.

Only population of five years of age or older were considered in order 
to enable a comparison of values for population self-ascribed as indigenous 
between the 2000 and 2010 censuses. The 2010 census includes these data 
for children aged three and four, but they are not considered in this study.

Population by age and sex

The distribution of population self-ascribed as indigenous reported by the 
expanded 2000 questionnaire presents certain differences with respect to 
the 2010 census; these differences can be explained in part by the pro-
gress of demographic transition among this population sector. Graphic 1 
shows the proportional distribution of self-ascribed population by five-
year groups by age and sex for both censuses. Three observations were 
made: I) the youngest five-year age groups for both sexes (5-9, 10-14, 15-
19 y 20- 14) were larger in 2000 than in 2010; ii) there are no significant 
differences in the 25-29 group between censuses for either sex, and iii) an 
inverted relationship can be observed in all groups from 30-34 to 70 and 
older for both sexes. In other words, the proportion of people censed in 
2000 is smaller than in 2010; these data are consistent with the combined 
effect of decreased rates of fertility in this population sector over the past 
decades and increased mortality at all ages, which increases the survival of 
adult populations. Thus, there is no evidence that the differences between 
self-adscription questions in the 2000 and 2010 censuses had a significant 
effect on the selection of population by age and sex.
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Graphic 2 shows population pyramids for national population in 2000 
and 2010. These pyramids are the basis for an analysis focused on self-as-
cribed population: the 25-29 population group remains similar from 2000 
to 2010, but the 30-34 group changes, and more significantly, the reduction 
in 2010 in groups 5-9, 10-14, and 15-19 is not as important for national 
population as it is for self-ascribed population. 

To quantify differences, the 2000 value from the age pyramid was sub-
tracted from the 2010 value for each age group, and the data are presented 
by sex.

In Graphic 3, each bar represents the difference in percentage between 
the 2000 population and the 2010 population for each age group, and the 
same is done for national male population and self-ascribed population so 
that they can be compared. It showcases that the reduction in age groups 
5-9 and 10-14 is higher for self-ascribed population than for national po-
pulation by one percentage point, and such trend is the same for women 
(Graphic 4). In the 353.8-39 group and older, the differences (negative in 
this case) between 2000 and 2010 are small and there are no clear differen-
ces between self-ascribed population and general population. Therefore, 
although the important changes in self-ascribed population age and sex 
distribution between 2000 and 2010 share the national trend of demogra-
phic transition, the reduction in values in the youngest five-year age groups 
(5-9 and 10-14) is much larger than in the rest of the country.

Overall fertility rate

The overall fertility rate of women self-ascribed as indigenous in 2000 was 
4.1 children per woman, whereas the rate for total population was 2.8. In 
2010, the overall fertility rate of women self-ascribed as indigenous was 
2.8 children per woman, whereas the rate was 2.3 for the whole country. 
Therefore, indigenous women’s overall fertility rate value decreased 1.3 
points between 2000 and 2010, and the value for the national population 
in general decreased 0.5 points. As can be appreciated, the decrease of 
fertility among women self-ascribed as indigenous from 2000 to 2010 was 
very sharp and much higher than the decrease in the rate for the general 
population.

Indigenous language speaker

The combined analysis of indigenous language speakers and self-ascrip-
tion as belonging to an ethnic group allowed us to explore the composition 
of the self-ascribed population and compare these variables. 
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As could be expected, a large number of self-ascribed people are not 
ILS because the well-known process by which people stop speaking an in-
digenous language does not necessarily translate into a loss of indigenous 
identity; additionally, the proportion near 100 percent of ILS who belong 
to an ethnic group reflects congruence. These two criteria, together with 
the small number of unspecified responses enable a comparison of the cer-
tainty of data from 2000 and 2010. 

As shown in Table 6, the proportion of people who do not speak an 
indigenous language but belong to an ethnic group increased disproportio-
nately despite: it soared from 1.3 percent in 2000 to 8.6 percent in 2000. 
Although a decrease in the use of indigenous languages could be expec-
ted to be faster than the loss of indigenous identity, an almost seven-fold 
increase in ten years appears clearly excessive. On the other hand, ILS 
population who did not ascribe themselves as indigenous decreased from 
2.3 percent in 2000 to 0.4 percent in 2010; the latter figure seems more 
coherent, and it would be so as close as zero as it were. Finally, unspecified 
ILS responses among self-ascribed respondents or combinations of this 
variable decreased from 2.8 to 0.9 percent from 2000 to 2010. This result 
is plausible and translates into better data quality.

