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Varieties of Indigeneity in the Americas

Edward Telles, University of California–Santa Barbara
Florencia Torche, Stanford University

We examine sources of indigenous identity in the two countries with the larg-
est indigenous populations in the Western Hemisphere—Mexico and Peru.
We find that the size of the indigenous population varies dramatically de-

pending on the measure of indigeneity used, and that using multiple measures captures
distinct modes of indigeneity. Using latent class analysis, we find that contemporary
indigenous classification clusters around four types, which we characterize as
Traditional Indians, Indigenous Mestizos, New Indians, and Non-Indigenous. Traditional
Indians tend to be indigenous on virtually all indicators, and they are especially poor,
dark, and rural. Indigenous Mestizos tend to speak an indigenous language, but self-
identification as indigenous is tenuous. New Indians assert an indigenous identity
despite their frequent lack of linguistic knowledge and close indigenous ancestry, and
they are as urban, educated, and light-skinned as the Non-Indigenous. The analysis ad-
dresses sociological concepts of ethnic boundaries, assimilation, mestizaje, and symbolic
ethnicity and discusses the implications of distinct modes of indigenous ethnicity.

Although ethnic boundaries are fluid in the real world, states strictly define eth-
nic groups through their censuses on the basis of one or two questions. By creat-
ing ethnic categories, such as indigenous, states estimate its population
composition but also shape representations of the nation and its identity
(Loveman 2014; Wimmer 2013). Throughout the Americas, censuses have been
the main source of knowledge about who indigenous people are, how many
there are, where and how they live, and the extent of ethno-racial inequality,
and they have been the main source of information for the design of public poli-
cies. Classifying indigenous people has represented an essentialization project of
defining “real Indians” (Deloria 1969; Field 1994; Forte 2013), whether it be
through visible forms of difference, community, ancestry, or language. In recent
years, with growing recognition of minority rights and indigenous movements,
censuses in democratic states have begun to incorporate the views of indigenous
leaders, academics, and international NGOs, often establishing self-identification
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as a new criterion for ethnic classification (Forte 2013; Loveman 2014; Lucero
2013). The diverse ways of classification have led to a multiplicity of ways to
define, count, and target the indigenous population across countries in the
Americas.

Censuses tend to rely on one or at most two indicators of ethnicity. By the
2000 round of censuses, most Latin American countries used self-identification
criteria, in various forms, while language has long been used in some countries
(del Popolo and Oyarce 2005; Villarreal 2014).

Instead of treating these diverse indicators as mutually exclusive and attempt-
ing to determine which one is the most appropriate to capture a presumably
fixed demographic group, we hypothesize that the use of several measures may
reveal distinct modes of indigeneity, suggesting that people may be indigenous
on some dimensions but not necessarily others. Through an empirical procedure,
we examine patterns of classification to discover three primary clusters of indige-
nous classification in Mexico and Peru. Although varieties of indigeneity have
been discussed by prior research (De la Cadena 2003; Eschbach, Supple, and
Snipp 1998; Wasserstrom 1983), there has been no systematic analysis of indige-
nous types in Latin America or, as far as we know, of particular ethnic types
anywhere. We ask: How do specific measures capture particular aspects or di-
mensions of indigeneity? What are the implications of diverse measures for as-
sessing the size of the indigenous population? What can multiple measures tell
us about different types of indigeneity? This examination of variation in indige-
nous ethnicity also addresses important sociological questions such as: How
much ethnic fluidity is there? What are its sources? Is assimilation or mestizaje a
one-way process? Can indigenous ethnicity be symbolic?

Theoretical Background: Ethnicity, Assimilation, and
Mestizaje
Language and self-identification reflect distinctions based on culture and iden-
tity, and remit to underlying theoretical conceptions of ethnicity and ethnic
boundaries. Prior to 1969, anthropologists understood ethnic differences as de-
limited by a set of fixed cultural traits. Barth (1969) would transform this notion
by arguing that ethnicity is socially constructed and that ethnic boundaries
emerge out of a social process in which individuals may choose or be classified
in particular categories. More recently, Wimmer (2013), examining a variety of
cases globally, finds that in ethnic boundary-making, self-identity and classifica-
tion by others are important, as are the cultural or physical traits that we associ-
ate with a particular ethnic category.

For Latin America, the reliance on language to classify the indigenous since the
nineteenth century reflects cultural understandings of ethnicity; self-identity emerged in
recent decades, particularly since the International Labor Organization’s Convention
169 (Indigenous Peoples Convention), promulgated in 1989. Both forms of clas-
sification were largely coterminous, but their overlap is decreasing as fluency in
indigenous languages declines across the region (Abrams and Strogatz 2003;
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Walsh 2005). Many children of indigenous language speakers continue to iden-
tify as indigenous but are no longer fluent in an indigenous language (Barbary
and Martinez Casas 2016); at the same time, many indigenous language speakers
do not identify as indigenous (de la Cadena 2003; Martinez Novo 2006).

In Latin America, debates about who is indigenous have often been based on
some combination of modernization and assimilation theories, often expressed
as mestizaje (racial mixing), an elite-led ideology that glorified the region’s his-
tory of race blending. By becoming modern, often by learning Spanish and mov-
ing to urban areas (not only by race mixing), indigenous people may assimilate
by becoming mestizo (De la Cadena 2003; Rosemblatt 2018). The mestizaje ide-
ology holds that mestizos (mixed-race persons) constitute a cultural and a racial
synthesis that epitomizes the normative national identity to which indigenous
people can assimilate. Thus, indigenous is a malleable cultural (and racial) status
that is not strictly based on phenotypic or ancestry rules. The mestizo category
thus blurs the lines between mixed-race people and the constituent “races” of
white, indigenous, and black (although the black was ignored or downplayed in
ideas of mestizaje in much of Latin America) (Sue and Golash-Boza 2009).
While promoting the mestizo as modern and quintessentially national, mestizaje
ideologies tend to denigrate the indigenous as backward, although associated
with a glorious past. Although indigenous people who live in indigenous com-
munities, speak indigenous languages, and maintain indigenous cultural traits
are clearly considered indigenous, many others straddle and cross the indige-
nous/mestizo boundary (de la Cadena 2003; Telles and PERLA 2014).

One might think of indigenous identity as existing on a continuum from the
least to the most assimilated, where the former is indigenous by virtually any
indicator while the latter bears some markers or sense of self as indigenous but is
considered mestizo or non-indigenous by others. To use a concept from US soci-
ology, their self-reported ethnicity might be considered symbolic in the sense
that it has little or no consequence for their everyday behavior or their life
chances, but it allows them a sense of social-rootedness in a community (Gans
1979; Waters 1990).

Mestizaje ideologies continue to guide racial/ethnic classification in many
Latin American countries (Telles and PERLA 2014), but the (re-)emergence of
indigenous social movements, a recent transition to official multiculturalism,
and the recognition of indigenous rights may provide fertile ground for new
indigenous identities, even in a context of persistent stigmatization. At the same
time, the number of indigenous language speakers has been rapidly declining,
undermining what has been the primary marker of indigenous identity in the
past (Villarreal 2014). Thus, indigenous identity seems to be in flux, presenting
new challenges in identifying and enumerating that population and, more gener-
ally, complicating the question of who is indigenous.

