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Introduction 

 
[ General Overview of the Indigenous Populations of Mexico ] 
 
1. The discovery of the Americas in the sixteenth century revealed to the European invaders two 
great civilizations: the Inca in the Southern Hemisphere, and the Mesoamerican in the Northern 
Hemisphere. The latter was characterized, until colonization began, by all the elements commonly 
associated with "advanced civilizations." These included a great concentration of sedentary 
populations; sophisticated political organization of hierarchical states; intensive agriculture; 
monumental constructions including temples, and civil structures; a great tradition of sculpture and 
pictorial art; hieroglyphic writing; the use of sophisticated calendars, and; mathematical 
computation. It also included a variety of social classes, centralized religious systems with priestly 
castes. 
 
2. To the north of this Mesoamerican civilization, was the zone of hunters and gatherers, known as 
arid-America. In this zone, with desert ecology, its inhabitants successfully adapted to the limited 
resource base and harsh environment through a primarily nomadic economy, with a low 
demographic density and limited sedentarized settlements. In contrast to the Mesoamerican 
civilizations, they had a relatively simple social and political structure; a low level of technological 
development and simple knowledge of architecture as well as relatively unsophisticated artistic, 
religious and intellectual expressions. 
 
3. Mesoamerica is comprised of a series of areas or regions which illustrate the specific 
characteristics of its unique cultures which still persist today, such as a Mayan area, Huasteca area, 
Zapotec, Mixtec areas, etc. All of them form a part of a single unique Mesoamerican cultural area, 
and all have contributed, over the long span of the formation of this culture over five thousand 
years, to the ancient history of contemporary Mexico. 
 
4. The heterogeneity of peoples and cultural diversity of Mexico are testimony of the resilience and 
continuity of the Mesoamerican civilization. It is expressed through its 56 ethnic groups spread over 
2 million square kilometers of the national territory and constitute at least 10 percent of the nation’s 
nearly 95 million inhabitants. 
 
5. The sites and ceremonial areas, remnants of the original cultures, are still significant to the 
contemporary indigenous groups and constitute important settlements wherein the inhabitants 
gather to carry out their economic, cultural, social, religious and political activities. Some examples 
of these settlements are contemporary Tenochtitlan in what is today Mexico City, Cholula in the 
state of Puebla, Palenque in Chiapas, and Monte Alban in Oaxaca.The term Mesoamerica was first 
used by Paul Kirchoff to describe the area of Middle America characterized as a region of high 
civilizations. Middle America is the geographical term used to describe the region that includes 
Mexico and Central America. 

 



 
Carta Básica: MESOAMERICA. Según Paul Kirchhoff  

 
[ States ] 
 
 
1. Aguascalientes 2. Baja California Norte (officially divided from the southern part of the state 
classified as a territory according to the Official Diary of the State February 7, 1931. Subsequently 
declared a State according to the Official Diary November 21, 1952). 3. Baja California Sur (Divided 
from the northern portion of the state according to the Official Diary of the State February 7,1931. 
Subsequently declared a State according to the Official Diary October 8, 1974) 4. Campeche 5. 
Coahuila 6. Colima 7. Chiapas 8. Chihuahua 9. Durango 10. Guanajuato 11. Guerrero 12. Hidalgo 
13. Jalisco 14. México 15. Michoacán 16. Morelos 17. Nayarit 18. Nuevo León 19. Oaxaca 20. 
Puebla 21. Querétaro 22. Quintana Roo 23. San Luis Potosí 24. Sinaloa 25. Sonora 26. Tabasco 
27. Tamaulipas 28. Tlaxcala 29. Veracruz 30. Yucatán 31. Zacatecas 32. Distrito Federal. 
 
[ Exclusive Economic Zone ] 
 
Mexico includes a territory formed of 239 islands, 23 keys and 20 reefs. This zone extends 200 
nautical miles from the coast. The objective of this zone is to increase Mexico’s jurisdiction over 
these zones, to avoid excessive or abusive marine resource exploitation, curb and curtail pollution 
and avoid the use of this zone for military purposes. 
 
Carta Básica: "ESTADOS UNIDOS MEXICANOS CARTA GEOGRÁFICA." 1980. Dirección General 
de Geografía del Territorio Nacional, Secretaría de Programación y Presupuesto. Atlas Nacional del 
Medio Físico 
   



Location of indigenous peoples 

 

Who are the Indigenous Peoples? ] 
 
1. Since colonial times, there has been a great debate over the definition of who is indigenous. 
When the Europeans came into contact with the native populations, they ascribed the category of 
“indios” to those groups and peoples who maintained their own identity and cultural specificity. This 
presumed a category of people who were different and inferior from a racial, cultural, linguistic, 
intellectual and religious viewpoint and served to justify and rationalize the colonial domination and 
the privileged position of the conquerors. This categorization constituted an annulment of the ethnic 
diversity and cultural specificity of the Indian population and by so doing cut off any possibilities for 
self-development or endogenous cultural evolution. 
 
2. By virtue of this categorization as “indios” the indigenous peoples have continued to exist as 
colonial constructs linked to ethnic cultures that are considered inferior to the culture of the 
dominant order, and excluded from the nation’s normal life. The construction of an inclusive and 
democratic society would result in a gradual dissolution of the categories formed during the colonial 
period, and to the recognition of cultural and ethnic diversity, with a concomitant elimination of the 
existing prejudices of racial superiority. 
 
3. There is a great amount of ethnographic information available for each of Mexico’s indigenous 
groups. This national profile, drawing on this information, confirms the fact that these indigenous 
populations continue to be the powerless in a system of asymmetric power relations characterized 
by inequities, injustice, and the exclusion of the indigenous population. 
 
4. There is a great spectrum of indigenous populations in Mexico ranging from groups with solid 
ethnic identities and large numbers of population to small groups surviving at the margin of 
extinction. Nevertheless, all these groups must be recognized as historical social entities that have 
demonstrated a capacity for long-term sustainability and permanence within a territory where they 
were once autonomous. Today these groups aspire to reproduce and continue their social, cultural, 
political and religious patterns. The contemporary indigenous organizations are mobilizing their 
energies and demands to de-colonize and eliminate the category of “Indian” in order to recover their 
own identity and take charge of their own history and destiny. 
 
[ Definition of “Indio” ] 
 
Definition of indigenous and ethnic according to Guillermo Bonfil Batalla, “The Concept of 
Indigenous in America: a Colonial Construct.”  
 
”[ indio ] is a supra-ethnic categorization which does not denote a specific cultural content to the 
groups to which it is ascribed. Rather, it is a categorization which implies a particular relation 
between the indios and the other sectors of the global social system of which they are a part. The 
category of indio then denotes a condition of colonized, and has, of necessity, a colonial referent.… 
The indio is born when Columbus took possession of Hispaniola in the name of the Catholic Kings. 
Before the European discovery, the population of the American continent was formed of a great 
number of different societies, each one with its own identity, and each with different levels of social 
evolution, ranging from the great Mesoamerican and Andean civilizations to the bands of hunters 
and gatherers of the Amazonian forests." 
 
[ · ] International Labour Organization 
 
Convention 169 Pertaining to Indigenous Populations.  
Part 1: General Policy Article I1. 



 
The present convention applies to: 
a) Tribal groups in independent countries whose social, cultural and economic conditions 
distinguish them from other sectors of the national society, and who are governed totally or partially 
by their own customs or other special legislation; 
 
b) Peoples in independent countries considered as indigenous by the fact of descent from original 
inhabitants of the country or one of its specific regions during the colonial period or colonization, or 
from the establishment of currently existing state borders, and that retain, regardless of their judicial 
status, their own social, economic, cultural and political institutions or parts of them. 
 
2. The self-recognition of their cultural or tribal identity should be considered as a fundamental 
criterion to determine the groups to whom the present convention applies. 
 
3. The use of the term “peoples” in this convention should not be interpreted in the sense of that 
which implies rights to the use of such a term according to international rights.  
ILO Provisional Acts, Seventy-seventh Meeting, Geneva, 1989  
Incorporated to the National Mexican Legislation  
 
[ · ] World Bank Definitions 
 
3. The term “indigenous Peoples”, “indigenous ethnic minorities”, “tribal groups”, “scheduled tribes”, 
describe social groups with a social and cultural identity distinct from that of the dominant society 
which renders them vulnerable to being disadvantaged in the process of development. For 
purposes of this Directive, the term “indigenous peoples” will be used to refer to these groups. “The 
indigenous peoples can be identified and possess, in differing degrees the following 
characteristics:a) attachment to ancestral territories and to their natural resources;  
b) self-identification, and identification by others, as members of a distinct cultural group;  
c) an indigenous language, often different from the national language;  
d) presence of customary social and political institutions, and;  
e) systems of production primarily oriented towards self-subsistence.World Bank, Operational 
Directive OD 4.20: Indigenous Peoples, September, 1991  
 
[ · ] What is a Community for Us Indigenous People?A territorial space demarcated and 
defined by possession 
 
> A common history, communicated orally and from one generation to the next  
> A variant of a language of the original peoples with whom we identify  
> An organization which defines the political, cultural, social, civil, economic, and religious  
> A communal system of defining and administering justice 
 
In order to understand each one of these elements there must be a commonality of concepts about 
what constitutes communal, collective, complementary and integral whose terms are defined as 
follows: > The earth as mother and as our territory 
 
> Consensual assemblies for decision-making 
> Free services by authorities in the service of the community 
> Collective work as a recreational and social act 
> Rites and ceremonies as expressions of communal rights 
 
Floriberto Diaz, More than Things, with People: The Communal Geometry, Revista Ojarasca, 
Mexico, Nov. 1997 
 
5. The inescapable and obvious Mexican reality is the cultural diversity of its indigenous population 
interacting with other mestizo populations. Because of this, Mexico is a multicultural, multi-linguistic 
country with two types of civilizations in contact for the past 500 years. The process of interaction is 



not only one of historic syncretism but also of the differentiation and amalgamation of various 
populations. The cultural diversity of indigenous populations has its origins in the heterogeneity of 
the pre-Hispanic cultural panorama and the various forms of appropriation and occupation of the 
land which took place during the formative periods of the societies which are today at various 
stages of articulation in the Mexican society. It is therefore noteworthy, that there is no legal 
definition in Mexico of what constitutes the indigenous population as is the case in other countries. 
Neither are biological or racial definitions in use, although in the common language the term 
“indigenous race” is still sometimes used (although without any scientific or anthropological 
foundation, as with other racial terminology). 
 
[ Geographic Distribution of Indigenous Peoples ] 
 
6. The indigenous population is distributed over all the states of the Mexican Republic and the 
Federal District of Mexico City, the nation’s capital. A typology of various states can be postulated 
as follows: 
 
[ · ] Typology of States with and without Indigenous Populations 
 
1. States with a high level of indigenous population living in their traditional areas of occupation: 
Campeche, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Oaxaca, Puebla, Quintana Roo, San Luis Potosi, Veracruz, and 
Yucatan. 
 
2. States with a medium level of indigenous population in their traditional areas of occupation: 
Chihuahua, D.F., Durango, Mexico, Michoacan, Morelos, Nayarit, Sonora, and Tabasco. 
 
3. States with a low level of indigenous population in their traditional areas of occupation: 
Baja Californa, Cohauila, Colima, Guanajuato, Jalisco, Queretaro, Sinaloa and Tlaxcala. 
 
4. States without an original indigenous population but with indigenous immigrant populations: 
Aguascalientes, Baja California South, Nuevo Leon, Tamaulipas, and Zacatecas. 
 
7. The states with the largest indigenous population are those which have the lowest level of 
development due to the state policies and politics which have limited federal and state budgetary 
allocations and investment in indigenous peoples. These states contrast starkly to the highly 
developed states with few or no indigenous peoples. This imbalance is due to the little importance 
given by the state and private initiative to the indigenous peoples as productive social entities in 
their own right.  
 
[ Municipalities and Communities ] 
 
8. The same low levels of development seen at the state level apply to the municipalities and 
communities of the country classified according to the presence or absence of indigenous groups. 
 
[ · ] Typology of Municipalities with Indigenous Populations 
 
1. Indigenous Municipality and Municipal Seat: Where both the municipality and its seat are 
indigenous and there are no dispersed or settlements as defined by the census. Examples are 
Tahtziu, Yucatan; Huautla de Jimenez, Oaxaca. 
 
2. Indigenous Municipality and Communities: Where the municipality consists of communities or 
settlements indigenous in the majority of population. Examples are: Chankom, Yucatan; San Juan 
Chamula, Chiapas; Uxila, Oaxaca; Jesus Maria, Nayarit. 
 
3. Municipalities with a non-Indigenous center and with peripheral Indigenous Communities where 
the seat of the municipality consists of a mestizo majority and the communities are essentially 
indigenous. Examples are: Creel, Chihuahua; Guaymas, Sonora; El Fuerte, Sinaloa. 



 
4. Multi-ethnic Municipalities, with a municipal seat including Indigenous Communities. Examples 
are: Ciudad Santos, San Luis Potosi; Huejutla, Hidalgo; Ocosingo, Chiapas; Cuetzalan, Puebla; 
Matias Romero, Oaxaca. 

 

  *In the final results of the Population and Housing Census 1995, there were 2,428 municipalities while in 1997 there were 2,434 
registered.  
**EIP: Estimated Indigenous Population. Estimated by the Instituto Nacional Indigenista.  

 
9. The large number of indigenous language speakers (ILS) in virtually all the municipalities in the 
country is due to the strong out-migration patterns in indigenous communities. The few 
municipalities with no ILS are those which traditionally have experienced little in-migration. The 
consequences of this are addressed in a subsequent chapter. The municipalities which show the 
high percentages (over 70 percent and 30-60 percent) of ILS* are the traditional indigenous 
communities. 

 
[ Indigenous Settlements in Mexico ]  

Settlements 
1990 
1995 

Settlements identified in the Population Census. Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informática. (INEGI). 
*ILS.- Indigenous Language Speakers. 

  



History 

1. There is an abundance of documentation concerning the history of indigenous populations of 
Mexico prior to the arrival of the Spaniards. These documents were constructed from information 
about the groups with whom the Spaniards had the most contact and focus on the life and 
governance of these groups. In comparison, relatively little is known of the hunters and gatherers 
that for most of the colonial period occupied a marginal position relative to the central political 
scheme. These peoples, located in the arid part of America, were relegated to colonization by 
religious missionary orders. The Spanish colonization machine with its array of bureaucrats and 
administrators was first established in the Mesoamerican region because of its geo-political 
importance as a central area for decision-making and development of the colonial society. 
 
2. What is commonly known as the Aztec Empire consisted of 38 provinces which paid tribute, and 
the Empire was, in reality, a rather loose confederation of city-states with different political systems 
and situations. This confederation of city-states encompassed many different ethnic groups and a 
diverse array of languages. The cities in the central region consisted of primarily Nahuatl and Otomi 
speaking populations. To the northeast were the Huastecos, Totonacas, and Mazatecos. To the 
southeast the Mixtecos, Zapotecos. To the south the Mayas. To the southeast the Tlapanecas and 
Cuitlatecas. To the west the Mazahuas and the Matlazincas. 
 
3. The consolidation of this confederation of cities and settlements by the Mexicans who exercised 
their hegemony over these varied peoples, created a class of leaders of which the Tlatoani or 
Supreme Lord, warriors, and functionaries were a part; a class of businessmen and traders, the 
pochtecas, who, at the time of the colonization, were beginning to enjoy increasing importance and 
privilege. 
 
4. The campesinos (or countrymen), whether Nahuatl, Zapotec, or Mixtec, continued their life at the 
margin of these city-states in their apogee. The campesinos or macehualtzin were all members of a 
community, with usufruct rights to the land where they established their home and an agricultural 
plot. The territorial space was called the calpulli or what we now know as indigenous communal 
area or settlement. This calpulli was characterized by a sociopolitical organization based on a 
definition of territory, barrio or sometimes kinship. 
 
5. The Spanish colonization produced a phenomenon that on one hand tended to blur the cultural 
differences of the ethnic groups, while on the other contributing to the persistence of the same 
groups. These managed to retain their own identities yet with a colonial overlay that gave them an 
identity imposed by the colonizer (religious, or subjects to the king, mine of hacienda workers. etc.). 
 
6. With independence the indigenous peoples acquired the same liberties and rights as other 
segments of the population. Nevertheless, in many cases they were still subject to special laws and 
rules that kept them in a marginal and inferior situation relative to the white mestizo population. With 
the expansion of the agricultural and livestock frontier, and the development of capitalist relations of 
production in the field (salaried labor, production of commercial crops, capital investments in 
agrarian property, and the growth of infrastructure in the rural areas) the indigenous populations 
suffered a massive despoiling and appropriation of their territories, and many of them were exiled or 
resettled in less hospitable areas. 
 
7. This was the origin of the emergence of the great latifundios and haciendas, that established 
themselves in the territories belonging to the indigenous people and in which the indigenous 
populations were incorporated in systems of servants or clientage (peones acacillados). The 
exploitation of indigenous labor and the takeover of their lands generated conflict which erupted in 
the caste wars such as the Yaqui War in Sonora, or the Caste War in Yucatan in the Nineteenth 
Century, and which eventually culminated in the Revolution of 1910. 
 
 



 
8. The new Constitution of 1917 recognized the land rights of the original occupants under their 
regimen of customary tenure, and devolved these lands to the original peoples and other rural 
peasants under a new regimen called the ejido. In the same manner, it sought to foster education, 
health, and a more active participation in a national economy with the end of eventually 
incorporating and integrating the indigenous peoples into the national culture. 
 

   



Identity 

1. Ethnic identity and definition has changed since colonial times, yet indigenous cultural norms and 
forms have persisted without assimilation from the non-indigenous Mexican culture. This ethnic 
identity is manifested in forms of communal life, oral communication in native languages, highly 
specific relationships to nature and territories reflected in their cosmology, and a wealth of medicinal 
and other traditional knowledge. These cultural aspects are all tightly linked to the functioning of 
traditional social and political institutions. 

 
2. Language and linguistic symbols illustrate the particular worldviews and philosophy of the 
indigenous groups. These worldviews structure perceptions and behavior about the conduct of 
human relations, both among men, groups, and between man and nature. Indigenous worldviews in 
Mexico are permeated with a sense of profound mysticism and religiosity, which involves and 
encompasses all the institutions of indigenous society: the family, religious feasts, governance, and 
productive relations. 

