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Ethnicity in Mexico

Group selection

In the 2010 Census, 14,9% of the Mexican population auto-identified
as "indigenous persons" (3394, 85). The majority of Mexico’s popu- 3394 [Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia, 2013a

lation are Mestizos (80,1%), who also form the dominant political
group throughout Mexico’s history.

Mayans are considered a separate category within indigenous
peoples. The violent emergence of the Ejercito Zapatista de Libera-
cion Nacional (Zapatista Army for National Liberation - EZLN) in
the state of Chiapas in January 1994 brought the indigenous peoples’
difficult social and economic situation back to public and political
attention (3395, 99). The EZLN is a Mayan movement (although 3395 [Van der Haar, 2004]

there are several Maya groups who oppose the movement), and some
Mestizos also participated in the movement (3396, 217). It should 3396 [Espinoza-Martinez, 2006]

be noted that the EZLN did not only struggle for the Maya popula-
tion but for the recognition of indigenous rights in general, thereby
becoming one of the key actors in the Mexican and international
indigenous movement (3397, 128). 3397 [Sanchez, 1998]

Other indigenous movements exist as well. They are organized un-
der the general umbrella of indigeneity not focusing on (sub-) group
specific demands (e.g. the Council of Indigenous Peoples). This is
the reason why the residual group Other indigenous groups was
coded. Throughout all of the periods, there was a minimum indige-
nous representation in Congress, but never any executive power.

Afro-Mexicans are estimated to represent between 0,5 and 10%
of the population (3398). The first national formation of a network 3398 [Minority Rights Group International, 2014]

took place in 1997, in the form of the Encuentro de los Pueblos Ne-
gros (Meeting of Black Communities), which led to the creation of
a first Afro-Mexican organization - the Mexico Negro (Black Mex-
ico). While the Encuentro de los Pueblos Negros can be described
as the "political arm" of the Afro-Mexican movement, Mexico Ne-
gro is characterized as a relief organization providing economic and
social assistance to the Afro-Mexican population. In comparison
to the indigenous population, Afro-Mexicans lack official recogni-
tion. From 2004 on the struggle for constitutional recognition of the
Afro-Mexican population became the primary concern of their or-
ganizations. However, until 2013 the government did not take any
permanent action in such a direction. Other demands refer to the
consideration in national censuses and (scientific) research about
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Afro-Mexican history (3399, 149). In the course of the 2010 Census, 3399 [Weltmann-Cisneros & Tello, 2013]

the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia edited an extra
publication on the sociodemografic profile of Afro-Mexicans in the
Oaxaca region (3400). Generally speaking, Afro-Mexicans still face 3400 [Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia, 2013b

social as well as economic discrimination and a lack of representation
in the political sphere (3401, 144). 3401 [Weltmann-Cisneros & Tello, 2013]

No quotas exist in order to secure representation of minority
groups in the national political arena where indigenous peoples con-
tinue to be underrepresented (3402: 18). Although reliable figures 3402 [USDS, 2017]

about ethnic minority representation in government are lacking (see
3403, 18), the indigenous umbrella group must be regarded as pow- 3403 [USDS, 2017]

erless in the executive branch of national government. The same is
true for Afro-Mexicans, which - by 2017 - have still not obtained
constitutional recognition, even though they were included in the
national census of 2015 for the first time in Mexican history (3404). 3404 [Arena Publica, 2017]

Power relations

1946-1974

The “Tlatelolco Massacre” in 1968 led to intensified mobilization -
both violent and non-violent - of the discriminated indigenous pop-
ulation on a local level. During the 1970s indigenous peoples and
other groups started to question the authoritarian political control
and the one-party monopoly on state power. In 1975, indigenous
peoples formed organizations at the national level, such as the Na-
tional Council of Indigenous Peoples and the Association of Bilingual
Teachers. In this period some progress was made recognizing indige-
nous rights: a) recognition of the right to vote of illiterate people, b)
political reforms (1977), and c) a decentralization process (1980s).