The Indigenous in Latin America
Indigenous classification is fluid in Latin America (Belote and Belote 1984;
Moreno 2014; Telles and Paschel 2014), as in the United States (Eschbach,
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Supple, and Snipp 1998; Nagel 1997), whether classification is based on puta-
tive, genetic, or social criteria. National censuses of the nineteen Latin American
countries estimate the indigenous population of the region at 40.3 million people
(23.3 million of them in Mexico and Peru), or 7.3 percent of the Latin American
population (Telles and PERLA 2014). In countries like Mexico and Peru, where
most of the population arguably has indigenous ancestry, indigenous classifica-
tion is rarely based on ancestry, as in the blood-quantum rules used in the
United States (Rosemblatt 2018). Rather, following ILO Convention 169, Latin
American countries now use self-identification (del Popolo and Oyarce 2005).

In Mexico, where the indigenous past is central to national identity, establish-
ing who is indigenous has been an important task since its independence (Bonfil
Batalla 1996; Martinez Casas et al. 2014). While the census has used language
as the official defining indicator since the nineteenth century, anthropologists
have been deeply aware of the complexities of indigenous classification and have
long grappled with alternative approaches for identifying indigenous people
(Rosemblatt 2018). In the 1930s and 1940s, anthropologists debated the relative
importance of criteria such as culture, race, and consumption patterns in defin-
ing who was indigenous, sometimes devising elaborate criteria or even degrees
of indigeneity (Rosemblatt 2018). A 1950 Mexican census publication poses the
following question:

…before anything else, who is an Indian? The person whose features
look it but he cannot speak an indigenous language, doesn’t live like an
aboriginal or feel that way? A person who speaks a native language but
doesn’t appear autochthonous or live like an indigenous person? Or one
who feels like an Indian even though he doesn’t look like one, doesn’t
speak like one or live like a native? (Saldivar and Walsh 2015, 465,
translation ours)

Today, defining who is indigenous assumes a new challenge because of multicul-
turalist declarations and social policies that seek to protect indigenous rights,
including the right to self-identification.

Now, for the first time, nearly all of the nineteen Latin American censuses
(Cuba and the Dominican Republic are the exceptions) identify the indigenous
in some way. However, they use almost as many definitions of indigeneity as
there are countries in the region (Telles and PERLA 2014); these definitions
respond to diverse ideas, political interests, and varied constituents (Loveman
2014), reflecting the politics of census-taking as well as the lack of consensus on
the essential attributes of indigenous identity (Loveman 2014; Weaver 2001).
The indicator used, the wording of the question, the response categories, and
who does the classifying (that is, self or interviewer) affect indigenous popula-
tion estimates (Telles and PERLA 2014) and the extent of ethno-racial inequality
(Bailey, Loveman, and Muniz 2013; Telles and Lim 1998; Telles, Flores, and
Urrea-Giraldo 2015). Theoretically, the statistical variation in indigenous ethnic-
ity reflects the often-porous boundary between indigenous and mestizo. A nota-
ble example is Bolivia, which was considered the only Latin American country
with a majority indigenous population. That population unexpectedly dropped
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from 62 percent in 2001 to 42 percent in 2012, primarily because of changes in
the census wording and the response categories rather than demographic
changes or changes in indigenous identity (Moreno 2014).

Sources of Indigenous Classification
With the support of an international human rights regime, indigenous peoples
throughout Latin America have demanded, and often obtained, legal recognition
and the expansion of basic rights. Paramount among these is the recognition
that identifying the indigenous is fundamental for designing and implementing
public policies that defend their social, economic, and cultural rights. While
indigenous language fluency had been the primary indicator for classifying the
indigenous in Latin America since the nineteenth and during most of the twenti-
eth century (Loveman 2014), self-identification has become the new norm (del
Popolo and Oyarce 2005). Mexico and Bolivia, which have collected informa-
tion on indigenous language since the nineteenth century, now use both lan-
guage and self-identity criteria concurrently, while Peru’s census has used only
the former (Loveman 2014; Sulmont and Valdivia 2012). The two indicators are
often inconsistent, as increasingly fewer Latin Americans speak indigenous lan-
guages, although they may identify as indigenous, or as part of a particular eth-
nic group (e.g., Maya, Aymara). However, the use of self-identification may also
include persons who have redefined or rediscovered an indigenous identity as a
way to gain recognition or resources from the nation-state or international
NGOs (Canessa 2007) or that assert an indigenous (Mexica) identity in a coun-
try (Mexico) that they feel is in danger of losing its indigenous roots (Rostas
1991). Certainly, they can be considered as indigenous because of pre-conquest
ties to the original people, but they may previously not have identified as such
and not be strongly attached to marginalized indigenous communities.
Consistent with this, Villarreal (2014) finds that speakers of indigenous lan-
guages in Mexico, on the whole, tend to have stronger ties to indigenous com-
munities and are poorer than those who self-identify as indigenous.

Moreover, as indicated earlier, self-identity itself may vary widely depending
on the design of census and survey questions and response categories. Harris
(1970) used the term “categorical ambiguity” to note that racial ambiguity may
arise depending on the ethno-racial categories used. For example, the largely
white countries of Argentina and Uruguay use questions based on indigenous
descent, but these seem quite at odds with standard ideas of who is indigenous
in countries like Mexico and Peru. The Brazilian census asks, “What is your
color or race?” with a single “indigenous” response category (along with white,
mixed, black, and yellow/Asian); the Guatemalan census asks, “Which ethnic
group do you belong to?” with many indigenous response categories, while
Ecuador simply asks how respondents “consider themselves,” with three indige-
nous groups as response categories (Telles and PERLA 2014).The proportion of
persons identifying as “indigenous” may be particularly low in countries such as
Peru, where the term may be less familiar to respondents or especially stigma-
tized, while terms that refer to one’s particular ethnic group or tribe are more
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familiar or acceptable (Sulmont and Callirgos 2014). De la Cadena’s (2003) aptly
titled book, Indigenous Mestizos, notes that many Peruvians identify as mestizo
although they speak indigenous languages, have indigenous traits, are perceived
as indigenous, or assume indigenous identification in particular situations.

An alternative approach is to rely on classification by others such as the inter-
viewer. Originally, the idea of Indians or indigenous was created by Europeans
based on the natives’ physical features, regardless of their own identifications
(Hannaford 1996; Wade 1997). “Visible difference” or phenotype was the basis
of ethnic classification in earlier censuses (Forte 2013, 7; see also Loveman
2014), and such classification by others occurs routinely in everyday interac-
tions. Whether one is perceived as indigenous has arguably greater social conse-
quences for the stigmatized, such as in being the targets of racism and
discrimination, although self-identification may be more important in realms
like social movements or politics. Over time, the racialization of various ethnic
groups as indigenous became embedded in social and cultural practices and un-
derstandings as a natural societal classification. Racialization was often based
primarily on physical attributes, although also on the language, dress, and die-
tary habits associated with native populations (Forte 2013). Indeed, prior to the
1950s, census interviewers were often instructed to use criteria such as attire,
footwear, and diet, as well as appearance, for classifying persons as indigenous
(Loveman 2014).