 
3. As in pre-colonial times, the indigenous peoples continue to attribute special gifts of knowledge to 
their priests and shamans. They are the link between the community and the deities and make 
sacred all the activities of the community. The priests and shamans communicate with their 
ancestral deities through the system of religious symbols that have incorporated Christian forms in a 
highly syncretistic manner that hides the indigenous peoples unique cosmogony under a layer of 
Christianity. 
 
4. The failure of the rest of Mexican society to recognize that the indigenous identity and world view 
is different has led to the exclusion of the indigenous worldview from development-related activities 
that substitute the existing cosmogony instead of enhancing or developing it. Most development 
projects implemented in, or directed towards indigenous regions fail for this reason. A complicating 
factor is that the combination of traditional and modern elements in contemporary indigenous life 
gives the appearance of an assimilation that is in reality untrue. While the "modern" inexorably 
enters into the life of the indigenous communities, a sub-stratum of traditional forms of behavior and 
beliefs enable these communities to share the benefits of development while retaining them to 
retain their own identity. 

[ Indigenous Languages ] 

5. The core of indigenous identity is language. It is the vehicle of communication between the 
members of a community and shared by others of the same ethnic background. The indigenous 
peoples self-define themselves in terms of their native languages, which in turn, ascribe them to 
particular ethnic groups. All the indigenous groups have names given to them by other groups as 
well as their own names for their group identification. The commonly described group names and 
their self-given names and their meaning in local languages are shown in the following table. 
 
6. The indigenous languages of Mexico are classified according to different linguistic groups, 
branches, families and sub-families. For the purposes of development, it is important to consider 
these means of communication as vehicles for social and cultural change through the medium of 
formal education, adult education, and development projects. The indigenous languages of Mexico 
share characteristics with other languages in the world and in some aspects they are also unique. 
Spanish, the national language, also shows regional variants, which have been influenced by the 



vernacular native languages. The belief that the poverty and underdevelopment of the indigenous 
population is due to their lack of the conceptual ability to learn Spanish is a widely shared prejudice 
even though all the languages in the world have phonetics, structure, and lexicon, including all the 
native languages of Mexico.  

 
[ Political and Religious Systems of Organization ] 

 
7. The political and religious systems constitute the basis of social organization of contemporary 
indigenous communities. The system is established by the organization of religious cults in which all 
families of a community partake annually. Each year a different group of men is charged with the 
execution of religious functions and offices: the purchase of candles, the food, drink, incense, 
fireworks, and associated expenditures. From the indigenous perspective, these religious events 
are mechanisms that balance social and economic differences within the community. In other 
words, there is a tradeoff where a diminution in family held savings is exchanged for prestige in the 
eyes of the community. Each time an individual has a turn in the execution of these functions he 
adds to his prestige until, at an old age, he becomes a respected member of the community and 
forms a part of the council of elders. At the end of a period as a religious sponsor, the individual will 
be called upon to serve free of charge, as a civil servant and official of the community. 
 
8. The traditional community authorities are in charge of the distribution of land plots, conflict 
resolution over land disputes, and investigation of thefts, keepers of the peace, and intermediaries 
with other forms of state government. A man generally does not seek to become a public official on 
his own initiative, or to use this role for personal gain. Power is given to him by the common 
assembly and transmitted from time to time to a new group. Local traditional authorities work full 
time without salary. They continue to be members of the wider community and as such participate 
in its rites and ceremonies, as well as in other community relations based on kinship or clientage. 
 
9. While the public authorities, be they mayors or councilmen, must be aware of the mandates 
emanating from the state or federal government, the intrusion of these governmental institutions is a 
potential source of conflict within the community. It is in such cases that the cohesion of the people 
and of the community around their traditional authorities serves to attenuate the transforming 
impacts of outside influences. The indigenous community can be said to be able to maintain itself to 
the degree that it can exclude or dilute the presence of external agents.  

[ Religion ] 

10. Religious practices are generally linked to the agricultural cycle. Feasts are celebrated at the 
time of planting and harvesting of maize, to ask for help and to show gratitude to the divinities 
associated with the critical natural elements: the rain, sun, moon, earth, etc. The process of 
colonization substituted these divinities with images of Catholicism and imposed their celebration 
within the church precinct. Hence the origin of religious feasts such as the Virgin of the Candelaria, 
Saint Peter and Paul, Saint Francis, etc. Each community or indigenous settlement has a patron 
saint that is venerated in a ceremony shared by the entire community. A group of people called 
mayordomos or cargueros assume the responsibility of the expenses as part of their contribution to 
the system of cargos. 

 
 



11. The ensemble of these religious practices is intimately linked to indigenous esthetics and artistic 
forms. The traditional fiesta, with its processions, incense, fireworks, multitudes, and color, is not 
simply a manifestation of the prestige and economic equilibrium, but is also the recreation of a 
magic mythic moment and expression of the social relations when men and women, transcending 
the reality of their daily lives, advance in procession and enter the religious space of the church. 
 
12. This institution, the fiesta, is perhaps the most important mechanism in the maintenance of 
indigenous identity; yet it has had to adapt itself to the precarious economic resources available 
within the contemporary indigenous communities. The expenses, which formerly were assumed by 
a single individual, are today often shared by a greater number of persons. Migrants who have 
savings, or a measure of economic success contribute to their fiestas’ expenses and return to their 
communities of origin to partake in them. 

 
13. In the last decade there has been an influx of new religious ideologies into indigenous 
communities. These are new groups affiliated with the Theology of Liberation movement, and with 
Protestant sects. These influences have resulted in social changes that have had repercussions in 
all spheres of activities. Affiliates of Protestant religions do not consume alcohol or tobacco, and 
have ceased to be participants in the religious festivities. The Theology of Liberation is a religious 
organization which, although forming part of the Catholic Church, tends to promote change in some 
of the traditional religious observances and practices, such as the consumption of alcohol in 
religious functions.In spite of the changes introduced into the indigenous communities, their ethnic 
identity continues to be expressed most concretely in the celebration of feasts and religious 
ceremonies. These are acts that reinforce ethnic identity. The celebration of the fiesta and religious 
practices associated with it are the manifestation the existence of complex social institutions, 
service to the community, prestige-gathering mechanism within a religious-political system, and has 
a mystic value to the participation in these ceremonies.  

 
[ The Family and Kinship Relations ] 

 
14. Kinship is the basis of the social organization, and the family the basic unit of social action. The 
decisions concerning political, economic and religious issues are made within the family. Single 
individuals whether male or female, have no official status in the community. A woman who is single 
by virtue of divorce or widowhood must be married to validate her status as other women. 
 
15. Within the family, labor is organized by gender. The man is in charge of the arduous tasks in the 
fields, and of house construction. The woman is in charge of home maintenance, childcare, home 
gardens, small livestock, pottery making, meal preparation, and sewing clothes for the family. 
Indigenous families generally do not have the accumulation of capital nor participation in the market 
economy as primary goals. Subsistence is the main goal, as is their participation in the social life of 
the community with its associated politico-social rank system that confers prestige. The family unit 
works in order to subsist and any surplus is accumulated in order to be patrons to religious feasts 
and thus to acquire prestige. 

16. The indigenous community requires land for its survival and reproduction, and will defend its 
territory against those who would prey on it. This is done with the aid of two basic rules: marriage 
within the community (endogamous) and prohibition to sell lands to those not of the community. 
Each head of household and the young must also participate in community service and related 



labor activities, called tequio, faena, etc. This is one of the institutions, which most defines the 
indigenous concept of social life. This contribution in the form of labor for community services is 
collectively sanctioned, analogous to the payment of taxes; as such it is an expression of the 
community’s solidarity which is articulated without difficulty to realize public works such as roads, 
schools, potable water delivery systems, street pavement, and construction of health centers.  
 
[ Future Perspectives ] 

 
17. The existence of all these cultural manifestations and forms of indigenous social organization 
cannot guarantee the survival of cultural and ethnic identity. However, the fact that these traditional 
means of production, community based systems of government, and communal ceremonies, have 
persisted for over 500 years are an indication of the capacity to adapt and survive. Today, the 
indigenous peoples in Mexico face the same challenges as in the past: marginalization, inequality, 
violence and exploitation. They must face these challenges while maintaining their identities and 
cultural heritage. For the agencies in charge of development projects the challenge is to work to 
reduce the factors accounting for the poverty and social injustice in the indigenous communities and 
to include the ethnic dimension into their actions to realize true future development of these 
peoples. 

  



Demography 

1. Starting with the first national census in 1885, the indigenous population was classified by a 
linguistic criterion. This indicator was misleading since many of the indigenous people refused to 
acknowledge their use of indigenous languages for fear of discrimination. The 1921 census 
included more direct questions as to racial origin and the results showed that 59 percent of the 
population (or a total of 8,504,561) considered themselves to be mixed mestizo while 29 percent 
(4,179,449) of the total national population self-described themselves as being indigenous. A further 
10 percent were self-classified as "white" and 2 percent as foreigners.  

 
[ Indigenous Population in the Census from 1930 to1990 ]  

Year 
Percentage of Indigenous Population 

 
Source: INEGI, 1992; INAH, 1987 

 
2. The differences in the figures throughout the census periods show the permanent under-
enumeration of the indigenous population throughout this sixty-year period. This fact has serious 
negative repercussions in the quality of services implemented in the indigenous regions. It is very 
common to find that the demographic information on indigenous populations does not coincide with 
that of various studies and diagnostics conducted for various ethnic groups. 
 
3. Examples that clearly illustrate the diverse criteria, which have been used in the censuses to 
classify the indigenous population, are the states of Morelos and Tlaxcala. Both states were, in 
1930, states where ten percent of the population was indigenous language speakers. In 1990 these 
states registered, four percent and 5.8 percent respectively of the population as indigenous 
language speakers. This discrepancy was due to the fact that the census takes language as the 
only parameter to classify indigenous peoples. The diminution in numbers is due to the 
implementation of new policies, both educational and cultural, over the span of sixty years which 
has contributed to the loss of indigenous language, but this is not the same as stating that this 
population suffered a parallel loss of cultural identity. 
 
4. The 1995 Population and Housing Census registered nine percent of the total population (6.7 
million people) as indigenous language speakers, but included an additional variable: "person living 
in a household where the head of household is an indigenous language speaker." This resulted in 
an increase to 8.9 million. For its part, the National Indigenist Institute, whose mandate is to 
implement the Government’s policies towards indigenous people, estimated in 1995 about 10 
million indigenous people. Other sources, using a natural growth rate of 2.7 percent calculated that 
by 1997 there would be 10.5 million indigenous people (see Table 5.2). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



[ Indigenous Population Estimates ]            

*Population projection estimated on the basis of a growth rate of 2.7 percent. Luz Maria Valdez: "Los Indios en los censos de 
población" UNAM, 1996. 

 
[ Concentration of Indigenous Population by State ]  

 
5. The lack of clarity in the censuses concerning the self-defined indigenous population makes the 
determination of their actual numbers difficult. For example, the indigenous population was 
calculated to have had a growth rate of 5.2 percent in the decade between 1970 to 1980, compared 
to a 3.3 percent national average growth rate. In 1990 this growth rate declined to levels below one 
percent. Demographers interested in the indigenous population, in an effort to reduce the 
discrepancies and distortions in the censuses, took a twenty-year period to measure the 
demographic growth rate of this population. Between 1970 and 1990 the studies showed a growth 
rate of 2.7 percent – slightly superior to the national growth rate of 2 percent (see Table 5.4). 

 
  



[ Census Period 1970-1990 Indigenous Population Growth Rate ]  

 
Luz María Valdés, The Indigenous population in the Population Census (Los indios en los censos de población), UNAM, 1995. 

 
6. The decline in the indigenous population growth rate is partly linked to behavioral changes 
induced in the indigenous population over the last 20 years by government programs. The changes, 
however, are not homogeneous: there are some groups with a high growth rate and others that 
appear to be stagnant or declining. Regardless of the true rate of growth (which is difficult to 
determine), the inconsistencies in the censuses obfuscate demographically significant trends with 
the result that the censuses have not contributed positively to formulating adequate and appropriate 
policies for education, health, or project implementation in indigenous regions. In the State of 
Campeche for instance, with an indigenous population of 89,000, the educational needs are 
theoretically covered from elementary through secondary and technical school levels, but the high 
rates of absenteeism, low productivity, and school drop-out rate amount to one fifth of the school 
attending population. The main reasons for this are diverse: (a) the teachers who provide bilingual 
education are not capable of developing and delivering a curriculum in an indigenous language 
except at a basic level; and (b) the children and adolescents must assist the parents in the 
agricultural and commercial cycles which results in an inability to continue in school. 
 
The solution to improve the conditions and quality of life of the indigenous population lies not in 
isolated measures, such as special education programs for indigenous regions, without at the same 
time attending to the teacher training needs. The government programs ought to be integrated 
accepting the range of cultural differences that structure the response of the indigenous population 
to the state’s policies. 
 
The censuses show that the indigenous population has declined in relation to past growth in the last 
few decades, yet art the same time there has been an increase in absolute numbers that reached 5 
million in 1980 and 8.9 million in 1990. 
 
7. The demographic increase of recent years is partly due to the growing social awareness about 
ethnicity and of self-identification as a member of an indigenous group. Slowly this has resulted in 
some targeted efforts to improve specific social conditions among some groups. These include the 
development of preventive medicine in the rural areas, and especially to vaccination campaigns and 
the eradication of endemic diseases, such as tuberculosis. Nonetheless, as the diagnostics for the 
states show, there is much to be done because of the low ratio of doctors to patients and the lack of 
medicine. In large part, the lack of health services is due to the lack of communication between 
doctors and patients and conflicting concepts of health and disease causality. The indigenous 
population has various forms of dealing with diseases and curative methods that are often 
antithetical to western medicine. Recently the INI has launched a new effort, jointly with the Health 



Department, to train midwives in indigenous communities in order to combine their experience with 
new modern treatment methods. 
 
The growth of the indigenous population is definitive. Their present and future presence in the 
future of the country is incontrovertible. 
 
8. Given that the statistical information on the indigenous population has been based on subjective 
indicators rather than on culturally determined processes of classification, the true demographic 
tendency of the indigenous population is had to determine. However, it is apparent that the increase 
registered recently after some two decades of apparent decline is an illustration not only of the 
demographic vitality but also of the influence of a new generation of indigenous intellectuals in the 
country. They have been responsible for the resurgence of movements that tend to the formation 
and consolidation of ethnic identities in the country. This is a process that is emergent and 
transforming, and is linked to other social and political movements whose final results are difficult to 
predict. 

 
[ Indigenous Population in Mexico: Inter-Census Period 1995 ]  

 

Type of Language Head of Householdor
Spouse ILS

Total Population ILS

MEXICO 8,989,895 675,585 
AMUZGO 42,490 39,677 

CACHIKEL 930 388 
CHATINO 49,085 42,016 

CHICHIMECA 2,796 1,948 
CHINANTECO 171,888 143,847 

CHOCHO 1,940 1,004 
CHOL 190,188 174,426 

CHONTAL OAXACA 16,280 8,743 
CHONTAL DE TABASCO 73,997 45,406 

CHUJ 1,881 2,454 
COCHIMI 308 154 

CORA 17,915 17,318 
CUCAPA 280 166 

CUICATECO 21,119 15,259 
GUARIJIO 2,112 1,879 

HUASTECO 188,617 156,557 
HUAVE 17,462 14,489 

HUICHOL 35,995 34,919 
IXATECO 655 392 

IXIL 267 198 
JACALTECO 1,503 840 
KANJOBAL 18,035 17,404 

KEKCHI 1,148 1.059 
KIKAPU 445 368 
KUMIAI 404 229 

LACANDON 174 82 
MAME 27,633 10,739 

MAZATLINCA 2,161 1,091 
MAYA 1,404,265 944,090 
MAYO 100,912 49,441 

MAZAHUA 294,785 169,913 
MAZATECO 246,159 215,043 

MIXE 136,099 119,363 
MIXTECO 615,350 481,856 

MOTOZINTLECO 891 318 



NAHUALT 2,171,761 1,623,993 
OCUILTECO 1,693 725 

OTOMI 603,178 358,382 
PAIPAI 463 262 
PAME 10,609 9,089 

PAPAGO 409 162 
PIMA 1,581 1,040 

POPOLOCA 23,148 17,886 
PUREPECHA 174,068 129,275 

QUICHE 612 417 
SERI 664 579 

TARAHUMARA 95,890 77,246 
TEPEHUA 13,860 10,764 

TEPEHUAN 32,262 28,110 
TLAPANECO 103,067 92,754 
TOJOLABAL 53,847 46,687 
TOTONACA 354,081 214,192 

TRIQUI 24,250 23,113 
TZELTAL 374,388 369,940 
TZOLTIL 354,574 325,916 
YAQUI 23,679 15,712 

ZAPOTECO 699,325 497,746 
ZOQUE 71,688 55,543 

NO ESPECIFICADO 53,650 43,159 
 

 
 

   



Migration 

[ Causes of Indigenous Migration ] 
 
1. The origin of indigenous migration is tied to that of the industrialization process followed in 
Mexico since the decade of the 1940’s and to the quick transformation of an agriculturally based 
economy to an urban industrialized economy. This rapid change had lowered the level of 
agricultural production in the indigenous areas that become even more marginal, and favored 
investments in the northwestern part of the country where commercial agriculture began to rapidly 
develop (with concomitant needs of transport, credit, improved seed varieties, fertilizers, farm 
machinery, etc.). The Northern regions immediately became poles of attraction for the indigenous 
labor force, especially after 1980. There was already a tradition of migration among some 
indigenous communities related to religious feasts, as for instance some of the Maya communities 
in Yucatan that periodically went to visit sacred sites. Among the Zapotecs and Mixtecs in Oaxaca, 
migration was linked traditionally to the commercial activities of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. The 
Purepechas of Michoacan began to migrate to the United States in the 1940’s. Today, there is at 
least one member of the household who emigrates, a phenomenon found in all the 56 indigenous 
groups of the country. 
 
This migration, initially characterized by the migration of a single male member of the household, 
was reinforced through time and slowly began to include brothers, sons, kinfolk, until it became a 
mass migration that includes women as well. 

 
[ Poles of Expulsion and Attraction of Migrants ]  

States of Expulsion 

  
Source: Indigenous Migration in Mexico, Instituto Nacional Indigenista, 1996.  

 
2. The indigenous population migrates to the 16 cities considered by the National Population 
Council (CONAPO) as the major centers of attraction in the country. Mexico City, Guadalajara and 
Monterrey are the largest national poles of attraction and focal points of concentration of the 
migrating indigenous population. 
 