This means that we code indigenous groups as ”discriminated”
until 1974. In 1992, a new constitution recognized Mexico as a
"pluricultural nation" (3405, 33). 3405 [Van Cott, 2001]

1975-1997

After the failure of peace talks in 1994, the Zapatistas and the
Mexican government began new negotiations in 1995 that ended
in February 1996 with the signing of the so called San Andres Ac-
cords. These accords recognized a number of indigenous core cultural
rights as well as "indigenous autonomy" (referring to juridical, ad-
ministrative and political autonomy within the national structures).
However, to implement these Accords, legal reforms were necessary
but not realized. Finally, in 1997, the EZLN abandoned the negotia-
tion process. This stop of interaction with the Mexican government
and the establishment of autonomous municipalities - see paragraph
below - entail the codification of the Maya as "self-excluded" from
1998 on. Four years later, the San Andres Accords were translated
into the Ley Indigena ("Indigenous Law"). However, its content had
been modified drastically, so that the Zapatistas rejected it publicly.
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1998-2016

The areas controlled by the Zapatistas are characterized by de facto
autonomy, according to BTI (3406: 6). From 1998 on, the Maya are 3406 [BTI, 2016]

to be coded as self-excluded on the national level as well as possess-
ing regional autonomy. In contrast, the residual indigenous umbrella
group does not qualify for a coding of “regional autonomy": They
are provided with some autonomy rights on a local scale (see USDS,
2015: 20) but lack executive power on the regional level (3407, 86). 3407 [Rousseau, 2017]

Due to the long lasting peace talks and the subsequent imple-
mentation process of the San Andres Accords, the Zapatistas began
to anticipate the realization of their rights by creating Municipios
Autonomos y Rebeldes Zapatistas (Autonomous Municipalities and
Zapatista Rebels - MAREZ). By 1998, 38 such municipalities had
been established, mostly in the central and eastern parts of Chiapas,
operating parallel to the "official municipalities" run by the state.
As the MAREZ offer all kinds public services (including health care,
education, land tenure, juridical and civil register services), Zapatista
civilians are enabled to boycott state municipalities. However, the
Zapatistas could not completely replace state municipalities, sim-
ply because the MAREZ do not encompass a continuous territory
(this, in turn, results from the limited support for the Zapatistas by
the local population), leading to a difficult co-existence of state and
Zapatista administrative structures.

In 1998, the Chiapas state government launched both a mili-
tary and political campaign against the Zapatistas, which caused
the abandonment of the movement by many of its members (3408, 3408 [Van der Haar, 2004]

99). This resulted in both a political and territorial re-organization
process that was finished in 2003 and that originated the so called
Juntas de Buen Gobierno (Councils of Good Governance - JBG) and
Caracoles (Snails). Both entities were created to guarantee the un-
obstructed functioning of Zapatista autonomy by introducing a new
administrative level (in the context of the Mexican political struc-
ture, they occupy the level above municipalities; nevertheless they
remain being inferior to the Mexican state). While the Caracoles can
be described as political and cultural spaces that offer the possibility
of communication and interchange of ideas (addressing Zapatistas as
well as non-Zapatistas), the JBG are characterized as entities that
institutionalize processes of political leadership on the regional level
(3409, 218). 3409 [Espinoza-Martinez, 2006]

In 2005, the EZLN declared the renunciation of its armed struggle
in favor of peaceful political actions through institutional channels.
In the 2006 elections, the Zapatistas organized the "Other Cam-
paign" as an alternative movement and urged the people not to vote
in the presidential elections to protest against the corrupt and clien-
telistic party system.

In recent years, the Zapatista movement has slowly regained visi-
bility due to increased efforts in national mobilization. However, the
meetings and campaigns aim at the education of indigenous move-
ments in establishing autonomy and are described as being part of
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a mobilization process clearly outside of the formal political sphere
(3410, 104). 3410 [Rousseau, 2017]

2017-2021

The general elections of 2018 were historical, with the left-wing can-
didate Andrés Manuel Lopéz Obrador of the National Regeneration
Movement (Morena) being elected as president with 53%. For the
first time in Mexican history, independent presidential candidates
were allowed during the election (3411). The EZLN-backed National 3411 [Concheiro, 2017]

Indigenous Congress (CNI) presented the indigenous woman María
de Jesús Patricio Martínez (Marichuy) as their independent presi-
dential candidate. After Marichuy disqualified from the presidential
race over insufficient signatures, the Zapatistas announced that they
will not back any other presidential candidate and even vowed to
boycott voting in the elections as a way to protest a political system
that is excluding them (3412; 3413; 3414). 3412 [TeleSUR, 2018a]

3413 [TeleSUR, 2018b]
3414 [Villoro, 2018]

Even though Marichuy belongs to the ethnic group of the Nahua,
she was backed by the EZLN. The idea of having an independent
indigenous presidential candidate in the 2018 elections stemmed
from the Zapatistas (3415; 3416). This implicates that the Zapatistas 3415 [Concheiro, 2017]

3416 [Cultural Survival, 2017]are more present in the national political arena, which is why the
Mayas are not coded as self-excluded anymore, but as a powerless
ethnic group. The EZLN still holds autonomous control over several
municipalities, which is why Mayas are coded as enjoying regional
autonomy (3417, 6-7; 3418). 3417 [BTI, 2018]

3418 [Mexico News Daily, 2019]



Bibliography

[Barie, 2003] Barie, C. G.. (2003). Pueblos Indigenas y Derechos
Constitucionales en America Latina: Un Panorama (2nd ed.).
Mexico, D.F.: Instituto Indigenista Interamericano.