In terms of self-identity, Wimmer (2013) notes that individuals choose ethnic
identities according to self-interest and the logic of a situation, in contexts
defined by a particular distribution of power, political networks, and institu-
tional order. Traditionally, the indigenous were highly stigmatized and power-
less; those without any choice, such as monolingual indigenous speakers, the
poorest, and the most rural, tended to classify as such (de la Cadena 2003;
Friedlander 2006). Upward mobility (as in “money whitens”) or mobility out of
a largely indigenous area could allow one to classify as non-indigenous (de la
Cadena 2003; Martinez Novo 2006). However, with the growing recognition of
multiculturalism, the past two decades have seen new struggles associated with
indigenous identity (Hale 2006). These struggles are often associated with new
indigenous leaders and political movements for indigenous rights, and have led
to a resurgence of indigeneity and a transformation of collective identification
(Field 1994; Nagel 1997).

In Mexico, for example, indigenous growth has been particularly great in
urban areas and has far exceeded what natural demographic change could
explain (Barbary and Martinez Casas 2016; Martinez Casas 2007). Although
changes in the census question wording may offer a partial explanation
(Martinez Casas et al. 2014), upwardly mobile individuals and migrants to cities
are increasingly identifying as indigenous (Barbary and Martinez Casas 2016;
Martinez Casas 2007). This trend suggests a novel source of indigenous identifi-
cation that is not restricted to Latin America. There has also been a resurgence
of American Indian identification in the United States, tripling since 1970 largely
because higher-educated persons and residents of metropolitan areas reclassified
into that category (Eschbach, Supple, and Snipp 1998; Nagel 1997; Snipp
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1989). Such persons could avoid the stigma of indigeneity because of social and
geographic mobility, but the stigma decreased while an Indian Pride emerged.
Eschbach, Supple, and Snipp (1998) call these new population sectors “New
Indians.”

This analysis focuses on Mexico and Peru, the two countries with the largest
indigenous populations in the Western Hemisphere. They share large indigenous
populations and a similar colonial past, yet there are important differences
between them. Mexico’s ideology of mestizaje has been particularly dominant
compared to other Spanish-speaking countries, but it has also had a history of
indigenous organizing, resistance, and social movements (Martinez Casas et al.
2014; Postero 2004). Indigenous politics gained a notable re-emergence with the
Zapatista rebellion in 1994, which represented indigenous resistance to
Mexico’s neoliberal turn marked by the signing of the North American Free
Trade Agreement (NAFTA). The weakening of corporatist and clientelistic
mechanisms once controlled by the one-party system would also allow groups
like the Zapatistas to assert rights based on indigenous identity, as well as on
Mexican national citizenship (Postero 2004; Stahler-Sholk 2007). This change
and others, including the Constitutional declaration of Mexico as “pluricultur-
al,” have ushered in an era of strengthened indigenous leadership and identity,
and have presumably challenged the decades-old ideology of mestizaje.

While Mexico has been more like the Latin American norm, Peru has discour-
aged indigenous identities and has had little in the way of indigenous social
movements (García 2005; Lucero 2013; Yashar 2005). Since the mid-twentieth
century, the Peruvian state has institutionalized the category of “peasant” in lieu
of “Indian,” reflecting an ideological orientation that favors class over race. The
state has referred to a “peasant problem” requiring land reform and economic
development, rather than an Indian problem, as in other Latin American coun-
tries. Except for linguistic markers such as maternal language, the Peruvian cen-
sus has not used any other indicator of ethnicity since 1940.

Data and Analytical Strategy
We use novel survey data for Mexico and Peru that include multiple measures of
indigeneity. The data were collected in 2010 by the Project on Ethnicity and
Race in Latin America (PERLA) by survey firms in Mexico and Peru.1 PERLA is
the only survey currently existing in Latin America that is specifically designed
to examine indigenous classification by varying the questions, categories, and
methods of capture. The Peruvian sample consists of 1,500 nationally represen-
tative random household surveys of adults age 18 and older. In Mexico, the
sample is a nationally representative random household survey of 1,000 adults
and an oversample of 500 indigenous Mexicans. These surveys employed a
four-stage sampling design that selected random municipalities in each country,
blocs, households, and individuals within households on the basis of apportion-
ments for age and sex to produce a self-weighting sample (with the exception
of the indigenous oversample in Mexico). All surveys were interviewer-
administered by co-nationals in respondents’ homes. There was no systematic
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pairing on ethnicity, though indigenous students accompanied interviewers to
indigenous areas (of the same language) where they provided translation services
when needed.

The indigenous oversample in Mexico used the same four-stage sampling
design to select persons that self-identified as indigenous in a sample of regionally
diverse municipalities with a large number of indigenous language speakers. The
analysis for Mexico uses only the nationally representative sample in table 1,
while all of the remaining analyses in the Mexican case use the entire sample
including the indigenous oversample, and use post-stratification weights to yield
the total sample representative of the Mexican population.

Analytical Plan
The analysis includes four components. First, we offer a descriptive analysis of
the proportion of Mexicans and Peruvians classified as indigenous using twelve
indicators included in the surveys. The twelve indicators are listed in table 1 and
include several versions of self-identification, language knowledge, ancestry, and

Table 1. Percent Size of Indigenous Population in Mexico and Peru Using Alternative
Measures

Mexico Peru

A. Self-identification in an indigenous ethnic group based on ancestors
and customsa

22.2 23.5

B. Self-identification as “indigenous” using five mutually-exclusive
categoriesb

12.4 4.7

C. Speaking fluency in indigenous language 16.2 23.4

D. Interviewer classification as indigenous using five mutually exclusive
categoriesb

8.8 6.3

E. Indigenous first language 12.5 11.4

F. Some ability to understand indigenous language 20.9 42.5

G. Indigenous motherc 16.7 31.7

H. Indigenous fatherc 16.5 29

I. Mother speaks/spoke indigenous language 15.2 38.4

J. Father speaks/spoke indigenous language 16.1 36.8

K. At least one parent speaks/spoke indigenous language 18.2 42.7

L. At least one grandparent speaks/spoke indigenous language 27.6 49.8

Source: 2010 PERLA Nationally Representative Sample Surveys of Mexico and Peru.
a
“Based on your ancestors or customs, do you consider yourself of [list of specific indigenous
groups, blacks, white, mulata, mestiza, other] origin?” Indigenous ethnic groups included in the
Mexican case are: Náhuatl, Maya, Zapoteco, Mixteco, and other indigenous group. In the
Peruvian case they are: Quechua, Aymara, and Amazonic.
b
“Do you consider yourself to be mulata, black, indigenous, mestiza, white, or other?”
cThis item used item A formulation in Peru and item B formulation in Mexico.
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interviewer’s identification. All but “D” (indigenous classification by the inter-
viewer) are self-reported. The data include criteria available in the survey but
unfortunately exclude criteria such as living in an indigenous community.

The second component empirically uncovers different types of ethnic identity
using the indicators included in the survey using latent class analysis (LCA).
LCA is a multivariate technique that extracts latent constructs from a set of cate-
gorical indicators. The technique assumes a model in which the indicators are
uncorrelated with each other, given the scores on the latent variable (that is, con-
ditional independence between indicators after accounting for class member-
ship). After controlling for latent classes, only random association between the
variables is assumed to remain (McCutcheon 1987; Vermunt and Magidson
2000). We use standard fit statistics including the likelihood ratio, the Bayesian
Information Criterion (BIC), and the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) to
determine the number of latent classes that best account for patterns of variation
in the data, and interpret the groups that emerge from the analysis as different
types of ethnic identity.

The third component of the analysis examines the demographic and socio-
economic factors shaping these types of ethnic identity. We treat the ethnic types
emerging from the latent class analysis as our dependent variables and imple-
ment a multinomial logit model (MNL) predicting the respondents’ ethnic type
based on their sociodemographic characteristics. A multinomial logit model ex-
amines the association between a set of predictors and each category of a polyto-
mous dependent variable, using one category as the baseline for comparison.