[ Types of Migration ] 
 
3. In 1980, there were 548,000 indigenous people (10.6 percent of the total indigenous population), 



settled in areas other than their place of origin within the country. This figure does not include the 
indigenous migrants outside the country, especially in the United States, that cannot be 
quantitatively verified, but that are known to be a considerable number. 
 
4. The large cities, especially Mexico City, are the points of attraction of the indigenous migrants. In 
1980 Mexico City registered 323,000 indigenous language speakers of 39 different languages. 
Thus, Mexico City has the largest concentration of indigenous peoples in the entire country. 
 
5. In the last 20 years, the country has received indigenous refugees from Guatemala, especially 
from the Kanjobal, Ixil, Chuj, Cakchiquel, and Jacalteco groups that have settled in the border 
regions and in the special camps created for them in Campeche, Quintana Roo and Chiapas. 
These refugees have been estimated to surpass 100,000 in the early 80’s, and there are still over 
half of this number residing in Mexico. Their presence, congruent with the policy of asylum and the 
evidence of indigenous solidarity among indigenous peoples, has enriched the historically important 
exchanges among the indigenous Maya groups and added to Mexico’s rich cultural diversity. 
 
6. Indigenous migration has four distinct types 
 
[ · ] Temporary Migration  
[ · ] Permanent Migration  
[ · ] Internal Migration  
[ · ] International Migration 
 
[ Temporary Migration ] 
 
7. Temporary migration is the most common among indigenous people and is linked to the 
agricultural cycle, and occurs at two distinct periods. The first takes place after the harvest and after 
the religious ceremonies associated with the agricultural cycle have concluded. The second takes 
place after the land has been prepared for the next cycle and sown. The exact times of these 
migrations vary among the indigenous groups. The areas of attraction of this temporary migration 
are generally the large agricultural fields, the coffee plantations, the sugar cane fields, and other 
agriculture and livestock related enterprises. Agricultural migrants of this type are found throughout 
the country as well as in the United States. This type of migration constitutes a strategy to produce 
extra income for the households and permits the continuity of the community’s life. 

 
[ Poles of Expulsion and Attraction of Migrants ] 

 
The job market for the indigenous population is diverse: 
 
[ · ] Agricultural laborers 
[ · ] Services 



[ · ] Informal commercial activities 
 
Agro-industrial enterprises exporting vegetables in the northern states of Sinaloa, Sonora and Baja 
California. 
 
Harvesters of tobacco, sugar cane coffee, banana, orange, and fruits in the states of Veracruz, San 
Luis Potosí, Nayarit, Oaxaca, Chiapas, Hidalgo. Mexico City and other smaller urban areas where 
they are employed in informal sectors of the economy, as gardeners, construction workers, 
servants, and mendicants. 
 
8. A longer-term migration can be detected by analyzing information about birthplace and current 
place of residence. These data show paths of migration throughout individuals’ lives. In 1990, a 
total of 450,000 indigenous language speakers lived in a place other than their place of birth, 
representing 8. 7 percent of the national total. Within this global migratory stream, the most 
outstanding is the State of Oaxaca with migrants totaling nearly one third of the total (142,000), and 
Yucatan with slightly over one sixth of the total (82,000). Seen from the perspective of the poles of 
attraction, the Federal District is predominant (93,000), followed by the State of Mexico (9,000) and 
Quintana Roo (78,000). 
 
9. The largest migratory flow between two states is in the State of Yucatan with 71,000 indigenous 
people living in Quintana Roo, or 15.5 percent of the total national migration, and 87 percent of the 
total migration in the State of Yucatan and 91.4 percent of the total migration into Quintana Roo. 
This Maya migration can be attributed to preference to remain in their traditional habitat. The 
migrants from Oaxaca, in contrast, are out of their traditional habitat in the Federal District (34,373), 
the State of Mexico (34,029) and Veracruz (32,078). This amounts of 70.8 percent of the total 
migration out of the State of Oaxaca. Ninety five percent of these migrants settle in the 
municipalities surrounding the Federal District. 
 
10. Several temporary migratory streams go from the center and northwest starting with the sugar-
cane harvest in Morelos and Puebla, to the Federal District, continue to the region of the Baja and 
from there to Guadalajara. >From there migrants proceed to Zacatecas, Durango and Chihuahua 
up to Ciudad Juarez, or from Zacatecas continue to Nuevo Leon and from there to the border areas 
of the State of Tamaulipas where they are employed in informal and marginal economic activities in 
the urban areas and often cross the border into the United States. 
 
11. Until now, the more traditional Papago, Cucapas, Kiliwuas, Paipai, Cochimi and Kikapoo, in the 
northern border area have continued to live in their own dispersed settlements and isolated, 
socially, culturally, economically, and politically, from the rest the Mexican population. These are 
rural groups dedicated to livestock production, hunting, limited agriculture, and work as peons in 
large estates. Their degree of marginality and isolation is so great that the rest of the border 
population is ignorant of their very existence. These peoples, originally from farther north have 
traditionally had two basic problems, both linked to the environment. 
 
First, they have confrontations with the non-indigenous border populations and local authorities. 
Second, the groups in Baja California, dedicated to a hunting and gathering existence over the last 
two thousand years, have recently, due to the initiatives of SEDESOL, been faced with restrictions 
to these activities, requiring hunting permits, and excluded from protected areas. These peoples 
have not easily accepted these new rules, and continue to transgress them and to protest against 
them.  
 
[ Permanent Migration ] 
 
12. Compared to temporary or cyclical migration, permanent migration is less significant 
numerically, and is generally directed towards the tourist zones along the coasts, and to the state 
capitals where they settle in colonies according to their place of origin, and where they are 
marginalized and impoverished. Typically these migrants are males employed in the service sectors 



and in construction. The women are engaged as servants. Some become factory workers and some 
are engaged in commerce. These activities are made possible through the social networks 
established among families and other members in the communities of origin. Mexico City is one of 
the largest poles of permanent migration. Within the Federal District the wards with most indigenous 
migrants are ranked as follows: 
 
1. Gustavo A. Madero; 2. Cuauhtemoc; 3. Ixtapalapa; 4. Miguel Hidalgo; 5. Alvaro Obregon; 
6.xochimilco; 7. Milpa Alta. 
 
13. The ties with the communities of origin become attenuated through time; nevertheless, they are 
evident at the times of the most important religious feasts, such as Holy Week, the main festivity in 
the community, Christmas, and New Year. The great majority of these migrants have lost ties to 
agricultural activities, and their duties towards their communities, yet they retain their own 
agricultural plots and continue to comply with their cargo duties as assigned by the community’s 
assembly. 
 
14. Colonization of new lands is also associated with permanent migration and occurs mainly in the 
southern states of the country, such as Chiapas and the Lacandon Jungle. Around 1950 this region 
received an influx of internal migrants consisting of Choles, Zoques, Tzotziles, Tojolabales, and 
Tzeltal. The same area has also received population from Veracruz, Zacatecas, Jalisco and 
Michoacan. Migrants from the northern part of the country and Purepecha populations from 
Veracruz and Michoacan in particular have settled in the States of Campeche and Quintana Roo. In 
the State of Tabasco, the expansion of the petroleum industry and projects such as the Plan 
Chontalpa, also became poles of attraction of indigenous migrants. In the Huasteca region, 
characterized by its agricultural and livestock activities, there were also a series of new colonies 
established permanently. 

 
[ Poles of Expulsion and Attraction of Migrants ] 

 
 

15. Of the 570 municipalities in the State of Oaxaca, 65 percent of its mainly indigenous population 
migrate to various large, medium and small urban centers both within Mexico and in the United 
States. The Mixteco and Zapotec show the highest incidence of migration that tended to be 
temporary in the past but is now changing to permanent migration. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
[ Indigenous Groups, Attraction Poles, and Number of Migrants ]  

Group

 
16. The indigenous population has increased significantly in these northern cities of the country. 
According to statistics compiled by the National Geographic and Statistical Institute, out of the 
241,080 indigenous people living in border cities, 72,000 (30 percent) are migrants. In these cities 
the indigenous population has settled in encampments on the margins of the cities, with social 
networks linking them to their kinfolk in their communities. This results in maintaining of traditional 
patterns of behavior such as diet, family structure, traditional feasts, music, etc. while, at the same 
time, adapting as required to their new environment. The importance of this cannot be minimized 
since it results in the formation of new identities. 
 
17. On the other hand, migration is not rural-urban alone, but urban-urban. In the first instance, the 
indigenous population is highly represented. In the decade of the 80’s, indigenous migration 
became an important phenomenon, affecting both the points of origin and the places of settlement. 
In 1990, indigenous municipalities in Oaxaca, Guerrero, State of Mexico, Michoacan, Puebla, 
Veracruz, Chiapas, and Morelos in this order, lost population, while the large urban areas and the 
northern border area showed a significant increase in the numbers of indigenous language 
speakers.  
 
[ Cities in the United States Receiving Indigenous Migrants ] 
 
18. The northern part of Mexico and the United States is of great attraction to indigenous migrants 
because they are sources of secure employment in the ranches of San Quintin in Baja California or 
in the vegetable farms close to the border. From there they are employed as peons or construction 
workers, incorporated into the service sector or in the formal economy of cities such as Tijuana and 
Mexicali. From there they migrate to California via San Diego and are received by indigenous 
organizations, such as the Mixtec or Purepecha, established in the main cities. All this migration is 
illegal although some later become official residents. 
 
19. Migration of indigenous populations to various cities of the United States constitutes an 
important source of income. For the Mixtec, who have a long tradition of emigration and are the 
most numerous in the U.S. according to the Mixtec Integrated Development Program, the 
remittances sent between 1984 and 1988 amounted to $2,000 million pesos annually. However, as 
will be seen later, this has grown incrementally in recent years. 

 
 



 
[ Indigenous Groups and Areas of Attraction ]  

Ethnic Group 
Areas of Attraction 

Job Market 

     
 

20. Temporary migration of indigenous peoples as agricultural workers is of great importance. Their 
participation in the internal migratory networks, which sometimes extend over thousands of miles, 
has become a significant complementary source of income of the indigenous economy in most 
regions of the country. The indigenous labor force is critical to the viability of the most important 
agro-industrial crops. Until now the degree of impact of the general financial crisis and of the 
agricultural crisis in particular on migration is unknown. But the economic restriction has definitely 
affected both the economic strategies of the indigenous groups as well as their pattern of 
permanent migration. The volume of postal money orders shown here for 1991 can infer the 
positive impact of the remittances on the communities in Oaxaca. 
 
21. This table shows the importance of the remittances of international migrants that represented in 
1991 the equivalent of about US $2 million. The three regions receiving the most remittances are 
the Mixtec, Central Valleys, and the Northern Sierra inhabited primarily by Mixtec, Chocholtec, 
Trique, Zapotec, and Mixes populations who jointly account for 89 percent of the total. This income 
is equivalent to the total annual budget of the entire State of Oaxaca. If the remittances of national 
migrants plus the cash migrants bring back were included, the total would be much greater.  

22. One of the most important developments among indigenous migrants was the formation, in 
1991, of the Bi-National Mixtec-Zapotec Front, which has sought the support of the Mexican 
Government and of international donor agencies to improve the respect for human and labor rights. 
This Front, including other ethnic groups of Oaxaca, such as Triques and Chatinos, became the Bi-
National Oaxacan Indigenous Front, which has expanded the dialogue on indigenous issues 
beyond national borders between Mexico and the United States, as well as among Mexico, 
Guatemala and Belize.  

 
[ Indigenous Women and Migration ] 

23. Some of the job markets in certain regions of the country, mainly urban and agro-commercial 
centers, require women as sources of indigenous labor. Women are considered more cost 
productive, i.e. willing to work double shifts for lower pay. This demand is based on their "docile" 
nature and the high degree of illiteracy and monolinguism, as well as their status as temporary 
migrants, permitting employers to avoid paying any benefits. According to the Census information of 
1995, and using the criteria of indigenous language speakers, the female indigenous population 
totals 6.7 million, of which 20 percent are monolingual and 48 percent illiterate (INI 1997). 



[ · ] Indigenous women of Mazatec, Mixtec, Zapotec, Mixe and Otomi origin migrate primarily to the 
Federal District where they are employed as servants and in the informal sector. 
[ · ] Female indigenous migrants involved in agricultural activities are highly represented in the 
states of Baja California (North and South), Chihuahua, Jalisco, Sonora, Sinaloa, and Tamaulipas. 
[ · ] States with tourism such as Quintana Roo with Cancun, and Jalisco with Puerto Vallarta, 
employ indigenous women migrants primarily as hotel workers. 

24. There is little doubt that the indigenous women constitute an important element of the 
indigenous migrant stream and are incorporated into the work force. Temporary migration permits 
women to maintain their patterns of social and cultural reproduction of the household within the 
community, where they incorporate new patterns adopted out of necessity in their new 
environments. This does not obviate the continuity of the traditional forms of behavior but rather 
enriches them. It is different for the women who migrate at a young age (18) and are employed in 
maquiladoras, agri-business, or as domestic servants in the large or medium size cities. In this case 
they quickly tend to adopt urban styles of behavior, marriage, and family composition. Nevertheless, 
even in this case indigenous language is maintained within the household and transmitted to the 
children, perpetuating indigenous language and culture in the urban context. 

[ Conclusions ] 

25. As has been described here, the State of Oaxaca stands out with the most indigenous migrants. 
The States of Quintana Roo, Mexico, and the Federal District are the major poles of attraction of 
this migration, accounting for 43 percent of the total indigenous inter-state migration of the country. 
This growing migration of indigenous peoples, and their incorporation into the labor market as a 
source of cheap labor, illustrates the need to develop new policies to ensure not only better social 
services such as health and schools for the migrants, but also new credit policies to improve the 
productivity of agriculture on indigenous lands and the implementation of development projects that 
will empower the indigenous regions and their populations taking into account their traditional 
knowledge, and abilities in the management of their natural resource base. It also shows the need 
for policies to impart training specific to each region and its particular needs. Starting from the 
perspective of maintaining the traditional customary practices and institutions, the indigenous social 
capital represents an important national economic and cultural resource which must be included in 
order to make investments in these regions as advantageous as possible. 

  



Economy 

 

1. The economic base that allows the perpetuation and reproduction of the indigenous communities 
is an area of territory destined for the production of maize, bean, squash, pepper, etc. These 
territories are divided into as many plots as there are households in the community. The use of plots 
by each household is possible as long as they are cultivated and households lose their right to the 
plots if these are left uncultivated for a period of time determined by the community (between two 
and four years). In the case of irrigated plots the period may be shorter. The work invested in the 
plots, rather than their possession is what determines the right of use. 
 
 
2. In spite of the introduction of new forms of production in the indigenous communities, including 
concepts of private property and private use of land, and the commercialization of goods, the 
indigenous communities subsist on an agrarian base. A significant variable, however, is the concept 
of the land as a sacred good rather than a material good to be possessed or exchanged. The 
cultivation of the household plot (milpa) with an average of between 3 to 5 hectares represents an 
economic, pragmatic, and rational activity, as well as a magical-religious act without which 
production is inconceivable. Land then, is the pillar, which maintains the cohesion of the kin group 
and related extended families forming the community. The attachment and concept of land 
constitutes the means of social as well as of economic reproduction for the indigenous 
communities, and it affords them individual security, group cohesion, and cultural continuity. 
 
3. In addition to subsistence production, the majority of indigenous communities also have 
commercial crops, destined exclusively for the market economy, such as coffee, sugarcane, wheat, 
tobacco, vanilla, citrus fruits, etc. Commercial crops are an increasing share in the rural indigenous 
communities and these products are in the first instance distributed between communities in the 
state or region and subsequently enter the national as well as the international markets. 
 
4. Consumption is based on the level of production obtained in the plots complemented by small-
scale livestock production as well as fruits and vegetables of the home gardens. Additional products 
are obtained through exchange of these products in regional markets. The diversity of this 
production is impressive. In the five agro-ecological areas of the State of Veracruz, for instance, 
there are 60 different species produced. In the home gardens of the Chontal area of the State of 
Tabasco there are 285. A similar diversity is found in the Huasteca region where 185 species were 
inventoried of which 82 are medicinal plants. 
 
5. The home garden and its associated small livestock production are the responsibility of women. 
All the products obtained from this household-based activity are used within the household as well 
as sold in local and regional markets, and are an important source of household income. 
 
6. Depending on the region, hunting and fishing are also important sources of income for the 
indigenous households, as in the case of Campeche’s Maya municipalities, as are plants from 
forests. 
 
7. The agricultural and livestock production technologies are relatively simple; however, these have 
been increasingly modernized in the last few decades through the use of fertilizer, machinery, etc. 
whose costs are paid out of the products in excess of subsistence needs of the household. 
 
[ Indigenous Regions ] 
 
8. It is often thought that the indigenous regions are homogeneous. This is misleading in that each 
region has particular characteristics and cultural patterns. A shared characteristic is that the 
indigenous areas are occupied primarily by various indigenous groups plus some mestizo 
population, which renders them multi-ethnic. An example is the Huasteca area with Nahuas, 



Teenek, Totonac, and Otomi; Chiapas with nine different linguistic groups all belonging to the Maya 
language family; or Oaxaca where there are 16 distinct ethnic groups. Other regions, such as 
Jalisco have a single dominant group, the Huichol. 
 
9. In indigenous areas there are magnet centers controlled by the mestizo population who exert 
their power in the economic, cultural and social spheres. Examples of such centers are San 
Cristobal las Casas in Chiapas, with a network that extends to surrounding communities, 
settlements, and municipalities comprised of indigenous populations. Likewise, there are connected 
inter-ethnic regions, for example Orizaba, Cordoba, Jalapa, Tehuacan and Tuxtepec, where the 
relations with communities, and indigenous municipalities are characterized by relations of 
subordination and dependency in the legal, and political domains. These exert pressure to modify 
the nature of internal economic community relations and to determine the types of production as 
well as marketing channels. 
 
10. Another example, significant because of the high population it encompasses, is the network of 
magnet centers in the Eastern Sierra Madre encompassing the states of Veracruz, San Luis Potosi, 
Hidalgo, Puebla and Oaxaca. These magnet centers alone influence over three million indigenous 
people.  

 
  

     
 

The indigenous population of over three million in this region produce the majority of the nation’s 
crops of coffee, sugarcane, vanilla, fruit (orange, avocado, papaya, banana, etc.). 
 
In addition there is the gathering and collection of barbasco for the chemical industry and an array 
of forest products because of the extensive forests in this region. 
 