Size of community of regular residence

The association between size of community of regular residence and self-
ascription in 2000 and 2010 can be appreciated in graphic 5, and graphic 6 
shows an important decrease in the proportion of population living in rural 
areas, which went from more than half (63 percent) to less than half (46 
percent) in ten years.

Again, the attention is on the two categories previously analyzed: popu-
lation who are not ILS but self-ascribed as indigenous and ILS population 
who do not consider themselves as indigenous. As shown in Tables 7a and 
7b, non-ILS population who ascribed themselves as indigenous living in 
communities of less than 2 500 inhabitants went from 40.5 to 33.8 percent 
from 2000 to 2010. The growing trend of urban population is foreseeable; 
however, the variation among self-ascribed ILS population was 6.7 per-
cent, whereas it was of one percent among total national population. This 
reflects that the population that increased almost eight times is, for the 
most part, urban. 

An alternative interpretation is that the permissive effect of the 2010 
question resulted in self-ascribed ILS population being distributed in rural 
and urban areas resembling the national population distribution. 
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Table 6. Mexico. Population over five years of age by ethnic category in proportions and 
 confidence intervals, 2000 and 2010 
  Confidence interval 95% 
Ethnic category Estimation Lower Upper 
2000    

Is ILS and belongs 4.8 4.6 4.9 
Is not ILS and belongs 1.3 1.2 1.3 
Is ILS and does not belong 2.3 2.2 2.3 
Is not ILS and does not belong 89.0 88.7 89.2 
Not identified 2.8 2.7 2.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
2010 
Is ILS and belongs 

 
6.3 

 
6.1 

 
6.4 

Is not ILS and belongs 8.6 8.5 8.7 
Is ILS and does not belong 0.4 0.4 0.4 
Is not ILS and does not belong 83.9 83.7 84.1 
Not identified 0.9 0.9 0.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires.  
	
  
Graphic 5: Population self-ascribed as indigenous by size of community of regular  
residence, 2000 (as percentages) 

 
Source: our calculations based on data from the 2000 national population and housing census extended questionnaire. 
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Graphic 6: Population self-ascribed as indigenous by size of community of regular  
residence, 2010 (as percentages)  

 
Source: our calculations based on data from the 2010 national population and housing census extended questionnaire.  

54 
46 

Rural (under 2 500 inhabitants) Urban (over 2 500 inhabitants) 

For its part, there was a more radical change in ILS population who did 
not ascribe as indigenous. In 2000, 38.8 percent of this population lived in 
communities of less than 2500 inhabitants, whereas in 2000, such propor-
tion decreased to 23.6 percent. 

In fact, it acquired virtually the same distribution as the national popu-
lation. Insofar as the ILS population who did not ascribe as indigenous lost 
their indigenous identity due to migration, their distribution throughout 
the territory and by size of community could be reasonable expected to be 
similar to that of the rest of the Mexican population.

State of residence

The 2000 census showed no significant differences concerning the states 
traditionally inhabited by ILS among self-ascribed population. The states 
with the largest proportions of ILS in Mexico (Oaxaca, Chiapas, Yucatan, 
Veracruz, Puebla, Guerrero, and Hidalgo) were also the states with most 
self-ascribed respondents in 2000. 
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Table 7b. Percentage distribution of population over five years of age by ethnic category according  
to size of community of regular residence, 2010.0 
 
Size of community 

Estimation and 
confidence 

interval: 95% 
Is ILS and 

belongs 
Is not ILS 

and belongs 

Is ILS and 
does not 

belong 

Is not ILS 
and does 

not belong Unspecified 
 

Total 
Less than 2 500 
inhabitants 

Estimation 62.8 33.8 23.6 19.2 13.7 23.2 

 Lower 61.8 32.8 22.0 18.8 12.9 22.8 
 Upper 63.8 34.8 25.2 19.6 14.7 23.5 
2 500 to 14 999 
inhabitants 

Estimation 20.0 21.2 15.5 13.0 8.5 14.1 

 Lower 19.3 20.6 14.7 12.8 7.9 13.9 
 Upper 20.7 21.8 16.4 13.3 9.1 14.4 
15 000 to 99 999 
inhabitants 

Estimation 6.8 16.4 15.8 15.1 11.2 14.6 

 Lower 6.4 15.8 14.9 14.8 10.2 14.4 
 Upper 7.2 17.0 16.9 15.3 12.2 14.9 
100 000 or more 
inhabitants 

Estimation 10.4 28.6 45.1 52.7 66.7 48.1 

 Lower 10.1 28.1 43.9 52.4 65.5 47.8 
 Upper 10.7 29.1 46.2 53.0 67.8 48.4 
Total Estimation 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 Lower 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 Upper 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
  Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 

	
  
Similarly, in 2010, self-ascribed population was surveyed in the states 

with largest proportions of ILS in the country, but the State of Mexico is 
surprisingly the state with most self-ascribed population (Tables 8a and 
8b).