The following predictors are included in the model: respondent’s age mea-
sured in years, education measured in years of completed schooling, sex, urban
residence, skin color, and household socioeconomic status. Skin color was rated
by the (co-national) interviewer before the survey began, using an eleven-
category color palette ranging from very light (1) to very dark (11). The palette
was extensively pre-tested for interviewers’ ease of use and representativeness of
skin colors found in Latin America (Telles and PERLA 2014). Household socio-
economic status is a composite index based on ownership of a set of household
assets and consumer durables, including piped water, inside toilet, stove, TV,
refrigerator, telephone, washing machine, car, computer, flat-screen TV, and
internet. These items were combined using principal component analysis; the
first component (the linear combination that accounts for the largest portion of
common variance) was used as the index of socioeconomic status (Torche and
Spilerman 2009). The index has a standard deviation of 1 by construction.

The last component of the analysis studies the association between ethnic
types and attitudinal variables to examine the ideological corollaries of different
modes of ethnic identification. We examine six attitudinal variables about ethnic
mixing, collective organization, conflict, and discrimination. The attitudinal
questions are the following:

1. “Intermixing of people with different origins/races is good for the country.”
Agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree. (Mestizaje)
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2. “I agree with indigenous political organizations that seek to reclaim indige-
nous rights.” Not at all or a little, some, a lot. (Indigenous Organizations)

3. “In this country, are indigenous people treated better, the same, or worse
than whites?” Better, the same, worse. (Systemic Discrimination)

4. “In this country, there is a lot, some, a little, or no conflict between indige-
nous and whites.” Not at all, a little, some, a lot. (Perceive Ethnic Conflict)

5. “I have witnessed discrimination against indigenous language speakers.” Not
at all, rarely, sometimes, often. (Witnessed Discrimination)

6. “I have felt discriminated against because of my accent or the way I speak.”
Not at all, rarely, sometimes, often. (Personal Discrimination)

We conducted separate analyses for Mexico and Peru. For each country, we
predicted each attitudinal variable based on ethnic type, and we account for the
same sociodemographic controls as in the prior analysis. We used ordered logit
models because all the dependent variables have three or more ordered catego-
ries but no interval-ranking of these categories can be assumed.

Several of our variables have a small number of missing observations. We im-
plemented two strategies to address the issue of missing data. The first strategy
listwise deleted cases with missing observations in any of the variables. The sec-
ond one implemented multiple imputation using a chained equations routine
with 20 imputations (Allison 2002). Results from the two strategies are virtually
identical, so only the analyses with listwise deletion are presented.

Descriptive Analysis
Table 1 shows the percentages of the Mexican and Peruvian respondents that
are classified as indigenous using twelve criteria. Depending on the measure
used, we find that the indigenous population in Mexico varies from 8.8 percent
of the national population using interviewer classification (item D in table 1) to
27.6 percent using grandparent’s language (item L). The variation is substan-
tially greater in Peru. Only 4.7 percent of the population self-identify as indige-
nous when asked to identify among a set of five mutually exclusive categories
that arguably reflect a racial taxonomy (indigenous, white, black, mulato, and
mestizo) (item B). Fully 49.8 percent self-identify as indigenous when using
grandparent’s language (item L), a ratio of more than 10:1. In Mexico, 12.4 per-
cent of the population self-identify as “indigenous” when using the five mutually
exclusive options, suggesting that indigenous is a more acceptable term than in
Peru.

From another perspective, about twice as many Mexicans identify in an indig-
enous ethnic group based on their ancestry and customs (22.2 percent) compared
to the percentage when the five (racial) categories are offered (12.4 percent). This
compares to a ratio of 5:1 in Peru: 23.5 percent based on ancestry and customs,
and only 4.7 percent based on the five mutually exclusive categories. These re-
sults show a particularly strong reluctance to self-identify as “indigenous” in
Peru, even though a larger proportion of the population acknowledges origins in
an indigenous ethnic group based on ancestry and customs. This finding is
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consistent with de la Cadena’s (2003) report of indigenous language speakers
who do not identify as indigenous in Peru due to lack of familiarity with the term
or to its stigmatization and with Yashar’s (2005) comparative analysis showing
Peruvian exceptionalism as an “indigenous country without indigenous people.”

The last row of table 1 shows estimates based on grandparent’s language
(item L), which yields an especially large indigenous population for Peru (49.8
percent) compared to Mexico (27.6 percent). While such a measurement may
seem uncommon, it is not outside the realm of possible sources of identification
considering that the recent Uruguayan and Argentine censuses classify the indig-
enous on whether respondents have any indigenous ancestry (Telles and PERLA
2014). Our examination of the indigenous language items reveals that fully 42.5
percent of Peruvians understand an indigenous language at least partially (F)
and 23.4 percent are fluent indigenous language speakers (item C). This com-
pares to considerably lower numbers of 20.9 percent and 16.2 percent in
Mexico, respectively. The language figures also reveal a more rapid language
loss across generations in Peru compared to Mexico when comparing parents’,
and respondents’ knowledge of an indigenous language (items K and C).

An interesting comparison is between self- and interviewer indigenous classifi-
cation (items B and D in table 1). More persons identify as indigenous (12.4 per-
cent) than are perceived as indigenous in Mexico (8.8 percent, difference
significant at the p < .001 level), while the opposite is true in Peru (4.7 percent
and 6.3 percent, respectively, difference significant at the p < .008 level).
Although self-identification has become standard practice in surveys around the
world, classification by others provides a more direct measure of how people are
perceived by others (clearly, interviewer classification reflects only one particular
viewpoint of another’s classification). Both self- and other-classifications for indi-
geneity are low in Mexico and Peru—much lower than identification with a par-
ticular indigenous group on the basis of traditions and customs. Furthermore,
the correlation between these two measures is far from perfect—Pearson’s r is
.47 in Mexico and .41 in Peru—leaving substantial room for the diverse sources
of identification that we explore in the next section.

Uncovering Ethnic Types
We used latent class analysis (LCA) to empirically uncover different types of eth-
nic identity using the indicators of indigeneity included in the survey. Some of
the indicators presented in table 1 are highly correlated with each other, making
it difficult to implement LCA with a limited number of cases. To reduce redun-
dancy, we combined highly correlated indicators. Mother’s and father’s indige-
nous language (I and J) display high bivariate correlations (Pearson’s r is .88 in
Mexico and .78 in Peru). We combined these indicators with a variable captur-
ing whether both parents speak an indigenous language. We also consolidated
the ethno-racial classification of parents, based on the respondent’s report, into
a single indicator coded 1 if both parents were indigenous (G and H). We
dropped speaking fluency in an indigenous language (C), while retaining under-
standing of an indigenous language (F) (Pearson’s r for these items is .88 in

Varieties of Indigenous Ethnicity 1553
D

ow
nloaded from

 https://academ
ic.oup.com

/sf/article-abstract/97/4/1543/5113163 by guest on 28 M
ay 2019



Mexico and .64 in Peru). Finally, we eliminated grandparents’ ability to speak
an indigenous language from further analyses, since this measure provides a ten-
uous measure of indigeneity if the focus is on how individuals identify them-
selves. This yields a total of seven dichotomous indicators.