11. All this wealth is taken by the indigenous population to the magnet centers where the mestizo 
population controls the benefits of the coffee production, rice mills, distilleries, sugar cane mills, fruit 
packing industries, transport of merchandise and passengers, commerce, and banking. The best 
land in these areas is concentrated in the hands of this population as well as extensive livestock 
production and irrigation. All this production and wealth is transferred to larger regional centers and 
from these to the wider national and international markets.  
 
[ Main Magnet Center ] 
 
[ Secondary Magnet Center ] 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



[ Composite Classification of Magnet Centers in the Eastern Sierra Madre and their relations 
with Indigenous Populations ] 

Location 

 
12. It is also important to mention that it is in the same regions where the majority of hydroelectric 
resources of the country are located, as well as the major mining centers, and petroleum destined in 
their entirety for the rest of the country and for export. 
 
 



 
13. Isolation and marginalization are the persistent characteristics of the indigenous communities 
within each region and micro-region where caciques or big men hold the power to manipulate each 
municipality and indigenous community. 
 
14. One can conclude that the system of economic, social, political, and legal relations is totally 
asymmetric. The 100 larger urban centers of the country control approximately 200 smaller urban 
centers, which in turn subordinate 25,000 indigenous or campesino communities encompassing 
over 50 ethnic groups. 
 
[ Natural Resources ] 
 
15. The appropriation of the natural resource base by the indigenous communities in the areas they 
inhabit is characterized by a distinctly non-materialist view of nature inherited from their past. The 
indigenous vision of nature perceives it as a sacred and living entity with which they interact, 
dialogue, and negotiate in the process of production. This conception of nature is opposed to that 
emanating from the urban and commercial areas and the agro-industrial world designed to extract 
food, raw products, and energy required for the dominant enclaves. The following table shows the 
characteristics that distinguish indigenous production from agro-industrial production. 

 
[ Main Characteristics of Indigenous and Agro-Industrial Production and Natural Resource 

Use ] 
Characteristic 

Indigenous Production 

 
Victor M. Toledo. "An Ecological-Economy Typology of Rural Producers." In Economia informa, No. 243, 1997.  

 



16. The indigenous peoples exploit the natural resource base through a multiple-use strategy that 
sustains the ecological processes and natural life cycles. The same diversified strategy is mirrored 
in the productive systems. For instance, multiple crop production, or aquatic resource use, where 
the productive systems integrate agriculture, forestry, fisheries, and small-scale livestock 
production. 
 
[ Ecological Zones ] 
 
The indigenous peoples inhabit four broadly defined ecological regions. 

 
[ Ecological Regions and Indigenous Peoples ] 

Secretaría de Desarrollo Social SEDESOL, 1994  
 

17. These regions include 45 percent of the forested areas of the country and municipalities with 
over 30 percent of estimated indigenous population. For example, it is estimated that in Oaxaca 90 
percent of the state’s forest resources are located in indigenous lands, and many of the 
environmental changes affecting Mexico today such as increasing deforestation, soil erosion, water 
pollution, and desertification, also are occurring in regions inhabited by these populations. These 
changes are the result of the imposition of economic models that require a high use of fertilizer as 
well as of the devastating impact of unsustainable extraction of timber from the forests. 
 
18. The indigenous peoples have accessed the resources of these diverse ecological regions 
through systems of customary tenure for hundreds, and in some cases thousands, of years. The 
indigenous cultures we see today, is the result of adaptations to these different natural areas and 
they are repositories of enormous banks of knowledge, technologies, and strategies for the 
appropriation of nature. The ecological knowledge possessed by these people forms a part of the 
national patrimony of the country and must be taken into account in development project planning 
and in the decision-making process designating the location of natural protected areas or national 
parks. 
 
19. The native knowledge of specific ecological regions and their productive systems are not as 
damaging, from a long-term sustainability perspective, than other systems, since they operate as 
allies of nature, specifically looking out for the conservation of biological diversity and culturally 
significant landscapes. 
 
In Mexico it is not possible to recognize and safeguard the natural resource patrimony without 
respecting, at the same time, the indigenous cultures and peoples who have given sense and are 
intimately involved in the politics of conservation of nature in their regions. 
 
[ Factors Affecting the Degradation of Natural Resources ] 
 
a ] The national conservation policies have not consulted with the indigenous peoples to ensure the 
population’s acceptance of these policies. 
 
b ] There is no ranking of the areas in the country by their ecological potential, and according to the  



best use of the soils to maximize their rational economic use. 
 
c ] Projects with colonization components and resettlement have not been planned according to 
ecological criteria. This has resulted in negative environmental impacts. 
 
d ] Traditional slash and burn systems of production conflict with the aim of preservation and 
protection of the ecosystems. The expansion of the agricultural land area has occurred at the 
expense of territories of indigenous communities over other areas.20. The analysis of impacts of the 
traditional technologies compared to logging or building roads has not been systematically 
undertaken. Environmental degradation drastically modifies the conditions of life of the indigenous 
peoples. The most extreme levels of environmental degradation are found especially in the areas of 
the Tarahumara Sierra, the Nayarit Sierra, the Purepecha Mesa, the Chimalapas in Oaxaca, the 
Lacandon Jungle, the southern portion of the Huasteca, the northern Sierra in Puebla, the Nahuatl 
region of the Oaxaca-Puebla Canyon, the two Nahuatl regions of Veracruz, the Tlapaneco-Amuzgo 
region of Guerrero, and almost the entire state of Oaxaca, in addition, the petroleum extracting 
areas of Tabasco and Veracruz. Most of these areas also have high levels of contamination of the 
rivers, lagoons, lakes, dams, and water tables. 
 
[ · ] The official institutions charged with the implementation of conservation and natural resource 
management programs are Ministry of Environment, Natural Resources and Fisheries 
(SEMARNAP), 
 
[ · ] National Ecology Institute, 
 
[ · ] National Procurer for the Protection of the Environment (PROFEPA)  
 
[ Land Tenure ] 
 
21. The use of land by the indigenous peoples was perturbed with the establishment of the 
hacienda system, which permanently affected land tenure. To this day, there are communities and 
small towns established in the same place as they were over 2,500 years ago. Theirs has been an 
occupation of land which has been permanent and is an illustration of the historic sustainability of 
these systems and their people and cultures. 
 
There are different forms of land tenure in the indigenous areas of the country. 
 
a ] Communal Property. Includes a territory which may (a) belong to a community; (b) belong to 
several communities and sometimes be the capital of the municipality. The communal assembly 
charged with electing the traditional authorities, governors, principals, municipal presidents, and 
municipal agents regulates use of land. The Agrarian Reform stipulates that the agrarian authorities 
are autonomous and not subject to the official system composed of:  
 



Communal goods are distributed in agricultural plots that are utilized temporarily in a slash and burn 
system. This system requires leaving the land fallow for a period of several years. Possession of all 
the land is in the hands of the members of the communities. There are other plots within the same 
system, which are given to the members of the community and their families. The latter can inherit 
these lands, or they can be exchanged among the members of the community, but the land does 
not have the category of private property. The community also controls the lands with forests, those 
lands not apt for agricultural production but that may have other uses, or common property 
resources including forests and mining. The most important feature of this system is that the land 
cannot be sold to persons not belonging to the community. 
 
b ] Indigenous Ejidos. Those lands given to communities that lacked any previous documentation of 
occupancy after the Revolution. These areas are currently operating and organized under the same 
norms as the communal lands. 
 
c ] Indigenous ejidos operating under the norm of the Agrarian reform Law. These are a minority 
and individually divided. According to the modification of Article 27 of the Constitution, the owners 
can opt for private titling or for the maintenance of communal ejido property. (The change in Article 
27 of the Constitution in 1992 permits the privatization of the ejidos after sixty years where sale and 
land alienation was prohibited). 
 
22. Examples of the two extremes of land tenure types are the States of Oaxaca and Yucatan. In 
the first type, there is a predominance of communal lands (67 percent) in Oaxaca and in the 
second, 90 percent are in ejidos. These three categories of property are controlled by a total of 
6,298 registered indigenous communities in the country according to the 1991 Census of the Ejidos. 
They possess nearly 22 million hectares and about 1.1 million hectares are rainfed. The areas with 
grazing lands total 9 million hectares; and those with tropical forests or temperate forests total 7 
million hectares. Other land use types cover a total of 340,000 hectares. The per capita incomes 
vary greatly among different regions and communities. There are communities with high incomes 
because of their rich resource base, as is the case of Nuevo San Juan Paranguaricuticuaro in 
Michoacan. In other cases, there are communities in dire poverty because of land degradation and 
scarce natural resources, as is the case of the high areas of the Mezquital Valley in the State of 
Hidalgo. 
 
 
[ Production ] 
 
23. The communal and ejido lands of the indigenous peoples are the basis of a production system 
geared towards self-subsistence in contrast to the system and lands under intensive use of a 
capitalist type of production. Productive activities are concentrated in the primary sector and 
destined to supply the food needs of the households, although there is, even at the level of the 
household economy, a series of products destined for the market. In the first instance the milpa 
constitutes the central axis of the household’s production strategies. It is in the milpa that the maize, 



beans, squash, and edible and medicinal plants are grown. In a second place are the cash crops, 
including: coffee, vanilla, pepper, sugar cane, honey, rice, fruits, cotton, ajonjoli, etc. These 
products complement the household income and permit the purchase of needed agricultural inputs 
and other market items not produced by the household. 
 
24. Information shows that 89 percent of the indigenous agrarian centers are dedicated to 
agriculture; 8 percent for livestock; 1 percent for timber, and 2 percent to various other activities tied 
to the primary sector. Agriculture is in a weakened situation at this time due to the fact that 93.8 
percent of the ejidos and agrarian communities are rainfed lands and lack any type of irrigation. 
 
25. It is undeniable that the combination of demographic growth leading to more intensive use of 
lands; increasingly smaller and uneconomical plots for household production; and unsustainable 
extraction of resources has led to instances of severe if not irreversible land degradation. All these 
factors have had and continue to have an adverse impact on the micro-regional production systems 
 
26. Regardless of the type of crops, in general the technology used is simple and its knowledge 
acquired by the entire community. There is a prevalence of a diversified household production 
system that constitutes a coping strategy to minimize risks and ensure household survival. These 
strategies include, in some instances, the combination of agricultural work in combination with 
fisheries or artisan production. Wage labor, wherever possible is also a coping mechanism as is 
employment in the large agro-business fields either in the country or in the United States. 
 
27. The division of labor within the family is characterized by the collaboration of all its members in 
different activities.  
 

 
 
[ Collective Work ] 
 
28. Forms of collective work within the indigenous communities are qualitatively different from those 
found in a capitalist economy. This type of work acts as a catalytic factor for the enhancement of the 
production process organized on the basis of reciprocity between families of the community and 
community members. 
 
29. In the first instance, collective work is done for the cleaning of agricultural plots, house building, 
and special household emergencies. The nature of this reciprocity is that once a service has been 
received there is an obligation incurred to reciprocate the favor when there is a call for it. This is a 
form of social credit insurance, which filled the gap created by the lack of formal credit institutions. 
The second type of collective work is that which is solidarity-shared with the rest of the community 
and dedicated to community works such as school or church building, road building, clinics, potable 
water, street paving, parks and playgrounds, etc. 
 
This type of work goes by the various terms of tequio, faena, fajina, etc. and it is the equivalent to a 
local community or municipal taxation system to pay for the public social services in urban centers. 
Each community sanctions the non-compliance with this type of work in different ways.  



 
[ Marketing ] 
 
30. The exchange of the production of the indigenous communities is a combination of the pre-
colonial market structures and the Spanish market customs. There are various types of weekly 
markets with correspondingly different characteristics. 
 
[ · ] Typology of Weekly MarketsRegional markets exist where there is a strong interdependence of 
urban rural networks, and are concomitantly established in the main urban centers or regional 
capitals of each indigenous region. 
 
Micro-regional markets in the more peripheral main rector centers 
 
Municipal markets 
 
Community markets. 
 
31. Each one of these market types has its own characteristics and scale of integration to the 
national level economy. Regional markets, for instance, are generally located in enclosed buildings 
that, together with the sellers, market authorities, and buyers all constitute the market. At the level 
of municipal markets, all the personnel belongs to the communities and the basic activity is the 
exchange of merchandise for money and, in some instances, barter. The specialization in different 
types of products depends to a large extent on the nature of the soils if the communities. All of 
them, nevertheless, produce maize, which is not normally a part of the exchange economy, but 
other articles of pre-colonial manufacture are exchanged, for instance: 

 
[ Precolonial Intra-community Market Exchange Products ]  

Fruits 

 
 

32. All these products are part of the indigenous economic system. They are found in local weekly 
markets and marketed in small quantities, only enough to secure enough to secure other needed 
items for subsistence and consumption items not produced at home. 
 
33. This regional system of markets forms an exchange network for agricultural, livestock, hunting 
and collection, fisheries, and artisans such as pottery makers (see map for example of the 
distribution of artisan communities), basket-makers, carpenters, textile weavers, and stone cutters 
and artisans. They also include the artists in plastic and silver work. They all come together weekly 
or during the ceremonial feast days to exchange their products which assures the sustainability of 
each family, community, municipality and region. This system constitutes an established institution 
of the indigenous economy that can operate through barter or money exchanges and which permits 
the permanent and sustainable development of productive forms, distribution, consumption, at all 
levels of households and of the community. 
 
34. The surplus produced in the community or ejidos pass through the municipal markets and from 
there to the regional and national markets. Many artisan products are marketed in the tourist 
market, and some communities live primarily through the marketing of these products. The 



agricultural and livestock surpluses, as well as the cash crops destined for national or international 
markets, such as coffee, cocoa, vanilla, barbasco, and forest products and timber, are the cash 
income generators. These products guarantee the incomes required for the modernization of the 
household economy, and ensure the satisfaction of their needs for products which they do not 
manufacture such as soap, fuels, tools, electricity, etc. Each day this economic inter-dependency of 
the indigenous communities with the state and national economy becomes greater. There are, 
however, communities which continue to maintain a closed economy based on subsistence such as 
the Tarahumara, Huichol, Tepehua and others. 
 
35. The inclusion of the systems often considered "informal" but that in fact constitute an intrinsic 
part of the formal economy must be considered in all the diagnostics and economic studies of the 
states with a high proportion of indigenous populations. The indigenous economy, with its system of 
regional markets and specialized distribution systems are a part of the overall economic picture. To 
exclude these elements from an economic analysis constitutes a distortion of reality and gives rise 
to conclusions that classify these regions as ones of extreme poverty which in reality is not entirely 
true. 
 
36. It is clear that while the indigenous economies operate at a micro-economic level, and notably 
characterized by subsistence, there are others that are oriented towards the regional, national, and 
international markets. Such is the case; for example, of the Maya in Yucatan that constitutes the 
backbone of the henequen production. 
 
37. Each one of these forms of economic and social organization is subject to its own ecological 
and environmental conditions, as much as the cultural constructs which give rise to the particular 
dynamics of each indigenous group. Modernity, in its various manifestations, permeates the life of 
the communities and introduces new elements that modify these groups’ inherited cultural and 
social tradition, making for new forms adapted to changing conditions, characteristics and identity.< 
map | Distribution of Traditional Ceramic Styles in Indigenous Areas 
 
38. Poverty in many of the indigenous communities is perpetuated by the presence and network of 
intermediaries, whose control over the commercial and exchange networks ensures their 
appropriation of the value of production, while the producers continue to obtain minimum gains and 
profits from their products. There is a lack of indigenous organization to control of the economic 
networks, as well as a lack of financing and road infrastructure, which are all factors contributing to 
making the indigenous peoples highly dependent on the intermediaries with the only option of 
selling either directly out of their own plots or placing their products in the closest regional market 
whenever possible. 
 
[ Financial Sources ] 
 
39. There have been a series of changes in agricultural policies since 1989 according to information 
gathered by CEPAL (Economic Commission for Latin America). These included the elimination of 
guaranteed prices for the twelve basic products, with the exception of maize and beans; the 
elimination of CONASUPO (National Company of Subsistence Products), and other state 
enterprises that formerly regulated and commercialized agricultural products such as the Mexican 
Institute for Coffee Production (INMECAFE), and the Mexican Tobacco (TABAMEX). At the same 
time there was a re-structuring of rural credit, which eliminated subsidies for credit and agricultural 
supplies and a privatization and elimination of public entities dedicated to agriculture. 
 
40. The Rural Credit Bank was also reformed at this time. It led to a concentration of credit to the 
most secure, low-risk, and profitable products. This caused an increase in the rate of defaulted 
loans and eliminated some segments in the market from receiving credit since they were outside of 
the new financing parameters. It also changed the institutional mechanisms for crop insurance and 
limited insurance coverage. 
 



 
41. The sources of financing for rural producers that had always been limited, both by the private 
banks and by government institutions, were further constrained by these reforms and led to a 
diminution of the volume of production in the indigenous communities. Many of them abandoned 
some of the cash crops because of the lack of credit and institutional support that they formerly 
gave the producers (as for example INMECAFE, CONASUPO, FERTIMEX, or PROFORTARA). 
 
42. A recent study of the evolution of the ejidos shows a significant decline in the number of 
producers applying modern technologies. In 1990 fertilizer use among the ejidatarios was 61 
percent but had declined to 52 percent by 1994. In the same period, the use of improved seed 
varieties declined 24 percent and use of insecticides declined by 15 percent. The decline in 
agricultural extension and other technical services was even more notable. While in 1990 a total of 
60 percent of the ejidatarios had access to such services, only 8 percent still had access to them 
four years later (Alain De Janvry, 1990-94). 
 
43. Most negatively affected were the indigenous ejidatarios that had formerly enjoyed some 
support from government institutions, although with regional variations, for instance in the region of 
the Huasteca, Oaxaca and Guerrero where indigenous people had some support. These producers 
have seen their incomes decrease drastically since they do not fit the requirements for formal loans 
and credit and continue to cultivate products that were formerly subsidized (grains and oils). The 
result is an increased dependency of the indigenous producers on the lenders and intermediaries 
that charge an average of between 10 and 25 percent a month on loans which they obtain through 
formal credit mechanisms at one tenth the amount of interest they charge to the indigenous 
producers (refer to the Profile and Diagnostics of the Huasteca, Oaxaca, Yucatan, and Chiapas). 
 