Whereas the percentage of self-ascribed population in the State of 
Mexico was 3.8 in 2000 and was the eight place in the country, its self-
ascribed population increased to 10.3 percent in 2010, which represents 
a 2.7-fold increase in 10 years. However, there were more ILS surveyed 
in the states of Chiapas, Oaxaca, Veracruz, Puebla, Yucatán, and Guerrero 
than in the State of Mexico A trend associating states with self-ascribed 
population with states with ILS could be expected.
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Table 8a. Proportion of self-ascribed indigenous population and confidence interval, 2000 and 2010 
 2000  

Estimation and confidence 
 2010 

Estimation and confidence 
State Interval: 95% Expected State Interval: 95% Expected 
Oaxaca Estimation 23.6 Oaxaca Estimation 13.2 

 Lower 22.8  Lower 12.8 
 Upper 24.5  Upper 13.6 
Chiapas Estimation 13.5 Mexico Estimation 10.3 
 Lower 12.2  Lower 9.8 
 Upper 14.9  Upper 10.8 
Yucatan Estimation 9.3 Veracruz Estimation 9.2 
 Lower 8.8  Lower 8.7 
 Upper 9.9  Upper 9.7 
Veracruz Estimation 9.2 Chiapas Estimation 9.1 
 Lower 8.3  Lower 8.5 
 Upper 10.2  Upper 9.8 
Puebla Estimation 7.1 Puebla Estimation 8.7 
 Lower 6.4  Lower 8.3 
 Upper 7.8  Upper 9.1 
Guerrero Estimation 6.4 Yucatan Estimation 7.4 
 Lower 5.9  Lower 7.1 
 Upper 6.9  Upper 7.7 
Hidalgo Estimation 5.2 Hidalgo Estimation 4.8 
 Lower 4.7  Lower 4.5 
 Upper 5.8  Upper 5.2 
Mexico Estimation 3.8 Guerrero Estimation 4.5 
 Lower 3.5  Lower 4.2 
 Upper 4.2  Upper 4.8 
San Luis Potosi Estimation 3.8 Michoacan Estimation 3.8 

 Lower 3.1  Lower 3.6 
 Upper 4.5  Upper 4.0 
Quintana Roo Estimation 3.3 San Luis 

Potosi 
Estimation 3.0 

 Lower 3.0  Lower 2.6 
 Upper 3.7  Upper 3.4 
Michoacan Estimation 2.6 Federal 

District 
Estimation 2.8 

 Lower 2.3  Lower 2.8 
 Upper 2.9  Upper 2.9 

Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
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Table 8b. Proportion of self-ascribed indigenous population and confidence interval, 2000 and 2010 
 2000 

Estimation and 
confidence 

 2010 
Estimation and 

confidence 
State interval: 95% Expected State interval: 95% Expected 
Chihuahua Estimation 1.8 Quintana Roo Estimation 2.7 

 Lower 1.1  Lower 2.4 
 Upper 2.7  Upper 3.0 
Campeche Estimation 1.6 Jalisco Estimation 2.1 
 Lower 1.3  Lower 2.0 
 Upper 1.9  Upper 2.3 
Sonora Estimation 1.7 Sonora Estimation 1.9 
 Lower 1.3  Lower 1.7 
 Upper 2.1  Upper 2.1 
Federal District Estimation 1.4 Chihuahua Estimation 1.7 
 Lower 1.3  Lower 1.6 
 Upper 1.5  Upper 1.8 
Rest of the contry 
country 

Estimation 5.8 Rest of the country Estimation 14.8 
 Lower 5.0  Lower 14.2 
 Upper 6.7  Upper 15.3 
Total Estimation 100.0  Estimation 100.0 
 Lower 100.0  Lower 100.0 
 Upper 100.0  Upper 100.0 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
	
  