Using LCA, we examined the response patterns to the seven dichotomous
items to determine the number of latent classes—characterizing different ethnic
types—necessary to account for the association between observed variables.
This strategy allows us to empirically obtain the number of ethnic types that best
accounts for the data in each country, instead of arbitrarily imposing a certain
number of groups. We evaluated solutions with different numbers of latent clas-
ses using three fit statistics: the likelihood-ratio test (LR), the Bayesian
Information Criterion (BIC), and the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC). Once
a solution with an acceptable number of classes based on fit statistics is found,
then respondents are assigned to the latent class for which they have the highest
posterior membership probability. We conducted the analysis separately for
Mexico and Peru.

Results of LCA for one to five classes in Mexico and Peru are reported in table 2.
Solutions identifying one, two, and three classes had a poor fit in both countries.
The four-class model fits the data best under the BIC but does not fit well using the
conventional LR test (p < .05). The LR test led us to prefer a five-class model in
Peru and a six-class model (not shown) in Mexico. A limitation of the LR test is
that it favors negligible improvements in the fit even at the cost of additional para-
meters if the sample size is relatively large. In contrast, the BIC coefficient takes into
account gains in terms of fit and losses in terms of parsimony for a given sample
size. As a result, we relied on the BIC statistic for selecting models with four latent
classes in both countries. Table 3 presents the profiles of these latent classes and
their relative sizes.

The first latent class is composed of individuals with a high probability of
understanding an indigenous language, of having parents who speak/spoke an
indigenous language and, in the case of Mexico but not Peru, of having an indig-
enous first language. According to table 3, in Mexico (Peru), 99 (90) percent of
the members of this group understand an indigenous language, 80 (82) percent
of them have parents who speak an indigenous language, and 73 (10) percent of
them have an indigenous first language. In contrast, this group has a low proba-
bility of identifying as indigenous when five ethnic categories (indigenous, mes-
tizo, white, mulato, black and other) are offered—only 12 percent in Mexico,
virtually zero in Peru—or even of identifying their parents as indigenous. Fully
70.8 percent of this group self-identify as mestizo in Mexico, as do 88.3 percent
in Peru (not shown). Furthermore, table 3 indicates that a relatively small pro-
portion of this group (23 percent in Mexico, 5 percent in Peru) were identified as
indigenous by interviewers. On the basis of these patterns, we describe this
group as Indigenous Mestizos. They tend to acknowledge a language-based eth-
nic origin but are not likely to choose “indigenous” as their main ethnic identity.
Even though the probability that this group uses other markers of indigenous
belonging is higher in Mexico than Peru, their central source of indigenous iden-
tity in both cases is their linguistic background or understanding.
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Table 2. Fit Statistics of Latent Class Analysis of Eight Indicators of Indigeneity with different Numbers of Latent Classes

Mexico Peru

Number or latent classes: 1 class 2 3 4 5 1 class 2 3 4 5

Likelihood-ratio 4343.0 533.5 307.1 151.3 119.1 2663.5 508.2 273.0 140.0 91.4

Degrees of freedom 120 112 104 96 88 120 112 104 96 88

p-value 0 0 0 .0003 .02 0 0 0 .002 .38

BICa 3485.8 −266.4 −435.7 −534.4 −509.4 1788.6 −308.4 −485.2 −559.9 −550.2
AICb 4103.0 309.5 99.1 −40.7 −56.8 2423.5 284.2 65.0 −52.0 −84.6
aBayesian Information Criterion.
bAkaike Information Criterion.
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In many ways, the second latent class captures the opposite of Indigenous
Mestizos. While its members have much lower probabilities of understanding an
indigenous language, they are more likely to identify as indigenous using the
five-category question, and to report being part of an indigenous ethnic group

Table 3. Probability of Identifying as Indigenous Based on Different Indicators Conditional on
Ethnic Type Class Membership, and Proportion of the Population in Ethnic Type

Ethnic type
Indigenous
Mestizos

New
Indians

Traditional
Indians

Non-
Indigenous

Mexico:

Conditional probability of:

1. Self-identification in an indigenous
ethnic group based on ancestors and
customs

0.747 0.571 0.985 0.114

2. Self-identification as “indigenous”
using five mutually exclusive categories

0.123 0.429 0.853 0.001

3. Interviewer identification as
indigenous

0.230 0.205 0.656 0.019

4. Indigenous first language 0.731 0.056 0.912 0.021

5. Understand indigenous language 0.989 0.285 0.980 0.100

6. Both parents are/were indigenous 0.088 0.564 0.907 0.021

7. Both parents speak/spoke indigenous
language

0.888 0.217 0.982 0.027

Relative size (model-based, main
sample)

6.4% 7.6% 7.3% 78.8%

Relative size (model-based, includes
indigenous oversample)

12.1% 9.7% 24.9% 53.4%

Peru:

Conditional probability of:

1. Self-identification in an indigenous
ethnic group based on ancestors and
customs

0.068 0.970 0.910 0.023

2. Self-identification as “indigenous”
using five mutually exclusive categories

0.008 0.087 0.257 0.001

3. Interviewer identification as
indigenous

0.045 0.061 0.295 0.012

4. Indigenous first language 0.098 0.028 0.624 0.000

5. Understand indigenous language 0.898 0.454 0.998 0.154

6. Both parents are/were indigenous 0.307 0.708 0.931 0.024

7. Both parents speak/spoke indigenous
language

0.817 0.284 0.984 0.038

Relative size (model-based) 16.3% 7.2% 14.8% 61.7%
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based on ancestors and customs, particularly in the case of Peru. They are also
more likely to report indigenous ancestry based on parents’ indigeneity, even if
they report that their parents did not speak an indigenous language. These attri-
butes lead us to identify this group as New Indians—people who value and
assert an indigenous background and traditions, even if they cannot speak an
indigenous language.

Table 3 shows that, based on the latent class model, in Mexico, 57 percent of
New Indians indicate that they belong to an indigenous ethnic group based on
their ancestors and customs, 43 percent choose “indigenous” as their ethno-
racial identity using the five mutually exclusive categories, and 56 percent report
having indigenous parents. However, only 29 percent understand an indigenous
language and just 6 percent report an indigenous language as their first lan-
guage. In Peru, fully 97 percent of New Indians indicate that they have origins in
an indigenous ethnic group according to ancestors and custom, and 71 percent
of them report an indigenous background based on parents’ indigeneity, but
only 45 percent of this group understands an indigenous language and 3 percent
report an indigenous first language. New Indians’ ethnic identity is reminiscent
of an “invented tradition” (Hobsbawm 1983): in spite of having lost—or never
having had—knowledge of an indigenous language, they explicitly proclaim an
indigenous identity.

While Indigenous Mestizos and New Indians articulate novel sources of indi-
geneity in Latin America, the remaining two ethnic types align more closely with
traditional understandings of indigeneity (or lack thereof). In both Mexico and
Peru, members of the third latent class in table 3 are very likely to identify as
indigenous using all sources of identification, including language, belonging to
an indigenous ethnic group, racial self-identification, and interviewer identifica-
tion. Hence, we call them Traditional Indians. The only discernable difference
between the two countries is that in Peru, even this group has a relatively low
probability of selecting “indigenous” as their primary racial identity (26 percent
of the group does so) and of being seen as indigenous by interviewers (30 per-
cent). In Mexico, by contrast, 85 percent of this group’s members identify as
indigenous, and 66 percent are seen as indigenous by the interviewer. This again
speaks to the lack of familiarity and stigmatization of the term “indigenous” in
Peru. Finally, members of the fourth latent class display consistently low proba-
bilities—close to zero in most cases—of identifying as indigenous based on any
of the selected indicators. We then call them Non-Indigenous. In spite of the his-
torical differences between Mexico and Peru, these four groups are fairly similar
across countries.