44. The most important compensatory mechanisms after this policy change have been 
PROCAMPO, that substituted the subsidies with direct payment to the producers calculated on the 
area under basic grain production. In order to gradually ease CONASUPO’s demise, the 
Agricultural Secretariat (SARH) founded in 1991 another institution: the ASERCA charged with 
support and services for agricultural marketing but without direct intervention in the buying and 
selling of products as CONASUPO had previously done. Today, PROCAMPO makes small loans 
ranging from 500 to 2,000 pesos and works directly with communities. However, because it does 
not take into account specific levels of differentiation among producers and their endogenous 
organizational forms their work with the communities has led to an institutional disarray of the 
regional organizations because there is no further need of them. 
 
45. Other institutions working directly with producers, and which have various credit modalities, 
include FONAES/SEDESOL, Fondos Regionales/INI (see the Diagnostic studies for the Huasteca 
and Oaxaca). 
 
46. Experience has shown that in the indigenous regions a modest but continuous level of credit 
availability and financing can result in sustainable and self-financing development processes 
because the majority of the indigenous municipalities already have the resources, knowledge, and 
will to continue their own development. The problem lies in the limitation of most programs to a six-
year period tied to political administration and characteristically lack continuity. This has a negative 
impact on the efforts of the producers to sustain modest but continuous levels of production. 
 
[ Consumption ] 
 
47. Traditionally, consumption in the indigenous communities was directly related to their 
production, as well as to those products obtained through hunting, gathering, and fishing. Aside 
from the products that they obtain in the regional markets, the basic diet consists of tortilla made 
from maize, beans, diverse sauces made from red and green tomato, and garnished with a variety 
of chilis. This diet includes cocoa or chocolate, honey, and vanilla. Soups are prepared from 
squashes, young maize, and onions grown in the home gardens, avocado, and many varieties of 
mushrooms. Meat, whether beef, pork, or chicken, is not a part of the usual diet and reserved for 



special family feast days or community ritual observances. Nevertheless, there are food items of 
animal origin and obtained through hunting, including deer, wild boar, monkey, diverse snakes, 
iguanas and their eggs, frogs, maguey grubs, ants, and crickets. Several different types of shrimp, 
crayfish, fish, snails, turtles, ducks, and various edible birds are hunted or gathered in lakes and 
rivers. From the home garden, the indigenous household obtains many fruits and edible plants. 
They also produce their own alcoholic beverages including pulque, chica, teshuino, and mezcal. 
 
48. All these items of the traditional indigenous diet have changed significantly in the last few 
decades. The trend has been to move to increased reliance on manufactured food items. This 
change has had a strong negative nutritional impact on the indigenous population; particularly 
young children and women who are particularly vulnerable to the influences of the publicity of 
companies dedicated to the sale of processed foods. Another critical factor contributing to the 
change in diet is the sale of the products, formerly for household consumption, in exchange for 
products of low nutritional value such as sodas, candy, cookies, and other snack food. Evidence of 
these changes is shown in the following map, which illustrates that, the areas of the country with the 
highest level of under nutrition and malnourishment coincides with the indigenous regions.  
 

 

  



 

Social development  

1. The history of the indigenous peoples of Mexico from the time of Independence and after the 
Revolution of 1910 shows that they have not had an equitable share of the development in 
comparison to the rest of the population. The inequality of economic and social development is 
manifested in the high degree of marginalization in those states that are the most remote and 
isolated including Oaxaca, Chiapas, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Yucatan, Campeche, Veracruz, and San 
Luis Potosi. These states include about 80 percent of the indigenous population of the country. In 
states where the indigenous peoples are a minority such as in the case for Tarahumaras, 
Tepehuanos, Guarojios, and Pima in the state of Chihuahua they are relegated to the more 
marginal areas of the states where they live. In the case of Chihuahua, the state has the lowest 
marginality index in Mexico, yet the indigenous zones are as marginal as Oaxaca or Chiapas. 
 
2. The low level of investment in the indigenous areas over the past 50 years is reflected in the 
limited availability of wage labor at rates competitive to those as in the northern parts of the country. 
This relegates hundreds of thousands of indigenous peoples to a very low quality of life working 
almost as indentured servants in farms and ranches. This underdevelopment results in multiple 
forms of migration among the indigenous population, very low levels of medical assistance, poor 
diet, and the lowest levels of educational development of the indigenous human capital. This affects 
the level of justice rendered towards indigenous citizens and their communities, due to the high 
level of monolinguism and poor access to information. 
 
[ Education ] 
 
 
[ · ] The Pre-Colonial Period 
 
3. Mesoamerica was distinguished by a complex system of human capital formation which involved 
a process of acculturation beginning with the family, community and distinctive in each different 
ethnic region. In the case of the groups with the longest past, writing was formalized to 
commemorate events and special life accomplishments. Some of these date back to the Olmec 
culture with the stelae of the minnow, dated 159 BC, that even today is being deciphered and 
reconstructed through the use of existing Zoques and Mixes languages. The colonial invasions 
found, an educational organization in the Central Valleys of Mexico, that the Aztecs had 
administered in two parallel systems depending on the social rank of the students, who were 
divided into: 
 
a ] The macehuales (plebeians) with two types of schooling, one for good manners and the other for 
warfare. This school was called the telpochatli or "house of youth", but they also had other schools, 
such as the cuicacalli, or the "house of song."  
 
b ] The pipiltzin (aristocrats) trained to become priests, architects, painters, doctors, poets, singers, 
and soldiers. The school for the nobility was called the calmecac where the new generations trained 
to occupy the highest posts of the priesthood, army, justice, and bureaucracy. In this school special 
emphasis was placed on the knowledge of religion, reading and writing of the codices, and law and 
astronomy.  
 
[ · ] The Colonial Period 
 
4. With the Spanish Conquest of Mexico came a new era of forced education aimed to convert the 
indigenous population to Catholicism and to unify the language of the New Spain. In 1528, Fray 
Juan de Zumarraga founded the School of the Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco for the indigenous people 
where they could be trained to live within the Spanish colonial system. However, the advocates for 



the indigenous peoples debated the merits of imposing a new language upon the conquered 
peoples without recognition and respect for the native languages and cultures. From this time on 
the educational and language policies were manifestly against the maintenance and recognition of 
native languages among the indigenous peoples who, in isolation, maintained their own informal 
systems of education under the tutelage of the family and the community. The entire educational 
policy was oriented during the colonial period to the formation of the criollo and colonial cadres, to 
the total exclusion of the indigenous population from systems of formal education. 
 
[ Educational Language Policy in Contemporary Mexico ] 
 
5. With Mexico’s Independence in 1825, the new nation-state advocated equal rights for all citizens 
under the law, principles adopted from the French Revolution. In parallel, there was a need to form 
a new homogeneous national identity that denied the cultural pluralism that had existed prior to the 
colonization and had existed for millennia. Since this time the language policy adopted by both 
liberals and conservatives has persisted in its effort to systematically eradicate indigenous 
languages. These have been classified as inferior ‘dialects." 
 
6. With the Mexican Revolution the educational policy was expanded according to Article 3 of the 
Constitution of 1917 providing education for all the citizens. Education for the indigenous peoples 
began in 1923 and continued through 1950. This policy was essentially one of assimilation and 
incorporation of the population into the national life. The Department of Indigenous Education and 
Culture was founded in 1923 with the objective of making the indigenous peoples literate and 
Spanish-speakers. These programs were consolidated under the Casas del Pueblo and would later 
be converted into the Mexican Rural School, reinforced by the Cultural Missions. These were 
underpinned by an ideology of denial of the Mesoamerican cultures, and reinforced Hispanic biases 
of social evolution based on a European model. 
 
 
7. In 1926 the House for the Indigenous Student (a boarding facility) was established in Mexico City 
with the intention that the indios would not only attend school but would have daily contact with the 
mestizo and criollo population. Under this principle of assimilation it was assumed the indios 
educated could become elements of civilization and progress. 
 
8. In 1932 following the previous model, 11 boarding schools were created. Indigenous education 
continued under the same premises, with a methodology of exclusive use of Spanish in the 
curriculum and rejection of local languages. 
 
9. In 1936, in line with the USA’s model, the Department of Indigenous Affairs was created. It 
continued the philosophy of encouraging Mexican Indians to reject their indigenous customs and 
values. The boarding schools expanded in number to 33 with nearly 3,000 students. To reinforce 
this methodology, the National School of Anthropology and the Rural Medical Schools were 
created, whose objectives were to achieve the consolidation of the assimilation of the indigenous 
peoples. 
 
10. In parallel to this policy, the first Assembly of Linguists and Philologists was held in 1939. It 
recommended the use of native languages in the educational and literacy program for adults; the 
beginning of the educational program of indigenous children; and the use of teachers from 
indigenous groups. Two pilot projects were launched, one in the Purepecha region of Michoacan, 
the other in the Raramuri region of the Tarahumara. This was the beginning of the Literacy Institute 
for Monolingual Indigenous Peoples. This new concept would enter into conflict with the model that 
advocated the assimilation of the indios, a conflict that persists even today. 
 
11. In 1940 when the first Inter-American Indigenist Congress was held, the participants of the 
American countries concluded that the indigenous education must take into account the local 
language, culture, and personality of the students. This new current was followed again in 1948 with 
the formation of the National Indigenist Institute (INI), which demonstrated the value of including 



native teachers into the educational system in order to educate students in two languages 
simultaneously, while respecting both local languages and cultures. In 1963 there were 350 
indigenous teachers in 11 inter-cultural indigenous regions. In the same year, the National 
Educational Assembly recommended special measures for bilingual education as a part of a new 
national educational policy. Bilingual education was to be taught by indigenous teachers, who would 
also be advocates of the indigenous groups. To this end, the National Service of Cultural Promoters 
and Indigenous Teachers was created. This system expanded and by 1970 there were 
approximately 4,000 bilingual teachers. 
 
12. The special Directorate for Extra-school Education for the Indigenous Peoples was created in 
1971 within the National Secretariat for Education. This Directorate consolidated the various 
programs that had been created and institutionalized the use of bilingual teachers. However, the 
basic education for indigenous children that had been extended by the monolingual rural school 
system resisted this new policy and continues to control thousands of rural schools with ideologies 
of cultural assimilation. 
 
13. In 1978 the Directorate for Indigenous Education was instituted as a part of the national formal 
system of education. Finally, in 1993 after the changes in Article 4 of the Constitution referring to 
indigenous rights, the general Education Law formalized the teaching of Spanish as the national 
language without precluding the promotion and development of indigenous languages. 
 
14. At this time there were special mono-lingual education programs initiated for indigenous 
education as in Chiapas (PRODECH) and Oaxaca (ILSEO) that were oriented to indigenous 
children’s basic education only in Spanish. 
 
[ Quality of Indigenous Education ] 
 
15. The unequal conditions in which the indigenous peoples live, in contrast to the rest of the 
society, are mirrored in the educational system. According to the 1990 Census, there are at least 
13,179 settlements with a density of over 70 percent indigenous language speakers. This is a 
population of 4 million people with an illiteracy rate of those over 15 years of age of 46.6 percent. 
This rate is four times higher than the national average (12.4 percent). 
 
16. In the settlements referred to above, 76 percent had not finished primary school, 44.2 percent 
above that found in the settlements with a low density of indigenous language speakers. In addition, 
there are at least 4,000 settlements with a population density of between 30 and 60 percent of 
indigenous language speakers with a population of over 2 million whose level of illiteracy in the age 
group of over 15 years is over 30 percent - double the national average. The same 1990 Census 
shows that 21 percent of the children between ages 6 to 14 did not attend school. 
 
17. One result of the language policies was expanded use of Spanish among the indigenous 
population, as demonstrated by the figures from censuses. In 1930 one million persons were 
classified as bilingual, and in 1990 there were over 4 million bilinguals out of a total of 6.8 million 
people over 5 years of age, classified as indigenous. 

 
[ Monolingual and Bilingual Language Speakers ]  



Year

Luz María Valdés, Los Indios en Los Censos de Población, Universidad Autónoma de México, 1995.  
 

[ Bilingual Education in 1995-1996 ] 

   
Instituto Nacional Indigenista  

 
The National Council for Educational Promotion CONAFE was created in 1987 for the purpose of 
educating communities with less than 200 inhabitants. CONAFE hires indigenous teachers that 
have completed the sixth grade. They operate now in 2,000 settlements. 
 
18. According to the 1990 Population Census there are approximately 1,441,000 children of school 
age that speak an indigenous language. Of these, 250,856 are monolingual indigenous language 
speakers. The pre-school centers and bilingual primary schools are attended by approximately 
921,269 children. Many others attend either other pre-school centers or general primary schools 
located in indigenous areas. In order to provide bilingual and bicultural education texts have been 
published and distributed free of charge in 32 languages for the first grades of basic education. 
These books, however, are not in use among the various systems operating in indigenous areas. 
 
19. The National Council for Educational Promotion (CONAFE), has a system of bilingual education 
for indigenous children in communities with less than 200 inhabitants, using bilingual teacher in 
2,000 communities. The National Educational Institute for Adults (INEA) assists various indigenous 
regions and some urban areas. 
 
20. It is not known precisely how many indigenous children have no access to basic education. 
According to the estimates of INI, 28.32 percent of the children do not attend school in the 
municipalities consisting of over 70 percent indigenous population. (Embriz 1994:44). Many of the 
children without access to schools live in communities of less than 100 inhabitants. 
 
21. Thirty one percent of the bilingual primary schools are in fact monolingual. Of these only 20 
percent have six or more teachers. In the bilingual primary schools only 30 percent of the students 
complete primary education compared to 60 percent at the national level. If we compare the 
situation today with the decade of the 1960’s it would seem that the existence of 7,581 primary 
schools and nearly the same number of pre-school centers with 39,045 bilingual teachers shows 
great progress. But the statistics show that neither the quality nor quantity of education is reaching 
the indigenous population. One attempt to improve the quality of bilingual education was the 
creation of the program to produce educational materials in vernacular languages and reflecting 
their individual cultures. 



 
[ Obstacles ] 
 
22. Although the government’s educational policies have evolved to include new methodologies and 
programs for the indigenous population that empower and respect their languages and cultures, 
including bilingual methodologies, these implementation of these policies still faces a number of 
obstacles: 
 
a ] Indigenous teachers are not adequately trained and in particular have not been trained in 
bilingual and bicultural teaching methods. Their knowledge of Spanish is limited to the basic 
alphabet. 
 
b ] Bilingual teachers that were acculturated still resist of bilingual educational programs that give 
priority to indigenous languages. In some cases these teachers have forgotten their native 
language, in other cases they teach in indigenous areas other than their area of origin. 
 
c ] Within the communities, often the indigenous language is considered a barrier to acceptance in 
the broader society and parents fear that educating their children in a maternal language will harm 
their future. 
 
d ] Many schools in indigenous areas lack the necessary and appropriate teaching materials. 
 
e ] The quality of educational services in indigenous communities continues to be seriously deficient 
as is illustrated below. 
 

 
 
It is important to underline that while statistics show a greater number of indigenous peoples that 
are Spanish speakers, this does not necessarily mean the loss of their own languages. The use of 
Spanish is quite limited and serves as a vehicle for communication with the wider society. It is used 
either in commercial and market transactions, in the wage sector, and in the relations with 
government institutions. The use of indigenous language persists in the family and in community 
relations as for instance the communal assemblies. 
 
23. There is still a separation between the formal and informal educational system. The latter still 
prevails within the household and continues to play a critical role in the preservation of ethnic 
identity. The possibility of imparting knowledge through the use of indigenous languages is still far 
off because there are no alphabets, programs, dictionaries, or lexicons that are communally shared. 
The indigenous teachers that have been acculturated now have to reverse the process to 
reintegrate into their communities of origin. In addition, the old prejudices continue with concepts of 
superior-inferior relations between mestizo and indigenous peoples. 
 
24. The illiteracy rate among the indigenous peoples is extremely high and particularly high among 
women. 

 



[ Illiterate Indigenous Population 15 Years of Age and Over in 1995 ] 
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In addition to illiteracy, the ignorance of Spanish makes the indigenous population even more 
vulnerable and unable to relate to the rest of the population in equal terms. Women are the most 
vulnerable since they are the group with the highest levels of monlingualism and illiteracy. Of 10 
indigenous children that enter school, four are girls and only two complete the fourth grade. 
 
25. The mapping of educational data clearly show the condition of the indigenous population, taking 
into account differences in age and indigenous regions. The indigenous world knows Spanish yet 
there are regions such as the Tarahumara, Huichol, and some of the indigenous groups in Oaxaca 
and Guerrero where over 50 percent of the population is illiterate and where the majority of the 
children that attend the first years of primary education never finish nor continue with further 
schooling. This situation can be explained to a large extent because the educational policies for the 
entire population are highly dependent on whether there is economic stability or economic crisis in 
the country. 
 
26. Mexico is a multilingual society. Demands of the indigenous peoples such as the Zapatista 
Front for National Liberation, the various congresses and assemblies of bilingual teachers, and 
other indigenous organizations, include the right of these people to the use of their own languages 
and to the continuation of their cultures, within a context where they can exert control over their 
social and political institutions with autonomy. 
 
27. This calls for new social capital capable of improving the quality of education. Two programs 
have been created to address these needs. (a) training ethno-linguists and linguists to know and 
analyze indigenous languages within their own cultural context; and (b) training bilingual teachers at 
a high educational level such as in the Social Anthropology Center for Research and Superior 
Studies and the Pedagogical University. 
 
28. Mexico’s language policy has experienced certain changes in recent years, particularly due to 
the change in Article 4 of the Constitution that recognizes that "the Mexican nation has a 
multicultural composition, based on its original peoples. The Law will protect and encourage the 
development of their languages, cultures, customs, resources, and specific forms of social 
organization. It will guarantee its inhabitants effective access to the state juridical system." In 
practice there are two contradictory and opposing systems. Even if not explicit, the premises of 
direct education in Spanish foster monolinguism and language loss in indigenous bilingual 
communities as well as in monolingual indigenous communities. The alternative of bilingual and 
bicultural education has not expanded to cover all the indigenous regions of the country despite a 
cultural desire to maintain multiple languages. The use of multiple indigenous languages is 
restricted when these are used as a tool to facilitate Hispanization and are not taught nor 
intrinsically valued. Indigenous languages are rarely taught after the third grade of primary school 
and there is little effort to use them in wider communication media, literature, movies, theater, etc. 
 
29. Recently, some states such as Oaxaca have taken important steps in the regulation of 
education for indigenous peoples. 
 