Concerning this association, we could expect that: i) an ILS declared 
themselves as indigenous, ii) an ILS failed to declare themselves as indi-
genous, or iii) a self-ascribed person failed to declare themselves as ILS. 
The first alternative is the most likely, and it is precisely what makes the 
State of Mexico interesting. In the second case, there could be persons who 
learned an indigenous language for various reasons but they do not neces-
sarily recognize themselves as indigenous and are in turn not recognized 
as such by an ethnic group. The third alternative refers to sympathy for the 
indigenous cause, and evinces the fading of indigenous languages, a reality 
in different contemporary national contexts.
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Absolute migration

Absolute migration refers to people who were born in a state or country di-
fferent from the state where they lived during the census, and non-absolute 
migrants are people who were born in the same state in which they were 
surveyed. There are important changes between 2000 and 2010 concerning 
absolute migration and the self-ascription question. In 2000, people born 
in a different state accounted for eight percent of self-ascribed respondents 
and 21 percent of non-indigenous population; in 2010, these proportions 
were of 14 and 20 percent. This shows that absolute migration increased 
almost twice for self-ascribed population, whereas it decreased one percent 
among total population over five years of age. 

Indigenous population is known to preserve their identity and traditio-
nal behavior when they remain in rural areas; migration and schooling are 
also documented factors associated with a gradual decrease in many eth-
nic practices and behaviors ultimately leading to utter loss of indigenous 
identity. ILS population who did not ascribe themselves as indigenous can 
be interpreted as a category of indigenous identity loss. It is composed of 
people who learned an indigenous language, which entails an autochtho-
nous language as mother tongue and rearing by an indigenous social and 
family core that reflects the person’s belonging to such group; however, 
those individuals do not identify themselves as belonging to an indigenous 
group or culture. Tables 9a and 9b show that the proportion of absolute 
migrants in the non-self-ascribed ILS category is indeed the highest among 
all other ethnic categories both in 2000 and in 2010, although in the latter, 
it increased 37.9 percent, that is, 16.2 percent more than its value in 2000. 
Such a sharp increase in absolute migration among non-self-ascribed ILS 
can be due to the effect of the question about belonging to an indigenous 
culture in 2010, which is less restrictive; ILS who respond negatively to 
that question are much more prone to have migrated and abandoned ethnic 
belonging for a non-indigenous identity. Oppositely, self-ascribed ILS, as a 
traditional indigenous population, presents a lower proportion of absolute 
migrants in both censuses. However, that figure was also affected by the 
openness of the 2010 question, which can be deduced from the 3.4 percent 
increase of people born in a different state in 2010 with respect to 2000 
values.
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Table 9a. Distribution of population over five years of age by ethnic category and place of birth and 
confidence intervals, 2000 

Birth place 
Estimation and 

confidence 
interval: 95% 

Is ILS and 
belongs 

Is not ILS 
and belongs 

Is ILS and 
does not 

belong 

Is not ILS 
and does 

not belong 
2000 
Was born in the same 
state Estimation 92.1 85.9 77.5 78.4 

 Lower 91.4 85.3 76.6 78.2 

 Upper 92.8 86.4 78.4 78.5 
Was born in a different  Estimation 7.3 13.5 21.6 20.8 

 Lower 6.6 13 20.8 20.7 

 Upper 8 14.1 22.5 21 
Was born abroad Estimation 0.6 0.6 0.9 0.8 

 Lower 0.5 0.5 0.7 0.8 

 Upper 0.6 0.6 1.1 0.9 
Total Estimation 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

 Lower 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
  Upper 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
	
  
Table 9b. Distribution of population over five years of age by ethnic category and place of birth  
and confidence intervals, 2010 

Birth place 
Estimation and 

confidence interval: 
95% 

Is ILS and 
belongs 

Is not ILS 
and belongs 

Is ILS and 
does not 

belong 

Is not ILS 
and does 

not belong 
2010 
Was born in the same 
state Estimation 89 82.5 61.4 78.7 

 Lower 88.7 82.2 60.4 78.6 

 Upper 89.4 82.8 62.3 78.9 
Was born in a different  Estimation 10.7 17.1 37.9 20.3 

 Lower 10.4 16.8 36.9 20.2 

 Upper 11.1 17.4 38.8 20.5 
Was born abroad Estimation 0.2 0.4 0.8 1.00 

 Lower 0.2 0.4 0.7 1.00 

 Upper 0.3 0.4 0.9 1.00 
Total Estimation 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 

 Lower 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
  Upper 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
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Average schooling

With respect to average schooling achieved, represented as the number of 
completed school years, the relevant question in 2000 indicated an average 
of 3.9 for self-ascribed population and 6.6 for general population, whereas 
the 2010 question indicated 5.8 years for self-ascribed population and 7.7 
for general population. The 2.9 difference between both censuses decrea-
sed to 1.9 in 2010.