[Bertelsmann, 2008] Bertelsmann Stiftung. (2008). Mexico Coun-
try Report. Retrieved on 2.12.2014 from: http://www.

bti-project.org/uploads/tx_itao_download/BTI_2008_

Mexico.pdf

[CSP, 2010] Center for Systemic Peace. (2010). Polity IV
Country Report: Mexico. Retrieved on 2.12.2014 from:
www.systemicpeace.org/polity/Mexico2010.pdf.

[Espinoza-Martinez, 2006] Espinoza-Martinez, M. I. M. (2006).
Las Juntas de Buen Gobierno y los Caracoles del Movimiento
Zapatista: fundamentos analiticos para entender el fenomeno.
RIPS: Revista de investigaciones politicas y sociologicas, 5(1),
215-234.

[Gilly, 2006] Gilly, A. (2006). One Triangle, Two Campaigns. Latin
American Perspectives, 33(2), 78-83.

[Hernandez and Noruzi, 2010] Hernandez, J. G. V., and Noruzi, M.
R. (2010). A short Study of Indigenous Social Movements and
the Political Ecology in Mexico and Latin America. Journal of
Management Research, 2(2).

[Hernandez, 2006] Hernandez Castillo, R. A. (2006). The Indige-
nous Movement in Mexico: Between Electoral Politics and Local
Resistance. Latin American Perspectives, 33(2), 115-131.

[Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia, 2013a] Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia. (2013a): Perfil Sociode-
mografico Estados Unidos Mexicanos. Censo de Poblacion y
Vivienda 2010. Aguascalientes: Instituto Nacional de Estadistica
y Geografia.

[Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia, 2013b] Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia. (2013b). Perfil Sociode-
mografico de Localidades con Presencia de Poblacion Afromexi-
cana de Oaxaca. Aguascalientes: Instituto Nacional de Estadis-
tica y Geografia.

http://www.bti-project.org/uploads/tx_itao_download/BTI_2008_Mexico.pdf
http://www.bti-project.org/uploads/tx_itao_download/BTI_2008_Mexico.pdf
http://www.bti-project.org/uploads/tx_itao_download/BTI_2008_Mexico.pdf


epr atlas 1277

[IWGIA, 2010] International Working Group for Indigenous
Affairs (IWGIA). (2010). Indigenous World 2010. Copen-
hagen:International Working Group for Indigenous Affairs.

[Minority Rights Group International, 2014] Minority Rights Group
International. (2014). Trinidad and Tobago Overview. Retrieved
on 2.12.2014 from: www.minorityrights.org/4460/mexico/mexico-
overview.html.

[Muñoz, 2005] Muñoz, A. A. (2005). The Emergence and Devel-
opment of the Politics of Recognition of Cultural Diversity and
Indigenous Peoples’ Rights in Mexico: Chiapas and Oaxaca in
Comparative Perspective. Journal of Latin American Studies,
37(03), 585-610.

[Rousseau, 2017] Rousseau S., Hudon A.M. (2017). "Indigenous Self-
Determination: From National Dialogues to Local Autonomies".
In: Indigenous Women’s Movements in Latin America. Crossing
Boundaries of Gender and Politics in the Global South. Palgrave
Macmillan, New York.

[Sanchez, 1998] Sanchez, C. (1998). Breve historia del EZLN. Bo-
letin de antropologia americana, 32(Julio 1998), 127-140.

[Van Cott, 2007] Van Cott, D. L. (2007). Latin America’s indigenous
peoples. Journal of Democracy, 18(4), 127-142.

[Van Cott, 2001] Van Cott, D. L. (2001). Explaining ethnic auton-
omy regimes in Latin America. Studies in Comparative Interna-
tional Development, 35(4), 30-58.

[Van der Haar, 2004] Van der Haar, G. (2004). The Zapatista upris-
ing and the struggle for indigenous autonomy. Revista Europea
de Estudios Latinoamericanos y del Caribe/European Review of
Latin American and Caribbean Studies, 76 (April 2004), 99-108.