Article 7. - It is the obligation of the State of Oaxaca to impart bilingual and bicultural education to all 
its indigenous peoples, with plans and curriculums that integrate knowledge, technologies, and 
value systems corresponding to these peoples. This system of education will be conducted through 



the use of maternal languages and with Spanish as a second language. Plans and curriculums that 
include knowledge of the of the State’s ethnic cultures and regions will be incorporated into the 
curriculum of the remainder of the population.  
Ley Estatal de Educación de Oaxaca, 1996. 
 
30. The future perspectives of the educational policies towards indigenous peoples tacitly recognize 
the role of informal education imparted within the family (customs, values, medical traditions, music, 
and forms of social organization. Informal schools have been established and accepted by the 
indigenous population as a symbol of prestige. The changes adopted by the official national 
educational system should therefore ensure the following: 
 
a ] Training of teachers to analyze the specific social and economic needs of the intercultural 
regions.  
 
b ] Producing teaching materials reflecting the cultural content of the various regions in the primary 
and secondary school texts.  
 
c ] Investigating and rescuing the cultural heritage of the regions including legends, customs, 
technologies, and forms of social organization of indigenous communities.  
 
d ] Recognizing and incorporating the informal education that takes place within the indigenous 
family. 
 
[ Health ] 
 
[ · ] Traditional Medicine 
 
31. Indigenous groups maintain a body of medical knowledge which sincretizes medieval medical 
knowledge derived from the Spanish colonial period, African medicinal practices, and contemporary 
medicine. These link the empirical and the magical. Traditional medicine is not simply a 
juxtaposition of different concepts about the treatment of diseases but rather operates as an integral 
system linking the physical and the psychological. The accelerated introduction of contemporary 
medicine into indigenous areas and in all regions of the country has produced yet new 
permutations. 
 
32. Traditional medicine, as practiced by various specialists such as the "yerbatero", who cures 
through the use of plants, midwives, and the shaman or "curandero" is based on the concept that 
knowledge is gained through revelation and that it is through the grace of God or through the use of 
supernatural forces that they are able to cure. Where doctors are subjected to a process of 
education, they acquire academic knowledge about the causality of illnesses and are trained in the 
practice of diagnosis, prognosis, and therapeutics, all based on strict empirical experience. The 
traditional medical practitioner, by contrast, affirms that his knowledge may come from revelation or 
divination, and treatments are learned informally based on mystical experience. Yet, this knowledge 
does not preclude empirical observation and the ability to differentiate between natural causes of 
disease and psychological ones. 
 
33. Empirical diseases include accidents, wounds, lesions, fractures, poisonous bites, and some 
physiological processes such as labor and birth. These are treated using empirical knowledge, 
which is logically consistent, verifiable, and understandable. This category of diseases includes 
those caused by "air" introduced into the body which may cause colic or other symptoms. There is 
also "headache" originating through a sudden chill and transformed into illnesses classified as 
"pneumonia" or "colds." Others are produced through heat. Sudden heat produces "chincual" in 
children or "angina" in adults. Similarly, there are diseases caused by ingesting of hot or cold foods 
that weaken the body. Diseases can also be caused by over-eating resulting in "empacho" or by 
overdoing sexual relations, resulting in "empachos" for both men and women. Disease is also 
caused by breathing bad air found in latrines or marshes that result in a condition called "andancia", 



and finally diseases caused by microbes that include chicken pox, measles, whooping cough, 
venereal diseases, dysentery, intestinal parasites, malaria, etc. 
 
The diseases classified as supernatural include those that are caused by the wrath of God or gods, 
a punishment for disobedience, which is classified as that which originates in a violation or sin. This 
group encompasses most of the diseases having a supernatural origin. Those who forget their 
duties towards their ancestors, their religious obligations, the cult of old divinities, interrupt periods 
of dictated sexual abstinence or ignore or deny the loyalty owed to the community and services to 
be rendered to it, cause the wrath of god and suffer illness. The supernatural can range from the 
"chan" or spirit from a river or water source affronted by a lack of piety in soliciting its help to cross a 
river; to the abstract Catholic religious theology that produces an epidemic or pestilence because of 
general immorality. All these are diseases classified as punishments from God. 
 
A second group of supernatural diseases has sorcery as its origin. Here, there is still the underlying 
concept of dependency of the human on another agent, but in this case the agent is another human 
endowed with negative or hostile desires that produce a disease. A great percentage of homicides 
in the indigenous regions reported to the local authorities, are the result of actions taken to 
eliminate the sorcerers to avoid illness and epidemics. These sorcerers called "nahuales" 
"sukuruames", "iloles" or witches, are only curers that are endowed with mystical powers capable of 
casting the evil eye, bewitchment, or other evils. Generally these are curers that have not been 
successful in resolving anxieties nor maintaining the balance of social relations which ensures the 
cohesion and continuity of a community’s security and balance.Last of all are supernatural diseases 
caused by the introduction of a foreign body into the organism. The spirit of the disease is 
manifested, among the more remote indigenous peoples, as small stones, thorns, worms, or 
demonic possession. 
 
34. When there is no hypothesis about the origin of a disease, the healer relies on an indirect 
interrogation through divination, or through induced states of possession or mystical trance. These 
techniques permit the healer not only to give a diagnosis but the prognosis as well, which he, the 
patient, and the patient’s kin all consider to be the most favorable and likely. There are many 
different techniques used to elevate the shaman or traditional healer from the natural to the 
supernatural plane. By these techniques which include the casting of grains of corn, the 
examination of the egg to which a disease has been transferred, the interpretation of dreams, or the 
revelations emanating after the consumption of hallucinogenic drugs such as peyote, ololiuhqui, 
nananacatl, or another one of the set of sacred herbs, the healer divines the cause of the disease, 
the god or author of the disease, the absence and/or capture of the soul, or the injury suffered by 
the animal linked to a person. In addition, the same techniques will also tell the shaman or healer 
whether the patient will heal or inevitably die. In the first case, the form of treatment will be decided 
upon. In the case of inevitable death, all efforts will be directed to the preparation of rituals to 
facilitate the transition of the patient to the invisible world and to prevent him from returning to the 
physical world where his presence would cause disease by his very presence. 
 
35. Traditional medicine described here in its broadest sense is the patrimony of the indigenous 
communities. There are groups that have gradually abandoned ancestral practices substituting 
them with reliance on health centers. However, as demonstrated in the Profiles and Diagnostics of 
the various groups the traditional medical practitioner still constitutes a formidable resource as 
carrier of traditional knowledge, and is often the only person to whom patients can direct 
themselves for the cure of these diseases. The incorporation of the traditional medical practitioner in 
health programs and campaigns is an important factor in reducing mortality among women and 
children in indigenous areas, and should be recognized as an important part of indigenous peoples’ 
social capital. The current poor quality of health services and limited numbers of trained health 
personnel, combined with their patronizing attitudes towards traditional medical knowledge and 
practices, inhibit the diffusion of western empirical scientific knowledge and better medical 
practices. This is a problem that national level health institutions have recently tried to address. 
 
[ · ] Traditional Medicine: A Local Health Resource 



 
In Mexico there is a pluralistic or mixed health system where there is a coexistence of modern 
medical knowledge, traditional medicine, and domestic remedies. For a great section of the 
Mexican population, and more specifically for the indigenous population, traditional medicine 
constitutes the main and often the only health resource. According to a 1984 study of the National 
Institute of Social Security, there is one traditional practitioner for every 500-1,500 people. 
 
36. In spite of having been marginalized and even persecuted at various times, the traditional 
practitioners have always been a strongly cohesive group, a factor contributing to ethnic self-
definition, and a publicly recognized health source. There are many examples of their importance in 
the delivery of health services. In the mountains of the State of Guerrero, for instance, a UNICEF 
and Health Ministry investigation showed that 70 percent of births were attended by traditional 
midwives, 17 percent by kinswomen to the woman giving birth, and only 3 percent by western 
professional practitioners. It is estimated that in Oaxaca, traditional midwives who may or may not 
have received any form of institutionalized training attend to 6 percent of the births. Nevertheless, 
traditional medicine is practiced in conditions of great disadvantage. Modifications to the 
Constitution’s Article 4 may result in recognition of the role of traditional medicine as an essential 
component of the indigenous peoples’ cultures. It ought to be accompanied by corresponding 
changes in the sector policies at the national level corresponding to the social and technical 
importance traditional medicine occupies among these groups. 
 
37. There are already, a series of projects designed to create regionally based health centers as 
well as hospitals where both modern as well as traditional medicine would be practiced. This 
experience began in the Sierra Norte in the State of Puebla, in Cuetzalan, with the creation of the 
first integrated medical hospital staffed by both western-trained doctors as well as traditional healers 
(INI Doctors and practitioners from the Nahua Totonaca Organization of the Cuetzaltec Region). 
The hospital has the support of the INNSZ for surgery; the assistance of the SS for the Tuberculosis 
Program, and the support of the IMSS-Solidaridad to transport patients to more elaborate health 
centers. Through a presidential directive the INI was given the mandate in February 1992 to further 
this experience and create additional integrated health centers in indigenous areas. These include 
the Regional Health Program in El Nayar, Nayarit. The creation of the Mixed Rural Hospital Jesus 
Maria in the Cora Huichol region. There are several centers now operating: Cuetzalan (Puebla) 
Jesus-Maria (Nayarit), Capulapan (Oaxaca), and Yaxaba (Yucatan). There are also small clinics 
with traditional healers, among which the most notable are the San Juan Chichicaxtepec in the Mize 
area of Oaxaca, and over 100 community pharmacies. Functioning under a different model since 
1990 there is in San Cristobal Las Casas, the Center for the Development of Traditional Maya 
Medicine, belonging to the oldest traditional medical organization, the OMIECH (Organization de 
Medicos Indigenas del Estado de Chiapas). 
 
Special mention should be made to the vital organizational movement among traditional 
practitioners – started publicly in Chiapas over a decade ago. It has culminated with the creation of 
over 57 organizations, representing over 30 different indigenous groups and 18 states of the 
republic, in the Consejo Nacional de Medicos Indigenas Tradicionales, who delivered, in 1992, the 
first National Plan for Indigenous Traditional Medicine. 
 
[ · ] Morbidity 
 
38. According to information compiled by the Center for Epidemic Vigilance, in 1991 the ten main 
causes of illness among indigenous peoples were of infectious origins in 50 percent of the cases. 
Acute respiratory illnesses were in first place (59.8 percent), followed by digestive tract illnesses 
(31.8 percent). 
 
39. Besides these, there is a high incidence of skin disease including deep fungal infections 
(dermatomicoses), scabies, ringworm, and micomicoses. Many of these are found among 
populations debilitated by low nutrition and lack of sanitation. Only two non-infectious pathologies 
were registered among the ten main diseases: poisoning and traumas, which together occupied fifth 



place, and hypertension in eighth place. The most affected age groups corresponded to the two 
extremes, in particular those under five years of age. The remainder of the population aside from 
these illnesses is affected by other already mentioned causes such as traumas, poisoning, and 
hypertension. 
 
40. Given the level of aggregation of these data that are gathered at the level of each Sanitary 
Jurisdiction, it is not possible to obtain information about morbidity at the level of each of the 
indigenous municipalities. There is also a marked under-registration of morbidity because of the 
lack of health centers in indigenous areas, as well as a low level of registration of these diseases 
because the level of provision of health services for them is low in the health centers. 
 
41. On the other hand, the results registered by a survey in the areas covered by IMSS-Coplamar, 
show a morbidity profile among the indigenous peoples due to the use of medicinal plants. These 
were used in 38 percent of the documented cases for gastrointestinal diseases, 14 percent for 
respiratory diseases, and 14 percent for curing skin lesions, sub-cutaneous infections, traumas, 
muscular and rheumatic pains, and infectious and poisonous animal bites. An additional 13 percent 
of the cases documented the use of plants for treatment of fever, chills, and headache pain and 
joint pain in general and 6 percent for the treatment of symptoms related to female reproductive 
problems. 
 
[ · ] Mortality 
 
42. Statistical information about mortality in indigenous municipalities registered slightly over 30,000 
deaths in 1990, which implies a gross mortality rate of 5.8 deaths per 1000 inhabitants, a figure 
which is 10 percent over the national average of 5.2. 
 
43. There is a wide variation in the statistical information. On one hand the low rates are registered 
in the states such as Durango (2.1 percent) Jalisco (2.6 percent) and Quintana Roo (2.9 percent) 
which show low rates of mortality due to under-enumeration. On the other hand, areas with rates far 
above the national norm are reported in areas such as Chihuahua (9.3 percent), Mexico (8.0 
percent) and Puebla (8.6 percent). 
 
44. In general, mortality rates are higher where the indigenous population is larger. Mortality rates 
are also correlated with age groups in the indigenous population with a higher than the national 
average rate among those under five years of age (26 percent compared to 20 percent. However, 
the data disaggregation in the age group 1-4 years of age shows important differences. 
 
Infant mortality was lower (14 percent compared to 15.5 percent in the national average), while in 
the group of pre-school age the rate is much higher among the indigenous peoples (13 percent 
compared to 4.8 percent). This percentage is even higher (14 percent) in the municipalities with an 
indigenous population of over 70 percent. The lowest rate of infant mortality reported is most likely 
due to significant under-reporting, while the mortality rates of pre-school age cohorts are more likely 
genuine. 
 
45. Mortality by sex also shows that rates are higher among men. Nevertheless the rate reported is 
lower than the national average (124 compared to 130), a situation observed in 13 of the 16 
selected States. The difference is even larger when the information is broken down by 
municipalities with a high indigenous population density of over 70 percent which shows a male 
mortality rate of 121. 
 
46. The epidemiological profile of the indigenous population (municipalities with 40 percent or 
higher indigenous peoples) shows important differences contrasted to the national level data. The 
five main causes of mortality in the country as a whole correspond to non-contagious diseases, 
while among the indigenous peoples three of five main causes of mortality are due to contagious 
infectious diseases including gastric, pneumonia, influenza and measles. 



 
47. It should be indicated that the latter appear exceptionally in the incidence registered between 
1989 and 1990 and that after that epidemic the rate is lower again. Infectious gastric disorders are 
the main cause of deaths in 7 out of 16 municipalities while these occupy only a 7th place at the 
national level. This rate overall of 74.7 deaths for every 100,000 inhabitants (and 83.6 for those 
municipalities with a high density of indigenous peoples of over 70 percent is in sharp contrast to 
the national rate of 27.3 per 100,000 inhabitants globally. In spite of this it appears in the first place 
in only 7 of the selected states. 
 
48. Among the twenty main causes of death there are some that are higher among the indigenous 
population. Such is the case of deaths related to nutritional deficiencies, with a 6th place compared 
to 11th place nationally; tuberculosis in 11th place and 16th place nationally; and anemic disorders 
in 13th place and 17th nationally. 
 
49. There are others, however, that are less frequent among the indigenous population such as 
tumors that occupy 7th place contrasted to 2nd place nationally; Diabetes Mellitus in 15th place in 
indigenous populations and 4th at the national level; and cardiovascular diseases that are in 12th 
place compared to 8th at the national level. 
 
Overall the mortality profile of the indigenous population is similar to others in less developed 
countries. There is a predominance of poverty-related diseases and a lower incidence of diseases 
common to more developed societies where the incidence of chronic degenerative disease is 
higher. 
 
[ Marginality and Poverty ] 
 
50. Studies focusing on marginality and poverty have taken two different approaches. One focuses 
on the satisfaction of basic needs and the other focuses on household income. The second 
approach includes the identification of factors considered to be unsatisfied basic needs. 
 
51. The National Council on Population (CONAPO) has focused on nine indicators to measure the 
degree of marginality: Percentage of illiterate population over 15 years of age 
 
> Percentage of population over age 15 not having completed primary school 
> Percentage of occupants in houses without drainage and sanitation 
> Percentage of occupants in houses without electricity 
> Percentage of homes without running water 
> Percentage of homes with crowded conditions 
> Percentage of occupants in homes with dirt floors 
> Percentage of population in settlements of under 5,000 inhabitants 
> Percentage of population employed with income below two minimum salaries 
 
52. There is a clear correlation between these indicators and the indigenous population and their 
level of marginality, especially in rural municipalities where the indigenous peoples show the 
highest degree of marginality. This marginality is considered to be a structural phenomenon, the 
result of development over the last four decades, resulting in the exclusion of the indigenous 
population from the process which permits the satisfaction of their basic needs (Alexis Panagides, 
Indigenous People and Poverty in Latin America). 
 
The 1990 Census shows that 96 percent of the indigenous people live in municipalities with 
marginality rankings of high and very high and 41 percent of these live in very high marginality. The 
seven states with the highest incidence of poverty are: Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero, Hidalgo, 
Veracruz, San Luis Potosi, and Puebla, which coincide with the indigenous municipalities of highest 
marginality. 
 
53. An example is the state of Veracruz that has important natural resources and developed areas. 



It is classified as a state of high marginality due to the presence of the indigenous population. One 
of its municipalities, Tehuipango, with a Nahua population in the Zongolica Sierra is the most 
marginal in the country. 
 
54. Examining these indicators might lead to think that the indigenous communities are static 
traditional societies resistant to change and defending ways of life that are separate from the 
national population. This is false. The indigenous peoples are intimately tied to the economic and 
social changes in the country. Their poverty and marginality is the result of their systematic 
exclusion due to cultural prejudices. 
 
55. To mitigate and improve this condition of high marginality it is necessary to reorient the 
programs that are targeted to this population which is to say, the acceptance of the fact that the 
indigenous peoples are holistic and integral social systems with their own forms of government. 
They have operated for over 500 years as such. Health, education and production problems can be 
solved with the integration and participation of the indigenous population but it is required that their 
own forms of organization and government be recognized and accepted as well as their self-
recognized needs. Many of these groups and their representative organizations indicate that they 
are not willing to pay for development with the loss of their soul, which is their culture. 
 
56. The economists’ views of indigenous peoples represent an obstacle to their development and to 
the country’s development. It is the wrong paradigm because industrialized nations, even with great 
changes, have maintained their own cultures and identities. It is this that the indigenous peoples 
have been demanding over the last 20 years, and is reflected in their economy, agricultural 
systems, and artisan tradition. 
 
57. To measure marginality in terms of the CONAPO indicators leads only to a partial recognition of 
the problems confronting these peoples. In the majority of their communities the lack of basic 
services is the norm. Yet, the quality of life measurement transcends the indicators. There are 
indigenous areas with natural resources that allow sustainability and continuity but where the last 
ten years agricultural policies have resulted in highly negative impacts. The main problems are 
those of a lack of agricultural credit for sustainable production, assistance in marketing, and respect 
for local forms of government. 
 