As shown in Table 10, all ethnic categories constructed by combining 
ILS and self-adscription increased the number of completed school years, 
even in unspecified answers. This shows that schooling figures are not very 
helpful to find differences derived from self-adscription questions in 2000 
and 2010. However, it should be mentioned that non-ascribed ILS popula-
tion increased its average schooling by two years between 2000 and 2010. 
Although the value is below the national average, it is much higher than 
other ILS, that is, those who ascribe themselves as indigenous.

Kinship with head of household

Tables 11a and 11b present information not readily available in demogra-
phic studies. We will open a parenthesis for a brief discussion on these data 
before carrying on to the description of the remaining categories. In the 
first place, the proportion of heads of household among the total national 
population in the country increased from 26 to 28 percent from 2000 to 
2010. This may be due to the increase in single-person households where 
the only member is by definition the head. Another interesting fact is the 
decline in the proportion of household head’s children as compared to the 
general population, which decreased from 44 to 40 percent from 2000 to 
2010, which was probably an effect of lower fertility rates. Finally, house-
hold head’s grandchildren proportion increased from three to five percent 
from 2000 to 2010, which reflects increased life expectancy among house-
hold heads, which increases the probability of intergenerational bonding, 
but also indicates that more people decide to live in the grandparents’ hou-
se, and more children cared for by their grandparents. 

We will now resume our analysis focused on the effect of the different 
phrasing used in the 2010 self-ascription question using Table 11b. The 
category of non-ILS people who ascribed themselves as indigenous based 
on “culture” (2010 question) presents a distribution by kinship with head 
of household closer to the national proportion than to that of ILS who as-
cribed themselves as indigenous based on ethnic “group” (2000 question).
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Table 10. Average years of schooling and distribution for population over five years by  
ethnic category and confidence intervals, 2000 and 2010  
 
Years 

Is ILS and 
belongs 

Is not ILS 
and belongs 

Is ILS and 
does not 

belong 

Is not ILS and 
does not belong Unspecified 

 
Total 

2000       
Estimation 3.5 5.5 4.6 6.7 5.3 6.4 

Lower 3.46 5.47 4.58 6.63 5.26 6.39 
Higher 2010 3.53 5.58 4.70 6.67 5.37 6.43 

Estimation 4.5 6.7 6.6 7.7 7.7 7.4 
Lower 4.48 6.65 6.53 7.68 7.61 7.39 
Upper 4.54 6.71 6.72 7.71 7.74 7.42 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
	
  

In 2000, non-ILS who considered themselves part of an indigenous 
group were overrepresented by head of household’s children (nine points 
above total) and slightly by grandchildren (1.5 percent above total). The 
trend changed in 2010 with self-ascription referred to indigenous “cultu-
re”. The proportion of self-ascribed non-ILS is barely three percent over 
the total concerning head of household’s children and is practically the 
same for grandchildren. In fact, the proportions in this category are very 
similar to those of the national population in the 2010 census, which ap-
pears to be an effect of the non-restrictive nature of the question using the 
word “culture”.

Finally, the population composed of household heads who speak an 
indigenous language and does not ascribe themselves as indigenous was 
overrepresented in 2000 as well as in 2010; however, this surplus increased 
significantly from 11 percent in 2000 to 18.5 percent in 2010. Such increa-
se is explained by the proportional decrease in the number of children who 
speak an indigenous language who did not ascribe themselves as indige-
nous in 2010 with respect to 2000. Such a particular configuration is con-
sistent with that of a population living in single-person households where 
the inhabitant is automatically the head, due to migration, long distance 
to their homeland, and discrimination, these people decide not to ascribe 
themselves as indigenous despite their speaking an indigenous language.
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Table 11a. Distribution of population over five years of age who ascribed themselves to an  
indigenous ethnic group/culture by kinship with head of household and confidence intervals, 2000 

Kinship 
 with head 

Estimation and 
confidence interval: 