[Weltmann-Cisneros & Tello, 2013] Weltman-Cisneros, T., and Tello,
C. D. M. (2013). Negros-Afromexicanos: Recognition and the
Politics of Identity in Contemporary Mexico. Journal of Pan
African Studies, 6(1), 140-156.

[Zugman, 2005] Zugman, K. A. (2005). Zapatismo and Urban Politi-
cal Practice. Latin American Perspectives, 32(4), 133-147.

[BTI, 2016] Bertelsmann Stiftung. (2016). Mexico Country Report.
Retrieved on 10.8.2017 from: https://www.bti-project.org/

fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2016/pdf/BTI_

2016_Mexico.pdf

[USDS, 2015] United States Department of State (USDS). (2015).
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2014 - Mexico.
Retrieved on 10.8.2017 from: http://www.state.gov/j/drl/

rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=

236702

https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2016/pdf/BTI_2016_Mexico.pdf
https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2016/pdf/BTI_2016_Mexico.pdf
https://www.bti-project.org/fileadmin/files/BTI/Downloads/Reports/2016/pdf/BTI_2016_Mexico.pdf
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=236702
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=236702
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=236702


epr atlas 1278

[USDS, 2017] United States Department of State (USDS). (2017).
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2016 - Mexico.
Retrieved on 10.8.2017 from: http://www.state.gov/j/drl/

rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2016&dlid=

265600

[Arena Publica, 2017] Arena Publica. (2017). A dos anos
de ser reconocidos como etnia, afromexicanos siguen
en desamparo legal. Retrieved on 10.8.2017 from:
http://arenapublica.com/articulo/2017/06/19/6076/

afromexicanos-negros-mexico-cifras-inegi-reconocidos-marco-legal

[Concheiro, 2017] Concheiro, Luciano. (2017). Los pueblos indígenas
de México eligen a su vocera e irrumpen en el escenario político.
The New York Times. Retrieved on 25.06.2020 from: https://

www.nytimes.com/es/2017/05/28/espanol/america-latina/

los-pueblos-indigenas-de-mexico-eligen-a-su-vocera-e-irrumpen-en-el-escenario-politico.

html

[TeleSUR, 2018a] TeleSUR. (2018a). Zapatistas Won’t Back
Any Mexican Candidate. Tretrieved on 25.06.2020
from https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/

Marichuy-And-EZLN-Wont-Back-Any-Mexican-Presidential-Candidate-20180503-0004.

html

[TeleSUR, 2018b] TeleSUR. (2018b). ’They’ve Left
us Behind’ Indigenous Reject Mexican Elections
with Blockades, Protests. Retrieved on 25.06.2020
from: https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/

Theyve-Left-us-Behind-Indigenous-Reject-Mexican-Elections-With-Blockades-Protests-20180630-0004.

html

[Cultural Survival, 2017] Cultural Survival. (2017). It is the
time of the people: María de Jesús Patricio Martínez.
Cultural Survival Quarterly Magazine. Retrieved on
29.06.2020 from: https://www.culturalsurvival.

org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/

it-time-people-maria-de-jesus-patricio-martinez

[Villoro, 2018] Villoro, Juan. (2018). Prohibido votar por una in-
dígena. The New York Times. Retrieved on 29.06.2020 from:
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2018/02/24/espanol/opinion/

opinion-villoro-marichuy.html

[BTI, 2018] Bertelsmann Stiftung. (2018). Mexico Country Re-
port 2018. Retrieved on 30.06.2020 from: https://www.

bti-project.org/content/en/downloads/reports/country_

report_2018_MEX.pdf

[Mexico News Daily, 2019] Mexico News Daily. (2019). Zapatistas to
extend their control with 11 more autonomous zones in Chiapas.
Retrieved on 30.06.2020 from: https://mexiconewsdaily.com/