Sociodemographic Correlates of Ethnic Types
Having distinguished four ethnic types, the question arises about the demo-
graphic and socioeconomic factors that distinguish these groups. We expect
that, as in the United States, New Indians are likely to be more educated and
urban, representing a sector of non-traditional individuals whose ethnicity is
more symbolic and awakened by an ethnic revival (Eschbach, Supple, and Snipp
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1998; Nagel 1997; Snipp 1989). To address this question, we implemented a
multinomial logit model treating ethnic types as the dependent variable. We
used the Non-Indigenous group as the reference category and compared the fac-
tors correlated with identifying as Traditional Indians, New Indians, and
Indigenous Mestizos vis-à-vis the Non-Indigenous. As indicated, the following
predictors are included in the model: respondent’s age, years of schooling, sex,
urban residence, skin color, and household socioeconomic status.

Before presenting the results, it is important to highlight that the associa-
tion between each predictor and ethnic type captured by the parameter esti-
mates cannot be given a causal interpretation. Predictors were measured
contemporaneously with the outcome, and they do not vary exogenously;
they are therefore vulnerable to endogeneity in the form of reverse causality
or spuriousness. The objective of the multivariate analysis is to provide a
descriptive profile of different ethnic types rather than to establish causal ef-
fects. The valid interpretation of this model is based on the independence of
irrelevant alternatives (IIA) assumption, which states that the odds for each
specific pair of outcomes do not depend on the availability of other out-
comes. The Small-Hsiao test (Small and Hsiao 1985) suggests that IIA
assumption is met with chi-square p-values larger than .05 for all categories
of the dependent variable in both countries.

Table 4 reports the results of the multinomial logit analysis. Compared to the
Non-Indigenous group, Traditional Indians are less educated, darker, and much
poorer (for predicted probabilities of belonging to each indigenous type, see the
Online Appendix). For example, holding other variables constant, an additional
year of schooling is associated with an 8.2 percent decrease (e−.086 = .918,
1 – .918 = .082) in the chances of being a Traditional Indian compared with
non-indigenous, one additional darker tone in the eleven-category color palette
is associated with an increase of 42.8 percent (e0.356 = 1.428) in the odds of
being a Traditional Indian, and a one-standard-deviation increase in the house-
hold SES scale is associated with a .677 decline (e−1.13 = .323, 1 – .323 = .677]
in the odds of being a Traditional Indian compared with being Non-Indigenous.
In Peru, a one-unit increase in schooling, skin color, and household SES is asso-
ciated, respectively, with a 5.9 percent decrease (e−.061 = .941), 21.5 percent
increase (e.195 = 1.215), and 47.8 percent decrease (e−.475 = .622) in the chances
of being a Traditional Indian compared to identifying as Non-Indigenous.2

These sociodemographic differences show similar patterns in Mexico and Peru,
and they fit the conventional understanding of the indigenous populations as un-
derpriveleged, even if, interestingly, Traditional Indians are not more likely to
live in rural areas than Non-Indigenous people, a likely corollary of massive
urban migration.

Beyond these expected differences, the sociodemographic characteristics of
Indigenous Mestizos and New Indians help in understanding these novel types
of Latin American indigeneity. Indigenous Mestizos emerge as an intermediate
category between the Non-Indigenous and Traditional Indians in both socioeco-
nomic standing and skin color. Comparison of the parameter estimates associ-
ated with skin color and household SES indicates that Indigenous Mestizos tend
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Table 4. Multinomial Logit Model of Socio-Demographic Factors Related to Ethnic Type in Mexico and Peru

Mexico Peru

Indigenous
Mestizo

New
Indian

Traditional
Indian

Non-Indigenous
(reference category)

Indigenous
Mestizo

New
Indian

Traditional
Indian

Non-Indigenous
(reference category)

Age −0.019*** −0.015* −0.009 0.007 −0.024** 0.006
(0.007) (0.008) (0.006) (0.006) (0.009) (0.006)

Schooling −0.062** −0.043 −0.086*** −0.016 −0.018 −0.061**
(0.027) (0.031) (0.023) (0.025) (0.038) (0.024)

Urban
residence

0.437* 0.260 0.014 −0.339* 0.725** −0.236
(0.240) (0.273) (0.179) (0.191) (0.340) (0.182)

Male 0.050 0.115 0.017 −0.243 0.081 −0.062
(0.196) (0.225) (0.159) (0.161) (0.234) (0.158)

Skin color 0.244*** 0.111 0.356*** 0.155*** 0.055 0.195***
(0.072) (0.086) (0.059) (0.059) (0.087) (0.058)

Household
SES

−0.634*** −0.555*** −1.130*** −0.138 −0.346** −0.475***
(0.118) (0.135) (0.100) (0.105) (0.152) (0.106)

Constant −1.802*** −1.722*** −1.783*** −1.974*** −2.294*** −1.857***
(0.573) (0.658) (0.464) (0.528) (0.798) (0.513)

Observations 1,244 1,440

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < .10 ** p < .05 *** p < .01
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to be darker and more disadvantaged in terms of education and assets than
Non-Indigenous, but not as disadvantaged as Traditional Indians. Remember
that Indigenous Mestizos’ indigeneity is defined by their understanding of an
indigenous language combined with their choice to primarily identify as mestizo
rather than indigenous.

Probably the most remarkable ethnic type is the New Indians. In both coun-
tries, New Indians are a younger group, and more highly educated than both
Traditional Indians and Indigenous Mestizos; in fact, their levels of schooling
resemble the Non-Indigenous. As shown in table 4, in both Peru and Mexico
there is no difference in the level of schooling and skin color between New
Indians and Non-Indigenous people at the conventional p < .05 level. Strikingly,
New Indians are more likely to be urban than Non-Indigenous people in both
countries (the difference is statistically significant only in Peru). What emerges
from this characterization is a group comprising young, educated, and relatively
light-skinned urbanites who, although they have not (ever) mastered an indige-
nous language, appear willing to affirm their indigenous ancestry and identity.
In fact, in a separate analysis (table not shown), we found that fully 35.2 percent
of New Indians in Mexico and 36.0 percent in Peru did not have a single grand-
parent that spoke an indigenous language, suggesting that an indigenous identity
is based on individual choice rather than ancestry for some members of this
group. Although New Indians are a small group in both countries, they may be
a harbinger of ethnic identification in a context of educational expansion, urban-
ization, and renewed recognition of minority groups.

Attitudinal Differences across Ethnic Types
We have characterized four indigenous types by examining their distinct sources
of indigenous identification and their socio-demographic characteristics. One
important reason why these distinctions matter is because they may shape differ-
ent attitudes and political orientations. Do these distinctions among the indige-
nous identity types make a difference in terms of political behaviors or opinions,
or do the distinctions reflect socio-demographic differences without attitudinal
corollaries? We hypothesize that New Indians are more political since they are
more likely to choose to identify in the stigmatized indigenous category. In order
to explore this, we examine whether these ethnic types vary on attitudinal vari-
ables that measure level of agreement with six questions capturing the respondents’
opinions about the desirability of ethnic mixing (mestizaje), support of indigenous
political organizations (indigenous organizations), perception of societal discrimi-
nation of indigenous people (systemic discrimination), perception of ethnic conflict
(ethnic conflict), whether the respondent has witnessed discrimination against
indigenous people (witnessed discrimination), and whether they had experienced
discrimination themselves (personal discrimination).