95% 
Is ILS and 

belongs 
Is not ILS 

and belongs 
Is ILS and 

belongs 
Is not ILS 

and belongs 
2000      
Head Estimation 27.9 20.5 37.2 26.3 
 Lower 27.6 20.2 36.7 26.3 
 Upper 28.1 20.8 37.7 26.4 
Spouse or partner Estimation 21.0 14.6 23.4 19.6 
 Lower 20.8 14.4 23.2 19.6 
 Upper 21.1 14.8 23.7 19.7 
Son or daughter Estimation 40.7 53.2 26.8 43.7 
 Lower 40.3 52.7 26.0 43.6 
 Upper 41.1 53.7 27.5 43.8 
Grandchild Estimation 2.5 4.9 1.5 3.4 
 Lower 2.4 4.7 1.5 3.4 
 Upper 2.6 5.2 1.6 3.4 
Daughter-in-law or son-in-
law 

Estimation 2.0 1.9 1.5 1.7 

 Lower 1.9 1.8 1.5 1.7 
 Upper 2.0 2.0 1.6 1.7 
Mother or Father Estimation 1.3 0.5 2.0 0.7 
 Lower 1.2 0.5 1.9 0.7 
 Upper 1.3 0.5 2.1 0.7 
Mother-in-law or Father-
in-law 

Estimation 0.5 0.2 0.9 0.4 

 Lower 0.4 0.2 0.9 0.4 
 Upper 0.5 0.2 1.0 0.4 
Other kinship Estimation 3.4 3.4 4.5 3.5 
 Lower 3.3 3.2 4.3 3.4 
 Upper 3.5 3.5 4.6 3.5 
No kinship Estimation 0.9 0.8 2.2 0.7 
 Lower 0.9 0.7 2.1 0.7 
 Upper 1.0 0.9 2.4 0.7 
Total Estimation 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 Lower 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 Upper 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
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Table 11b. Distribution of population over five years of age who ascribed themselves to an indigenous ethnic 
group/culture by kinship with head of household and confidence intervals, 2010 

Kinship with head 

Estimation and 
confidence interval: 

95% 
Is ILS and 

belongs 
Is not ILS 

and belongs 

Is ILS 
and 

belongs 
Is not ILS 

and belongs 
2010      

Head Estimation 32.0 26.5 46.8 28.2 
 Lower 31.7 26.3 46.1 28.1 
 Upper 32.3 26.6 47.4 28.2 
Spouse or partner Estimation 22.6 18.8 22.9 19.6 

 Lower 22.5 18.7 22.5 19.6 
 Upper 22.8 18.9 23.2 19.6 
Son or daughter Estimation 34.3 42.7 17.1 40.0 

 Lower 33.9 42.5 16.3 39.9 
 Upper 34.7 42.9 17.8 40.0 
Grandchild Estimation 2.5 4.9 1.5 4.7 

 Lower 2.4 4.8 1.4 4.6 
 Upper 2.6 5.0 1.7 4.7 
Daughter-in-law or son-
in-law 

Estimation 2.3 2.6 2.1 2.4 

 Lower 2.3 2.6 2.0 2.4 
 Upper 2.4 2.6 2.3 2.5 
Mother or Father Estimation 1.6 0.7 1.8 0.7 

 Lower 1.6 0.6 1.7 0.7 
 Upper 1.7 0.7 2.0 0.7 
Mother-in-law or Father-
in-law 

Estimation 0.6 0.3 0.8 0.4 

 Lower 0.6 0.3 0.7 0.4 
 Upper 0.6 0.3 0.8 0.4 
Other kinship Estimation 3.0 2.9 3.5 3.2 

 Lower 2.9 2.8 3.4 3.1 
 Upper 3.0 2.9 3.7 3.2 

No kinship Estimation 0.7 0.4 3.0 0.5 
 Lower 0.6 0.4 2.8 0.5 
 Upper 0.7 0.4 3.2 0.5 

Total Estimation 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 Lower 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
 Upper 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Source: Our calculations based on 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses extended questionnaires. 
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Conclusions

The present study presents evidence that ethnic markers used in censu-
ses and surveys in Latin America include phrases that can elicit positive 
reactions, such as those referring to “culture”; moreover, these questions 
result in overstatement due to the respondents support of the indigenous 
cause (Peyser & Chakiel, 1999). This becomes evident from the analysis 
of census results between 1992 and 2012 in which the question on ethnic 
self-ascription was first expressed using the word “culture”, and in the next 
year, the ethnic self-ascription question was formulated changing the noun 
to “peoples” or “ethnic group”, among others. As a result, in three of the 
six countries in which the proportion of self-ascribed indigenous popula-
tion increased from one census to the next; in the second census, the word 
“culture” was used in the question but not in the previous census. On the 
other hand, only in one of the three countries where the proportion of self-
ascribed indigenous population decreased between censuses was the word 
“culture” included in the first census question but not in the second.