58. According to an anthropological analysis, three basic and fundamental differences exist 
between indigenous and industrialized societies. 

 

 

   



Political movements and indigenous organizations 

1. During the three centuries of colonial rule there were many rebellions and armed movements by 
the indigenous populations in defense of their rights as peoples and against those that sought to 
oppress them. These continued after Independence in 1825 as a consequence of politics and 
policies that favored the concentration of lands in haciendas at the cost of the indigenous land 
holding during the colonial period. One result of these policies was the Mexican Revolution of 1910, 
started by the peasant and indigenous peoples claiming land and liberty after being subjugated and 
transformed into indentured servants of the large property-owners. The Agrarian Reform Law, 
established by the Constitution of 1917 subsequently provided land to an important segment of the 
peasant population. 
 
 
2. At this time a series of political maneuvers were initiated to integrate and assimilate the 
indigenous people using people from the communities as change agents to integrate indigenous 
cultures into the dominant society. Contrary to expectations, some agents ended up becoming the 
mobilizing forces of their peoples to further land reform and instill greater respect for native cultures. 
Others assumed power and became the big men or caciques of their communities. 
 
3. Since 1975 there has been a resurgence of indigenous movements. This is a new and 
unexpected phenomenon in the Mexican social and political arena because, until the 1970s, 
existing peasant organizations did not represent indigenous concerns. Starting in the decade of the 
seventies, however, these organizations raised new demands. In the beginning their claims were to 
land and the defense of their cultural values. These demands became greater and more diverse as 
a result of changing economic policies that stopped agrarian reform and land distribution as well as 
eliminating government institutions that formerly gave support and assistance to agricultural 
producers, to market pricing and subsidies. The economic crisis that these policies were intended to 
address and the transition period have caused a proliferation of new organizations with new 
demands: 
 
a ] Defense of their natural resources, demanding the right to preserve and profit from their forests, 
pastures, sub soil resources, mines, rivers and lakes; 
 
b ] Guarantees to develop agricultural and livestock production and eliminate intermediaries and 
usurers; 
 
c ] Demands for bilingual education and intercultural education as well as measures to preserve 
their cultural patrimony; 
 
d ] Demands for increased participation in the political processes at the level of state congresses as 
well as federal and participation in the design and execution of development projects; 
 
e ] Demands for respect for human rights in the cases where the tensions between the state or 
federal level governments were high and resulted in massacres, murders, and takeovers of lands. 
 
4. The scope of the indigenous movement over the last twenty years does not include all ethnic 
groups in the country, nor is it homogeneous since the causes giving rise to these organizations 
and the problem each confronts are not identical. The indigenous movement has many different 
expressions and encompasses different entities: ethnicities, ejidos, settlements, municipalities, 
productive organizations, and most recently, associations of indigenous people residing in urban 
areas to which they have migrated. In all these instances, however, the demands are for cultural 
rights, depending on the degree of ethnic and group consciousness, interests, and needs. Many of 
these productive organizations have taken as a key element the rescue of cultural traditions. This is 
reflected in the names of these organizations that are intimately related to their indigenous 
languages: 
 



5. The indigenous movement exists at three different levels: (a) local, (b) regional, (c) national. 
 
a ] The local level movements are characteristically based on the perceived needs and immediate 
problems of the groups, whether based on their ethnicity, community, settlement, or ejido. The 
mobilization of people at this level is limited and based on the discontent over the conditions of the 
people. Although the local level movements are limited in space and time they are the basis for the 
regional organizations, and experience gained in one local organization is carried over by its 
members into new organizations. 
 
b ] The regional level is integrated into associations, coalitions of ethnic groups that aggregate 
communities, ejidos, and settlements. These organizations have a broader concept of their needs 
and demands and articulate more clearly their cultural interest. 
 
c ] The national level movement began in 1975 with indigenous organizations that were initially 
promoted by the government institutions but that now exist to advocate for indigenous rights, such 
as the National Council of Indigenous Peoples (CNPI) and the National Association of Bilingual 
Teachers. Other organizations represented at the national level include: 

 
[ Indigenous Organizations ]  

 
 
 

 
6. At this time there are indigenous organizations at the national, state, regional and local level 
whose aim is to develop a variety of activities in order to defend their rights as peoples and to be 
included in the democratization process of the country. Additionally, a key point of their demands is 
to be participants in the development process so that their needs are included, their quality of life 
improved, and the extreme poverty in which they live is eliminated. 

 



[ Government Institutions Working with Indigenous Peoples ] 

 
[ International Non-Governmental Organizations ] 
 
7. There are many international agencies that have been interacting with indigenous peoples in 
Mexico. They have been instruments to promote dialogue and understanding in both the Latin 
American context as well as internationally. The Instituto Interamericano Indigenista (III) has 
brought together indigenous intellectuals and professionals in a forum to exchange experiences and 
align positions with respect to certain issues for the past sixty years. In the same way, the 
Organización de Estados Americanos (OEA) has been instrumental in providing grants and 
scholarships to indigenous peoples of the continent. The United Nations through its various 
agencies such as UNESCO, ILO, IFAD, FAO, has formulated projects and provided for the 
exchange of experiences between governments and indigenous groups. 
 
8. Of special significance among these organizations are the International Labor Organization’s 
initiative to adopt Resolution 107 later modified in the 1980s and converted to Resolution 169. This 
resolution has been ratified by the Mexican Government. International financial institutions such as 
the World Bank and the Inter American Development Bank (IDB) have provided assistance in the 
forms of loans and grants that include specific actions and programs for indigenous peoples. 
Assisted and encouraged by the IDB, the Indigenous Peoples Development fund was created in 
1992. Mention should also be made of the special work done by the InterAmerican Development 
Foundation that has worked directly with indigenous organizations in different regions of Mexico. 
 
9. Similarly, in Europe, the European Community has been a vehicle to seek cooperation among 
various indigenous groups in Mexico. The same can be said of countries such as Spain, Norway, 
Holland, France, Sweden, and Denmark. Out of these policies have emerged more than 100 NGOs 
or foundations focused on indigenous peoples and reaching nearly all indigenous regions in the 



country. 
 
10. Among the North American and Canadian institutions that have engaged in advocacy for 
indigenous peoples are the World Wildlife Fund, the Ford Foundation Us Branch of International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature, MacArthur Foundation, Survival International, The House of 
Friends, as well as a great many universities of both countries conducting special studies about 
indigenous peoples. 
 
[ National Non-Governmental Organizations ] 
 
11. Some of the national foundations and NGOs have focused on indigenous populations and 
actively work with local level organizations and institutions. Their activities have focused on those 
states with the highest indigenous population, such as Chiapas and Oaxaca. Some of the most 
important of these are CONVERGENCIA, Fundación Mexicana de Desarrollo Rural, ANADEGES, 
Fundación Miguel Alemán, CEMEFI, CAMPO, Fundación VAMOS, Fundación DEMOS, 
COMPARTAMOS, etc. 
 
12. All of them have special activities focusing on human rights, environmental protection, 
productive activities, health, etc. Their actions are highly significant because they occupy spaces 
and operate in the interstitial areas where formal government agencies cannot work or where the 
disappearance of government institutions has left a vacuum or deficit from budgetary downsizing. 
These organizations, in addition to including programs highly beneficial to the well being of 
indigenous communities, serve an additional and related role as observers and guarantors of 
human rights for indigenous peoples and advocates for their legitimate participation in the broader 
political processes of the country. 
 
[ Indigenous Organizations and Enterprises ] 
 
13. The indigenous organizations have created a variety of enterprises for productive activities, for 
cultural preservation, and for education. Their objective is the promotion of indigenous development 
from their own perspective to allow them to use their own human capital, technological knowledge, 
and their existing systems of political organization. 
 
14. There is a strong focus among these organizations on the promotion of a development model 
that permits the retention of their own ethnic identity. Some of these organizations are independent 
of government, while others are funded by it. Those that have received external assistance show 
three common elements: (a) seed capital given by an agency fostering development; (b) technical 
assistance over a long period of time in order to ensure sustainability and success; and (c) models 
which incorporate local perceptions of what constitutes success and define objectives in local terms. 
 
[ Forest Resources ] 
 
The indigenous communities and ejidos with forest enterprises are an interesting example. Between 
70 and 85 percent of the forested areas belong to 7,000 to 9,000 communities and ejidos. 
Historically and until 1970 the state gave concessions to national and international individuals and 
organizations for the exploitation of these resources while the ejidatarios and comuneros lived as 
workers in the extraction of timber. In 1970 some areas, such as the Purepecha in Michoacan, the 
Zapotec and some communities in Oaxaca, some ejidos in Yucatan, Chihuahua and Durango, 
started to control their forest resources through government-granted concessions. In most of these 
cases NGOs interested in environmental issues, sustainable forestry, and social issues provided 
sources of financial and technical assistance. Among these are the Ford Foundation, the Inter-
American Foundation, and German Technical Assistance. In these instances the NGOs provide 
some seed capital but the greatest source of financing is the capital provided by the extractive 
industry. There are a number of indigenous communities and ejidos with forest resources that have 
developed important industries and organized their communities to promote efficient marketing as 
well as sustainable resource management, including re-forestation. These organizations are 



characterized by being based on local traditional principles and forms of organization and 
community participation. 
 
15. The Union de Ejidos Forestales of the Maya Zone in Yucatan includes 18 ejidos and 2,791 
ejidatarios. In Oaxaca, where 90 percent of the state has forests, 45 percent of these are in the 
hands of communities and ejidos that manage these resources commercially. They have formed 30 
groups of unions with industrial capacity and formal management structures. The case of Nuevo 
San Juan in Michoacan is a particular example of a forest industry managed by comuneros who 
control the entire process of production from extraction through marketing. In Chiapas, some 
communities have begun the formation of similar organizations. The Tarahumaras and Tepehuas in 
the states of Chihuahua and Durango, also have forest enterprises although in these areas the 
environmental degradation is severe due to excessive logging in the past by private industry. 
 
16. An interesting aspect of the indigenous enterprises compared with the non-indigenous, is the 
tendency to invest part of the profits into social infrastructure and social programs (pensions for 
workers, health provision programs). The government has recognized the great potential of these 
enterprises and has begun to promote them in other indigenous communities and regions, as well 
as to interest private industry to invest capital in these organizations. This is a long-term process, 
however, and requires a fundamental change in the structure of relations that has prevailed 
between communities and ejidos and private industry, in order to permit the communities to 
consolidate their independence and control the marketing of their products directly without the 
intervention of private industry in determining the objectives and investments. 
 
[ Coffee Enterprises ] 
 
17. There are coffee cooperatives in Chiapas and Oaxaca that have managed the markets, credit, 
storage, and processing of coffee over the last fifteen years. Some examples of these organizations 
are the State Coordinator of Coffee Producers (CEPCO) founded in 1989. This process has 
indirectly assisted to strengthen other organizations such as UCIZONI and UCIRI (Zapotec and 
Mixtec in the Isthmus of Tehuantepec) and UCI (Southern Zapotec). 
 
18. These cooperatives have been successful in marketing for the European market, capitalizing on 
the defense of their ethnic identity. They obtain some financing from NGOs and recently also from 
PROCAMPO and the Alianza para el Campo. The problems they face are the fluctuation of the 
prices in the international market and the acceptance of the higher value of the organically 
produced coffee that, in the case of Chiapas, constitutes an important high volume crop. 
 
19. Another successful enterprise is the Union de Ejidos de la Selva, with participation of 57 
Tojolabal and Tzotzil communities and 1,304 households in the Municipality of Las Margaritas close 
to the Biosphere of Montes Azules. The Chiapas Profile documents another important enterprise, 
the ISMAM, created in 1988 and controlled by the Mam in the Motozintla Sierra. They produce 
organic coffee and ISMAM also is an advocate for indigenous rights. They have founded their own 
agro-ecological school with the objective that their children recuperate their indigenous language 
and traditional artisan practices. 
 
20. These development experiences, stimulated by the indigenous people themselves, suggest that 
the rural population is searching for alternative models of development, based on specific local and 
regional conditions. They are also a reaction to the agricultural and institutional reforms that have 
impacted production and marketing, rural credit, and the elimination of subsidies for agricultural 
production. 
 
21. The consequences of these changes have differentially impacted agricultural production, but the 
negative impact on indigenous communities is undeniable, yet they are the ones generating the 
alternative models of development based on cultural and organizational roots. The elimination of 
poverty for these peoples has to include respect and strengthening traditional organization and 
identity among the indigenous peoples 



[ Main Indigenous Organizations in Mexico ] 

 

   



 

   



Relation between the nation state and indigenous peoples 

1. The indigenous peoples of Mexico have consistently suffered from state policies that attempted 
to integrate and assimilate them into the nation’s social, economic and political processes. These 
relations, however, were always asymmetrical and marked by ideologies that denigrated indigenous 
culture and systematic exclusion from the mainstream benefits of the nation. At the foundation of 
Mexico as a republic in 1825, indigenous peoples were given the same rights as other citizens 
under the law, eliminating in principle the social differences of the Colonial period. From the 
indigenous peoples’ perspective, however, this legal equality signified that their own cultures could 
not have their own processes of economic and cultural development. In fact, the indigenous 
peoples were integrated as Mexican citizens but kept and guarded their own cultural forms. 
 
2. The Mexican Revolution of 1910 modified this relationship in part, with Article 27 of the 
Constitution of 1917. This Article recognizes the indigenous peoples’ collective rights to their lands 
and permitted them to recuperate many of their ancestral territories taken from them during the 
Nineteenth Century to form the great haciendas. This Article has the drawback, however, of not 
recognizing ethnic groups as legal persons. 

 
3. After the passage of this legislation, subsequent actions focused on the processes of schooling 
and Hispanicising the indigenous groups. Yet these policies were also underpinned by thinking that 
recognized the need to respect racial and cultural differences among the world’s peoples and those 
of the American continent with their special historical and regional characteristics in particular. In 
order to carry this out there were institutions created to attend to the needs of indigenous peoples. 
Some of these are the Autonomous Department of Indigenous Affairs, the National Institute of 
Anthropology and History, the Inter-American Institute, and finally, in the decade of the 40’s the 
Instituto Nacional Indigenista. 

 
4. Nevertheless, the legal relations between the state and the indigenous peoples were never 
modified. In other words, while the policies and institutions to service the special needs of the 
indigenous people were founded on a recognition of cultural differentiation, the official relations 
were oriented to deny these differences and create one homogeneous nation. The assimilation of 
many indigenous peoples had the result that they themselves began to assert their claims for an 
official recognition of their ethnic uniqueness and in 1992 Article 4 of the Constitution was modified 
to reflect the nation’s multiculturalism.  

 
[ Mexican Constitution ] 

 
ARTICLE 4°- The Mexican nation has a multicultural composition based on its original inhabitants. 
The Law will protect the development of their languages, cultures, customs, resources, and specific 
forms of social organization, and will guarantee its citizens the effective access to the state 
jurisdiction. In legal decisions and agrarian related processes that they are a part of, their special 
practices and legal norms will be taken into account in terms established by the law. 
 
Article 27, Section VII, Second paragraph. The law will protect the integrity of the lands of the 
indigenous groups. 



 
5. Although Article 27 specifies the protection of indigenous peoples’ lands, the new agrarian law 
does not establish the implementing regulations and the forms to be adopted by indigenous peoples 
in the administration of their communal and ejidal lands. In other words, it offers no recognition of a 
community as a legal entity that would permit them to act as a group to defend their interests 
against pressures of land markets, to organize themselves for productive activities, and to derive 
benefits from financial and credit institutions. 

 
The Mexican Government ratified ILOs Convention 169 in 1989, which makes this Convention and 
all its provisions as law of the country. 

 
6. An alternative proposal for a new relationship between the state and its indigenous peoples was 
formulated in the Peace Accords of San Andres Larrainzar in the state of Chiapas in 1996, which 
propose.> Recognition of the indigenous peoples in the Constitution. 

 
> Widen political participation and representation. 

> Guarantee full access to justice. 

> Encourage and promote the cultural manifestations of the indigenous peoples. 

> Ensure access to education and training. 

> Guarantee the satisfaction of basic needs. 

> Develop and promote the creation of jobs and production. 

> Protect the indigenous peoples. 

 
7. At the individual state level, there have been important changes and modifications to the 
constitutions and specific laws. Oaxaca, for instance, incorporated several new articles into its state 
constitution in 1989, and in 1997 passed the law on the Rights of the Indigenous Peoples and 
Communities of the State of Oaxaca. 

 
[ Law on the Rights of the Indigenous Peoples and Communities of the State of Oaxaca ] 

 
Article 12. The municipal and communal authorities preserve the tequio as an expression of 
community solidarity, according to the customs of each ethnic region. The law will determine the 
cases where the tequio will be considered as a form of payment of taxes as well as the authorities 
and procedures related to the resolution of conflicts or controversies arising as a result of the 
execution of the tequio. 

 
Article 16. The State of Oaxaca has a plural ethnic composition based on its peoples and 
indigenous communities making up this state. The right to free determination of the indigenous 
communities and groups are expressed as autonomy on their part as integral part of the State of 



Oaxaca and in agreement with the existing legislation. As such, the indigenous peoples of the state 
are considered to have a legal personality under public law and as such enjoy full social rights as 
determined by public law. The law will determine the indigenous peoples and communities 
recognized officially by the state whose rights it will recognize and respect. 

 
The implementing regulations to the law will establish the norms and procedures required to ensure 
the recognition and respect of the indigenous peoples and communities in their social and political 
organization, their forms of traditional government, their internal norms, the governance within their 
territories, their access to natural resources, their participation in the design of the educational 
system, their forms of religious and artistic expression, and in general all the elements which 
contribute to the formation of their ethnic identity. 

The social rights recognized and given to the indigenous peoples and communities will be 
exercised exclusively and directly by the people and their authorities, to the specific exclusion of 
external agents or intermediaries. 

 
The implementing regulations will determine the punishment for the various forms of social 
discrimination, resettlement and involuntary displacement, and sacking of cultural patrimony of the 
peoples and communities of the state. 

 
It will determine as well the cases and conditions to accompany and displacement or resettlement 
of indigenous peoples and communities and the rights and obligations derived from these. In the 
conflicts concerning land delimitation of communal or municipal lands, the State will encourage 
conciliation and consensus to achieve a definitive solution with the participation of the traditional 
authorities and indigenous groups. 

 
The State recognizes the internal normative systems of these peoples and indigenous communities, 
as well as the jurisdiction of traditional authorities in the implementation of these norms. The law will 
establish the cases and procedures where these authorities will prevail and the procedures to 
incorporate and validate the actions of traditional authorities in the case of political processes, 
judgments, decisions, and resolutions. 