Ordered logit models for each attitudinal outcome were separately estimated
for Mexico and Peru, accounting for the same sociodemographic covariates as
those included in table 4. Indigenous type is operationalized as a set of dummies,
and Non-Indigenous is excluded and used as the baseline for comparison.
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Naturally, calculating the parameter estimates for any ethnic group pairwise
comparison is trivial.

In both countries, the most significant attitudinal gap is between Non-
Indigenous and all types of indigenous groups (table 5). However, interesting
differences among indigenous types emerge. In Mexico, all indigenous groups
are more likely to support political organizations for reclaiming indigenous
rights than Non-Indigenous, with no significant differences (at the p < .05 level)
between them. However, New Indians are significantly more likely than non-
indigenous and other indigenous groups to believe that there is conflict between
whites and indigenous people and to maintain that indigenous people are treated
worse than Non-Indigenous (systemic discrimination), net of all the socioeco-
nomic factors.

Interestingly, Mexican New Indians appear to have a heightened sense of eth-
nic disparities and conflict compared with Traditional Indians, which is the
group that has experienced the most discrimination. New Indians are also the
most likely group to identify mistreatment of indigenous people compared to
whites, even if they are not more likely than other indigenous groups to have
witnessed or directly experienced discrimination. In fact, both Traditional
Indians and Indigenous Mestizos are significantly more likely to have witnessed
discrimination against people who speak an indigenous language than New
Indians. Moreover, Mexican New Indians are the least likely of the groups to
believe that intermixing of people with different origins/races is good for the
country. This group is thus most likely to challenge the dominant national ideol-
ogy of mestizaje, although differences are statistically significant only with
Indigenous Mestizos (b = −.722, se = .327, p = .027). Together, these findings
suggest that Mexican New Indians’ ethnic identity is particularly political and
that they are especially likely to challenge the conventional discourse that
Mexican society is non-discriminatory, has little ethnic conflict, and embraces
mestizaje, even if they do not report having personally suffered from anti-
indigenous prejudice.

While Mexican New Indians are particularly political, New Indians in Peru
appear to be less distinct ideologically from other indigenous groups. Still, they
are more likely to reject racial intermixing as good for the country, along with
Traditional Indians and in sharp contrast with Peruvian Indigenous Mestizos,
who are more likely to support ethnic intermixing. All of Peru’s indigenous
groups report witnessing more discrimination than Non-Indigenous, but only
Indigenous Mestizos and Traditional Indians report a higher likelihood of
experiencing discrimination themselves. As in Mexico, Peruvian New Indians do
not appear to experience more discrimination than Non-Indigenous.

In Peru, there are no significant differences between Non-Indigenous and any
of the indigenous ethnic types in terms of perceiving ethnic conflict or systemic
discrimination against indigenous people. By examining all of the pairwise com-
parisons between ethnic groups, a single significant contrast emerges: Indigenous
Mestizos are less likely to perceive ethnic conflict than Traditional Indians (differ-
ence in parameter estimates [.242 – .181 = .423, p = .025]). Added to Indigenous
Mestizos’ approval of ethnic intermixing, this group again emerges as the least
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Table 5. Ordered Logit Model Predicting Attitudes of Non-Indigenous, Traditional Indians, and Indigenous Mestizos compared to New Indians
(reference category) in Mexico and Peru with Controls for Age, Education, Urban Residence, Sex, Skin Color, and Household Assets

Mestizajea
Indigenous

organizationb
Systemic

discriminationc
Ethnic
conflictd

Witnessed
discriminatione

Personal
discriminationf

Mexico:

Traditional
Indians

0.123 0.703*** −0.108 0.149 0.641*** 0.819***
(0.190) (0.178) (0.167) (0.150) (0.147) (0.180)

Indigenous
Mestizos

0.488* 0.859*** −0.370* 0.234 0.565*** −0.024
(0.260) (0.237) (0.209) (0.187) (0.178) (0.248)

New Indians −0.233 0.413* 0.597** 0.692*** 0.267 0.276
(0.243) (0.247) (0.271) (0.214) (0.214) (0.268)

Peru:

Traditional
Indians

−0.472*** −0.222 −0.037 0.242 0.800*** 0.828***
(0.168) (0.177) (0.174) (0.148) (0.142) (0.163)

Indigenous
Mestizos

−0.022 0.222 −0.250 −0.181 0.426*** 0.434**
(0.183) (0.190) (0.173) (0.149) (0.144) (0.176)

New Indians −0.424* 0.323 0.134 0.013 0.387* 0.176
(0.247) (0.282) (0.267) (0.220) (0.207) (0.260)

Standard errors in parentheses. * p < .10 ** p < .05 *** p < .01
a
“Intermixing of people with different origins/races is good for the country” (mestizaje).
b
“I agree with indigenous political organizations that seek to reclaim indigenous rights” (indigenous organization).
c
“In this country, are indigenous people treated better, the same, or worse than whites?” (systemic discrimination).
d
“In this country, there is a lot, some, a little, or no conflict between indigenous and whites” (ethnic conflict).
e
“I have witnessed discrimination against indigenous language speakers” (witnessed discrimination).
f
“I have felt discriminated against because of my accent or the way I speak” (personal discrimination).
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inclined to emphasize ethnic cleavages that challenge the status quo. In general,
attitudinal differences among ethnic groups appear to be weak in Peru, aligning
with the literature of weak indigenous identities in Peru (Yashar 2005).

Discussion and Conclusion
Scholars have long known that ethno-racial classification is fluid in Latin
America, but have lacked the data and analytical tools to examine sources and
patterns of variation systematically. Specifically, social scientists, census bureaus,
and others have struggled with deciding how to classify the indigenous; holding
widely different conceptions based on phenotype, language, ancestry, and self-
identification, they have found little agreement (Del Popolo and Oyarce 2005;
Loveman 2014; Rosemblatt 2018). We have sought to develop a more compre-
hensive understanding of who is indigenous and of the diverse modes for being
indigenous in Latin America.

Relying on a new dataset with multiple measures of indigeneity, we have
shown that the size of the indigenous population varies widely according to the
marker of indigeneity chosen. Across twelve plausible indicators for indigenous
classification, we have found that estimates of the indigenous population vary
from 9 percent to 28 percent in Mexico and fully 5 percent to 50 percent in
Peru. This suggests that variations in the measured size of the indigenous popu-
lation across countries and over time are deeply dependent on measurement op-
tions. The main source of difference between Mexico and Peru is that many
Peruvians report fluency in an indigenous language and accept identity in an
indigenous group but do not consider themselves “indigenous,” and inter-
viewers are hesitant to use that term when identifying respondents.

We provide, for the first time, an empirically obtained profile of indigenous
types in Latin America. Using multiple measures of indigeneity and latent class
analysis to uncover meaningful indigenous groups, we find that contemporary
indigenous classification clusters around four types: persons who are almost
invariably indigenous across all measures, who we call Traditional Indians; per-
sons who do not speak or understand indigenous languages but who assert an
indigenous identity—we call them New Indians; persons who speak an indige-
nous language but often are reticent to identify as indigenous—we call them
Indigenous Mestizos; and a group of mostly Spanish monolinguals with hardly
any indigenous markers, who we call the Non-Indigenous population.