news/zapatistas-to-extend-their-control/

http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2016&dlid=265600
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2016&dlid=265600
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2016&dlid=265600
http://arenapublica.com/articulo/2017/06/19/6076/afromexicanos-negros-mexico-cifras-inegi-reconocidos-marco-legal
http://arenapublica.com/articulo/2017/06/19/6076/afromexicanos-negros-mexico-cifras-inegi-reconocidos-marco-legal
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2017/05/28/espanol/america-latina/los-pueblos-indigenas-de-mexico-eligen-a-su-vocera-e-irrumpen-en-el-escenario-politico.html
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2017/05/28/espanol/america-latina/los-pueblos-indigenas-de-mexico-eligen-a-su-vocera-e-irrumpen-en-el-escenario-politico.html
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2017/05/28/espanol/america-latina/los-pueblos-indigenas-de-mexico-eligen-a-su-vocera-e-irrumpen-en-el-escenario-politico.html
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2017/05/28/espanol/america-latina/los-pueblos-indigenas-de-mexico-eligen-a-su-vocera-e-irrumpen-en-el-escenario-politico.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Marichuy-And-EZLN-Wont-Back-Any-Mexican-Presidential-Candidate-20180503-0004.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Marichuy-And-EZLN-Wont-Back-Any-Mexican-Presidential-Candidate-20180503-0004.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Marichuy-And-EZLN-Wont-Back-Any-Mexican-Presidential-Candidate-20180503-0004.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Theyve-Left-us-Behind-Indigenous-Reject-Mexican-Elections-With-Blockades-Protests-20180630-0004.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Theyve-Left-us-Behind-Indigenous-Reject-Mexican-Elections-With-Blockades-Protests-20180630-0004.html
https://www.telesurenglish.net/news/Theyve-Left-us-Behind-Indigenous-Reject-Mexican-Elections-With-Blockades-Protests-20180630-0004.html
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/it-time-people-maria-de-jesus-patricio-martinez
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/it-time-people-maria-de-jesus-patricio-martinez
https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/it-time-people-maria-de-jesus-patricio-martinez
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2018/02/24/espanol/opinion/opinion-villoro-marichuy.html
https://www.nytimes.com/es/2018/02/24/espanol/opinion/opinion-villoro-marichuy.html
https://www.bti-project.org/content/en/downloads/reports/country_report_2018_MEX.pdf
https://www.bti-project.org/content/en/downloads/reports/country_report_2018_MEX.pdf
https://www.bti-project.org/content/en/downloads/reports/country_report_2018_MEX.pdf
https://mexiconewsdaily.com/news/zapatistas-to-extend-their-control/
https://mexiconewsdaily.com/news/zapatistas-to-extend-their-control/


Political status of ethnic groups in Mexico

From 1946 until 1974

Figure 680: Political status of ethnic
groups in Mexico during 1946-1974.

Group name Proportional size Political status

Mestizos 0.801 DOMINANT
Other indigenous groups 0.142 DISCRIMINATED
Afromexicans 0.05 DISCRIMINATED
Maya 0.007 DISCRIMINATED

From 1975 until 1997

Figure 681: Political status of ethnic
groups in Mexico during 1975-1997.

Group name Proportional size Political status

Mestizos 0.801 DOMINANT
Other indigenous groups 0.142 POWERLESS
Afromexicans 0.05 IRRELEVANT
Maya 0.007 POWERLESS

From 1998 until 2016

Figure 682: Political status of ethnic
groups in Mexico during 1998-2016.

Group name Proportional size Political status

Mestizos 0.801 DOMINANT
Other indigenous groups 0.142 POWERLESS
Afromexicans 0.05 POWERLESS
Maya 0.007 SELF-EXCLUSION

From 2017 until 2021

Figure 683: Political status of ethnic
groups in Mexico during 2017-2021.

Group name Proportional size Political status

Mestizos 0.801 DOMINANT
Other indigenous groups 0.142 POWERLESS
Afromexicans 0.05 POWERLESS
Maya 0.007 POWERLESS



Geographical coverage of ethnic groups in Mexico

From 1946 until 1974

Figure 684: Map of ethnic groups in
Mexico during 1946-1974.

Group name Area in km2 Type

Mestizos 1 956 759 Statewide
Other indigenous groups 306 754 Regionally based
Maya 135 656 Regionally based
Afromexicans 15 824 Regionally based

Table 255: List of ethnic groups in
Mexico during 1946-1974.

From 1975 until 1997



epr atlas 1281

Figure 685: Map of ethnic groups in
Mexico during 1975-1997.

Group name Area in km2 Type

Mestizos 1 956 759 Statewide
Other indigenous groups 306 754 Regionally based
Maya 135 656 Regionally based

Table 256: List of ethnic groups in
Mexico during 1975-1997.

From 1998 until 2021

Figure 686: Map of ethnic groups in
Mexico during 1998-2021.

Group name Area in km2 Type

Mestizos 1 956 759 Statewide
Other indigenous groups 306 754 Regionally based
Maya 135 656 Regionally based
Afromexicans 15 824 Regionally based

Table 257: List of ethnic groups in
Mexico during 1998-2021.



Conflicts in Mexico

Starting on 1993-12-31

Side A Side B Group name Start Claim Recruitment Support

Government of
Mexico

EZLN Maya 1993-12-31 Explicit Yes Yes

Government of
Mexico

EPR 1996-07-15
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