The contrast of figures for people who declared belonging to an indi-
genous group/culture from the 2000 and 2010 Mexican censuses shows 
cumulative evidence consistent with the hypothesis that the phrasing of 
the question as formulated in 2010 explains the resulting increase of indi-
genous population from 5.3 million in 2000 to 15 million in 2010. In this 
regard, we may ask what the main cause of such a spectacular increase in 
self-ascribed population was. Results of census quality evaluation techni-
ques (Whipple’s index, Myers-Briggs type indicator, and United Nations 
index) indicate that the quality of the 2000 census is not better than the 
quality of the 2010 census. As the reason behind the increase, demographic 
growth should be necessarily associated with high fertility rates; however, 
overall fertility rates for self-ascribed population in 2010 are much lower 
than those of the 2000 census (2.8 and 4.1 children per woman, respecti-
vely). Therefore, demographic growth cannot explain the increase.

There are two remaining explanations: the openness of the new ques-
tion and a revitalization of ethnicity. It is necessary to recognize that both 
possibilities are, to a certain extent, intertwined, because the overstatement 
based on support for the indigenous cause found by Peyser & Chackiel 
(1999) when using “culture” as referent of ethnic identity would be impos-
sible without the acceptance of such culture by part of the Mexican society.

The evidence obtained from the analysis of both Mexican censuses 
could be used to prove either explanation. Based on the analysis of data 
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from the 2000 and 2010 censuses, we conclude that the sociodemographic 
characteristics of the population who ascribed themselves as indigenous 
in 2010 is less similar to the ILS population, and to the population of in-
digenous peoples in general, than those surveyed in 2000. Most of the 9.8 
million additional people above five years of age who ascribed themsel-
ves as indigenous in 2010 are also in the non-ILS category. Self-ascribed 
respondents were mostly rural in 2000, whereas they were predominantly 
urban in 2010; the proportion of absolute migration increased almost twice 
among self-ascribed respondents, whereas it decreased by one percent in 
2000, and the increase in schooling for self-ascribed respondents was al-
most twice as much as the corresponding increase among general national 
population over five years of age. 

A detailed analysis of self-ascription presenting the condition of ILS 
allows for the confirmation of the permissive effect of the question. Almost 
the entire ILS respondents who ascribed themselves as indigenous (68 per-
cent in 2000 and 94 percent in 2010) became more urban, migrated more, 
and had more schooling, whereas ILS who did not ascribe as indigenous 
became a very small group of people who have lost their indigenous iden-
tity (or do not desire to ascribe to an indigenous culture) because they live 
in single-person households, mainly in urban areas, and their accumulated 
schooling is higher than that of the rest of ILS. Non ILS population who as-
cribed themselves as indigenous in 2010 is more similar to the general na-
tional population in all analyzed aspects: schooling, size of community of 
regular residence, kinship with head of household, and absolute migration.

In sum, questions about ethnic self-adscription in 2000 and 2010 are di-
fferent and represent different populations; therefore, they are technically 
not comparable. The first refers to population who belong to an indigenous 
group and the second to an indigenous culture. This conclusion needs to 
consider the following premises:

•	 Although both questions share the purpose of quantifying indigenous 
population by self-ascription, the difference between them is the refe-
rent of belonging.

•	 A basic census data comparability criteria for any user is being able to 
contrast the data as if they were equivalent. In fact, this is an element 
of quality for these sources. 

•	 There are few visible studies in Mexico pointing out the differences 
between these questions and the resulting populations.
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On the other hand, the results of the present study are the starting point 
of a discussion on which one is the most adequate question, what is the 
purpose of quantifying indigenous belonging and who should quantify it, 
the utility of such information for indigenous peoples themselves, and the 
determinants of this subjective vision represented by ethnic self-adscrip-
tion.

The presence of an indigenous culture in Mexico may lead to the idea 
that Mexicans should consider themselves indigenous. Nevertheless, the 
analysis of census data was insufficient to determine which of the two pos-
sible explanations on the abrupt increase of self-ascribed indigenous popu-
lation is true: the openness of the question or a revitalization of ethnicity. 
In both cases, expecting the 2010 self-ascribed population’s characteristics 
to be closer to the general national population than the 2000 self-ascribed 
population’s is valid. Ethnic revitalization was ruled out as an explana-
tion after analyzing Mexican history during the 2000’s. Between 2001 and 
2010, the social context was characterized by the EZLN’s withdrawal to 
their original regions and its scarce presence in the national arena, and the 
Mexican society forgot gradually about the indigenous cause. Therefore, 
asserting the existence of such revitalization during the period is clearly 
implausible. Consequently, we conclude that the spectacular increase of 
self-ascribed indigenous population in 2010 with respect to 2000 is mainly 
due to an overestimation resulting from the formulation of the census ques-
tion, which included the word “culture” as the referent for indigenous be-
longing.