Traditional Indians are indisputably indigenous by almost any indicator,
including self-identification as indigenous, speaking an indigenous language,
having indigenous parents, and identification as indigenous by an interviewer.
Indeed, Traditional Indians are the primary subject of anthropological research
as well as the stereotypical Indian in popular convention. Compared to the other
indigenous types, their identities are thickest, the most consequential, and the
least symbolic.

Indigenous Mestizos are situated between Traditional Indians and the Non-
Indigenous. Although both Indigenous Mestizos and Traditional Indians are
similarly dark-skinned and speak an indigenous language, the former group
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often identifies as mestizo, is more socioeconomically advantaged, and (in the
case of Mexico) urban, making them more like the culturally and socially assimi-
lated mestizos and socially distant from Traditional Indians. Such an identity
may thus emerge as a relational ethnicity, likely constructed by the Indigenous
Mestizos as a way of distinguishing themselves in a higher-status group from the
poor Indians they left behind. Indigenous Mestizo is a particularly widespread
type in Peru, likely reflecting the greater stigma of indigeneity and perhaps
related to the Peruvian category of cholo, which is intermediate to indigenous
and mestizo (Bourricaud 1975; Sulmont and Valdivia 2012).

Given the decline of indigenous language use in both Mexico and Peru in
recent decades, we would expect a decline in the indigenous populations using
the traditional language indicator. However, new ethnic types appear be emerg-
ing, in particular a group that we have called New Indians. In spite of not know-
ing or understanding an indigenous language, New Indians are likely to assert
an indigenous identity. People in this group are substantially younger, more
prosperous, and more urban than the other two ethnic types. Interestingly, more
than one-third of New Indians do not have a single grandparent who spoke an
indigenous language, and the average skin color of New Indians is similar to the
Non-Indigenous, which suggests a relatively tenuous claim to indigeneity. These
findings suggest that New Indians embrace an indigenous identity even if they
would not normally be perceived as indigenous by others, and even if there is no
indication of traditional indigenous markers for themselves or for their parents.
This novel indigenous identity is likely to have emerged in the context of grow-
ing multiculturalism and indigenous movements.

Although about the same proportion of the national population (7–8 percent)
is considered New Indian in both countries, New Indians comprise more than a
third of Mexican indigenous and less than one-fifth of the Peruvian indigenous
population. New Indians may be emerging as a formidable political subject, par-
ticularly in Mexico, where they challenge the traditional notions that mestizaje
is good for the country and that ethnic relations in the country are non-
discriminatory and non-conflictual. This suggests an especially ideologically
committed group that holds indigenous rights as an important value, even
though they are not directly affected by discrimination and prejudice and have
relatively weak ties to Indigenous ancestry.

The complexity of indigenous identity that we find speaks to ethnic bound-
aries, assimilation, and mestizaje. While the Non-Indigenous and Traditional
Indians are clearly positioned on either side of a dichotomous boundary that re-
presents the primary ethnic boundary (between mestizos/non-indigenous and
indigenous) in Latin America, Indigenous Mestizos and New Indians straddle
the boundary. Both are transitioning from one side of the boundary to the other
but in opposite directions, and both depart in different ways from the notion of
an unproblematic “mixed race” national identity. Indigenous Mestizos could be
considered as assimilating, consciously or not, to a non-indigenous group by
explicitly rejecting the markers of indigeneity over which they have control.
Although they still speak an indigenous language, they tend to reject an indige-
nous identification, choosing mestizo instead. By contrast, New Indians
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represent an ethnic re-emergence, re-positioning from the non-indigenous or
mestizo side of the boundary to the indigenous side. The ethnic identity of the
New Indians thus represents a new way of bridging the mestizo-indigenous
boundary, which reveals a counterflow on a two-way street rather than the uni-
directional flow in the direction of mestizaje, assimilation, or modernization.

Why would persons who can identify as mestizo and are likely to be seen by
others as mestizo choose to identify counter-hegemonically as indigenous, from
the mainstream to a low-status group? For some, this repositioning may be sym-
bolic, as it may offer them a sense of social rootedness within an ethnic commu-
nity without having to bear the hardships and stigma borne by Traditional
Indians. But it is likely much more than the symbolic ethnicity exhibited by
later-generation descendants of European immigrants to the United States (Gans
1979; Waters 1990). Their political orientations suggest that their ethnicity,
whether re-emergent or invented, is not merely symbolic. With multiculturalism,
the stigma associated with indigeneity has lowered the cost of identifying as
indigenous, as has occurred in the United States (Eschbach, Supple, and Snipp
1998; Nagel 1997). Moreover, in the Mexican context, New Indians may seek
to invert the status hierarchy that devalues indigeneity, which is consistent with
the thrust of Mexico’s current multiculturalism (Martinez Casas et al. 2014). A
similar argument could be made for Peru, albeit to a lesser extent (Sulmont and
Callirgos 2014), which might help explain why New Indians are less prominent
in that country.

The State defines the indigenous through their censuses, which become tem-
plates for understanding indigeneity. While census definitions rely on one or two
indicators, we have sought to provide a more nuanced and sociologically
informed way to understand three widely distinct types of indigeneity, which
should be informative when deciding how to measure the indigenous popula-
tion. By including all types as indigenous, nation-states run the risk of ignoring
the perspectives of the most marginalized and those to whom indigeneity is most
consequential (Canessa 2007). Our approach also suggests that the use of self-
identification as the primordial method of classification (Del Popolo and Oyarce
2005) could unintentionally capture many individuals that might not be con-
sidered in the design of policies aimed at indigenous people, such as New
Indians, and exclude others intended to be targets, such as Indigenous Mestizos.
Moreover, prior consultation laws require indigenous people to be consulted
and to consent to development/extractive projects that affect them, so which
groups or collectivities are defined as indigenous may have major political and
economic consequences (Sulmont and Valdivia 2012). Aside from merely cap-
turing the indigenous population (Loveman 2014; Telles and PERLA 2014), our
results highlight the need to carefully consider the implications of question-and-
response category design in identifying indigenous populations, such as for mea-
suring poverty and ethnic inequality. On the other hand, with multiple ethnic
classification measures as used by the PERLA survey, one could provide more
complex instruments for understanding poverty.

Beyond the specific characteristics of indigenous types in contemporary Latin
America, our analysis has two broader corollaries. First, because there are
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different ways of experiencing ethnicity, it would make sense for researchers to
use multiple empirical indicators to capture diverse identities rather than trying
to find a single accurate indicator of the “true” ethnic marker. Second, modes of
ethnicity are correlated with demographic and socioeconomic attributes that
place individuals in their social context, and they give rise to attitudinal differ-
ences that express the implications of ethnic identification for social and political
action. We hope these simple, but frequently neglected, corollaries result in a
more discerning, informative, and accurate understanding of ethnic identity
around the world.

Notes
1. In Mexico, Data: Opinión Pública y Mercado and in Peru, IPSOS.
2. Note that the parameter estimates of non-linear models such as the MNL model can-

not be directly compared across countries. The reason is that the comparison across
groups relies on the assumption that the error variance is the same across groups. If
this assumption is violated, comparisons are meaningful (Hoetker 2004). As such,
we comment on the sign and statistical significance of the parameter estimates across
countries but do not offer a formal comparison of their magnitude.
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