 
The State, within its mandate recognizes the rights of indigenous peoples and communities to the 
usufruct of natural resources within their lands and territories according to the terms established by 
the law. Similarly, and according to budgetary programming the State will establish measures to 
encourage and promote economic, social and cultural development of its indigenous peoples and 
communities. 
 
The implementing regulations will establish the norms and procedures that will enable the efficient 
access of the indigenous peoples and communities to services of Civil Registry and other 
institutions linked to these services as well as the sanctions to be taken for non-compliance. 

 
Article 94. The municipalities and indigenous communities of the State can freely associate, taking 
into account their ethnic origin and historic links in order to form associations with other indigenous 
groups and communities that will have as objectives: 



 
a ] The study of local problems 

b ] The execution of common development projects 

c ] The establishment of special technical assistance and training bodies 

d ] The training of bureaucrats and other employees 

e ] The design and execution of urban development programs 

f ] Other objectives that will promote and encourage the well being and progress of their respective 
communities. 
 
Article 151. The State authorities will promote and give preference to tourist activities that will take 
advantage of the attractions of all kinds in the State of Oaxaca. It will be responsible for their 
vigilance so that these activities contribute to the preservation of the cultural patrimony of the 
indigenous peoples and communities, and to ensure that these activities do not contribute to 
environmental degradation nor diminish the tourist attractions. 

 
In the same manner, other states have made legal provisions in their constitutions although in a 
more limited way, as in the case of Jalisco and Veracruz. 

 
[ Political Constitution of the Free and Sovereign State of Jalisco ] 

 
(P.O.E. 17-Jul-94) 

 
Article 15. The institutions of the State’s public power will provide the conditions for the full 
execution of individual and group rights of its citizens and will encourage and promote their 
participation in the State’s social, economic, and cultural life. To this end: 
 
III. The laws will promote social economic and cultural development of the communities referred in 
paragraph 1 of Article 4 of the National Constitution concerning the respect for the traditions, 
customs, languages, resources, values, and specific forms of social organization following the 
recognition of the pluralistic basis of the Mexican Nation based on its indigenous peoples. 
 
[ Political Constitution of the Free and Sovereign State of Veracruz ] 

 
(G.O.E. 5-Enero-93) 

 
Article 6. All men have the duty to obey the laws, provisions and rules made by a legitimate 
authority and in the execution of their legal role. 

The State of Veracruz has a pluralistic composition originally based on its indigenous population. 
The Law will protect and promote the development of their languages, cultures, customs, resources, 
and specific forms of social organization and will guarantee its citizens the effective access and use 



of the established legal system. In the judgments and procedures in which they take place, their 
own customs and laws will be taken into account as determined by law. 

 
Article 68. Obligations and Roles of the Legislature 

 
XXXVI. Dictate laws referring to section VII, paragraph 2 of Article 27 of the General Constitution 
and the sections (A) and (F) of the said Article. 

 
8. The State of San Luis Potosi changed Article 5 of its constitution in 1992 to establish general 
definitions on indigenous peoples and human rights. In 1993 a committee for ethno-development 
was established in the state, with the mandate of regulating government budgets in indigenous 
areas. The Huasteca Profile includes detailed information on this and points out the limitations of 
this committee, due to the lack of participatory mechanisms for the indigenous organizations so that 
its effectiveness is limited and has not reached down to the municipal level. Its effective radius of 
action is limited to the coordination of institutions based in the state’s capital. 

 
There is little doubt that the changes made in Article 4 of the Constitution constitute a positive step. 
However, the implementing regulations remain to be written to transform the recognition of these 
rights into reality for each one of the indigenous peoples in their regions. 

 
9. There will be a tendency in the coming decades in Mexico to recognize the indigenous peoples 
and their cultural differences and distinctiveness. This recognition will lead to the construction of 
new democratic forms and eventually, to the reform of the Mexican State. The right to equality 
before the law must be complemented by an equal recognition of the legitimacy of cultural 
differences and their value as a cultural patrimony. There is a growing public policy whose aim is to 
devolve and decentralize power to the state and municipal levels, particularly in actions concerning 
decisions about the management of resources at the municipal and community level to include all 
the indigenous peoples. 

 
10. Recently, with the foundation of the Peace Accords of San Andres Larrainzar with the Zapatista 
National Liberation Army, the Peace Commission proposed a wider national-level reform of the 
Constitution. This proposal was accepted by the Zapatistas and rejected by the Federal 
Government whose counter-proposal is under discussion in the Senate. The national political party 
PAN (Partido Accion Nacional) made a similar proposal. As of this date there are three alternatives 
that will surely result in the reformulation of the policies and politics and will have an impact in the 
social programs and policies for indigenous peoples. 

  



Conclutions 

1. Mesoamerica was and is formed by a series of regions with cultures that continue to inhabit it 
today. In this region specifically, one can distinguish Mayan, Zapotec, Mixtec, and Huastec areas, 
all of which form the Mesoamerican culture area. This region has seen many changes in the past 
five thousand years and these are a part of the history of contemporary Mexico. 

 
2. The indigenous peoples can be defined by their condition of colonized and excluded from the 
national society. There are no “indios” in real terms, there are ethnic groups and the “indio” is a 
national cultural construct. The formation of an inclusive and democratic society would lead to the 
disappearance of this colonial construct, to the recognition of the indigenous peoples, and to the 
elimination of prejudices about racial superiority. 

 
3. The indigenous population is distributed over all the states in Mexico and in the Federal District. 
The National population Census of 1995 recognized and registered 9 percent of the population of 
the country as indigenous language speakers, in the same year that the National Indigenist 
Institute, the Governmental institution charged with the administration of the state’s policies for 
indigenous groups, estimated about 10 million indigenous people. Other sources, using cultural 
criteria that are generally not taken into account by the Census, calculate their number to be over 
12 million people. 

 
4. In spite of having declined in percentage terms according to the Population Census, there has 
been an extraordinary increase of the indigenous population in strict numerical terms in the last 
decades. This growth has been due in part to the preventive medicine campaigns in the rural areas, 
particularly vaccination and programs aimed to the eradication of endemic diseases such as 
malaria. It is therefore doubtless that the present and future of Mexico will be characterized by the 
physical, cultural, and political presence of indigenous people. 

 
5. The states having the most indigenous populations are those that also have the lowest level of 
development due to the social policies that have excluded these peoples from state and federal 
investments. This has led to a wide gap between the states that are highly developed and have 
relatively low densities of indigenous people. These gaps are an illustration of the lack of 
investments and interest on the part of the State and private initiatives in the indigenous population 
and the lack of recognition of these peoples as part of the national social and productive capital. 
 
6. The exclusion has determined, in many cases, the failure of development projects executed in 
indigenous areas, because these have been formulated on premises that attempt to change 
indigenous culture rather than develop and enhance it. The indigenous communities combine the 
traditional with the “modern”, and have dynamically modified to include different elements in 
organizational and communal life, tastes, language, and behavior. The dynamics evident in 
indigenous communities are a clash of two forces: on one part the traditional that constitutes a 
barrier to the penetration of the modern, and on the other, the modern intruding into the life of these 
communities. Within this context it becomes essential to understand the contemporary indigenous 
reality to make them effective participants in the development process with their own identity. 
 



 
7. It is difficult to say whether all indigenous communities are well integrated and functional. But the 
survival strategy that has maintained these communities for the past 500 years is based on the 
preservation of traditional forms of organization and production as well as traditional systems of 
governance and ritual and has been effectively maintaining ethnic identity. The future of the 
indigenous peoples of Mexico will be to achieve a better standard of living and reduce the level of 
exploitation and violence against these communities while maintaining their own identity and 
cultural patrimony. If they continue to show the flexibility and adaptability they have shown in the 
past, development projects must take into account the ethnic dimension as an element to ensure 
their future development. 

 
8. The low level of investment over the past 50 years in the indigenous areas has resulted in a lack 
of opportunities for employment with fair wages in contrast to the northern region of the country. 
This has contributed to the existence of thousands of persons reduced to peons in large ranches 
and other properties. These conditions have led to significant migration from the indigenous 
communities, lower levels of medical and nutritional assistance, and the lowest levels of education, 
all of which further accentuates the asymmetry of the relations between indigenous and non 
indigenous peoples and is translated into disadvantages in the system of justice. 

 
9. Eighteen percent of the indigenous population lives in non-rural municipalities. An important but 
non-quantified proportion of this population continues to have the same quality of life as in the rural 
areas. This is the result of indigenous migration. In 1980 there were 548,000 indigenous people 
(10.6 percent of the total indigenous population) living in places other than their place of birth. 
 
10. Temporary migration is predominant among the indigenous population and linked to the 
agricultural cycle. The cities of attraction of temporary migrants are those closest to the agricultural 
communities including coffee farms, sugar cane fields, and other agricultural related areas both 
within Mexico and in the United States. This migration is a strategy to increase household income 
and ensure the continuity of the indigenous communities. 

 
11. Permanent migration is less significant. Generally this takes place to the tourist centers on the 
coast and to the state capitals where indigenous people form colonies that are characterized by 
high poverty. They are employed in the service, construction, and domestic service sectors, and 
some work in factories and commerce. These activities are maintained through social networks 
linking families and other members of the same community of origin. Mexico City constitutes one of 
the greatest poles of attraction for permanent migrants. 

 
12. In addition, indigenous migrant workers in the United States are an important source of income, 
as for example, the Mixtec with a well established migrant tradition that is the most numerous in the 
United States. According to the Integrated Development Program for the Mixtec, remittances 
between 1984 and 1988 amounted to over 2,000 million pesos annually. 

 
13. Women have also been integrated into the migration stream and labor markets. Temporary 
migration permits women to ensure the cultural and social reproduction of the households in the 



indigenous communities and incorporate new values and behaviors brought from the cities, 
enriching for the most part the local culture. 

 
14. The land continues to be the basis for the existence and reproduction of the indigenous 
communities. Production of maize, beans, squashes and chili are the subsistence base. In addition, 
most of the indigenous people also have cash crops, including coffee, sugar cane, wheat, tobacco, 
vanilla, cocoa, and citrus fruits. There is a growing trend to this production. 

 
15. Relations between indigenous peoples and the nation state have been asymmetrical. In the 
indigenous regions, production and marketing, justice, education, and power are controlled by the 
small and large urban centers. Relations have always been characterized by a profound 
discrimination that has blocked development in these regions. The democratization of Mexico can 
only begin with a change in these relations in order to legitimize the indigenous identity and make 
them participants in the development process. 

 
16. The use of natural resources in the indigenous regions is characterized by a non-materialist 
view of nature inherited from their cultural tradition. In their view nature is a living and sacred entity 
with which people interact, dialogue, and negotiate throughout the production process. This concept 
of nature is contrary to that of the urban, agro-industrial world designed to produce food, raw 
materials, and energy required by the dominant enclaves. The maintenance and protection of 
protected areas can only occur with the recognition of the indigenous knowledge and techniques 
that have made these areas sustainable, and by enhancing this knowledge to avoid ecological 
degradation. 
 
17. The tree types of property in the indigenous communities: ejidos, communal, and private, 
registered in the Ejido Census of 1991, are controlled by 6,298 indigenous communities and about 
1.1 comuneros or ejidatarios. These communities control an area of over 22 million hectares of 
which 230,000 are irrigated lands; 1.1 million are rain-fed; 9 million hectares are natural grasslands, 
and 7 million are forested or jungle areas. Other uses cover 340,000 hectares. The per capita 
income varies according to different regions and communities. 

 
18. Collective forms of labor within the indigenous communities are a characteristic element that 
has contributed to their survival and continuity because this work contributes to organized 
productive activities even at times of crisis. Reciprocity is an important element among the 
households and community members. 

 
19. Regional systems of markets are exchange forms regulated by the indigenous producers with 
their own logic. They exchange basic food products, livestock, gathered products, game, fish, and 
various crafts: ceramics, basketry, textiles, carpentry, metal workers, and stone grinders. These are 
products of an army of workers within the indigenous communities that provide essential products. 
Many of these exchanges do not occur in formal markets, but ensure the survival of the household, 
community, municipality and region. The changes introduced in the craft production have not 
modified the exchange networks. 



 
20. All the diagnostics and economic studies of the states with high indigenous populations show 
that there is a need to understand the indigenous economic systems and their logic, as well as their 
access to credit and marketing. The economists’ view of regional realities and denial of cultural 
factors consider these indigenous processes to be strictly informal. There is non-recognition of the 
importance of their production, which not only provides their subsistence but also ensures their 
survival as communities and also provides important products for the regional markets. Eradication 
of poverty lies in the recognition of the systems of indigenous production. 

 
21. In order to ensure sustainable development there is a need to invest and strengthen traditional 
forms of organization in the indigenous municipalities, as well as in those where various ethnic 
groups co-exist with non-indigenous populations. There is a need as well to assist in the creation of 
a consensus about common needs. The dependency that exists between the indigenous peoples 
and the intermediaries in the absence of credit institutions in the rural areas has contributed to a 
weakening of the indigenous economy because of the high interest rates charged that amount in 
some cases to 100 percent annually. 

 
22. There are special educational needs to improve the level and quality of education in indigenous 
areas. These demands have been voiced at all levels from the Zapatista Liberation Front, to the 
congresses and assemblies of bilingual teachers and the indigenous organizations and 
communities. These demand the recognition of their rights to use their own languages and to 
control their own government institutions in an autonomous context. Two programs focused on 
meeting these demands are the formation of ethno-linguists and linguists to understand and 
analyze indigenous languages and the training of indigenous bilingual teachers. 

 
23. The educational policies must recognize as well the role played by the informal education 
obtained within the indigenous households including traditional value systems, medical practices, 
music and forms of organization. The school as an institution has penetrated and has been 
accepted by the indigenous population where it is valued as a symbol of prestige. Because of this 
educational policy changes must consider: 

 
a ] Training teachers to analyze the social and economic needs of the inter-cultural regions.  
b ] Production of educational materials with regional content in primary and secondary school texts.  
c ] The investigation and rescue of cultural patrimony in the regions, that includes legends, stories, 
techniques, and forms of indigenous organization.  

d ] The recognition of the important role of informal education within the indigenous households. 
 
24. Mexico has a mixed system of health services where western and traditional medical practices 
coexist. For many segments of the population and especially for the indigenous people, traditional 
medicine is the only service available. Others have access to both systems. Among the 20 highest 
causes of death among indigenous populations are nutritional deficiencies, tuberculosis, and 
anemic disorders 

 
 



25. The level of organization of traditional medical practitioners is a phenomenon to be taken into 
account and included in specific projects. This organization began in Chiapas nearly a decade ago 
and has culminated in the creation of 57 different organizations grouping 30 different ethnic groups 
in 18 states, including the National Council of Indigenous Medical Practitioners to whom the 
Government of Mexico granted in 1992 the responsibility of carrying out the National Program of 
Indigenous Medicine. 

 
26. Any project that intends to work within indigenous areas must have the acceptance and 
approval of the communal assemblies, municipalities, or region. For instance, educational, health 
housing or economic development programs must have the approval of the local indigenous 
authorities. These local authorities have increasing control and autonomy over land, civil society, 
and justice and penal systems. They are in the process of constructing community and municipal 
boundaries based on ethnic group identity and in this matter are able to ensure the existence of 
their communities and their members. The lack of knowledge of these various forms of indigenous 
government has been the cause of friction among state and federal governments. In the same 
manner the exclusion of these political variables has distorted many of the development programs 
that have targeted indigenous peoples. 

 
27. The articulation of formal systems of national government is often in contradiction with the 
indigenous governments. The political system of global democracy generates conflicts within the 
indigenous groups specifically because there are no norms or rules that recognize and respect local 
systems of organization and governance. The result of this has been interference of the national 
level political parties in the life of indigenous and ethnically based communities. 

 
28. There are indigenous organizations at the national, regional, state, and community levels 
developing various programs of actions to defend their rights and interests. These must be taken 
into account in any project that attempts development to reduce or eliminate poverty and improve 
quality of life among these populations. 

 
29. In Mexico several international agencies have been interacting with indigenous groups and their 
organizations, advocating dialogue within the Latin American and worldwide context. The Inter 
American Indigenist Institute (III) has brought together for over sixty years, many professional and 
intellectual indigenous leaders to exchange experiences and state positions. In the same way, the 
Organization of American States has promoted dialogue among the indigenous peoples of the 
continent through scholarships and meetings. The United Nations through its agencies in particular 
UNESCO, ILO, IFAD, FAO and PNUD has stimulated the design and execution of projects for 
indigenous peoples as well as promoted exchange of development experience. It is of special 
importance to underline the significance of ILO Convention 169 that has been ratified by the 
Mexican Government. 

 
30. International financial agencies such as the World Bank and the Inter American Development 
Bank have increasingly been assisting Mexico through projects designed specifically for indigenous 
people. With the support of the Inter American Development bank the Fund for the Development of 
Indigenous peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean was formed in 1992. Similarly, mention 
must be made of the long work undertaken by the Inter American Development Foundation that has 



worked directly with indigenous organizations based in various regions of the country. This wealth 
of past experience must be reflected in proposed projects. 

 
31. The campaigns advocating indigenous peoples’ rights and improvement of their quality of life 
that have been conducted by North American, Canadian and European organizations, as well as 
the work undertaken by national NGOs and foundations should also be taken into account in project 
formulation particularly because their activities have resulted in more participatory and inclusive 
approaches to development and because they have assisted communities in the process of 
empowerment to fight over human rights. 

 
32. In the next decades Mexico will increasingly become aware of the indigenous factor and this will 
lead to a greater recognition of indigenous groups and their cultural differences. This will have 
positive consequences in the process of democratization and reform of the State. The equal rights 
of all citizens protected by law must be complemented with recognition of a right to be different, 
coupled with an understanding that the cultural diversity of the country represented in its indigenous 
peoples is a valuable patrimony. 

 
33. Recently, with the foundation of the Peace Accords of San Andres Larrainzar with the Zapatista 
National Liberation Army, the Peace Commission proposed a wider national-level reform of the 
Constitution. This proposal was accepted by the Zapatistas and rejected by the Federal 
Government whose counter-proposal is under discussion in the Senate. The national political party 
PAN (Partido Accion Nacional) made a similar proposal. As of this date there are three alternatives 
that will surely result in the reformulation of the policies and politics and will have an impact in the 
social programs and policies for indigenous peoples. 