The inclusion of the question focused on self-ascription represents a 
step forward in censual ethnic identification, and it adheres to the defini-
tion of indigenous person in the ILO Convention 169. However, given its 
subjective nature, its results can be expected to change over time because it 
is exposed to the effects of public opinion on indigenous issues and indivi-
dual decisions on whether they should ascribe themselves as indigenous or 
not. On the other hand, the phrasing used in the question is especially deli-
cate: a change in a single word was able to completely disrupt the resulting 
population. To date, no empirical parameters are able of determining how 
well constructed or misleading the question is. Further research in this re-
gard is needed. Additionally, during censuses, surveyors should ask this 
question in an appropriately: each member of the family should be asked 
directly whether they are indigenous or not, not only one person in the 
household. This question should be asked individually so that each person 
can decide for themselves on their ethnic identity. Although the initiative 
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of the Mexican National Institute for Statistics and Geography (INEGI) of 
incorporating recommendations such as self-adscription as an additional 
variable to measure ethnicity is positive, the question should be consistent 
from census to census, ILS should be responsible for surveying and should 
participate in the design of the census questions. Additionally, the concept 
of indigenous population itself should be used as the basis to select the best 
question formulation. From the legalistic point of view, Article II of the 
Mexican constitution could also be used: it refers to indigenous “peoples” 
and “communities” as subjects of law.

Other findings in the present study should be investigated in greater 
depth, such as the considerable presence of self-ascribed indigenous popu-
lation in the State of Mexico in the 2010 census, greater only in Oaxaca. 
Finally, INEGI should continue quantifying the indigenous population in 
the country, and beyond the traditional ILS variable, demands by interna-
tional organisms and indigenous populations themselves of having identity 
markers to define themselves as indigenous should be addressed. In this 
regard, De la Peña (2000: 25) stated that race was no longer useful and that 
the cultural criterion was still valid but had to be used carefully; additio-
nally, the author considers that language is important but insufficient, that 
traditional costumes were no longer used in many places, and that many in-
digenous people has ceased to practice Mesoamerican agriculture: ethnici-
ty should be understood as an identity dimension and be recorded as such.

Methodological annex

Whipple’s index: this index measures the attraction of any digit or two at a 
time. The following equation was used for ages ending in 0 and 5:

Where Px is the population of age x.

𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 =
5 𝑃𝑃!!!!!"

!!!

𝑃𝑃!!!!"
!!!"

100	
  

The basic assumption of the index is that correct population varies li-
nearly among age groups 23-27, 28-32, 33-37,…,58-52.

Myers-Briggs type indicator

This index is defined based on the sum of absolute values of individual 
indices for each digit Mj con j = 0, 1, 2, ..., 8, 9, which estimate rejection 
attraction for each of the digits in the age statement.
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Where
aj = j + 1 for j: 0,…,9
a’j = 9 – 1 for j: 0,…,9
Pj = Σ i ≥ 1 P10i + j Number of people who declared an age ending in digit j 

in the population over 10 years.
P’j = Σ i ≥1 P10i + j Number of people who declared an age ending in digit 

j in the population over 20 years
Vj = Σ i ≥1 V10i + j Real number of individuals with age ending in digit j in 

the population over 10 years.
V’j = Σ i ≥1 V10i + j Real number of individuals with age ending in digit j 

in the population over 20 years.
Ranges to classify concentration in reference to digit preference: 0 and 

5, low; between 5.1 and 15, intermediate; between 15.1 and 30, high; and 
30.1 and over, very high.

United Nations index: INU = 3 * RS + PDCH + PDCM

Where RS is sex regularity index and PDCH and PDCM represent avera-
ge deviations from 100 of male and female populations, respectively.
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Given its lack of precise limits, its interpretation is based on experience, 
which indicated that indices of 40 and over indicate poor information, from 
40 to 20 information is of intermediate quality, and information is satisfac-
tory at levels under 20.

Values from both censuses were calculated using data from the non-
weighted sample.
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